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   DEDICATION
 
    
 
    
 
   To my children.  May they never forget that you miss every shot not taken, the only stupid question is the one not asked and to never stop believing in their dreams.  Because without dreams of something larger, man never would have walked on the moon.  Go forth and walk on moons…
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   1
 
    
 
   Chief Petty Officer Jack Thompson pulled up alongside the hangar in his stolen SUV and noticed the double doors at the front were standing open.  May as well make a grand entrance. He thought.  He could see what appeared to be two full squads checking and packing gear.  Just another day preparing for the muck, he knew from experience.
 
   The two guards normally assigned outside the hangar weren’t posted by the doors.  Normal when both squads are topside.  Jack rolled up and pulled inside the front area of the hangar.  He stopped the engine and opened the door.  He clipped his P90 carbine back on to his tactical vest, grabbed his duffle bag and shut the door.  Time to make the doughnuts.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Who the fuck does this clown think he is?” Wallace asked nudging Spanky, Second Squad’s team leader.  They couldn’t quite make out the figure in the black SUV at the far end of the hangar, but they both knew he had made a huge mistake rolling up on their turf like he owned the place.
 
   Spanky whistled to Apollo who was First Squad’s team leader and unofficial team captain and gave a motion to the front doors.  Apollo stepped from around the Humvee and instantly his hackles rose.  Somebody was about to get an ass-whoopin!  Apollo bowed up and started stepping toward the unknown intruder.  The other squad members fell in behind him.
 
   Colonel Matt Mitchell, Commanding Officer of the Monster Squad stepped out in front of the squads just as the door to the SUV closed and Jack turned around to face the incoming commandos with the Colonel in front of them.  Just as he had figured, all of the contingencies he had planned on the island during his recovery and on his drive up the coast went right out the window.  The best laid plans of mice and men…and shit.
 
   Jack strode up toward the teams until they could clearly see who he was and they stopped.  The new members had no clue, but he realized that the Colonel didn’t seem surprised at all that he was alive.
 
   “Chief Petty Officer Jack Thompson, reporting for duty, Colonel.” Jack snapped off a salute.
 
   “Who the fuck is this guy?” Lamb asked.
 
   Apollo broke into a toothy grin, “Phoenix, you son of a bitch!” and practically ran to bear hug him.
 
   Jack grunted as Apollo lifted him from the ground and the original Monster Squad members surrounded him to welcome him back.  Colonel Mitchell held his ground.  The new members of the Monster Squad surrounded the colonel.  “Who is this guy, sir?”
 
   “A dead man.”  He deadpanned, his face stoic.
 
   When the original clamor was over at Jack’s resurrection from the dead, he approached the colonel.  “You’re not happy to see me, sir?”
 
   “Thompson, we have to follow protocol.  You know that.”  Neither man smiled.
 
   Jack nodded.  “I expected as much.”
 
   Mitchell nodded at the guards who quickly approached Jack.  “Yeah, yeah.  Give me a minute.”  He unhooked his P90 and handed it to one of them.  “Careful with that junior, it’s loaded.  You might put an eye out.”  He pulled his FiveseveN from its holster and handed it to the other one.  “Easy there buster.  That’s a real one.  No Airsofting with that or somebody goes home in a body bag.”  He pulled his magazines from the various pouches and pockets and handed them to his squad mates.  “Here, you guys can probably use these.”  
 
   He looked up at Apollo again.  “Damn it’s good to see your ugly mug again, you brute.” And punched him in the arm, “I can’t believe looking at you would be refreshing.”
 
   “Believe it.” Sanchez said with a smirk.  Jack finally noticed that a female had infiltrated their ranks.
 
   “Yours?” Jack asked, hooking his chin at Apollo.
 
   “Damned straight, baby.” Apollo grinned again.  
 
   “I’m nobody’s.”  Sanchez reminded him. 
 
   “That’s right!” Apollo quickly corrected.  “I’m her bitch.” He whispered.
 
   Jack laughed.  “Sweet, bro.”
 
   “Ahem.” Mitchell interrupted.  “Protocol, Jack.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”  Jack said, sobering.  “Lead the way.  I live to serve.  Ask and I shall obey.  Waggle the carrot and the ass will follow.  I’d come up with more but I’ve been driving all night and I really got to pee.”
 
   “Needless to say, we have a lot of questions, son.”
 
   “Oh, we definitely have a lot to talk about, sir.” Jack said, giving the Colonel a knowing look.  “A very lot to talk about.”
 
   “It sounds like there’s a few things on your mind, Chief.”
 
   “You don’t know the half of it, Skipper.”  Jack reverted to his nickname for the Colonel from the early days and Matt did a double take.  Skipper being the Navy term for most boat captains and Jack being a Navy SEAL, he often called his CO that as a term of affection.  Matt knew from his tone of voice that it wasn’t meant that way.
 
   “Anything I should know offhand before we get started?”
 
   “There’s a war coming, sir.  And we’re stuck in the middle of it.  We’re all being played, Skipper… by both sides.”
 
   “Really?” Matt said disbelievingly.  
 
   “Oh, yeah.”  Jack said.  “There’s a shit-storm coming.  A war like we’ve never seen before and God Himself only knows how many people will pay because of it.  What you decide today may very well tip the scales of that war.”
 
   The elevator doors opened and Matt dismissed the guards so that he could address Jack alone.  “Just what do you know, soldier?”
 
   “Everything.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Nadia paced the room that she and Jack had shared.  She knew that something was wrong, but she couldn’t put her finger on it.  “You must calm down, Nadia.  You’re wearing out the floor.” Her mother said.  Natashia had been trying to calm her since shortly after Jack had left.  Nadia had been sad by the way things were left with Jack, but she hadn’t been frantic until about an hour after he’d gone and she’d been growing worse ever since.
 
   She had informed Jack that she did not wish to leave the island and her family once he had completed his mission and fulfilled his promise to Rufus Thorn.  Rufus, the vampire who owned the island, had orchestrated Jack’s rescue and had him nursed to health in hopes that Jack would assist in bringing the truth of the vampire civil war back to the human hunters who had been decimating the Lamia Beastia, Rufus’ people.  Jack did not take it well.  He left without saying goodbye to her.  But during his stay at the island, they discovered that the Fates had preordained their mating, and now she and Jack were paired together forever.  Their lives intertwined.  If one died, both died.  And somehow, she knew that he was in dire straits.
 
   “He is in danger mother.  I can feel it in my bones.” She cried.
 
   “Are you sure that it is not the pull of the moon?  It is tonight…”
 
   “No!  It is not the moon.  It is Jack.  Something is coming for him.” She continued pacing.  “I must go to him!” She turned and began throwing clothes into a bag.
 
   “Wait!  Nadia!  If you are to insist on this, we must first ensure that we do this the correct way.” Natashia said calmly.
 
   “We?” she asked, cautiously.  
 
   “But, of course.”  Natashia answered.  “I cannot allow my only child to go out to fight by herself.  She will need her mother.”
 
   Nadia wrapped her arms around her mother’s waist and held her tightly.
 
   “Enough child.”  She gasped.  “We must wake Rufus.  He will not like it, but it must be done.”  Nadia pulled away and wiped at her eyes.  “You, dress in something appropriate for the mainland, and for doing battle.  I will deal with Rufus and see if I can find out anything that may help us so that we do not go blindly in search for Jack.”
 
   “Thank you, mother.”
 
   “Go!”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Damien Franklin stormed toward the double doors of his master’s quarters.  The young vampire had just heard of his father’s death from one of the guards who had been listening to a police scanner.  Shock was his first reaction, followed quickly by anger.  He had been robbed of the pleasure of taking his father’s life and now he wanted to throw a tantrum.  His master had promised him blood and he wanted it.  He wanted it now!
 
   “Let me pass!” he growled at the two bodyguards standing outside the chamber door.
 
   The guards, dressed in Armani suits and wearing dark sunglasses in the gloom stood a full head taller and possibly two hundred pounds heavier than Damien.  Size mattered little to vampires.  Age increased power more than anything, and both guards could sense that Damien was what they called a ‘baby vamp’, barely a few years old.  Both guards were well over a century in age and were accomplished fighters.  The smaller of the two looked down his nose at Damien, standing stiff, hands balled into fists, chest heaving with gasps from his anger, then glanced at the other.  “Is he serious?”
 
   The other vampire pulled his sunglasses down slightly and looked over the top of them.  He looked Damien from head to toe.  “I think that he thinks he is.” He then pushed his glasses back up on his nose.  He assumed his position again and they both ignored him.
 
   “I said let me pass!” Damien jumped up and down to emphasize his point.  Both guards ignored him again.  Damien stood there a moment staring them down until it became apparent that neither guard would allow him in to see Paul Foster.  Paul was his master, he should be allowed to see him whenever he saw fit, but these overstuffed gorillas couldn’t see past their biceps long enough to realize that he was directly created by the master.  That made him one of the privileged classes, unlike these oafs who were indirectly related and were hired for their services.  
 
   Damien tried once more to stare them down, then tried to worm his way past them.  One arm came out and pushed him roughly back out to the middle of the parking area.  He landed roughly on his bony ass with an ‘oof!’ and sat there glaring at the two.  They stood there like the royal guard, unmoving, unsmiling, unwavering, unliving statues who served as nothing more than bouncers to the king.
 
   Damien stood and turned as if he was going to walk away, then tried running to the door as fast as his vampire legs could carry him, only to be clotheslined by an extended arm that was as solid as a steel pole.  Damien flipped in the air and landed on the concrete.  He caught his wind and looked up just as the doors jerked open.  “What is all this noise?!” Foster yelled at the guards.  
 
   The larger of the two barely turned toward him and pointed down at the ground at Damien.  “You promised me his head!” Damien cried.  Paul raised an eyebrow.  “He’s dead!  I can’t have my revenge.” He sobbed.
 
   Foster stood a moment contemplating Damien’s babbling.  “Do you have any idea what he’s talking about?” he asked the guards.
 
   “None, sir.” The larger answered.
 
   “The Senator.” Damien cried from the ground.  “He killed himself.”
 
   “Well.  Doesn’t that toss a wrench into my plans.” Foster deadpanned as he turned and walked back into his chamber.  Damien crawled after him sobbing.
 
   “Boss?” the guard asked indicating the mass following after him.
 
   Foster waved them off, allowing Damien inside.  They closed the doors after him.  “Get up, you fool!” Paul hissed.
 
   Damien pulled himself to his knees, sniveling and shaking.
 
   “You’re a vampire for fuck’s sake, act like one.” 
 
   “I’ll not have my revenge.” He whimpered.
 
   Paul lay back on a chaise lounge.  “Revenge?  What would you know of revenge?”
 
   Suddenly Damien found courage enough to stand.  “I know that I needed it!” he snarled.  “The man ruined my life.  He ruined her life.  He was a bastard and he deserved to die!”
 
   “And now he’s dead.” Paul quipped.  “The status quo has been met.  You should be celebrating.” 
 
   “I wanted to taste his blood, to rip his heart out with my own hands!” he snarled, “It isn’t the same when your vengeance is robbed from you.”
 
   “Why not?  The end result is the same, is it not?”  Paul was staring at his fingernails, as if Damien’s arguments held no merit.  “You wanted him dead, now he’s dead.  You win, he loses.  Who’s to cry over a little spilled blood?”
 
   “You don’t understand!   I wanted to be the one to end his life!” He shrieked.
 
   Paul glared at Damien and he shrank back.  Damien knew better than to raise his voice at the master.  
 
   “Did you play a part in his death?” Paul asked.  “Did you not warn him that if he failed, you would be the one to drain him, to torture him, to see to it that his death was as painful as humanly possible?” he asked the baby vamp.
 
   “Y-yes.” Damien answered, his voice barely audible.
 
   “And did he not take his own life rather than face your wrath?” Paul surmised.
 
   “Yes.  Yes, he did.” Damien brightened.
 
   “Then, the way I see it, you were indeed responsible for your father’s death.”  He watched a smile spread across Damien’s face as the realization hit him.  “The very fear of your threat caused him to take his life.  It may not have been your hand, but it was certainly your doing.” Paul gave him a knowing look.
 
   Damien gave an audible sigh.  The weight of the world lifted from his shoulders.  “You’re right.  You are always right, master.”
 
   “But, of course.”  Foster responded.  “But the real question now, is what is our next step?  With the Senator gone, we have nobody of power that we can manipulate…”
 
   “We don’t need anybody else.” Damien said, pleading.  “As you, yourself said…we are vampires.  We need to act like it.”
 
   Foster dismissed Damien.  The man was a child and knew nothing of the ways of vampires.  He didn’t know of the battles within the vampire community, he didn’t understand how they had to remain in the shadows, he didn’t understand that if vampires came out into the open, they would once again be hunted as they were in the past.
 
   “Paul, if we take the fight to them, like some of the others want to, then they’ll never…”
 
   “What are talking about?” Foster demanded, cutting him off.  “What others?”
 
   Damien blanched as much as a vampire could.  “Er…um…I’ve just heard some others talking that some of the other clans were planning to attack the hunters, that’s all.” He stammered.
 
   Foster rose from the chaise and lifted Damien in the air, “Tell me!” He demanded.  “Everything!”
 
   Had Damien fed recently, he would have wet himself.  “I-I-I was out at a blood den a few nights ago.  You said I could!” he whined.
 
   “What was said, and who said it?!” he growled, fangs extended.
 
   Damien threw his hands up in surrender. “I don’t know who they were.  They looked like punk rockers, you know…biker leather, green and blue hair, tattoos.  They were talking shit about when the families attacked the hunters.”
 
   Paul lowered Damien to the ground.  “Go on.” 
 
   “I only caught bits and pieces, I swear.  I was too busy feasting on this chick.  She had the biggest…”
 
   “What was said?” Paul glared at him.
 
   “Yeah.  Well, they were both snacking on this guy in a suit, and talking shit about what they were going to do to the hunters when they were finally unleashed on them.  Said that somebody was gathering intel on them.  Something about finally figuring out exactly where they were, how many, the whole nine yards.  But like I said, I wasn’t really paying attention.”
 
   “Where is this den?”
 
   “Southeast…Anacostia.  But the punks…odds are they won’t be there now.” Damien stammered.  
 
   “But you’d recognize them again if you saw them, yes?” Paul asked.
 
   “Sure, I guess…”
 
   “Take a crew and round them up.” Paul ordered.  “If there is going to be an attack on the hunters and the largest familia has been left out…nay, hasn’t even been consulted?”  Paul chuckled to himself, “Then somebody has a lot of answering to do.”  He pointed to the door.  “Do not come back without the ‘punks’ or answers.” His eyes told Damien that he should not return without either.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   2
 
    
 
    
 
   Jack sat at a stainless steel interrogation table.  At least they didn’t handcuff him.   He was waiting for the Colonel to come back in and start the interrogation protocols.  He knew this would happen, but he felt surely with everything that was about to happen, Mitchell would relax the rules a bit.  Jack hadn’t revealed yet the extent of his knowledge, but he let Mitchell know that he wasn’t in the dark anymore.  And he wasn’t going to back off with his knowledge either.  Too many lives, Nadia’s and his own especially, were at stake.
 
   He glanced at his watch for the third time.  What the hell could he be doing that was taking this long?  Jack was about to get up and check the door when it opened and both Mitchell and the Executive Officer of the facility, Laura Youngblood came walking in.  Jack had to admit, it was good to see her again.  She actually smiled when she saw him.  He hoped it was a good sign.  Colonel Mitchell came in and took a seat to Jack’s right and Laura sat directly across from him.  They both had stacks of folders in their hands.  After setting hers on the table, Laura extended her hand to him, “I’m glad you’re back, Chief.”
 
   “Me, too, Laura.” He said.  Even though ranks and titles were scrubbed once you signed on with the Monster Squad, Jack’s rank of ‘Chief’ Petty Officer stuck and became his nickname for years until the whole Phoenix event.  Now he answered to both.  Some even called him Chief Phoenix, which sounded to him as Native American as Laura looked.   
 
   Jack motioned to the files that they brought in and that Colonel Mitchell was going through as he sat silently, “What are those?”
 
   When Matt didn’t answer, Laura spoke up, “Everything from training records to operations prior to your disappearance.  Also, most of it is the intel on the op that you disappeared from and the clean up afterward.” 
 
   Jack nodded.  His stomach twisted on him when he thought of the good men that died on that op.  “Did anybody else make it out of Texas?” he asked.  Finally, Matt looked up. 
 
   He seemed to be giving Jack an accusing look.  “Only you.”  He closed the file he was looking at.  “And I’d like to know how that happened, Jack.” He said as he sat back in his chair.  “How is it you’re the only swinging dick to walk off that battlefield alive?”
 
   “Battlefield?” Jack asked disbelievingly.  “You call what happened out there a fucking battlefield?  Jesus Christ on a cracker, Colonel, we were ambushed!”
 
   “No shit you were ambushed and everybody else in your squad was shredded into pieces so small they fit into sandwich baggies.  That is everybody except for you.” he stated.
 
   Jack gritted his teeth.  “And now you think I’m responsible because I survived the grinder?”
 
   “Why don’t you tell me what I’m supposed to think, Jack.”
 
   Laura watched the tension rise in such short order that she felt compelled to step in.  “Matt!”  She stood up.  He turned to look at her.  She gave him a knowing look and he turned away, breathing heavily.  She turned her attention back to Jack.
 
   “Chief,” She said more calmly, trying to choose her words wisely, “we don’t want to assume anything.”  She glanced back at Matt watching the muscles in his jaw jerk in knots.  “Tell us in your own words what happened, please.”
 
   Jack sighed and sat back in his chair, his eyes still angry and his own jaw clenched.  “Please, Jack.  Just take a deep breath, and tell us.”
 
   Jack nodded then turned toward her.  Laura slowly took her seat.  “We were closing in on the farmhouse that the field agents said held the tangos.  It was still daylight and the heat was fucking horrible.  We were maybe a half click out and were approaching a small stand of trees to use as a staging area when these werewolves hit us hard…”
 
   “Werewolves?  In broad daylight?!  It was weeks from a full moon, Jack!  We’re not idiots!” Matt exploded.
 
   Jack jumped to his feet ready to pounce on the man.  “They were fucking werewolves you son of a bitch!”  
 
   Mitchell drew back to punch the man and Jack had drawn a survival knife that the guards had overlooked ready to kill him when Laura screamed at the top of her lungs, “Stand down!  Both of you!”
 
   Both men froze, their glare never wavering from the other.  Matt looked down and saw the glint of steel.  “You insubordinate bastard…”
 
   “You traitorous son of a…”
 
   “I said stop!”
 
   “I am still your commanding officer.” Matt told him.
 
   “You’re a liar, and a fucking werewolf.”  Jack shot back through gritted teeth.  “You’re no commanding officer of mine.”  Matt’s eyes bugged and Laura’s jaw dropped.  Jack turned to her.  “What?  Didn’t he tell you?  He’s a werewolf.” He growled accusingly.
 
   Laura composed herself and then reached out and gently touched Jack.  “Yes, Jack.  He told me.  Just recently.”
 
   Jack was floored.  Mitchell actually admitted it to someone.  Well, miracles never cease.  “He lied to me.  He’s no CO of mine.”
 
   “Fine, Chief, but I’m still your XO.”  Laura said calmly.  “Now, please, sit down.  Tell me what happened.”
 
   Jack turned to her and ignored Mitchell.  “It was werewolves.  Apparently natural born werewolves can shift at will.” He said.  Then he added as a barb to Mitchell, “I guess just being a werewolf didn’t make you a fucking expert on them, now did it?”
 
   “Jack!”  Laura exclaimed.  “Stick to the story.”  She snapped her fingers to regain his attention.  “Then what?”
 
   Jack recounted events as he best remembered them.  He couldn’t remember much about the attack itself…it was just too fast, too hectic and he was hit hard and fast and knocked unconscious too soon into it.  But he told of his being abducted, taken offshore to the island.  He told of Rufus Thorn and the Lamia Beastia families.  He explained why he was taken and the hopes of the vampires that their message would be heard.
 
   Jack hesitated when it came to Nadia.  He didn’t want to tell them that he had mated with a natural born werewolf, but Laura urged him to tell her everything.  Jack eventually shared that he discovered that natural born wolves mate for life and once they did, their lives are ‘locked’ to their mates.  And he told them that he chose to mate with Nadia.  To his credit, Mitchell kept his thoughts to himself.  Laura simply made notes in her notepad and urged him to continue.
 
   Jack told them of the meeting of the families and how they wanted to urge a campaign against the squads and that Rufus talked them out of it…at least until they could send him to act as their emissary.  He told them everything he could think of that might help convince them that he was sincere and that the vampires he was with truly valued human life.
 
   When he was finished he sat there and waited for them to say something.  Mitchell was stoic.  He said nothing.  Laura continued to write in her pad.  Finally Jack had to ask, “Well?”
 
   “Well, what?” Laura responded.
 
   “What are your thoughts?”
 
   “Honestly?” she said, finally looking up from her notes.  “I think you’re suffering from Stockholm syndrome.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Stockholm syndrome.” She repeated.  “It’s when kidnap victims begin to sympathize with their kidnappers…”
 
   “I know what it is!” Jack exclaimed.  “How can you say that?”
 
   “Because you have all the classic signs.”  Matt said, his chin still resting on his folded hands.  “Hell, you even ‘mated’ withone of them.”  His face still showed no sign of emotions.  Even though his head told him that Laura was right, something else told him that Jack was honest and that he hadn’t succumbed to Stockholm Syndrome.  It wasn’t from any formal training in a psychological art, it was just a feeling.  But it was one of those gut feelings that Mitchell had based many career decisions on and they had never failed him.  He called it his own sixth sense and it served him well.
 
   “I can’t believe this…” Jack began.  “This guy…this guy is a fucking werewolf himself.”
 
   “That’s different.” Laura began.
 
   “Is it?!” Jack yelled.  “The son of a bitch used his own blood to infect the rest of us!  And for what?  To make us faster?  So we can hear a little better?  So we can run longer and jump a little further?  You know what, Mitchell?  Fuck you, you self-serving, sanctimonious, self-righteous, son of a…”
 
   “It wasn’t my blood.” Mitchell interrupted.
 
   “What?” Jack hadn’t heard him well since he was too busy yelling his tirade.  
 
   Matt sighed and stood up.  “It wasn’t my blood.”  He said.  He glanced at Laura and then back at Jack.  “But you’re right.  I had no right to do to you boys what I did.  I should have at least told you what was happening when we did it.”  He hung his head, shamed by his actions.
 
   “You goddamned right you should have.” Jack said.
 
   Laura stepped in.  “But knowing what you know now, Jack, that it would make you faster and stronger and better able to fight what’s out there…would you have done it?”
 
   Jack turned on her, “It should have been my decision.”
 
   “You’re right.  It should have been.” She agreed.  “But would you have?”
 
   Jack sat on the edge of the table.  He stared off into nothingness and sighed.  “In a heartbeat.” He said.  “Fight fire with fire.”
 
   “Have a seat, Jack.” Mitchell said.  “I believe what you’ve told us.  Now it’s my turn to tell you a little of how I got to where I’m at.  It won’t make it right, but maybe it will help you to understand…why I did some of what I’ve done.”  Jack flipped his chair around backwards and sat in it.  Laura stood in the corner, ready to jump in again should things get ugly.
 
   “Back in the day, I had a family, a beautiful wife, a daughter.  I didn’t get to spend as much time with them as I’d like, but we tried to make what time we did spend together more memorable.” He began.  “One fall, I took a couple weeks leave and decided to take them camping.  I thought maybe if we could get out in the woods before the weather turned too cold we could spend some quality time together.  That was where the attack happened.  The werewolf attacked after we hit the hay and before I could react, my wife and daughter…were taken from me.  I barely survived.
 
   “My wounds healed a lot faster than they should have and the docs were amazed.  They ran all kinds of tests.  They found something that shouldn’t be there, some kind of virus.  I was eat up with it…but I never got ‘sick’ like they expected me to.”  Jack was nodding because he knew where this was headed.  “It was the werewolf virus.  We didn’t know that, though, until the next full moon.  Luckily, I was in a level IV lockdown because they feared it was some kind of transmittable disease.  Nobody else was hurt, but we knew then, without any doubt…monsters were real.
 
   “Anyhow, it was decided that rather than just ‘study’ me by dissection, we would use what was learned, put together a team of the best and go after the beast that created me.  It took years to track the bitch down.  We scoured reports of animal attacks, livestock going missing, shit like that, until we tracked her to the town she was in.  I figured out who was new to the area and then we tracked her back to where she came from.   I kept going ‘back’ and looking for missing persons, animal attacks, missing pets, livestock kills and the like until I narrowed down who she was.  
 
   “When I finally figured it out, we snagged her.  Of course, she tried to run, but we got her.  My boys flanked her right to me.  They ran her through a funnel formation into a blind alley and when we had her caught, she tried to shift.  It was the only time I’d ever heard of a werewolf shifting and it not being a full moon, but honestly, the full moon was that night, so I truly figured that…I dunno,..the fear, or the adrenaline or something had caused her to shift early.  And when she shifted, I was staring eye to eye with the most beautiful timber wolf I’d ever seen.  
 
   “And I shot her right between her fucking eyes.”
 
   Jack was shocked.  A hundred thoughts raced through his mind at that moment.  Mitchell had hunted down and killed a natural born wolf…and she shifted without it being the full moon?  And she became a timber wolf?  Not the Halfling form?  That could only mean that she shifted in the presence of her Fated Mate.  And if Mitchell was the only other ‘wolf’ in her presence…that meant he killed his mate.
 
   Should he tell him?  Jack looked at the Colonel and saw nothing but pain.  What would this knowledge do to the man?  He debated with himself when Laura interrupted.
 
   “Colonel?  I thought if you killed the wolf who created you, that you broke the curse of the wolf?” she said.  “Isn’t that what Evan said?”
 
   “Evan?”  Jack asked.  “Is he out of that cell again?”
 
   Evan Peters was the resident vampire researcher who had spent years working on both a cure for his vampirism and creating weapons for the Monster Squad.  Three years prior, a member of the team’s Oversight Committee feared him to be a threat and ordered him imprisoned as a test to see how long it would take a vampire to ‘starve to death’.  Both Matt and Laura fought the order and even argued that the dead couldn’t be starved, but it did no good.  Recently Mitchell and Youngblood took it upon themselves to fake his death and release him while Jack was MIA.
 
   “Yeah.  We broke him out shortly after you disappeared.” Matt said, his mind still in the past.  “But, to answer your question, Laura, I don’t know.”
 
   “Did you use silver?  Did you burn the body?” Jack asked.
 
   Matt seemed to snap out of his reverie.  “What?  No.  Not exactly.”  He said, coming to his feet.  He cleared his throat.  “It was her body that we used to… ’create’ the augmentation process for you boys.”
 
   “So you shot us full of her blood?” Jack asked.
 
   “Not exactly.” Laura answered.
 
   “It’s a lot more complicated than that.”  Matt tried to explain.  “I’m no scientist, but…it’s more like ‘gene therapy’.  Or, that’s what they told me.”
 
   “What are you saying, Skipper?”
 
   “It’s not like what I went through, okay?  This is more like…more like you were born with it.  It’s easier on your body.” Matt said.
 
   “More like a natural born wolf…”  Jack said.
 
   “I guess.  Hell up until a few minutes ago, I didn’t know there was such a thing.”  
 
   Jack practically fell into his chair.  If there was a chance that he could control the shift like Nadia does…
 
   “What about this attack, Jack?”  Laura asked.  “Is it imminent?”  
 
   Jack snapped back to the present.  “That depends on what he does.” He motioned to Mitchell.
 
   Mitchell stiffened.  “How’s that?”
 
   “Meet with Rufus, Skipper.”  Jack offered.  “Just…meet with him.  Talk with him.  Listen to what he has to say.  If you don’t like it, fine. Consider me flipped out.  Gone native.  Whatever.  But hear what he has to say.”
 
   Matt was stunned.  A meeting with the enemy?  “Are you nuts?  You want me to have a meeting with the very monsters we’ve been hunting down?”
 
   “He’s not the enemy, Skipper.  Hell, you’ve got Evan working for you again!” Jack offered.  “Is that really all that different?  He drinks animal blood.”
 
   “Used to.  Not anymore.”
 
   “But he used to.  This guy still does and so do the people on his side.  It makes them weaker, but it also makes them much easier to deal with.”
 
   Matt rolled the idea around a bit.  “I’ll consider it.”  He looked at his watch and nodded at Laura.  “Right now, I’m obviously not in my right mind.  It’s too close to the full moon.”
 
    “Afterwards then.  You can meet with him after the shift.” Jack said hopefully.
 
   “Perhaps.”  Matt said, rubbing his temples.  “Jack, you don’t understand.  I’ve been shifting for nearly ten years now.  The more often you shift, the harder it is to control the urges…the aggression.  And the harder the shift hits you.”
 
   “Nadia explained that to me.  The only reason it’s easier for them is because they are born with it and it’s a part of them.”
 
   Matt looked up at Laura and she could see the pain across his face.  It was still early in the day, but he was having trouble adjusting, especially with the sleep deprivation added in.  “Laura, clear him.  I’m accepting his story.”
 
   “Sir?” she was about to object.
 
   “I can’t explain to you in a way that you’d understand, because honestly, I don’t understand all of it myself, but I can tell that he’s been honest and forthright.  He hasn’t compromised the program and he doesn’t have Stockholm’s.” Matt replied.  “Go ahead and clear him, get him with doc for the full workup and make sure we get him caught up on the bane.  I don’t want to risk him shifting.”
 
   “I am caught up, Skipper.”  Jack informed him.  “It was Rufus and his crew that figured it out and Nadia identified the wolf’s bane and got me back on it while I was there.”
 
   Matt simply raised an eyebrow and nodded.  “Very well.  But I still want doc to check you out.”
 
   “Copy that.”
 
   “Laura, get with Apollo and see where Jack will best fit in.  It’s the full moon tonight.  Odds are, we’re going to be busy and probably have more than one op going.  If we are hit with anything light duty, we may split the squads into three five man groups.  Jack is our best qualified team leader so it’s workable.  If necessary, get Lieutenant Gregory called up to man the secondary operations center.”
 
   “Yes, sir, Colonel.”  Laura began gathering her folders and led Jack out of the interrogation room.  Matt watched them leave then went in search of Evan Peters.  He had cooked up a concoction that eased the symptoms earlier.  Maybe he could whip him up a double now.  His nerves were about shot.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Nadia was barely able to hold on to the side of the boat as it skipped across the waters and made their way to shore.  The waters had become much choppier since Jack had crossed and their pilot was having to throttle back to keep from beating them to death.  The small craft wasn’t meant to take such large waves and he worried that they would capsize if he wasn’t careful.  “Please, Georgio, can you not increase our speed?” she asked.
 
   “I cannot, Miss.  The waves, they are too large and our boat, she is too small!” he yelled over the noise of the wind.  Nadia’s mother looked like she was turning a nice shade of green as the craft rode up and down the crowning waves.
 
   “But we must hurry!  Jack is in danger.  I must get to him quickly and warn him.  Please, a little faster if you can.” She pleaded.
 
   “Señor Jack?” Georgio asked.  “How is he in danger?”
 
   “I don’t know, exactly.  I just feel it.”
 
   “Why do you not simply call him?”`
 
   “I don’t know where to call him at.  He didn’t give me a number.” She said.
 
   “But…the satellite phone.” Georgio said.  “The one we gave him before he left the docks.”
 
   Nadia was dumbfounded.  A satellite phone?  It was news to her.  Rufus had said nothing to her mother of a satellite phone or they would have called from the castle.  “What satellite phone, Georgio?  Rufus said nothing of a phone.”
 
   “Mario, the wolf from the stables, he gave it to me for Jack.  He said it was for him to call us when he was ready to return.” Georgio said.  “I thought surely that Master Rufus had ordered it for him, no?”
 
   “No!  Rufus said nothing of a phone!”  She yelled.  “Do you know the number to the phone, Georgio?”
 
   “I do not.  But perhaps Mario does.  He should be at the docks with your vehicle, yes?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I don’t know a Mario.”  Nadia worked her way to the back of the boat where her mother was now a much darker shade of green.  She definitely looked ready to hurl.  “Mother, do you know a wolf named Mario?  He works the stables?”
 
   Her mother looked at her with eyes that belonged to somebody staring very far away.  She shook her head in a very slow negative, then she leaned slightly over the edge and threw up.  This was not good.  Nadia grabbed the sides of the craft and worked back to the pilot, “Mother doesn’t know a Mario either.  How long have you known him?”
 
   Georgio thought about it for a little bit, then shook his head.  “I do not remember.  Perhaps a month?”
 
   “There should be no new wolves on the island, Georgio!  Could he be a spy?”
 
   Georgio laughed.  “A spy?  Who would spy on us?”
 
   Nadia sighed.  “I need the number.  Are you sure that this Mario will be at the docks?”
 
   “I am not positive, but I am pretty sure, yes.”
 
   Nadia sat back and bit at her fingernail.  She hoped and prayed that he was there.  She desperately needed the number to that phone.  And if any of the wolves on the dock had another phone, she would call Rufus right away and find out if he had a phone sent with Jack.  Whoever this Mario is, he had better pray that Rufus says ‘yes’.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Damien studied the hired muscle that had been sent with him to the blood den.  They didn’t look like much but he could sense the power rolling off of them in waves.  He alternated from feeling like a badass to feeling like a trapped animal.  He didn’t know why he would feel like he was the target of their animosity, but at times, he did.  They were completely unreadable, their faces like stone, yet he could sense their disdain for him.  He didn’t like feeling powerless and these characters definitely made him feel powerless.  
 
   Any vampire, against a human, has both a physical and psychological advantage.  But vampire against vampire, things became distorted.  One couldn’t judge another vampire just upon their size or perceived strength.  He had seen vampires who looked like linebackers drop and cower before Paul, who was short and slight in build.  But he was old, and that was where real power came from.  Plus, Paul Foster was a natural born vampire and that practically made him royalty.  Natural born vampires had special abilities that created vampires lacked, or took centuries to develop and hone in order to use effectively.  Paul could glamour a human and have them think it was their idea to surrender their will and their blood to him.  He could move so fast that even other vampires could barely see him.  It was rumored, that he could even shape shift, but Damien doubted that was true.  Nobody he knew actually knew for sure, it was just rumored and whispered.  In fact, when it came to Paul Foster, most things were whispered for fear he may hear you speak of him.
 
   Damien pointed to the abandoned building where the blood den was, and the van pulled near.  Before it came to a complete stop, the side door slid open and they all exited and Damien found himself pulled to the sidewalk.  The enforcers push-pulled him to the door of the blood den and urged him to knock while they stood to the sides of the door out of eyesight, stakes ready, guns with silver bullets drawn.
 
   Damien knocked twice then a third time and a sliding peephole opened.   A dark set of eyes checked him out, it’s owner recognizing him for what he was.  “Back so soon?”
 
   “Safer to feed here then on the streets.” He chuckled.  “Besides, I thought I’d finish off my leftovers.” He smiled.
 
   The peephole slammed shut and a series of locks and slides opened.  Just as the door was cracking open, the enforcers pushed their way through, pinning the door guard against the wall.  The stronger of the enforcers held a stake at his heart with one hand and whispered, “Shhh!” before the guard could call out.
 
   The other enforcers pushed Damien through the doors, urging him to lead the way.  Once through, Damien rolled his head across his neck and listened to the joints pop.  Let’s do this. He readied himself.
 
   He led them through the dark hallways and into a larger common room.  Alcoves set off on either side with dirty mattresses stained in blood and vampires feeding off of the metro’s homeless, runaways, drug addicted and street people lined the edges of the room.  Damien searched the gloom until he saw the mohawk of the punk he had heard bragging, his leather jacket hung on a hook above the mattress he was currently spread atop, feeding on a bag lady.  Damien pointed at the punk and the enforcers wasted no time in bagging, gagging and securing him.  Damien rapidly searched the room but didn’t see the other punk that had been with this one before.  He screwed up his nerve and marched up to the punk.  He bent low to keep his voice down.  “Where’s your friend?”
 
   Mohawk shook his head, the gag in his mouth hooked on his fangs.  He obviously didn’t know who Damien was talking about.  “Let’s try this again.  A couple of nights ago, you were in here feeding with another punk.  Leather jacket, same bad haircut.  Ring a bell?” Damien asked, thumping the punk in the head.  “Where the fuck is he?”
 
   The punk glared at Damien, his eyes narrowing on him.  He knew that Damien was a baby vamp and had it not been for the others, he would have torn him limb from limb.  He mumbled, ‘fugg yew’ through the gag.
 
   “Fuck me, eh?”  Damien chuckled.  “Well, we’ll see how much you feel like fornicating when Mr. Foster rips your cock off and shoves it up your ass, smart mouth.”  Damien nodded to the enforcers.  “Take him.  If he won’t talk to us, he’ll talk to Paul.”
 
   Apparently the punk knew of Paul Foster because his eyes bulged in his head and he began struggling as if his life depended on it.  Maybe because his life did depend on it.  Damien stopped them a moment.  “Feel like talking now?”  The punk nodded his head rapidly.  “Remove the gag.”
 
   Once the enforcers pulled the gag out, Damien noticed the dark marks around the punk’s mouth.  Had he been human, there would definitely be bruising.  “Monroe.  His name’s Monroe, but he’s not here, man.  He fed on the streets, man.  I swear.” The punk said.
 
   “Fine.  Where can I find him?”
 
   “I dunno, man.  He didn’t tell me where he was going, I swear.  What do you want him for?  Maybe I can…”
 
   “Mr. Foster has some questions for the two of you.  If we can’t bring the both of you, then I guess you’ll have to take Monroe’s pain as well.” Damien said then nodded to the enforcers.  The punk started to scream, but found his mouth filled with the gag again and he was instantly dragged to the hallway and toward the door.  The lead enforcer still holding the door guard at the entrance with a stake to the chest.
 
   As the last of them exited the building, the enforcer slowly withdrew from the guard.  Holding his finger to his lips, he repeated, “Shhh.  We were never here.”  He turned to leave and slowly pulled the door shut.  Just before closing it, he looked at the guard and said, “Have a pleasant evening.” And smiled.
 
   The enforcers shoved the punk into the van and once they all piled in, Damien was left with sitting on the punk for the ride back.  He wanted to complain because the punk was lumpy and hurt his butt, but since he was surrounded by badasses, he felt it wouldn’t be in his best interest to complain that his punk seat cover wasn’t soft enough.  So, Damien endured just one more humiliating experience.
 
   Oh, how he wished he could fast forward time a couple of centuries so that he could increase his strength and power.  Then he glanced around him and noticed the vampires sitting around him now.  He’d probably end up a bitter asshole just like these characters.  Somebody needs to pull the stake out of their ass. He thought, and he chuckled, thinking himself funny. 
 
   The punk mumbled something from under him and wriggled around.  Damien told him to sit still and punched him.  Maybe that would impress the enforcers and they would quit impressing their power over him.  Instead of the desired result, he instead felt smothered with wave after wave of power from the enforcers until he felt almost smothered and tiny.  Damien closed his eyes and forced himself to not react to their display of power, but it wasn’t easy.  The ride back across town was going to take forever and the driver made sure he hit every bump along the way.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   3
 
    
 
   Jack came out of the doctor’s office with Laura in tow.  She had the doctor sign off on his examination and they had drawn enough blood for workup that Jack wondered if anything would actually come out if he cut himself shaving.  He secretly wondered if Evan might have ordered a light snack somewhere in that bloodwork, but had to remind himself that their augmentation made them less than palatable to the bloodsuckers.   “That should be it, Chief.  You’re clear for duty now.” She told him.
 
   “I guess you’ll need to get with Apollo and get the teams split, just in case?” he commented.
 
   “I’ll have him split the rosters into three teams like the Colonel wanted.  It wouldn’t be the first time we had more than one fire pop up on a full moon.”  She seemed preoccupied, as if she wanted to ask him something but was afraid to broach the subject.
 
   Jack milled about a moment to give her time, but she didn’t seem to be in a hurry to break the ice.  Finally, Jack decided to dismiss himself.  “I guess I’ll go topside and start packing up another set of gear, just in case then.”  
 
   Laura nodded.  “Yeah, that’s probably a good idea.”  Jack turned to leave when Laura finally blurted out, “Are you going to tell the rest of the squads, Jack?”
 
   He turned back to her, realizing what she was referring to.  “About what the augmentation really is?”
 
   “Yes.  About the gene therapy.  About what was…done to them.” He could see her face flush.  A sure sign that she was ashamed, too.
 
   “I honestly don’t know.” He replied.  “I do know that if I do, it won’t be today.  They’ll have their hands full, I’m sure.  You know how busy it gets this time of the month.” He gave her a weak smile.
 
   “What about after?” her face solemn.  “Do we need to prepare for a group of highly trained and very pissed off warriors?”
 
   “Laura, I just don’t know.”  Jack sighed.  “They have a right to know.”  He walked back toward her and lowered his voice.  “They really should know what’s inside them.  Especially if any of them are thinking of having kids in the future?”  He was referring to Apollo and his new girlfriend.  
 
   Laura nodded in agreement.  “We have no idea what the results would be if any of them were to have children…”
 
   “If what was done to them actually made it as if they were born with this…what would you call it?  An affliction?  A disease?  Condition?”  Jack shrugged.  “Whatever the hell it is, if this gene thing makes them the same as a natural born wolf, then they most definitely would pass it on.  And their kids would pass it on to their kids and so on.”
 
   Laura sighed and her shoulders slumped.  “This is a real can of worms.”
 
   “It could get really ugly.”  Then he brightened.  “Or not.”
 
   She turned to him as if he lost his damned mind.  “How’s that?”
 
   “If they were actually honest with themselves?  I mean seriously honest with themselves?  Odds are each and every one of them would have volunteered to take the augmentation if it gave them an advantage over the monsters.  Once they see what is really out there?  The vampires, the ogres, the trolls, the imps, the fucking fairies?  Oh my god…the fairies are the worst.  You can’t stop them with a flamethrower!”
 
   “Tell me about it.” She chuckled.  “Remember the fairy infestation in southern Canada last year?  I thought you were going to pull your hair out before it was over with.”
 
   “I still itch every time I see a firefly in the spring.” He muttered.  Laura laughed and patted his back.  “Don’t laugh, boss.  That shit ain’t funny.  Fairies are a bitch.”
 
   “At least they aren’t leprechauns.” She said.
 
   He shuddered.  “Those little Irish bastards.  Why they don’t stay on their own continent, is beyond me…”
 
   “Once he got calmed down, he wasn’t so bad.  He was actually the victim.  Woke up in New York and he was pissed.  But at least he’s home now.  As long as he stays away from pubs on Samhain, then he should be good.”
 
   “Should have incinerated the little fuck, if you ask me.” 
 
   “Technically, he did nothing wrong.  He was drunk, knocked on the head and robbed.  Somebody else stuffed him in a shipping container headed for the states.  He just wasn’t happy when they opened it.” She said with a haphazard smile.   
 
   “He practically destroyed the docks!  And we not only let him go, we took him home!”  Jack exclaimed.  “It took me and my team five hours to trap the little shit and get him shackled.”
 
   “If you hadn’t been wearing a gold crucifix, Jack…we might never have found something to calm him down.” She laughed.
 
   “Gold.  Whodathunkit?  Rub a little gold on the wee bastard and it’s like a valium for them.” He muttered.  “Oh well.  Now we know.”
 
   “Live and learn.” She said with a smile.  
 
   “Sometimes the hard way.” 
 
   “So, the other squads members… you really think they would do it anyway?” she asked.
 
   He nodded.  “Yeah, I do.  I think that they would do anything to get the upper hand.”
 
   Laura considered Jack’s opinion and hoped he was right.  “Still, you were right.  They should have been given the choice.”
 
   “I know.  And that’s what sucks about the whole fucking mess.”  They both stood there a moment, reflecting on the situation until it almost became awkward.  
 
   Finally, Laura broke the silence. “So, go get your gear ready, we’ll get the squads split up and then we’ll alert you to who your team is so you can get to know them.  I’ll have Apollo get their files and training reports to you so you can see who fits best where.” She said.  “Sound good?”
 
   “Works for me, boss lady.”
 
   “I’ll meet you topside shortly.” Laura left and Jack had to remember that his intentions weren’t to come back for good.  He came back to fulfill his mission for Rufus.  Home was where Nadia was, and he suddenly had an overwhelming urge to just slip out a side door and take the SUV back to south Texas and call for a ride home to the island.  But, he still had to get Mitchell to agree to a meeting before he could consider his mission complete.  Even then, he didn’t know if he could call it complete until the meeting actually took place.  His heart told him to be with Nadia, but his head told him he had a duty to be here.
 
   Jack sighed and turned for the stairs.  “Time to make the doughnuts.” 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Nadia jumped from the boat before the lines were even cast to pull it to the dock.  Natashia all but staggered forward, holding the sides and still looked very green.  Georgio waved the dock side wolves over as one of them tied off the small craft.  “Where is Mario?” he asked.
 
   “We have not seen him since you dropped off the soldier.” One replied.  
 
   “He left shortly after.  We asked where he was going, but he said only that he had an errand.” The other added.
 
   “Do either of you have the number to the phone that he gave Jack?” Nadia asked, desperation painted across her face.
 
   They looked at each other and shrugged.  “We know nothing of a phone.” The first one said.  
 
   Georgio moaned.  “I have a bad feeling, miss.  Perhaps we should inform Señor Thorn?”
 
   “Does anybody have a phone I can use to call the island?” she asked.  The smaller man fished a cell phone from his jacket and handed it to her.  Nadia stepped off to the side and called for Rufus, quickly filling him in.  As she feared, he knew nothing of a satellite phone and although he didn’t approve all of the wolves who cycled through, he had no knowledge of this Mario the stable wolf either.  He feared the Lamia Humanus had infiltrated their ranks and had set something in motion.
 
   Nadia was near hysterics as Rufus did his best to calm her.  Rather than send them via commercial air, Rufus would send them on his private plane.  There would be no waiting and they could leave as soon as they could get to the small airport nearby.  They could file their flight plan while Nadia and her mother were en route.  Nadia thanked him profusely, but Rufus knew that he was also protecting his best chance at saving his own people.  Without the support of the Monster Squads, the Lamia Beastia would surely fall to both the human hunters and the Humanus familia in short order.  Rufus didn’t know if God would hear the prayer of a vampire, but it did not stop him from sending Him one in hopes that He would protect both the wolves en route to Jack’s aid and the human hunters that he hoped would one day assist him and his people.
 
   Georgio loaded their bags into the minivan and they headed to the private airport.  A small jet was waiting for them, its engines warmed up and the pilot standing by.  Nadia and Natashia practically sprinted from the vehicle and up into the waiting plane, time their biggest enemy.  Not only to warn Jack, but knowing that the full moon was that night and neither could fight its pull.
 
   As the plane taxied into position and began its departure, Nadia turned to her mother and asked her the question that had been nagging her all along.  “What if we are too late?”
 
   “My love, do you regret mating yourself to him?” she knew the answer before asking the question.
 
   “Of course not.  I just hope…”
 
   “Nadia, you’ve always been…’sensitive’ to certain things.” She said.  “I am certain we will be in time, and he will be safe.  Rufus is searching for this Mario, they will find the way to contact him on the satellite phone and all will be fine by the time we get there.”   Natashia sat back in the overstuffed leather chair and appeared, for all intent and purpose as if she was leaving for holiday.  “We will most likely arrive in time for Jack to be departing for the island and we will all be laughing about this.  You worry over nothing.”
 
   Nadia rolled her eyes at her mother.  “I appreciate your attempt at levity, mother, but we both know that when I get these feelings, bad things happen.  And when they surround one person, then bad things happen to that person, unless I can warn them.”
 
   “Jack is a big boy, my dear.  He can most certainly handle himself.  If nothing else, he can give the threat a ‘purple nurple of death’.” She said flatly, looking out her window.  She slowly turned to her daughter and their slow smiles turned into giggles.  When their giggles were over she went to sit beside Nadia and pulled her into an embrace.  “Trust me, darling.  He is a warrior.  And he is surrounded by warriors.  Whatever this threat is that you sense?  I feel sorry for them for attempting to harm the human hunters.”
 
   Nadia nodded and considered her mother’s words.  She did have a point.  Jack and his people were specially trained to deal with most all supernatural beings.  Unless they were hit with just sheer numbers that could overwhelm the United States military, she could see where her fears were unfounded.
 
   Why then this sense of foreboding?  And then she sat up.  “Mother?” she gasped.  
 
   “What, Nadia?”
 
   “You speak as if they are unstoppable, but…remember how Jack came into our home.  His entire team was taken out by one small group of natural born wolves.” She said softly.
 
   “Well, yes, Nadia, but they were led to believe they were going after vampire in broad daylight and then ambushed by wolves…”
 
   “So they were unprepared for what was out there.  They didn’t know the whole truth…” she trailed off.
 
   “Well…yes.”  Natashia answered.  “But now Jack is informed and he will tell the others.”
 
   “But that is what we know about wolves.   What of other creatures that we don’t know of?” she asked.  “Who is to say that ambushes can’t be made using others?”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   This time Damien didn’t have to beg to get past the guards at Foster’s chamber.  They opened the door as soon as he and the enforcers came strolling up with the punk in tow.  As usual, Paul’s inner sanctum was lit by candle and women in various stages of undress were milling about as though dazed.  Some were for food, some were for pleasure, and some were for both.  Damien tried to keep his eyes off of them and keep his mind on business.  
 
   He half pulled, half dragged the punk into Paul’s sanctum and deposited him roughly on the stone floor, purposely avoiding any carpeted areas, just in case things got messy.  Foster slipped off his bed like water flowing from a rock in a river and slipped into his smoking robe.  He used the sleeve to wipe his mouth, but Damien felt he always left that little smear on his chin and throat for effect.  Look like a savage and folks tend to pay a little more attention to you.  If you look too human, well…you just don’t get the same effect.
 
   The punk had pissed himself as soon as they entered Paul’s chamber from the wave of power and he knew this vampire was nobody to be trifled with.  Foster eased himself over by Damien and slipped an arm around his shoulders so that he could whisper in his ear.  “Where’s the other one?”
 
   “Master, the other one wasn’t at the den.  This one claims he is feeding out on the streets but doesn’t know where.  Even after roughing him a bit, he didn’t know.  I thought that if he truly did know, he would tell you.” He mewed suggestively, more for the punk than for Paul.  “He did offer up the other one’s name, though.  Monroe?  Another punk, so I doubt it would hold meaning to you, master.”
 
   Foster nodded.  “You’re right.  The name means nothing to me.”  He walked slowly around the punk and watched him shiver.  He ran a nail along his jawline then flicked it up, cutting the gag loose from his mouth.  “There.  Is that better?”
 
   The punk spat out the rubber ball that had been caught behind his fangs and immediately withdrew them in a sign of submission.  “Thank you m’lord.” And he lowered his eyes.
 
   “See, Damien?  He has some manners after all.” Paul said with a flourish.  “Now then.  Let’s see if he can be forthcoming with a bit of information?”  Foster leaned down and placed the nail under the punk’s chin, drawing blood as he raised his face to his.  “I need to know what you know.” He said, his eyes dead, but his smile spreading.
 
   “A-anything!” the punk sputtered.
 
   “Good.”  Foster snapped his fingers and one of the women pulled a highbacked chair for him to sit in.  The punk remained on his knees.  Paul studied him a moment then asked, “Tell me of the upcoming attack on the human hunters.”
 
   The punk looked confused for a moment.  How could anybody know of the attack?  But obviously, this vampire knew, and he wanted to know more.  “What do you want to know?” he answered, lowering his eyes.
 
   “Look at me when you speak.” Paul commanded without raising his voice.  The punk raised his eyes and his face went blank.  “I want to know everything.”
 
   The punk drew breath, but when he spoke, he was monotone, as if under Paul’s spell.  “Our gang was contacted by another sister gang from out of state.  Everybody knows whispers and rumors of the hunters and everyone fears them.   We were told that somebody is organizing the vampires, building up an army in order to overwhelm them.  Over run the hunters and decimate them in one fail swoop.  Leave no survivors, nobody to turn after the fact.”
 
   “And when is this attack supposed to occur?”
 
   “We don’t know when exactly, but soon.  Right now they are trying to get everybody on board.  It’s all voluntary but from what I’m told, everybody is for it.  They all want a piece of this action.  We get to pull a surprise attack like those bastards have done to us.”
 
   “Who is behind organizing this little war party?”
 
   “I don’t know who started it, but it was our sister gang who contacted us.  They said it was a biker gang that contacted them and a rival biker vamp gang that got in touch with them.  It’s all word of mouth.”
 
   Paul contemplated his words and growled.  He really didn’t like being kept out of the loop on something this monumentally stupid.  Not only would something like this throw off the status quo, it would alert all humans to the existence of vampires and they would have egotistical Van Helsing wanna-be's running through the streets trying to stake every newborn baby vamp they could find.
 
   He remembered the days when villages would rise up against vampires and send them packing to the next county or the next country.  Those were not pleasant times.  It was usually because some idiot would pick the daughter of a village elder or the wife of a governor or something else monumentally stupid and make a midnight snack of her.  Men get so possessive of their women.  He really couldn’t see why.  There were so many of them.  And really, one tasted just as good as the next.  
 
   Paul sighed.  “Whoever these dumbasses are should realize that by doing this, they will alert the entire world to our presence.” He said more to Damien than anybody.  “Once that happens, we will be hunted like we once were.”
 
   “That is their hope.” The punk said.  Paul was shocked and felt his anger instantly rise.  “Except they want to move into positions of power as soon as people realize we exist.  They intend to make humans into livestock and farm them.” His monotone voice stated.
 
   Paul sat back, shocked.  He had heard rumors of this vampire lunacy before, but…for someone to actually attempt to implement it?  Absolute craziness!  It could never happen.
 
   He jumped up from his chair and when he did, the punk seemed to snap out of it and was gently shaking his head as if waking from a dream.  “This is insane! Can’t they see what this will actually bring?!”
 
   Damien stepped forward, “Master, if this happens, and we are brought to light, it will be much more than just the hunters to deal with, won’t it?”
 
   “See?!  He’s an idiot and even he can see the bigger picture.”  Foster stated.  “I have to find out who is behind this and either convince them to stop it or destroy them before it begins.”
 
   “You’re crazy, man.”  The punk said.  “This is way bigger than even you!  This is like worldwide, man!” he began to laugh.  Before he could take a breath to build up his first round of laughter, Paul staked him and watched the blood erupt from his throat.  Damien stepped back just as the punk splattered face first on the stone floor.
 
   “Get that thing out of here.” Paul ordered and the enforcers stepped forward to cart out what was left of him.  
 
   “What do we do?” Damien asked.
 
   “Find the other punk.  Perhaps he knows more.”
 
   Damien paused.  “Master, I will do whatever you say, you know that.  But I doubt seriously that the other punk will know any more than this one.”
 
   Paul turned slowly to Damien, his brows raised.   Damien raised his hands in defense.  “Remember, master, the punk said that their sister gang told them about this attack, and they were told by a biker gang who was told by a rival biker gang, etc.  It’s all word of mouth, yes?”
 
   “Go on…”
 
   “They know nothing.  Just that somebody wants to know if they would be interested.  Somebody is testing the waters to see if they can raise enough interest in the attack.”  Damien’s gears were going, trying to think like his dad would.  “Obviously there is interest.  Vampires across the world want payback.  But it’s not just here in the states, but worldwide.  My father had told me that all of the Monster Squads were hit last month and they all lost some men.  Some only had one team and they are completely out of the game until they retrain replacements.”
 
   “And your point is?”
 
   “Whoever is behind this may have been behind those attacks as well.”
 
   Foster debated a moment on the next step.  “Did your father have any idea who these vampires were?”
 
   “No, but there are always rumors…”
 
   “Tell me what you know, Damien.  This is not the time to trifle with me.” Paul growled.
 
   “That’s just it, master.  I don’t know, it is just rumors.” He defended himself.  “But as I was saying, there is one rumor that one of the hunters survived the attack here.  The Beastia had an infiltrator with the Humanus and…the infiltrator carted off one of the hunters.”
 
   “Where?!” Paul demanded.
 
   “We don’t know.”  Damien admitted.  “But it is a start, yes?  If we watch the hunters, perhaps they will…”
 
   “No.”  Foster said.  “We have nobody who could effectively do that. But perhaps we can find the Beastia.”  Paul’s eyes narrowed.  “As much as it pains me to even consider the thought, perhaps an… alliance with the goat suckers would be in the best interest of all vampires… if we work together to stop the anarchists.”
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   Mitchell approached Evan Peters’ lab station apprehensively.  His mind was racing and he felt like his heart was beating through his chest.  After more than a decade of shifting with every full moon, the shifts were becoming harder and fighting the aggression of the wolf was becoming more and more difficult.  He saw Evan’s station was empty.  Where could he have gone?  The computers were shut down and his notebooks were put away.  Although Evan rarely slept, that must be where he was.  Matt knew from experience that waking Evan was like waking the dead.  Literally.  But this felt like an emergency.  A personal emergency, true, but an emergency nonetheless.  
 
   He went to the elevator and punched in the lower level button and slid his key card for access.  Very few could access the level where Evan had set up his room, as stark as it was.  Matt waited for the doors to open then took the hallway right until he reached what used to be a supply closet.  He knocked loudly on the door, hoping to wake him.  The door opened and Evan gave a rather surprised look at the colonel.  “I’m still up, Colonel.  Is something wrong?”
 
   “I really hate to bother you Evan, but could you brew me up another batch of that secret sauce of yours?  The stuff you gave me before?”
 
   Evan nodded.  “Helped, did it?”
 
   “Took the edge off quite a bit, but my nerves…feels like it burns through whatever calming effect it has pretty quick.”
 
   “Let me grab my lab coat and some shoes.”  Evan turned away from the door, but didn’t shut it.  Matt looked inside the room, curiosity and the cat, he supposed.  Still as stark as before, but Evan had added a small table desk and chair with a reading lamp by his single cot.
 
   “I like what you’ve done with the place.” He said, not really meaning it.
 
   “Oh, thank you.  I thought of bringing a flowering plant, but since there’s no light, I really…oh.”  Evan caught the sarcasm, finally.  “Yeah.  Well, it serves its purpose.  I do spend most of my time in the lab, anyway.”  He slipped his shoes on and stood.  “After you, sir.”
 
   As they reached the elevators, Matt asked, “Would the effects of that cocktail last any longer if there was more, or maybe if you made it stronger?” Hoping to extend the relief to his system.
 
   “Perhaps I could extract more of the effective phenols from the plants and herbs if I used steam and an extractor rather than simply brewing it.  If the concentration were stronger, then it is likely the effects would last longer.”  Evan tapped his chin as he thought.  “I’m not so sure that quantity would be more effective, but rather, quality would be the key to extending the effective…”
 
   “Whatever you think, doc.” Matt winced as the doors opened.
 
   “Are you feeling okay?” Evan asked, turning him around.  He clicked on his penlight and checked his eyes.  “Matt?”
 
   “I’m okay, it’s just…my guts feel like they’re twisting.”  
 
   “Considering the effects of the moon, I doubt seriously you’ve contracted an intestinal bug…”
 
   “If I have, it would be the first one in over ten years.” He joked.
 
   “Oh, yeah.  Good point.”  He checked his pulse.  “Good heavens, Matt.  Your heart rate is through the roof.  I can barely keep track of it.”
 
   “Sounds about right.  Feels like its beating out of my chest.  I can barely breathe.”
 
   “Okay.  Let’s see if we can get you calmed a little with some of Doc Peters Canine & Wolf Juice.” Evan quipped.
 
   “Cute.”  Matt muttered as they exited the elevator.  He all but staggered toward Evan’s lab.  Evan began mixing dried flowers and herbs and something that looked like…well…it looked like a finger dried into jerky until he tossed it into a coffee grinder and pulverized it.  When he was finished, he tossed all the dry ingredients into a filter bag and placed it into a beaker over a Bunsen burner.  
 
   “Sorry, Colonel.  No coffee maker here.” He smiled sheepishly.
 
   “No complaints from me on how you make it, doc, as long as it works.”
 
   “I added more bane to this mix and a bit more acetyl L-carnitine to help convert choline into acetylcholine in your brain.”  He saw Matt’s face go slack.  “Umm, think of it as a natural form of the ADD medicine Ritalin.  Right now, your brain is fighting your body’s systems because of the wolf’s hormones shooting throughout it.  You’re going to shift tonight and your body is preparing it by flooding it with hormones and…’stuff’, okay?”  Matt simply nodded.  “Your brain isn’t prepared to deal with it all and it is going into hyperdrive, and you simply aren’t used to it.  You need something to ‘calm yourself’ like a child who takes Ritalin.  This is a mixture of bane, to calm the hormones and a natural form of Ritalin to calm your brain, by stimulating it.”
 
   “You calm the brain by stimulating it?”
 
   “I know, right?”  Evan chuckled.  “But it works.  I promise.”
 
   He pulled the beaker off the burner and swished it around.  The infusion was very dark this time and much thicker.  He wafted the steam toward his nose and pulled the beaker back.  “Oh, yeah.  Nice and stout, this time.”  He smiled at Mitchell.  “Let’s hope I didn’t over do it.”
 
   Matt frowned at him.  “If you did?  Then what?”
 
   “Well…I’m not rightly sure.  You’ll either sleep until you shift or bounce off the walls like a ferret on a triple espresso.”  He poured the concoction into a coffee mug and handed it to Matt.  “Bottoms up!” he smiled.
 
   Matt smelled the mix and pulled back with a grimace.  “Eww.  It smells like boiled assholes.”
 
   “Probably tastes like it, too, but it beats having your heart explode, so, up and att’em, big boy.  I could put a spoonful of molasses in it for you if you think it will improve the taste?”
 
   “Smells like it has plenty of mole asses in it.” He muttered as he swallowed it.  Almost instantly the hot liquid calmed his stomach and he could feel his body literally sucking the nutrients and phytochemicals out of the mixture.  For just a moment, he had a slight feeling of nausea, then it passed, and his head cleared.  “Wow, doc.  That’s some good stuff.”
 
   Evan sat back, surprised it worked as quickly as it did.  “You know, Colonel, as quickly as your body assimilated that, it stands to reason that you’ll burn through it quickly, too.”
 
   “Makes sense.  Feel up to making some to go?  Maybe I can keep some of that sewer water around and just take a hit now and then as I need it?”
 
   Evan looked at his watch.  The colonel had a point.  There were still many hours until sundown.  “I’ll get on it, sir.”
 
   “Thanks, doc.  I really appreciate it.”  Matt got up to leave Evan to his chore, then paused.  “Doc?  Do you think the boys upstairs are going to have the same problems I’m having?  I mean, as they get older and…you know.  The longer this thing is in them?”
 
   “I don’t think so, Colonel.  This all deals with your shifting and the progression of the wolf and its aggression and…well.  They don’t shift.  We’ve seen to that.  They shouldn’t have to deal with it at all.”
 
   Matt thought about Jack.  If he were to tell the squad about the gene therapy…if any of them decided to stop taking the bane.  If any of them, like Apollo and Sanchez ever had a kid?  Matt shook his head.  He’d cross that bridge when he came to it.  “Thanks again, doc.  Give me a heads up when you get that cooked up, would ya?”
 
   “Absolutely, sir.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Apollo and Jack stood over the table topside and went over the short files of the squads.  Apollo was hesitant about breaking them into three five-man squads.  They had trained as seven man teams for so long, but he knew, they were professionals and they’d adjust.  It’s just difficult to play with a shorter hand than you’re used to being dealt.
 
   “Look, buddy, I’m sure this won’t be forever.  Skipper feels that this full moon might be a little rough and he’d rather have a third team standing by is all.”
 
   “I feel ya.  I do.  I’m sure they’ll adjust.” He said.  He glanced back at the faces.  He hated to break them all up again just as they were getting used to being on the teams they were on.  “Okay, I think this will work out to the best advantage like this.” he said as he arranged the photos into three groups.
 
   Jack laughed.  “You do realize you just made one group of SEALs, another group of almost all Army and another group of mutts, right?”
 
   Apollo looked at the groupings.  Damned if Jack wasn’t right.  He hadn’t intended for it to come out that way, but it had.  He put a qualified sniper in each group and each group had an effective entry and sweep team that was experienced together.  It just happened to work out that way.
 
   “Well, it might look that way, but looky here.  I got a SEAL with me and my Army boys, so…”
 
   “So…what?  I can’t call you a bigot?” Jack laughed.  The large black man punched him, probably harder than he meant to, but Jack took it in stride.  “It’s okay brother.  You gave me an Army guy to even it out.  Wanna trade, so I’ll have an all SEAL team and you can have an all Army team?”
 
   Apollo actually thought about it a minute before he realized Jack was teasing him again.  “No, seriously, we might should, but not because he was a SEAL.  I was going by their ability, but I wasn’t thinking about their experience levels, man.”  He pointed to Third Squad, led by Darren Spalding, affectionately known as Spanky.  “See, he has two of the new squad members, and three veterans.”  Then he pointed to his own group, Second Squad.  “I only have one of the new guys and the rest are all of my old squad mates.”  Then he pointed to Jack’s team.  “But you?  Oh, hell…I done stuck you with all the newbies.  You are the only veteran in the group, Jack.  Man, I wasn’t thinking.”
 
   Jack brushed him off.  “Look, if they were good enough to drop a troll like you said…”
 
   “Man, ninety percent of that was the Padre.  Gutted that mutha like a fish.  You should’ve seen it.  Landed his damned chute on top of his head, leapt onto his chest and speared him with that damned Japanese sword of his and rode it down like he was unzipping his fly.”  Apollo snickered when he thought about it again.  “All we did was light up the cut with rifle fire and wait for the thing to trip on its own guts.  One of the new guys opened fire on its eyeball, shoved his hand all the way up to the shoulder and shoved a damned frag grenade into its cranial cavity and >BOOM< it was all over but the clean up.”
 
   “If the new guys are that creative, I’ll take ‘em.” Jack said.  “Look man, don’t worry about it.  They’re SEALs.  They know how to handle themselves in a firefight.  They’re team players.”
 
   Apollo took a deep breath and let it out.  “Yeah, you’re right.  They've been through the training, they’re cleared.  I just would feel better if you had another vet on your squad is all.”
 
   “We’ll be fine.” He said.  “Look, I’m going to go and round up…” he picked up their files and went through them.  “Ronald Lamb, Ing Jacobs, Gus Tracy and…hell, here I’ll trade Spanky this guy for Donnie.  That gives me two veterans and I’m still SEAL heavy.  How’s that?”
 
   “Yeah.  Okay.  I feel better now.” Apollo smiled.
 
   “Sweet.  Okay.  I’ll go round up my team and we’ll separate our gear.”
 
   “Gotcha brother.  If I don’t see ya later, be safe out there.”
 
   Apollo made a list for Spanky.  He was getting Hank Michaels, Maria Sanchez, Dave Marshall and Jimmy ‘Tango Down’ Wallace for his team.  That left Apollo with Robert Mueller, Dom De Giacomo, Pedro PoPo Gonzales and Neils the Hammer Erikson. “Enough for a poker party.” He smirked.  
 
   He looked over the teams one more time.  Over all, not bad choices if you had to whittle down seven man teams into three five man teams.  Yeah, not bad at all.  
 
   Now, to go inform the other Squad Leader so that they could have their teams gear up and get battle ready.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Nadia was staring out the window of the plane when the captain informed them that they could not get clearance to land at the larger Will Rodgers World Airport and that they were being redirected to Wiley Post.  He informed his passengers that their car and driver would be informed and waiting for them at the smaller airport.  She worried if this would take them much longer to get to Jack and went forward to the cockpit.  She asked the pilot if he knew how much further it would put them away from the Air Force base.
 
   “Ma’am, it may be a couple miles further, but with traffic the way it is around there, you’ll probably get to Tinker a little bit earlier.” He drawled with a Texas twang.  “Traffic out of OKC terminals can be hairy if they’ve got any heavies that have landed recently.  It’s not that they get a whole lot of heavies, ya see, it’s that the roads in and out of the airport are mostly two lanes.” 
 
   Nadia breathed a sigh of relief and thanked him.  She saw how spread out the city was and was surprised that they had cattle and oil equipment so close to where people lived.  Although she lived off the coast of Texas, she only rarely traveled to the coast, and even then, she was heavily protected and went only where necessary and then back to the safety of the island.  
 
   While she tried to sit and be patient for the plane to land, her mother prepared her for tonight.  “If we can find nothing else, we will rent a storage building and use it for the shift.  That is what your father does when he cannot be home during the change.”  But Nadia was not listening.  She was staring out the window and trying to shake the feeling that Jack was in imminent danger.
 
   The pilot came over the speaker and asked that they buckle their seat belts as they prepared to land.  Nadia fumbled with the clasps and realized just how badly her hands were shaking.  She wasn’t sure if it was fear of the unknown, rage that her mate was in trouble from an unseen force or because of the pull of the full moon, but her hands refused to cooperate.  Natashia leaned across and clasped the buckle for her, then held her hands in her own.  “Calm yourself.  We will be there soon enough.”
 
   Moments later they heard the planes wheels screech against the runway and felt a slight shaking, then the pull against their seats as the plane quickly slowed and turned.  The pilot taxied them to a nearby area and stepped from the front of the plane.  He wished them well as he opened the hatch and dropped the steps for them to disembark.  
 
   As promised, a car was waiting for them.  The women grabbed their bags and rushed to the waiting van.  “Tinker Air Base. Quickly!”  The driver simply nodded and pulled away from the arrivals area.  
 
   Natashia studied the pictures from her phone.  She had pulled up a website that had satellite photos of the Air Force Base and the sheer size of it was enough to dampen her spirits.  “I do not know how we will get in, but if we do…how will we find him?  The base is very large.  We do not know where he will be.”
 
   “I can feel him, mother.  I will smell him once we are near.” Nadia said.  
 
   During the drive across the metro, the driver confirmed that without military ID’s, they would not be allowed on base.  They decided to circle the perimeter of the base until they could find a quiet enough area for the women to cross.  The driver, wanting no part of breaking into federal property simply shook his head.  His job was only to deliver them, he didn’t care where.
 
   They approached Midwest City and the driver veered to the south, working his way closer to the border of the base.  Once he was along the outside border, he began following the perimeter until they were nearly across town and to the southern edge of the base’s property line.  The chain link fence was tall that surrounded it, and the razor wire along the top would be impossible for a human to cross.  But a Halfling could easily jump it and not lose a hair on its tail end.  They traveled on, slowly approaching another gate.  The driver stopped just outside the south entrance to the base.  The gate was closed and no guards present.  Natashia looked and could see no video cameras or other surveillance near it, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t there.  They tipped the driver and exited the van.  
 
   Nadia walked to the gate crossing and could see that the only way through would be through the guard shack.  They could kick in the door and simply walk through, or shift and jump the fence.  Kicking the door through would be less likely to attract attention, so that’s what they opted for.  
 
   Once inside, they could see a video camera inside the guard shack pointing out to where cars would pull up.  They couldn’t tell if the camera was on or reporting anything to another area, but rather than wait to find out, they quickly unlocked the other door and left.  Once inside the base proper, they were faced with what appeared to be miles and miles of deserted land, paved roads leading in all directions.  Which way to go?  Nadia could feel a pull in a northeastern direction, but she couldn’t tell what it was.  She tried sniffing the air, but her nose wasn’t as sharp in human form.  She could catch whiffs of auto exhaust, foods of different kinds and lots of people, but…she couldn’t discern her mate.  She turned to her mother and pointed in the direction of the pull.  “That way.  I think.”
 
   “It’s better than milling about.”  And they took off at a good jog.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Colonel, we have another single confirmation.  This one is in northern Mexico.”  A young first lieutenant said, bringing him the report.
 
   “Great.” Matt muttered.  “That makes three singles.  “What’s this one?” he asked.
 
   “Evidence appears to be vamps, sir.” He reported grimly.  “Small coven of baby vamps, going by the intel.”
 
   “Nasty little bastards.  Always messy.”  Matt turned to Laura, “Make sure Spanky is on this one.  I don’t want the Padre anywhere near the one in California just in case it turns out to be an off-shoot from the same group that got his village.”
 
   “Roger that, sir.”  She agreed.  “Do you think there are some still out there?”  
 
   “It’s been years, Laura.  Hank knew what he saw and knew how many there were.  We know how many bodies we ashed.  Too many got away, and they had to go somewhere.  Any place that’s within walking distance for a vamp, to me…it’s off-limits for Hank.”
 
   “He is a professional, sir.” She rebutted.
 
   “True.  But he’s also human.  And the kids that he lost in the orphanage?  That would break a lesser man.” He turned to her.  “I couldn’t stand to see the Padre broken, could you?”
 
   “No more than he already is, no sir.”
 
   “Agreed.  Then let’s see if maybe the zombie sighting in central Mexico pans out.  We can send him there.  If not, I have a feeling this goblin shit will hit the fan in lower Canada.  Little fudge packers really get antsy around a full moon.”
 
   “Roger that, sir.”
 
   Matt gave a heavy sigh and handed her the reports.  “Let’s get ‘em on the reports boards.  Talk to Spanky and make sure he’s onboard with us about Hank.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”  Laura studied him a moment.  “You seem to be feeling a lot better, Matt…”
 
   “Doc whipped me up a werewolf home-brew.  Really takes the edge off.”  He informed her.  “Smells like somebody took a dump in turnip greens, but it works.”  He gave her a sly grin.  “And as long as it works, I don’t care if it’s made of dragon piss.”
 
   Laura laughed.  “Ah, dragon piss!”
 
   They both said, “Better than Viagra!” with an Irish accent, emulating the dastardly leprechaun of Ireland via New York.
 
   “Christ on a cracker, don’t get me started on him again.” Matt chuckled.
 
   “Negative, sir.  I’ll get these posted and talk with Spalding.  Anything else?”
 
   “Just be ready, XO.  Make sure the chopper crews and all support staff are ready to go at a moment’s notice.  Have at least one more qualified officer standing by to run ops with you.  Either Gregory or Jackson, whoever is next in rotation…and if we get hit with three and end up with all three teams out…” his face fell, already wishing he could be there and knowing he couldn’t.  The thing he hated most about the curse was that it pulled him away from his duties when he was needed most.
 
   “Already done, sir.”
 
   “Good man…er…well.”  He smirked.
 
   Laura smiled.  “Understood, sir.” Then turned and left for the leaderboards.  Matt watched her go and wondered about what she had asked him during Jack’s interview.  She thought that killing the wolf that infected you broke the curse.
 
   Matt thought she was dead, too, until she started breathing again.  And he shot her in the heart with his 1911 A1.  A .45 caliber slug right to the heart.  A few hours later, she was breathing again, her chest healed up, the bullet lying between her breasts.  For a while, he feared she couldn’t be killed.  It wasn’t until after they had slowed her heart rate with drugs, literally put her on ice, taken all kinds of tissue and blood samples, and then froze her in a solid block of ice that he realized his mistake.  He didn’t use silver.  A silver bullet would have corrected everything, all at once.  He could have gone back to his old life, except, without his wife and daughter, he had no life.  Hunting monsters had become his life now.
 
   Matt punched some keys on his computer and a screen popped up.  He entered his authorization code and a video feed showed the same girl, still frozen in the same block of ice.  Every now and then, water would mist over the block to replace the ice that evaporated off of it.  But she could still be seen.  The water so pure, she appeared encased behind a slightly foggy piece of glass.
 
   The instruments recorded no respiration, no heartbeat.  Why wasn’t she dead?  He looked at the brainwave readout.  There were lines, but they slowly rose and lowered over so much time you’d have to look over period of hours to notice it.  If this is movement, it’s slow movement.  He watched her again.  In his mind, he could still see her eyes.  Her beautiful eyes.  He could see her shift and those eyes…those enchanting beautiful eyes shifted with her into a wolf.   Perhaps the most beautiful creature he had ever laid eyes on.  But…this…thing, this monster had killed his wife.  She had transformed his life into a living hell.  It had to be put down.  He pulled his sidearm in that darkened alley and he shot it.  Right in the face.  Right between those beautiful, enchanting eyes.
 
   And he felt a pang of regret.  Every time he thought about it, he felt it.  And to this day he didn’t know what disturbed him more…the regret he felt for shooting her or the increase in pain he felt every time he relived it.
 
   So he did what he always did.  He tried to stop thinking about it.  Mitchell clicked off the video feed and closed the lid on the laptop.  There was enough pain in his life.  He didn’t need to be adding more.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   5
 
    
 
   Damien stepped quickly toward Paul’s chamber.  The guards made no move to stop him this time.  However, rather than barge in, he requested permission to enter.  The smaller guard simply nodded and pushed the door open for him.  Much simpler. He thought to himself.  Perhaps now they realize that I have some pull around here.
 
   He stepped within the inner chamber and lowered his eyes.  Paul was seated at his high back chair, reminding Damien of a king sitting on his throne.  He had a brandy snifter of blood in one hand, and an old book in another, a fire going in his faux fireplace.  “Master, I come bearing news of the Beastia.”  
 
   “Come, spread the good news.” Paul said, rising from his chair. He set the book at a side table and placed the goblet of blood beside it.  “Tell me what you’ve learned.”
 
   He rose quickly and approached him, almost giddy that they finally found something that could lead them to them.  “We found a wolf, here in D.C. who used to work security for a family off the coast of Texas.”
 
   Paul waited for Damien to go on, but apparently he didn’t catch on.  “And?”  
 
   “Oh!  And he said that the wolves who work there are actually ‘gifted’ wolves, meaning that they’re…”
 
   “I know what they are.  Please, get to the point.” Foster said, becoming agitated.
 
   “Well, anyway, the gifted wolves, they are all family, but they aren’t enough to provide everything for the Beastia familia, so they hire in other wolves from time to time.”  He said.  “It’s supposed to be pretty nice there, too.  Nice weather, beautiful beaches, a forest to run and hunt in, good hours, horses, too…”
 
   “Get to the point, Damien!” Paul exclaimed, losing patience.
 
   “Yes, master.”  He cowered.  “The wolf said that their Beastia Master was a vampire named Thorn.  A Rufus Thorn…”
 
   “Thorn?” Foster asked.  “Are you certain he said Thorn?”  
 
   “Yes, master, Thorn.  Why?  Do you know him?”
 
   Foster paced back and forth a moment, contemplating his next move.  He knew Thorn quite well indeed.  It was a name he hadn’t heard in centuries.  In fact, it was a name that had caused him to flee more than one previous country.  He was, in fact, much older than Paul Foster himself.  Not a vampire to be trifled with, even if he was feeding from goats.  Still, he held no desire to go to war.  He was looking to offer an alliance against the other Humanus clans in order to stave off Armageddon.  Surely Rufus would let by-gones be by-gones after all these centuries?
 
   “Perhaps.  I believe I might know this Thorn fellow.” Foster let on.  “Go on.  Finish your tale.”
 
   “The wolf claims that Thorn moved one of his family homes to an island off the coast, into the Gulf.  He believes he is still there.” Damien smiled smugly.  
 
   “Excellent.”  Foster turned to Damien.  “Gather the troops, my boy.  We head to Shit-kickerville at first dark.”
 
   “Master, shouldn’t we send an emissary, first?  Ensure that he’s still there?  If we show up en masse he’s liable to…”
 
   “Liable to what?” Paul asked.  “Sic the dogs on us?”  Foster laughed.
 
   “But we aren’t even sure where this island actually is, master.  Even the wolf said he didn’t know exactly where it was.” Damien explained.
 
   “Where do they make landfall?  Surely that is the closest mainland point to this island, yes?”  Paul explained as he escorted Damien to the door.  “We will find a place to hole up if we have to, or, if absolutely necessary, we can stay in the trucks another night or two until this island, or somebody who knows where it is located can be found.”
 
   “Yes, master.”  Damien was all but pushed out of Paul’s inner sanctum.  
 
   Foster turned to the guards and softly told them something as Damien turned to start barking orders to the enforcers.  The guards nodded and spoke into their radios.  Immediately, all members of Foster’s group began bugging out and packing up to move out.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Nadia and her mother jogged along the roadway following the pavement toward the buildings further north.  Natashia’s sharp ears picked up the sound of sirens in the distance and they made their way to a stand of storage tanks east of their position as quickly as they could.  They huddled behind a storage tank and watched as two marked military police cars drove by rapidly, headed in the direction they had just come from.  
 
   After the two cars left, Nadia started to step out but her mother held her back.  “One more.” She said.  An SUV without the lights or siren going drove by quickly.  This one was marked ‘K-9 Unit’ on the side and rear of the vehicle.  They looked at each other, knowing that the dogs would scent them out and follow them wherever they went.  Natashia began stripping out her clothes and pulled a light sundress from her bag.  She stood between the tanks to hide from any passersby and stuffed her pants and blouse into the backpack.  Handing Nadia her bag and sundress, she quickly shifted into her Halfling form.  She barely fit between the standing storage tanks, but her intent was not to stay, only to mask them from the pursuing canines.  She lifted her leg and sprinkled urine along the side of one tank.  She clawed another tank with her long claws and rubbed her rear against another.  She wanted to leave as much of her Halfling’s scent behind as she could to dissuade the dogs.  She also hoped the change in scent would throw them off as well.  
 
   Once Nadia realized what her mother was doing, she stripped as well, changing rapidly and pulled out a light dress to quickly slip on once she was done.  She shoved her jeans and hiking boots into her pack and put the bags off to the side and tossed the two dresses as far from where they were ‘marking’ as she dare toss them.  When Nadia shifted, she again assumed the form of a very large, gray wolf with glowing amber eyes.  Natashia knew, they must be close to Jack.  Very close, or Nadia would be a Halfling as well.  Nadia sniffed a few areas around the tanks and squatted and marked a few areas.  She tried to claw the tanks as her mother did, but her paws were not equipped to do the damage that her mother’s hands could do.  
 
   Once the two felt reasonably sure that they had marked as much as they could, and their collective bladders were empty, they shifted back and quickly dressed.  Without thought of safety, they slipped on the light sandals they had brought and snuck from behind the tanks, again heading in the direction that Nadia felt herself being pulled.
 
   “We are close, little one.  I am sure of it.” Natashia said.  “You assumed the form of the wolf again.” 
 
   “I did?” she questioned, not sure what to make of it.
 
   “Quite sure.” Her mother replied, her eyes misting.  “Perhaps the most beautiful sight a mother could behold.”
 
   Nadia reached for her hand and they ran as quickly as they could to the next largest buildings that could give them cover.  An old aircraft hangar sitting off by itself could give them a place to hide.  They knew, with a helicopter and a few trucks sitting around it, that it most likely had people inside, but were unsure just who those people might be.
 
   As they approached the rear of the hangar, they could hear activity inside.  Equipment running, people talking, laughing, unfamiliar noises, electrical devices humming, engines starting and driving away.  Then a familiar smell hit Nadia’s nose and she froze, her eyes widening with joy.  “Jack!” she exclaimed.  “Mother, of all the luck, we’ve found Jack!”
 
   “So soon?  I think not.  I think your desires are playing tricks on you, my dear.”
 
   “No.  I can smell him.  The bond pulled me here, and it’s him!” she took off at a dead run, looking for a way in to the building, Natashia hot on her heels.  Nadia ran across the east side of the building.  She could see windows, but they were too high for her to see inside the building.  She called out his name, but her voice could not penetrate the steel walls or be heard over the din of the activity.  As she spun around the corner at the north end of the building, the hangar doors were open, she could see men working all through the building, a guard shack at the other side of the doors and a guard inside, but she sprinted across the pavement and through the open door before he could even leave his little building.
 
   “Jack!” she yelled, desperate to find him.  “Jack!”  Men stopped what they were doing in mid action, heads turned from all over the hangar, tilting like a puppy who couldn’t quite figure out what it was they were seeing.  All of them wearing uniforms, she knew, this was not the place to be wrong or she would be in a lot of trouble, but…now that she was inside, the scent of her mate was overpowering.  The pull of their bond, overbearing.  She sprinted to the back of the hangar, still yelling his name, “Jack!”
 
   A really large, dark-skinned man stepped in front of her and she nearly collided with him.  His hand was held out in front of her.  When he spoke, she almost imagined his voice was the voice of thunder itself.  “You’re not authorized to be in here.”  It was truly a statement.  Nadia tried to backpedal and found herself nearly falling.
 
   “Nadia!” Jack called out.  He ran to her and she skirted the large man with the voice of thunder to embrace her mate.  She held him so tightly that he feared she would squeeze the life from him, and she shook as she cried.  
 
   Apollo approached them and Jack tried to explain to him, “Easy there, Apollo.  This is my…um…my wife.”
 
   Apollo was taken aback.  “When did this happen, buddy?  I mean, last I heard, you were…”
 
   “It is true!” Nadia exclaimed.  “We are mated.  Forever!”
 
   Apollo’s eyes reflected the shock he felt, and the other squad members rose a slight hubbub and mutterings that Jack didn’t care to listen for, he was more interested in not only how she found him, but what in the hell she was doing there.  Before he could ask, he heard another uproar from his squad mates and looked up to see Natashia walking up to the group from the open hangar doors, the armed guard behind her.  “This one followed the other one in, too.”  The guard stated, obviously unhappy about the breach.
 
   “It’s okay.  She’s my mother-in-law.”
 
   Apollo did a double take.  “No fuckin’ way, man.” He exclaimed.  “Hot-assed sister-in-law, I could buy.  But no way in hell she’s your mother-in-law.”  
 
   That bought him a sharp elbow to the ribs from Sanchez.  “Put your tongue back in your mouth before you lose it, cabron.”  
 
   “What?  I’m just saying…” he tried to defend himself.
 
   “Yeah, say it again and you’ll lose more than just your tongue.” She warned.
 
   Jack explained, “Seriously.  Nadia is my wife.  Natashia is her mother.”  He smiled sheepishly.  “What can I say?  Time has been kind to her.”
 
   Jack heard mumblings from around him along the lines of ‘no shit’ and ‘there’s a MILF’ and a few others that he truly hoped Natashia neither heard or didn’t know what they meant.  Apparently she was either used to her effect on men or she didn’t care, or, as he hoped, she didn’t know that what they were saying was as crude as he took it.  Odds were, she knew, and simply chose to ignore it.
 
   “What are you doing here, Nadia?  You aren’t supposed to be here.”
 
   “I had to come, Jack.  I had a premonition that something very bad was coming for you.” She cried.  “I had to be with my mate, so we left.”
 
   “A premonition?  I don’t understand.”  He held her as she clung to him.  
 
   “She has a gift, dear boy. She comes by it quite honestly.”  Natashia explained, indicating herself.
 
   Jack shook his head.  He still had no idea what they were getting at.  
 
   “When two wolves are mated, they share more than their life force.  They share a destiny.  And since you and Nadia are bound together, and she has the gift of ‘sight’, she could tell that you were in imminent danger.”
 
   “Whoah!”  Apollo interjected.  “What the bloody hell do you mean, ‘wolves’?”
 
   Jack paled.  Natashia noticed it.  “You have not told them?” she asked nonchalantly.
 
   Jack’s eyes widened and he shook his head.
 
   “Told us what, Jack?”
 
   “Told you that…uh…well…”
 
   “That Nadia and I are in fact, wolves.” Natashia stated, as though she was admitting to being the queen of England.  
 
   Some of the squad members were reaching for their weapons when a very authoritative voice yelled out, “Stand down!”  The elite soldiers all turned to see their commanding officer standing with the XO.  Both had just entered topside and nobody knew just how much they might have heard.  Mitchell and Youngblood both approached the group.
 
   Matt took in the scene and repeated his previous order, “Everybody stand down.  There are no threats here.”  He turned to Jack.  “Is this the young lady you told us about?” 
 
   “Yes, sir, it is.  Colonel Mitchell, Miss Youngblood, this is my wife, Nadia.”  He pulled Nadia away from him to make the introduction.  “Nadia, this is Matt Mitchell, my Commanding Officer, and Laura Youngblood, the Executive Officer.”  Matt nodded his head to Nadia and Laura took her hand.  
 
   “Skipper, this is my mother-in-law, Natashia.”
 
   Natashia practically beamed with pleasure upon meeting Matt.  Some thought she was almost  glowing.  If Jack didn’t know her better, he might think she was flirty, but it was just Natashia’s style to ooze pure femininity everywhere she went.  When she stepped forward to shake the colonel’s hand, she moved with such fluidity that she almost seemed made of satin, her curves accentuating the sundress she wore.  She couldn’t have looked more radiant if she wore an evening gown and was bedazzled with jewels.  
 
   “Colonel, so good to finally meet you.” She purred as she took his hand.  Jack swore he heard one of the squad members say something along the lines of, ‘does that make her a WILF?’
 
   Matt hated to admit that he enjoyed the way she said ‘colonel’, accentuating each letter, not saying it like the Americans do, like a kernel of corn. Very European of her.  “Nice to meet you as well, ma’am.”
 
   “Please, you may call me Tasha.” She purred.
 
   Tasha? Jack thought.  That’s a little weird.  “Sir, I didn’t tell them where we are.” Jack began.
 
   “He didn’t have to, colonel.” Nadia tried to explain.  “I could sense he was in danger.  Our bond directed me to him.”
 
   “Ma’am, Jack’s job always puts him in the path of danger, I don’t see why…”
 
   “No, this is larger than that.  Something dark and large looms.” She interrupted.  “This is extremely dangerous.”
 
   Mitchell sighed and shook his head.  “Considering the time of the month, there are possible threats all over our sectors, there’s simply no way we can tell which one is this ‘large’ threat.”
 
   “This isn’t tied to the moon or its pull, colonel.  This is…larger.  This is…’Apocalypto’!”
 
   “Apocalypse?” he asked.
 
   “Yes.  Very much so.  Or very like.”  She grunted in frustration.  “The correct words escape me.  I have no way to put into it what I am seeing.  What I feel is grander than the words I can find.” 
 
   “Understood.” Matt studied her for a moment then motioned to Apollo.  “Let’s get them down below, secure the hangar and double the guards outside.”  
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   Next he turned to Laura.  “Notify the base commander that there may be an exterior threat, increase the guards at all the gates and let’s get security at unopened gates.  Activate canine units and set perimeter patrols, just in case.  We’ll want to go to the next threatcon.  If he asks, the code word is Lazarus.”
 
   “I’m on it, Colonel.”
 
   Mitchell next addressed Jack.  “Are all the teams geared up and ready for action?”
 
   “Affirmative, Skipper.”
 
   “Very well.  Come with me.  You can help fill in some gaps.” And the two men headed for the stairwell.  It was time to make arrangements for two more wolves for at least one night and see just how much information he could glean from this wolf with premonitions.  If a large threat was looming, especially one of Apocalyptic proportions, then he damn sure wanted to milk every drop of intel that he could from this girl.  As they exited the stairwell, Matt motioned for one of his young captains.  “Get Dr. Evans.  Have him meet us in the interrogation room.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”  The guard turned to leave when Matt yelled a warning.
 
   “Be careful when you wake him.  He can be a little grumpy without his beauty rest.”
 
   “Roger that, sir.” The captain said.
 
   “Now, about your…’wife’.  How do these premonitions of hers work?” Matt asked Thompson.
 
   “Honestly, Skipper, this is the first I’ve ever heard of them.”  Jack answered.  “I was as shocked as anybody else when she came running up the hangar deck.”
 
   So much for that idea.  Matt hated going in cold, with nothing to work with.  His head started to throb and his gut twisted a bit.  The wolf juice that Evan brewed up for him wasn’t lasting as long as he’d hoped, even with the concentrated version he had been slugging back.  He pulled the flask from his pocket and took a hit from it.  It still tasted like a turd filtered through dirty socks, but the relief was almost immediate.
 
   “Scotch?” Jack inquired.
 
   “I wish.  Some concoction that the doc cooked up for me to help take the edge off the full moon.”
 
   Jack hiked an eyebrow.  “Does it work?”
 
   “For very short periods at a time, yes.  It stinks to high heaven, tastes even worse, but the relief it gives me makes it worth it.”  Mitchell sighed and slipped the flask back in his pocket.  “Anything I need to know about these two before we go in?”
 
   “I pretty much covered the high points in my debrief, Skip.  Natashia was the one who pulled my fat out of the fire and Nadia’s her daughter.  They’re natural born wolves and can shift at will.  The rest…well, pretty much doesn’t apply.  I’m not sure what they can tell us that we don’t already know.”
 
   “I may need your help to read their body language in there.  You know them a lot better than I do.”
 
   Jack turned to Mitchell.  “Skipper, we wouldn’t have anything if she hadn’t risked it all to bring it to us.”
 
   “And you don’t find that just a little bit too convenient?  Just show up out of the blue with this dire warning?”
 
   “She wouldn’t set us up, sir.”  Jack started to get mad.
 
   “Her mother was at the ambush that your squad was slaughtered at…”
 
   “And she saved my ass!” he interjected.  “I trust them with my life!”
 
   Matt was silent for a moment and let Jack calm down then he stated simply, “Good.  Because if I decide to trust them, I’ll be trusting them with everybody’s lives.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Rufus Thorn paced his study, worry creasing his long face.  “Why have they not called?  Surely they have made it to the military base by now?”
 
   Georgio followed in mirror to his steps.  “I do not know Señor.  She should have called by now, I am sure of it.”
 
   Scenarios played out in their minds, none of them good.  Rufus hated worrying about his people.  He had contacted everyone he could think of, but none had access to the base, and to be honest, none lived anywhere near where they were going.  All of Thorn’s people were in the Gulf area.  Vampire and wolf alike, they were willing to do whatever he wanted but none could answer his questions.
 
   Moments later, a young maid entered the study.  “Monsieur, you have a call.” For a wolf, she was timid and her face reflected concern.
 
   “Is it Natashia?” he asked.
 
   “Non.  It is a man.  He would not give his name.” she squeaked.
 
   Rufus went to his desk and pulled out the phone.  He hit the lit key and answered.  “This is Thorn.”
 
   “Ah, Rufus.  You sound good after all these years.”  
 
   If Rufus’ blood could run any colder, it would have chilled to ice.  He recognized the tinny voice immediately.  It sounded as though Foster was on a train, but he could still detect the superior tone and his odd inflections.
 
   “Paul.  What can I do to you?” he asked, purposely changing the greeting.
 
   Foster laughed lightly.  “Ah, Rufus.  Surely you aren’t still upset at how we left things all those long years ago, are you?”
 
   “Meet with me, Foster, and I’ll show you how forgiving I can be.” He replied coldly.
 
   “Yeah, I don’t think so.  At least, not until we can agree to a truce.”
 
   “That will never happen.  When next we meet, I will hold your cold undead heart in my hands and will rip your throat out with my teeth.”  He hissed.
 
   “Such violent tendencies, Rufus.  You should really talk to someone.  Perhaps counseling?”
 
   “We are done, Foster.”  Rufus was about to hang up when Foster interjected.
 
   “The Lamia Humanus!  Thorn!  They are planning something!”  He paused to see if Thorn would hear him out.  When he didn’t hear a dial tone and saw that the line was still connected, he continued, “I am proposing a truce so that we may form an alliance in order to deal with the Lamia Humanus.”
 
   This time it was Thorn’s turn to laugh.  “I could never trust you again, Foster.  You are…”
 
   “A Blood Alliance.” He interrupted.  “Blood honor, for the duration of the alliance.”  Thorn was silent.  “The Humanus intend to begin the Apocalypto, starting with the human hunters.”
 
   “I am aware of this.”  Rufus responded flatly.  “I am taking precautions as we speak.”
 
   “Really?  How?  Organizing your goat suckers into an army?” he laughed.  “I already have an army!  An army of real vampires to deal with them!”
 
   “Then what do you want with me?” Thorn asked, already knowing the answer.
 
   Foster sighed, long and heavy.  “Because it is not enough.” He admitted.  “They are too many.  They are recruiting from coast to coast, every vampire from familia to gangs to misfits.  One big overwhelming wave to take out all the hunters at once.  I will need more than just my organization to do this.”
 
   “Your organization?” Thorn asked.
 
   Foster laughed again.  “Yes, my organization.  You see, Rufus, while you were content to sit on your island and rot in your self-pity, I was building a global organization.  I spread my progeny far and wide.  People of power, money and influence.  And with those people come more underlings than I can count.  Each and every one of them answer to me.”
 
   “Then why would you want my little group of Beastia stuck on our little island?” Thorn inquired.
 
   “Because the same wolf that gave me your contact information and told me about your little island also told me that you act as the head of all the Lamia Beastia.”  Foster paused.  “Something tells me that your New-Age blood suckers are a lot higher in number than even I dare to suspect.”
 
   “You dare suspect correctly.”  Thorn responded.  “We are substantial.”
 
   “Well, there ya go.”  Foster was back to his smart-assed self.  “So what do you say, my friend?”
 
   “I say, I am not your friend.”  Thorn considered the proposition.  If Foster was correct and his people were truly global and great in numbers, they could make a valued ally in the war.  “But I will give your proposition consideration.”
 
   “Fantastic.  When can we meet?”
 
   “Leave your number with my secretary.  I’ll get back to you after my people get back to me.”
 
   “Why do you need your people’s input?”
 
   “I do not need my people’s input.  I am in negotiations to enter an alliance with the human hunters.  If I am to enter an alliance with you as well, they will need to know that you will be part of the alliance.”
 
   “What?!”  Foster screamed into the phone.  “We don’t need the hunters fighting our battles.  The familia will have enough trouble honoring a victory with the aid of goat suckers, but if there are humans involved too, it will never…”
 
   “It is my way or none at all, Foster.”  Thorn interjected.  “Perhaps you need to consider, a victory is a victory, no matter how it is won.  And a victory with the aid of those who are being targeted, is just that much more demeaning to the attacker.”  
 
   Foster was quiet but still breathing hard on his end of the phone.
 
   “Besides…the hunters?  They are not human.  They are wolf.  And when I go into battle, I bring my attack dogs with me.  Consider them an extension of me.”
 
   Foster was floored.  He had no idea that the human hunters weren’t human at all.  The very thought of it had been foreign to him, but now that Thorn had dropped this bombshell on him, it did make sense.  It explained the stories he had heard of their unusual strength and stamina.  Their keen senses and ability to fight.
 
   “Very well, Thorn.  Bring your hunters into the fight.  What the hell do I care?  Just as long as we win.”
 
   “One more thing, Foster.”  He added.
 
   “What would that be, Rufus?”
 
   “When it comes down to the battle itself?  I call the shots.”
 
   Foster was silent for a very long time.  The idea of handing the reins of power to his own people over to another vampire did not sit well with him.  Especially a vampire as old and powerful as Thorn.  He considered the possibilities then remembered the Blood Alliance.  As long as they made it clear in the alliance that Rufus was to turn his people back to him once the alliance was over, then he could not take control of them and either turn them against him or strip him of his own people.  He mulled it over every way he could think of before he answered, “Agreed.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   In an abandoned Roman cathedral, a lone dark figure sat and admired the marble artwork.  It still amazed him after all these centuries that mere mortals had created such beautiful works of art with their own hands.  How they could find a block of stone and somehow see something within it, and then release these things for the entire world to see and touch and feel…it filled him with awe.  He had seen many things come and go in his life and there were few things that filled him with awe like statues of the ancient Greeks and Romans.  Oh, how he hated the Romans and their vicious ways.  How they could turn brother against brother, mother against child, all in the precious name of Rome.  He was never so happy as when the cursed empire fell.  But for all of the evil that they inflicted upon those that they conquered, their art…was breathtaking.  
 
   Of course, any people who conquered the known world could afford to strip their conquered of their best.  They could take their best warriors, their best blacksmiths, their sturdiest women, their best food, and of course, their most talented artists, all for the glory of Rome.  He ran his hand along the sculptured muscled arm of the statue in front of him, studying the curve of the triceps muscle, the subtle arches that formed the horseshoe shape at the rear of the arm.  So subtle, yet so realistic.  The sheer talent the artist must have had to capture these curves captivated him.
 
   “Sicarii?  We have word from the scouts.”  Came a small voice from behind him.  The vampire turned, his short dark hair, just beginning to curl at its ends.  His eyes, dark and piercing, his lashes long and dark, his skin, even after all of these centuries, still held a hint of tan, his hand, never leaving the arm of the sculpture.
 
   “What word?” his voice, soft and silky, a hint of accent sing-songing across his lips.
 
   “Word is returning from the four corners, Sicarii.  All are anxious to join in your vision.”  The messenger’s head kept low, his eyes to the floor, his voice low in this once holy place.
 
   The vampire dared a slow smile.  “Soon, Puppet.  My vision of bringing His creation to its knees will be brought to fruition.”
 
   “Yes, Sicarii.”  He whispered.  “There are still a few familia we have not found.”
 
   The vampire looked down at the little messenger.  He stepped down from what once was the altar of the cathedral and stepped toward him.  He touched the messenger lightly under his chin and brought him to his feet.  Slowly he lifted his face until he looked him directly in the eye.  “Tell me which familia cannot be found.”
 
   “They are still being searched out, Sicarii.  You know they sometimes have to relocate.”
 
   “Inform me, Puppet.” He said softly.
 
   “There is one in Persia, another in Russia.”  He swallowed quickly.  “Two in America, one in Brazil.  One in France.”
 
   “Very well.”  He said.  “If they are not found shortly, get me their names and their last known contacts.  I will find someone who can either locate them or discover what happened with them.”
 
   “W-we are doing our best, Sicarii.” The little messenger stammered.
 
   “I know you are.” The vampire replied.  “I know others who can do better.  That is all.” He smiled.  It sent a cold chill through the messenger who simply nodded.  “Not to worry, Puppet.  I will not dispatch you for letting me down.  I will need every available vampire for the upcoming war.”  He turned and stepped back to his statue.  “Even weak ones like you.”
 
   The messenger, still trembling, breathed a sigh of relief.  The sheer power flowing from the Sicarii always shook him to his very core.  Regardless of the situation, he hated being in his presence.  The messenger had been a vampire himself for nearly 80 years.  He wasn’t exactly a baby vamp, but he had yet to reach the century mark.  He would never consider himself a ‘strong’ being, but he had been in the presence of established vampires with true power before and he coveted it.  None of them held a candle to the power that swirled and flowed from the Sicarii.  The kind of power that emanated from him was enough to make him nauseous.  That kind of power caused him to break out in cold sweats and his hands to tremble.  And the saddest part was that he truly felt that the Sicarii was holding back.  
 
   “Thank you, Sicarii.”  He mumbled.  “I live only to serve.” He turned and left, thankful to be away from the presence of such power and darkness.
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   Matt rubbed his eyes.  His frustration level was high, but it was obvious, Nadia had told them what she knew when she spilled her guts topside.  To her, a premonition was like a blurry feeling, not a clear picture and how do you describe a blurry feeling?  He sat back in his chair and just now noticed that she and Jack were holding hands under the table, drawing strength from each other.  He sighed and pulled the flask from his pocket again.
 
   “You okay, Skipper?” Jack asked.
 
   “Head’s killing me, Chief.”  Matt looked at his watch.  He still had hours to go before sundown and he was almost out of the wolf-brew that Evan had cooked up for him.  The guard was unable to wake the doc to join them.  No surprise there.  Once a vampire went down for ‘sleep’, they were for all intent and purpose a corpse until they were ready to awaken.
 
   Once he popped the cap on the flask, Natashia waved her hand in front of her nose.  “What are you doing?  Poisoning yourself?”  She grabbed the flask from his hand and sealed it.
 
   “Hey!  I actually need that.  It’s medicine.” Mitchell protested.
 
   “It is poison to a wolf, Colonel.”  Natashia argued.
 
   “Who said I was a wolf?” Mitchell asked defensively.
 
   “Please, Colonel.  I can smell it upon you.”  She smiled.  “And this?” she held the flask up and waved it in front of him, “This is poison to your wolf.  No wonder it is fighting you.”
 
   “For your information, I’ve been shifting for a decade and it just gets worse.” Matt stated, holding his head in his hands.  “That crap takes the edge off.”
 
   “Because you are poisoning your wolf.”  She said sadly.  “You need to embrace your wolf, Colonel Mitchell.  That is the only way to gain any peace in your life as a man.”
 
   Matt raised his head and stared at her through bleary eyes.  “I have no idea what you are talking about.”
 
   “I can show you, if you will trust me.”  She took his hands in hers and his heart raced momentarily.  “Will you trust Tasha?”
 
   “I…um…well.  Do I have a choice?”
 
   “No.  Not if you want peace, then no.  You do not.” She smiled at him and for a moment, his head didn’t hurt.
 
   Natashia turned to Jack and Nadia, “Give to us a moment, please.  Some privacy.”
 
   “Come on, Sweetie.  Let’s let mom work her magic.”  Jack led her out of the interrogation room and gave them a little peace and quiet.  Once outside he whispered to Nadia, “I really hope she can help.  The pain he’s been in has been affecting his ability to lead.  I’ve actually been worried about him.”
 
   “I thought you were angry with him?”
 
   “Why do you say that?”
 
   “I could sense it from you.” She said.
 
   Jack hesitated.  “I’m still pretty sore with him that they didn’t come clean with us about the augmentation process.”  He sighed heavily.  “I understand why they did it, and I understand why they didn’t tell us, but I still think that it should have been my choice.  Our choice.”  Jack hooked his chin up toward the other squads.  “Their choice.”
 
   “I understand.” She said and held him close.  “But at the same time, if he had not done what he did, we would not be together, no?”
 
   Hard to argue with that kind of logic.  
 
   Inside the interrogation room Natashia had pulled a chair over and sat in front of Matt.  “First you need to relax.  Breathe deeply.”  She took his left hand and placed it on top of her right shoulder.  “Hold your hand here and feel my wolf call to yours.”
 
   “I don’t want to feel my wolf…I’m trying to control it.”
 
   “Shhh!  You cannot control it.  You must accept it.  Now listen to me and shut your eyes.  Hold my shoulder here and feel my wolf.  Let your mind open to your wolf and feel my wolf.”  She took his right hand and placed it on her chest at her heart.  “Feel here.” She said.  She paused a moment.  “Perhaps a bit higher, Colonel…at my heart.” She grinned wickedly.  
 
   “I, uh..”
 
   “It is okay, Colonel.  Men will be men.” She laughed.  
 
   “You told me to close my eyes and feel.” He offered as an excuse.
 
   “So I did.” She laughed.  “But with this hand, feel for my heart, please.”  Natashia tried to not laugh as the colonel’s face flushed.  She reached for his earlobe and gently rubbed with her left hand.  Softly she told him, “Now, accept your wolf.  He is you, and you are him.  You cannot deny what is yourself.”
 
   “But I don’t want to accept…”
 
   “Shh!  Accept the wolf.  He is a part of you.  He does not want to harm you.  He knows that he is a part of you.  He knows that he can only come out at the lunar cycle, but when he does come out, if he is harmed, you are harmed.” Her voice was like warm silk wrapping around his mind, calling to his wolf.  “Accept him as he accepts you.  Do not fight the calling.”
 
   “But why does it hurt so much?”  Matt could feel himself letting go, allowing the wolf a little more access and he realized, the more he let go, the less it hurt.  He let go a little more and more pain slipped away.  Finally, he let go completely and all of the pain slipped from him and his body went from tensed to relaxed.
 
   “He is trying to warn you, Mitchell.  Do you not feel the direness of his desire?  He is trying to warn you…there is something looming on the horizon.  Something that threatens you and those you love.”  Her voice sounded as though she were in a trance.  “He warns of the threat that Nadia sees.  The darkness threatens you and your people, your pack, your…your mate?”
 
   “My wife is dead…”
 
   “Your wolf knows that your mate is near…very near.”  She said softly.  “You know it, too.  But you fight him over the acceptance.”
 
   “My wife is…”
 
   “Who is she?” Natashia asked.
 
   “I don’t know…”
 
   “You do.  Your wolf knows her too.  He fights to be with her every time you look at her.”  Natashia could see her face through the wolf’s eyes.  “She is in…ice?  How is she in ice?”
 
   “You can’t know that.” Matt said sounding half asleep.
 
   “Mitchell Mathews, your wolf tells me everything.”  Matt’s eyes flew open at the mention of a name he hadn’t heard in years.  “Accept your wolf, Mitchell.”  The voice he heard now wasn’t the woman he knew as Tasha.  It was his wife’s voice and it broke Matt’s heart to hear it again.  “The wolf will protect you and knows what is best for you.  It is time for you to carry on.  Let us go.”
 
   “What is this?!” Matt growled, he tried to turn away but he couldn’t move his hands, his body wasn’t his.  He started to panic.  
 
   “You accepted your wolf and now, the other side speaks to you.” Tasha told him.  “It is telling you that you’ve held on long enough.  It is time to pick up the pieces and carry on.  Go on with your life so they can go on with their afterlife.”
 
   “This is lunacy…” Matt cried, his voice a cracked whisper.
 
   “No.  This is Fate, Mitchell Matthews.”  Tasha told him, her grip on him getting stronger.  “The Fate of not only yourself and your pack, but all of mankind hangs in the balance.  You may not know it yet, but what you do in the near future will play a very large role in how mankind fares in the war that is coming.”
 
   “What can you know about...”
 
   “The future is clouded, but it is being written.  The alliances you make or don’t make will either decide the fate of mankind or seal it in blood.” She gasped.  “Do not let mankind fall to the Lamia Humanus!  The Sicarii comes!” she yelled, then collapsed.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jack and Nadia found themselves surrounded by a large handful of the Monster Squad again.  Many had questions and only they could answer them.  Unfortunately, most of the questions were of a more ‘personal’ nature.
 
   “Seriously, dude, she’s your mother-in-law?” Gus asked with a wink.
 
   Jack laughed.  “Yeah, man, I know.  But seriously, yeah.  She’s Nadia’s mom.”
 
   “Dude, that is seriously fucked up.  Having a mother-in-law that is as hot as your wife?  I don’t think I could handle it.” He teased.
 
   “He handles her quite well.” Nadia interrupted.  “And that is saying something good, because mother is very much the handful.”
 
   “Oh, you can say that again.” Gus smiled.  “I’d love to get a handful of that.” He guffawed.  
 
   “Tracy, could you be any more crude?  She is my mother-in-law.” Jack said.
 
   “Dude, she’s a MILF!” he said.
 
   “You mean, WILF, right?”  Lamb asked with a grin.  “Didn’t she say she was a wolf?”
 
   “I’d say fox is more like it.” Jacobs tossed in.
 
   “Oh, no, mother is truly a wolf.  We have no foxes in our pack.” Nadia said straight faced.
 
   Jack leaned in closer to her and said quietly, “He means that she’s ‘hot’, sweetie.”
 
   “But all of us have body temperatures hotter than normal humans, Jack.  It is normal for wolves and shape shifters, too.”  The hunters all looked at her oddly and then snickered.
 
   “Oh, boy.  Umm.  He means that she’s very attractive.” Jack tried again.
 
   “Oh!  Yes!  Mother is very attractive.  Men find her irresistible.”  Nadia smiled.  “This is very true.”  The hunters sort of smiled and smirked at her remark.  “And, she is a very good kisser as well, isn’t she Jack?”
 
   They all did a double-take and stared, some open-mouthed at Jack.  “Well, I…er…um.  Well, I suppose.” He said.
 
   “Dude!  You kissed her?  She’s your mother-in-law!” Dominic ribbed him.  “That’s gotta be illegal in some states!” he laughed.
 
   “I barely remember it.” Jack tried to downplay the whole thing.
 
   “But it seemed very important to you at the time, Jack.  Remember, you spoke of it so much when it happened.  I remember telling you that it was only because you found mother so attractive.” Nadia reminded him.
 
   “Sweetheart, I think you’re talking too much.” Jack said through clenched teeth.  “These guys will never understand the circumstances, nor will they let me live it down.”
 
   Nadia gave Jack a puzzled look.  “I don’t understand, Jack.  Why would they care if you and mother kissed?”  The hunters burst into laughter and a few made comments that Jack couldn’t quite make out.  Nadia gave them all puzzled looks as well, then her eyes widened.  “Oh.  I understand.  In their jealousy and desire, they wish that it had been them to kiss mother?  Yes?”
 
   Now the hunter’s behavior went into full-blown denial and it was Jack’s turn to laugh.  “Yeah, yeah, you were just commenting on how she is a WILF and you’d like to get your hands on her, but suddenly you have no desire for Natashia?  I see how you hypocrites are!”
 
   Gus stepped up with a hand raised, “Hell, I won’t deny it.  That woman can enter my dreams any night she wants!”  As the others teased him with good natured ribbing, the duty officer came up to Jack.
 
   “I need the Colonel or the XO.  Any ideas?”
 
   “Last I saw the Colonel, he was in the interrogation room, but he was busy.  I can radio for Ms. Youngblood.” He said.
 
   “Please.  We have a secondary confirmation.  Looks like its starting early.” The Captain said.
 
   Jack got on the radio and called for Laura or the Colonel.  Both radioed back that they were headed topside and would be there shortly.  Both Jack and the Captain arranged to meet at the leaderboard and Jack alerted the men to find both Spalding and Apollo and get the teams ready for alert one.
 
   As Jack began to walk away, Nadia’s eyes lit up!  The satellite phone!  She had completely forgotten the phone!  “Jack!”
 
   “Nadia, please, this is my job…”
 
   “Jack, wait!  When you left the island, did one of the wolves give you a phone?  To call for when you were ready to come back to the island?” she asked, desperation in her eyes.
 
   Jack gave her a puzzled look, his hand going to his breast pocket.  “Yeah.  I have it right here.”  He pulled it out.
 
   “It’s not from Rufus!” she exclaimed.  “We do not know the wolf who gave it to Georgio for you.  We do not know where it came from.”
 
   “What?  Then how did Georgio get it?”
 
   “We do not know, but it is not from our people.  It must be destroyed!  It could be dangerous!” 
 
   Jack held the phone out and set it on a table.  He didn’t know if it held high explosives or if it had some kind of tracking device, or…”EOD in here, now!” he called out.  
 
   Both Lamb and Jacobs jumped into the back of the small trailer holding their crates of gear.  They appeared a moment later carrying a large crate and set it on a table next to the one with the phone.  As Lamb and Jacobs began digging through the gear, Donovan grabbed a signal jammer and activated it.  “If this thing is broadcasting or set to receive, it isn’t anymore.”
 
   “Go check in with the Skipper, Chief.  We got this.”  Lamb said.
 
   “As soon as you know what the hell is in that thing, report back to me.” Jack ordered.
 
   “Aye-aye, Chief.” Jacobs responded as he put on the EOD blast suit.  Lamb was helping him suit up while Donovan broke out the gear and spread it out on the table next to it.  Neils Erickson was setting up blast shields around the two tables to help deflect any blast should the phone be a bomb and actually go off in the hangar.
 
   Mueller watched the SEALs set up the work station and blast area and elbowed Marshall who was standing next to him.  “You think these squids know what the fuck they’re doing?”
 
   “Dude, if anybody knows bombs, it’s fucking SEALs.” He said.
 
   “Sweet.”  He said.  “So.  Want to get a sandwich while they figure out who gets the assignment?”
 
   “Hell yeah.  I’m starving.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Tasha!”  Matt was holding her, gently tapping at her cheeks.  “Tasha!  Come back to me.  Come on, I know you’re in there.”
 
   Natashia’s eyes fluttered open and darted about the room.  She pulled herself to a sitting position and rubbed at her head.  “Did I fall?”
 
   “You started to, but I caught you.” Matt said.  “How are you feeling?” he handed her a glass of water.
 
   She took it and sipped at it.  She rubbed her head gingerly.  “I feel as though I struck my head.  It truly hurts.”  She said.  “Please, help me to stand.”
 
   Matt got up and helped lift her.  She could feel her head swoon, but it soon passed.  “You were yelling about something coming, but…I couldn’t make it out.  Not really.”
 
   “I do not remember.” She said honestly.  “The last I remember was speaking with your wolf of your mate and he was upset about the darkness.”  She looked up at him.  “He knows that it comes and he knows you are all at risk.”  She closed her eyes and slowly lowered herself to her chair.
 
   “You said something about an escargot coming.  Does that mean anything to you?”
 
   “Non.  It means nothing.” She sighed.  “Perhaps your mate knows.”
 
   “My mate was killed by a wolf years ago.” He said flatly.
 
   “Non.  She is close.  She still lives.  Behind a wall of ice.”  Natashia said softly.  “I am not sure how this is, but your wolf showed me.”
 
   Matt’s features turned to stone.  “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   She looked up at him, her brows creasing.  “Colonel, you may be a great leader, but you are a horrible liar.”
 
   “I think we’re done here.  I’ll have somebody take you back to your daughter as soon as you feel up to it.”
 
   “You are welcome.” She said.
 
   Matt turned to her.  That was an unexpected reply.  “For helping you make peace with your wolf.  You will no longer need to poison yourself to ease your pains.”
 
   Matt stiffened.  He had forgotten his manners.  “Yes, thank you.” And he stepped out of the room.  
 
   Shortly after he left, a young man in uniform knocked at the door.  “Ma’am?  I’m here to escort you back to your daughter.”
 
   “Thank you.”  She stood and left the way they had come.  Although she could smell the colonel’s scent throughout the hallway, she knew that he had left quickly.  She feared that her revelation to him upset him in more than one way.
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   Laura Youngblood went over the secondary confirmation and verified the sighting.  The vamps in northern California.  Laura turned to Spalding, “Spanky, you’re up.  Get Third Squad mobile and move out.”  She handed him the file as he cracked a grin.  
 
   “About damned time.  All this sitting around is for the birds.” He said.  He thumbed through the file and then tucked it under his arm as he rounded the corner.
 
   Laura turned to the young Captain at her side, “Who’s the Command Duty Officer tonight?”
 
   “Captain Jones, ma’am.” He replied.
 
   Jackson Jones.  A seasoned veteran for CDO.  “Good.  Get him prepped and on the flight with Third Squad.  They’ll be going out on a C-130 and dropping in.  He can coordinate from the plane.  Have them take one of the new drones with them, just in case.  Make sure they have a tech team with them.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   With Jackson acting in her place from the C-130, she was free to act in Mitchell’s place with the other two squads if and when they were deployed.  She could run both ops from the Operational Command Center below the hangar.  She made a note in her logs and went up a flight of stairs to the hangar.  She supervised the loading of crates onto the pallets and watched the forklift place it into the back of the open deuce and a half.  Third Squad loaded in the back of the truck and dropped the canvas flap to cover and hide both their gear and themselves as the truck pulled out of the hangar.
 
   “It has begun.” She stated.  She set the response clock on her clipboard and noted the time of departure in her log.  “Good hunting fellas.  And lady.”  As she reminded herself that Sanchez was amongst the hunters in Third Squad.  
 
   “Where are they headed, boss lady?” Apollo asked.
 
   “California.  Baby vamps tearing it up over there.” 
 
   “Sweet.  Maybe my baby will bring me back some tacos!” he said with a toothy grin.
 
   Across his earpiece Sanchez shot back, “I’m nobody’s baby!”
 
   “Shit!” he whispered.  He turned to Laura.  “Left my lip mic on.”
 
   “Switch to another frequency there, Apollo.” Came Spalding across the earpiece.
 
   “Uh, Roger, that, Spankmeister.” Apollo blushed.
 
   “She rip you a new one?” Laura asked.
 
   “Yeah, but you know she’s just playing.  That girl loves me.  She’s my baby.” He said grinning.
 
   “Your mic is still on, shithead.” Spanky said.  “And we’re about to have to tie Sanchez down if you don’t switch freqs dude.”
 
   “Fuck.”  Apollo grabbed the unit from his belt and keyed the mic, “Roger that.”  He switched the frequency.  He looked at Laura and sighed.  “Yeah.  She gonna kick my ass when she gets back.” He turned and walked away and Laura could only smile and shake her head.  The idea of Sanchez, barely a third the size of Apollo having that much control over the hulking monstrosity of a man…yeah, it was sweet.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “I’m afraid I don’t understand, old friend.”  Foster paced within the walls of an abandoned warehouse, his semi trucks parked side by side and his people unpacking their belongings in the wide open spaces behind him.  “Why will you not simply come to the mainland and meet with me?  We have all the creature comforts of home here.”
 
   Paul knew exactly why Rufus would not come to the mainland.  He could sense the intrusion of Foster’s people into his territory.  He knew there was an army of Humanus vampires within striking distance to himself and within the drawn boundaries of his familial kingdom.  Although he was expecting them, and a blood alliance was proposed, the alliance had yet to be drawn out and sealed with the blood.  Foster could turn against him at any time and with the sheer numbers he had brought, Rufus was no fool.  Thorn could not keep his people all on the island, so he had to allow them to scatter about on the mainland.  Foster would not allow Rufus to know exactly where he was, otherwise, those same people could surround him and simply burn them out.  He was still hoping the alliance could take place and the Apacolypto could be averted.
 
   “I do not go to the mainland unless absolutely necessary, Foster.”  Thorn said.  “Trust me on this.  If you truly desire a blood alliance with the Lamia Beastia, you will come to me.”  His voice left no room for negotiating.  “I have a boat at the dock for you.  One of my wolves will be there for you at sundown.  I will forward the dock number to your phone.” And with that he simply disconnected.
 
   Foster did not like it, but he had little choice.  He had very little time until sundown and even less time to prepare.  His phone chimed with a text message giving him the dock and slip number that the boat would be found.  He snapped his fingers for his body guards and had them prepare.  If Thorn wanted to finally get his revenge after all these centuries, he’d have to go through them first and they were the best of the best.
 
   Meanwhile, approximately thirty miles deep in the Gulf at Thorn’s island, Rufus had his study prepared.   A scribe was put on stand-by with parchment and quill.  His best calligrapher and fastest pen, she could inscribe an Italian argument of two families and never miss a syllable.  Security was put in place along the perimeter of the few vampires that he had available and the wolves prepared themselves for the shift.  Most locked themselves into their specially made, silver reinforced stalls, while others, the more senior wolves chose to take to the woods for a hunt.  The woods were on the far side of the island and far enough from the docks to not interfere with Foster’s arrival, nor had the wolves ever tried to attack a vampire before, so his arrival and departure should be uneventful.
 
   The watchtower would be manned with the youngest of the vampires with long-range binoculars to search out watercraft that might try to follow Thorn’s.  He would have vampires along the water’s edge with crossbows and rifles with silver bullets in case any attempted to overrun the meeting.  If Foster attempted anything tonight, it would be the last mistake he ever made.
 
   Thorn tugged slightly at the heavy drapes hanging from the easterly windows.  It was getting very dark outside, but clearly, the sun had not set yet.  He could see reflections on the water of yellows and oranges and shades of red through the slight crack.  He let the heavy material fall back into place.  It was time for him to prepare himself.  He needed to dress to impress.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The air in Rome was heavy with humidity, and the sounds of people partying the night away had died away hours before.  The dark vampire who haunted the abandoned cathedral by night rarely crept out of it anymore.  His meals were brought to him by those who served him.  He preferred well fed females with soft curves.  They were easier to sink his nails into when he fed.  And, he hated to admit, it just seemed wrong to touch his lips to the skin of another man.  Although he had done it many times in the past when he found himself hungry enough, it just seemed more sinful than feeding from women.
 
   He often sat in the darkness, peering out the broken windows at the moon and reflected on his long and ancient life.  The many ways he had tried to reverse the curse on his life.  He’d tried so many things.  None worked.
 
   He’d tried to baptize himself in the river Jordan.  He’d tried to renounce his sins and beg God to forgive him.  He’d tried Holy Water.  He’d tried absolution by a priest, sitting for hours in a confessional until the priest left screaming in terror.  He’d tried forcing himself into the sunlight…but the sunlight did burn.  Like the fires of Hell, it scorched him and seared his flesh to the very bone until he thought he could never be made whole again.  But as soon as he gave in to the thirst, he was made whole, and began his torment all over again.  Holy water, crosses, religious dogma from all denominations did nothing but incite his rage now.
 
   He stepped to the window of the upper floor of the cathedral and looked out over his city.  This Roman city is all that was left of a once great empire that spanned the known world.  Oh, how the mighty have fallen, he thought.  They had tormented and tortured and crucified their way across all the lands, breaking the will and the spirit of any they encountered.  They deserved him and all that he would bring.
 
   “Sicarii?  You sent for me, master?” the small messenger inquired. 
 
   “Sì, Puppet.  I need for you to do me another thing.” The vampire said, his gaze never leaving the window.
 
   “Anything, Sicarii.  You need only to ask…”
 
   “My vision…our new world…it will take many hands to mold properly.  When we finally send word to all of the familia, inform them that we will also have need of their familiars.”
 
   “Sicarii?  I do not follow you.” The messenger said, honestly puzzled.
 
   “We will have much opposition from the humans, Puppet.  Many of them will have weapons that our vampire brothers simply cannot recover from quickly.  And we are limited to the night.” He explained.  “But our brother’s familiars are men who walk about during the day.”  He turned to the messenger.  “They can lay our groundwork by the light of day and prepare for our coming.  They can do things that we will not be able to do.  We must have them to ensure that we are successful.”
 
   “As you wish, Sicarii.  But, how do we find them?” he asked.
 
   “They will come to us.” He said softly.  “You will need to make arrangements to bring them to me.  I will work out the necessary arrangements with them.”
 
   “They will come to us, master?”
 
   “Oh, yes.  Many will come with their vampire masters, others will come on their own, just for the opportunity to perhaps one day join in our ranks.”  The dark vampire said.  “We have struck a vital blow all across the world at these human hunters.  And we did it using everything at our disposal.  Vampire, goblin, the regius lupus, the ‘royal wolves’ who can shift at day…we strike them with terror and the hunters never saw it coming.  The familiars are a very important part to our plan.”
 
   The messenger’s eyes lit with understanding.  “Yes, Sicarii.  We will make arrangements for their arrival.”
 
   “Good.” He stepped down from the window and almost appeared to float from the second story to the crumbling floor below.  “Now, as for the familia that could not be reached before?  Have you a list for me?”
 
   “It is being compiled, Sicarii.  Not all of our field people have checked in tonight.” The messenger’s eyes were upon the floor again.
 
   “Very well.” The dark one said.  “Before sunrise.  Yes?”
 
   “As you wish.” He bowed and backed out of the room.
 
   The dark vampire turned and faced the altar once more.  He stared up at the depiction of Christ on the cross.  “He didn’t look like that.” He mumbled.  “If they really knew how terribly he looked, they’d never put a crucifix in a church.”
 
   The dark vampire that his minions called Sicarii stepped out of the comfort of the cathedral to the courtyard within the church.  His mind washed him back to the days of his youth.  He had been a young assassin.  What would be called a terrorist by today’s media.  His true name, long forgotten by others, was Judah.  He hailed from Kerioth, a small town south of Judea.  He grew up the son of a goat herder, spending his days helping his father tend the goats and doing chores for his mother.  He was their only son.  He remembered a sister, but only vaguely, for he was too young when they were all taken from him.  The Romans destroyed what little they had and he couldn’t even tell you why.  He, too, would have seen his end at the mercy of a Roman blade had it not been for an Arab traveler.  The man dispatched the Roman soldier with the skill of a hunter and slipped into the shadows as if a ghost.
 
   He was very small, but smart enough to realize that his only chance at survival was to learn the ways of this ghost Arab, so he followed him and found a way into the man’s trust.  Over the years of his life, the man taught Judah how to become a world class hashishin.  The things he was taught by the Arab master of death would earn him a reputation far and wide.  The things he could do with his blades and the ability to blend back into his environment went a long way into making him a world class vampire as well.
 
   From a very young age, he was taught to defend himself, to steal, to lie and to kill.  These things the Arab ingrained into him until it became second nature.  He was an artisan of the arts of survival.  He could mix with the richest of men or the poorest of men and with the flipping of his cloak he could appear to be in the proper company with whichever he encountered.  His robes held such an array of weaponry, the blades so sharp that most didn’t even feel the cut until they were slipping in their own blood or tripping over their own intestines.  The Arab taught him how to hide in both the shadows or in the open, to blend in with a crowd or to disappear completely in the darkness.  He was a shadow that even the darkness feared.
 
   And once he became vampire, he took things a step further, using his skills at killing to a whole new level and creating the Sicarii, the secret brotherhood of the dagger, to terrorize the Romans and run them out of his homeland.  His hatred for the Romans ran so deep that he would spend the rest of his existence bringing them terror.  A smile spread across his lips momentarily as he allowed himself to recall his youth, but he quickly quelled it.  Happiness is an illusion.  It was no longer allowed.  Pain is the truth, the only truth that he allowed.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Opcom, this is Team Leader, we are on approach to target.  One-five minutes to target zone.”  Spalding said into his lip mic.
 
   “Copy that Team Leader.  We have satellite intel available.  Forwarding to your mobile command center now.”  The voice in their earpieces stated.
 
   Captain Jackson Jones came over their communications.  “Received and downloading to portable PDA’s.  Prepare to receive.”
 
   Each squad member pulled up their BDU sleeve and pulled back the Velcro cover from their wrist mounted PDA’s.  Pushing the button on the side, the satellite data was downloaded and saved.  One by one they each acknowledged receipt.
 
   Jackson came over the coms again.  “Initial intel reported a storm of fourteen baby vamps in the area.  From the IR data feed, it appears they are still in a single group and isolated in this one area, highlighted here.”  One area on their PDA’s lit up on the outskirts of a lightly populated area.  “If they are on a feeding frenzy as initial reports indicated, they’ll be pretty sloppy.  We are going to be dropping in altitude to a drop zone one click upwind of the tangos.”  Static filled the earpiece as he clicked off.
 
   “Rack ‘em and stack ‘em boys and girls!” Spanky yelled.  “It’s party time!”  The Monster Squad all double checked their weapons and each other’s chutes.   They stepped to the line as the jumpmaster indicated the zip line above their heads.  They all clicked their static lines to it and waited for the rear cargo door to open.  Once the craft leveled out and the air inside the cargo area equalized, the rear door began to open.  The yellow light on either side of the door blinked and a red rotating light was flashing in their goggles.  The red light switched off and the yellow light dimmed out, a bright green light flashed and the jumpmaster yelled at them, slapping each on the shoulder, “Go! Go! Go!”
 
   Each member jumped out as far as they could, feeling their chutes open behind them, checking their squad mates chutes in front to ensure a good clean opening.  As Spanky exited the C-130 he gave a yell, “Geronimo!  God, I love this job!”
 
   Checking their PDA’s and compass to help guide them down, the team landed as close to their target zone as possible.  When Spanky hit the ground, he called Jackson on the coms, “Mobile command, this is Team Leader, last man down.”
 
   “Roger that, Team Leader.  Deploying drone.” Came the reply.  “Maintaining high altitude surveillance until strike called.”
 
   “Roger and out.” Spanky responded.  “Okay boys and girls, let’s pack 'em and rack ‘em.  These bastards are only a click away and raising hell.  Get your chutes stuffed and stowed and let’s double time it!”
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   Laura observed what she could from the Operation Command Center back at Tinker.  She listened in on the communications broadcast and everything sounded good from her end.  The team had yet to engage, but she knew it was only a matter of time.  She peered at the clock.  It was nearly sundown.  She needed to find Matt, Nadia and Natashia and get them into the cells below before the sun went down completely or things could get messy.
 
   She had just stepped out of the Command Center when she saw Matt leading the two women to the elevator.  She had an idea that they were headed to the cells where Evan used to be held.  “Matt?”
 
   “We’re headed down now, Laura.”  He turned and walked the short distance to speak privately.  “You know how sorry I am I can’t be here to help.”
 
   “You can’t help it.” She said a knowing look in her eyes.
 
   “There’s a reason I made you XO, ya know.  If anybody can handle a shit storm, it’s you.” He smiled.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, flattery will get you everywhere.” She smiled back.  “You better hustle, Colonel.  You’re burning daylight.”
 
   “Roger that.  Good luck.” His face serious.
 
   “You, too, sir.”
 
   Matt punched the button for the elevator and ushered the ladies in.  Jack came running up just before the doors closed.  “Sorry.  Had to get my squad ready for the next wave.” He said.
 
   “I know.” Nadia said, her eyes appearing nervous.  She knew that the sun was quickly setting.
 
   “Remember what we were going to try?  Before I left?” he asked.
 
   “Yes.  Of course.” 
 
   “Will you try it tonight?  Please?”  Jack asked, his voice almost pleading.
 
   “Of course I will, Jack.  For you.”  She kissed him quickly.  “We must go.”
 
   “I love you.” He said quickly as the doors shut.
 
   “I love you, too!” and the doors sealed in front of him.
 
   “They’ll be fine, Chief.” Laura said from the door of the Command Center.
 
   “I know.  But I’ll still worry.” He said, a lopsided grin crossing his face.
 
   “Gotta keep a clear head when you’re in the field, Chief.  You can’t be worrying about what may or may not be going on back here.” She stated, trying to say what she thought Colonel Mitchell might.
 
   “Roger that, ma’am.” He smirked.
 
   Laura gave him a little wink and went back to the Command Center.  
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “What was that about?” Matt asked Nadia on the ride down.
 
   “Jack had a lot of questions back home.  He found out that natural born wolves can shift at will, and that when we shift on our own, we have control of our Halfling form.” She answered.
 
   “Except when the moon pulls us.” Natashia added.  “During the full moon, all wolves are given over to their wolf instincts.
 
   “Jack asked if we had ever tried to shift first before the moon pulls us, and then try to retain control over the Halfling form.” Nadia finished.
 
   Matt held the elevator door open for them and indicated for them to turn right.  “Well?  Has anybody ever tried it before?”
 
   “Not to our knowledge.” Natashia answered.  “If they have, they have not shared the answer.”
 
   “But tonight, I promised Jack that I would try.” Nadia answered.
 
   “As will I.” Natashia said.
 
   “Wish I had that option.” Matt said as he escorted them to the silver barred cells.  “Ladies, this will be our home for the evening.”  Matt entered a keyed sequence into the keypad on the wall and three cells opened.  “I’m setting them to open again at dawn.”  
 
   Matt began to undress and paused.  He flushed somewhat.  “I um, didn’t take into consideration…” he turned to the women who had both already stripped of their clothing and stepped into their cells.  He quickly turned back around, his face a bright red.  “Um, okay.”
 
   Nadia shifted as soon as she entered her cell and as expected, had assumed the form of a true wolf again.  Natashia assumed her Halfling form and stepped into her cell as well.  Matt heard heavy breathing and turned again and nearly shit himself.  “Okay, that was quick.”  He muttered.  “Here, let me get the doors for you.”  He walked over and shut both cell doors with a clang, then stepped back to his cell.  He stripped down to his boxers then shut his cell.  He glanced around and realized that neither wolf was paying him any attention.  Aw, fuck it!  He pulled his boxers off and flipped them outside the bars.  He walked to the middle of the cell and waited for the shift to take place.  
 
   This was the part he hated the most, the anticipation of the shift.  Usually, his heart would race and his head would be pounding, but this time, he was calm.  He realized that for the first time in years, he wasn’t nervous, or excited or ready to rip somebody’s head off.  He couldn’t feel his heart pounding in his chest and he wasn’t slobbering like a wild beast.
 
   He turned to the cell bars and although Nadia in her wolf form was in the cell nearest him, he called out across to the other cell.  “Tasha!  Can you understand me?”
 
   The Halfling turned and looked at him.  It snarled something and stepped closer to the bars, he couldn’t really say that he could read her face, but he could tell that she was paying attention to him.  “I’ll take that as a yes, since I can’t really understand wolf.”  He cleared his throat and averted his eyes for a moment.  “I’m not very good at showing gratitude, but…I just wanted to say ‘thank you’.  I mean it.  This is the first time in…years?  Perhaps since I was first attacked?  I really don’t recall, but it’s the first time since maybe forever that I feel even close to…normal and it’s just before a shift.”  He could almost swear the Halfling smiled.  “Anyway, I don’t know what you did, or how you did it, but, thank you.”
 
   The Halfling nodded at him, so he knew that she understood.  He stepped away from the bars and as he did, he noticed Nadia, and his mind raced back to the young girl he saw cornered, the fear in her eyes, how her eyes began to glow, then she shifted, he pulled his weapon and shot her, and he felt a pang in his heart.  He knew then what his wolf knew.  She was special to him, regardless of the pain he had tied to her, she meant something to him.  He had to save her from the ice…and then the world went from color to black and white and the wolf took him.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Nadia held her wolf form as she listened to the Colonel speak with her mother.  She could tell that his words were heartfelt.  He finally found a peace that he hadn’t had in years, perhaps in his entire life as a wolf.  She turned and looked at her mother and saw her smile.  She knew that her mother couldn’t ‘speak’ to the colonel in a way that he could understand, but she could read her.  She had been Halfling with her and hunted in the woods enough with her to know every move of her body, every line of her beautiful face and every word that she spoke as a Halfling.  
 
   She waited for the change to hit the colonel.  She knew that once he shifted, if she kept her mind about her, then she would be in control during the shift.  If she could maintain that control throughout the night, then Jack’s theory would be correct and wolves throughout the world could live their lives without fear of the full moon and what they might do under its influence.  No more locking themselves behind silver barred rooms, no more chaining themselves in dungeons.  No more being a prisoner that one night of the month when all wolves want to run free.
 
   She watched him and she saw the look on his face…as though he saw something in her that he recognized.  He remembered something, but she couldn’t know what he was thinking.  He was about to say something when the change hit him.  What?  What was he about to say?  She’d never know now, for he was a Halfling with no control over his human mind.
 
   The Colonel stood there a moment, contemplating its surroundings.  The Halfling looked at Nadia and smiled at her.  He gently slipped his arm through the silver bars and touched her wolf face.  She rubbed her face against his large Halfling hand and the Halfling scratched her behind the ears.  Carefully, the Halfling withdrew his arm and sat on the floor.  After so many years of waking to find himself in these cells, he knew exactly what the silver bars meant.  Perhaps he was simply happy to have company this night.
 
   Nadia looked toward her mother.  Nadia certainly felt in control of herself.  Did her mother maintain control?  Natashia looked at her daughter and Nadia saw a tear roll down her mother’s cheek.  She was smiling.  She understood the true meaning of this experiment as well, and so far, apparently she had control.  Nadia whimpered and her mother shrugged.  She sat down near the back of the cell and leaned against the back wall.  While they may have ‘control’, they were certainly bored.  It was going to be a long night.
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   Laura was working topside when Evan checked in.  “I think somebody tried to wake me.” He said sheepishly.
 
   Laura smiled.  “Oh, yeah.  It truly is like trying to wake the dead when you’re out, isn’t it?”
 
   “Sorry.  I hadn’t rested in days and…”
 
   “No worries.  We took care of it.”  She said, pulling the stack of reports together and shuffling them.  “Good to have you back with us, though.”
 
   “Has the colonel already gone down below?” he asked.
 
   “Oh yeah.  Along with Jack’s wife and mother-in-law.”
 
   “Who, what?” Evan asked, obviously not expecting that answer.
 
   “Oh, that’s right.  You were asleep.” She smirked.  “Seems Mr. Thompson is married now and the whole “famn damily” gets furry in the moonlight.”
 
   Evan was literally in shock.  His mouth hung open and he was at a total loss for words.  
 
   “Close your mouth, doc.  You’re attracting flies.” Laura quipped.  “Besides, we have an op on the ground and a potential shit-storm brewing.  We have two other single confirmations and I’m expecting seconds at any moment.”
 
   “I’m still trying to wrap my mind around the whole werewolf marriage thing.” Evan said.  “It gives a whole new meaning to ‘getting a piece of tail’ doesn’t it?”
 
   “Oh my god, doc!  Did you just make a joke?” Laura feigned shock.
 
   Evan smiled.  “I thought it was rather smart for off the cuff.”
 
   “It was pretty sharp.”  She admitted.  “For you, especially.”
 
   “Hey.  That stung.” He whined.
 
   “Can’t help it if your sense of humor sucks.”
 
   “I am a vampire, Laura.”
 
   “That’s no excuse, love.” She said and planted a light kiss on his cheek.  
 
   Evan gave a light shiver.  “I love it when you do that.”
 
   “I bet you do.” She purred.  It had been a long time since the two of them had worked toward their relationship, but seeing Jack with Nadia gave Laura the desire to rekindle what they once shared.  Still, they had a lot of work ahead of them tonight.  She had to try to remain diligent.  She cleared her throat.  “Have you eaten yet?”
 
   “No.  I came straight up.”
 
   “Fine.  Grab something real quick.  It’s likely to be a very long night.” She said.  He turned to get a pint of donated blood and she pinched his bottom, just to remind him that she could be playful and still be in charge.  She didn’t expect that he’d jump though.  And scream.
 
   He turned and faced her, eyes wide.  “Sorry.  I wasn’t expecting that.”
 
   She stifled a laugh.  “You are so manly, Evan.  I could just eat you up.” She purred, then turned and left him standing there with a goofy stare on his face.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Foster made arrangements for a car to transport him to the docks.  Just as he was stepping into the car, Damien came rushing out of the darkness toward him and his body guards.  “Wait!  Wait!  Don’t leave without me!”
 
   Paul rolled his eyes.  Surely this half-wit didn’t really think he was going to attend a blood-alliance with him?  “Wait for what, baby vamp?”
 
   “For me, of course.” Damien said, breathing hard from running across the warehouse.  “You wouldn’t leave me behind, would you?”
 
   “Why would I take you?” Foster asked.
 
   “Why wouldn’t you?”  Damien cried.  “Who discovered the upcoming attack on the hunters?  Me, that’s who!  Who tracked down the wolf and the contact information to this Thorn guy?  Me, that’s who!  Who tracked down where this guy’s island was located…well, okay, sort of located?  Me, that’s who!” Damien pointed at his chest, thumping each time.  “Face it, Paul.  You need me.  I’m a key player here!”
 
   Paul was almost impressed.  Impressed that this asshat thought so highly of himself.  Paul withdrew from the car and stood to face Damien.  “Allow me to clarify a few things for you, baby vamp.”  Paul began.  “You live because I allow you to live.  You feed because I allow you to feed.  You shit because I allow you to shit.  You fuck because I allow you to fuck.  And you do what you are told to do because I tell you to do them.”  The waves of power emanating from Foster dropped Damien to his knees, his eyes lowered to the pavement.  “Do not think for one moment that I need you.  You need me!” he growled.
 
   “Any moron could have stumbled upon those punks.  Any moron could have tracked down the wolf and any moron could coerce the information from him that led us to this point and this time.  The very thought that I need you?”  Foster leaned down close to Damien and whispered in his ear, “Perhaps you’d like to rethink your previous comments?”
 
   “F-forgive me, master.”  He stammered. “I overstepped my station.”
 
   “Yes, you did.”  Paul said as he stepped back into the car.  “Go clean something before I decide I’d rather use your skin as a doormat.” He said dismissively.
 
   The car pulled away leaving Damien groveling on the pavement.  As Foster’s tail lights pulled out of sight, Damien lifted his eyes.  Perhaps you should rethink my importance, master.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Laura was listening in on the events beginning in California when Lieutenant Gregory stepped in to the Command Center.  “Sorry to bother you ma’am. We have another secondary.”
 
   She simply nodded and held out her hand.  “When it rains…”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”  
 
   “Where’s this one?”
 
   “Mexican zombies, ma’am.” He said with a half-assed grin.
 
   “Oh, for the love of…”  She rubbed her temples.  “Seriously?  You’d think something like this the Federales could take care of.” She snapped.  She knew then that she feared something more was going to come of the case in California, but this was all part of the job.  “Fine.  Alert Second Squad.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”  Gregory exited and headed topside.  Laura waited for the amber alert light to come on and she didn’t have to wait long.  She held her finger over the alert button to keep the claxon from blaring in the Operation Command Center.  As soon as it began, she silenced it.
 
   “Time to make the doughnuts.” She muttered.
 
   Apollo and his team had their gear already loaded on a flat and in the back of a deuce and a half before Gregory made it topside.  They knew something else would happen since it was a full moon and they were ready and waiting.  As soon as Gregory handed Apollo the file, the team loaded in the truck and slipped into the night, headed for a fast transport to central Mexico.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   As Third Squad reached the target area, Spalding halted his group.  He slapped Sanchez on the back and ordered, “Three-Three, take over watch.  Cover our six.”
 
   “Copy that.”  She took off toward an overhang that looked out over the small valley town.  
 
   “Two, you and Four head toward that small apartment complex.  You see anything, key your mic, but maintain radio silence.”  Hank, the Padre Michaels nodded and grabbed Dave Marshall to take with him.  “Three-Five, you’re with me.”  Spanky told TD Wallace.  “We’re going to head to the village center and hit the businesses.  If we spot anything, we’ll do the same.  Copy?”
 
   “Roger that.” Hank said just as the two teams broke off.  As they separated and got about halfway to their target zones, Sanchez broke in across their earpieces.
 
   “Over watch established.  You’re five by five.” She whispered.  She received two clicks back on her earpiece.
 
   “Team Leader, Mobile Command, drone has picked up activity 500 yards to your west.  Repeat, activity five-zero-zero yards to your west.”
 
   “Roger that Mobile Command.”  Spanky responded.  “Two, fall back on my six and we’ll converge at the water tower, over.” He ordered Hank.
 
   “Roger.”
 
   “Team Leader, Over watch, I have a clear line of sight to the tower, no activity.  South of the tower visual is blocked from here. Over”
 
   “Copy that, Over watch.  Cover our six for us.  We’ll take care of the flanks. Over.”
 
   “Roger.” Sanchez sighted through her scope and followed her team as they cut through the town’s main street.  She observed the Padre and Marshall approach from the north and fall in behind Spalding and TD.  She scoped ahead of them out another 200 yards and saw movement to the team’s right behind a small building that they couldn’t see through.  “Team Leader, Over watch.  You have activity 200 yards ahead, behind that yellow building.  Unknown number. Over.”
 
   “Copy that.” Spanky said, “Third Squad, go silent.”  Sanchez watched them screw suppressors on to their weapons, never missing a step as they advanced toward the building.  As they double timed it to the side of the building, Spalding used hand signals to send the Padre and Marshall to the east side of the building.  Spalding and TD ducked low to stay below the windows and advanced to the west side.  
 
   “Tangos on the south side, boss.  Twenty yards tops.” Sanchez whispered into their ears.  She received a click in response.  
 
   “Team Leader, Mobile Command.  Tangos are converging into one group again.  If you’ll hold your position, I’m bringing the drone around for another pass.  Give me 20 seconds.” Jackson said calmly into their ear buds.
 
   He, too, received a single click.  Sanchez watched as Hank pulled his fist to a halt position and held it for Marshall, his ear turned to listen to the tangos behind the building.  Marshall adjusted the ring site on his P90, turning the REM T-3 LED indicator lower for the low light conditions.
 
   “Affirmative, Team Leader.  Group has reformed to your south and is about to breach your west side.” Jackson stated.
 
   “Go.” Spalding whispered.  Sanchez watched as Hank spun the corner as soon as her ear registered the command, Marshall right on his heel, Spalding opened fire on the first vamp that came into his field of vision, TD stepping to his left and dropping low to do the same.
 
   Sanchez sighted in and fired on distance targets that neither could engage at close range that might break away from the group, starting at the far end and closing in.  In short order, she had run out of tangos and soon heard Spalding order in her ear, “Cease fire, cease fire.  All tangos down.”  There was a series of clicks and static then he came back, “Mobile Command, are you picking up any strays with the drone, over?”
 
   “Negative Team Leader, all clear from here.”
 
   Sanchez was still checking the area when she heard something snap behind her.  She glanced over her shoulder to see a vampire standing behind her.  “Contact!  On the ridge!  No Over watch, repeat, no over watch, engaging!”  She rolled as she called into her lip mic and pulled her P90 from her upper back just in time to shoot the vampire up the middle, ending with its head.  The vampire had jumped to tackle her and landed where she had been laying, covering the team below.  She looked beyond where it stood and saw a wave of oncoming vampires.  “There’s a shit-pot more of them up here guys!  You better hustle your asses or I’m toast!”
 
   “Rerouting drone, Over watch, hold your ground.” Jackson stated.
 
   “Like I have a choice?” she muttered as she began choosing her shots.  She knew that she had to be careful.  The P90 submachine gun would empty a fifty round magazine in 3.3 seconds in full auto.  She was trying to keep her shots at semi-auto, but found it difficult.  The semi-transparent magazine made it a little easier to tell when she was getting low on ammunition, but in the dark, with the dark amber plastic magazine, it was still difficult to tell.  At best guess, she was facing at least thirty vampires, and they were advancing quickly.  She was placing her shots as best she could, two to the chest, two to the head, watching the bodies drop, but for every vampire she dropped, two more filled the space.
 
   She changed magazines as quickly as she could, but it lost her precious seconds and the vampires were advancing on her position.  She was too close to the edge of the drop off and even with the augmentation, she knew that she’d not survive the fall.  She wasn’t worried about being bitten, but she was worried about being rent limb from limb.  
 
   “Hold on Maria, we’re on our way.” Hank said.  She could hear him huffing as he spoke.  
 
   “I’m holding them as best I can, Two, but I’m running out of ammo!” panic rising in her voice.  “Where the hell are they coming from?!” she yelled.
 
   She heard a sound that sounded like a giant zipper ripping the sky open and watched as fire flew from the heavens to her right.  Bodies exploded and a giant path erupted in the middle of the advancing vampires.  “Bought you a little time, Over watch.  Keep the fire going while we come around for another pass.” Jackson spoke in her ear.
 
   “I’m on my last carbine mag.  About to switch to pistol.” She reported.  
 
   “Understood.” He replied.
 
   “We’re almost to you, Three.” TD reported to her.  
 
   “Lose the suppressors!” Spalding barked.
 
   The sky lit up again and the giant zipper sound came once more, this time from her left as another large swath of bodies erupted, limbs, blood and gore spewing into the night air.  Sanchez dropped the last of those close to her just as her carbine spit the last of its ammunition.  She flung it across her back and drew her pistol.
 
   She was just taking aim on the advancing horde when she saw her comrades come up from behind the vampires, muzzle flashes indicating it as them and not another wave of vamps.  She saw metal flashing in the moonlight and was mesmerized as Hank became a slicing machine, cutting his way to her through the monsters that lay before him.  Shreds of clothing, sprays of black blood, great renderings of gore and brain sprayed through the night air as he sliced and slashed a path to her.
 
   When he finally appeared before her, his blades dripped with blood, his body splattered with the remains of his enemies and Sanchez realized that she had never fired a shot from her pistol.  “Sorry it took me so long, Maria.” Hank smiled, his chest heaving from the exertion.  She realized it was the first time she had ever seen him smile.  Perhaps it was the fact that he got to turn into a human blender on their bloodsucking asses?  
 
   “No worries, Hank.  I knew you’d make it.” She smiled back at him.
 
   He reached out with a tentative hand and held her face. “Are you hurt?”
 
   “No.  I’m fine.”  She said sheepishly, her face suddenly feeling flush.
 
   “Good.”  Hank turned.  “Darren, where could these things have come from?”
 
   “Beats the living dog shit out of me, Padre.”  He keyed his mic.  “Mobile Command, we have a problem.”
 
   “I’m aware, Team Leader.  We’re going over everything and I’m on the horn with our field op.  We’re trying to figure out where these guys came from as well.”  Jackson said.  “Stand by.  We have a cleanup crew en route, but in the mean time, assume this was another ambush.  We’re going to keep the drone in the air and start a grid search.  We also have an Apache inbound for more air support.”
 
   Spalding let out a heavy sigh.  “Copy that Mobile.  Keep me updated.”
 
   “Roger that.”
 
   Spalding squatted down and looked over the killing field of baby vamps.  “Does this smell like three day old fish to anybody else?”
 
   Hank raised his hand.  The three new squad members looked to each other and shrugged.  “Think about it.  If you’re going to set an ambush, are you going to use baby vamps?”  He walked over and kicked one of the bodies over.  “Look at this.” He said, pointing out the mouths.  “They’re already starting to ash.”  
 
   The new members still didn’t get it.  Hank filled them in.  “They’re only days old.  Not something you’d trust to pull off an ambush.”  He shook his head.  “No.  Somebody was trying to build their own army of baby vamps.”
 
   “But somebody took the time to ‘turn them’.  These aren’t survivors of a bite, these things were turned.  There’s a difference.” Spanky said.  “Who takes the time to turn a small army and then lets them loose on a feeding frenzy that they know will get them killed?”
 
   “Somebody who was trying to draw us out?”  Sanchez asked.
 
   “I don’t know.  But this doesn’t feel right.”  He stood and looked out over the area they had just been at.  “Divvy up the P90 mags so Maria has ammo for her carbine.”  He reached into his pouch and tossed her a magazine.  “Sanchez, get back to Over watch and keep an eye on the town.  We’re going door to door if we have to.   I’m making sure this town is scrubbed before we leave.”
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   Foster stepped out of the limo and walked the length of the dock to the small craft tied up at the slip.  “Seriously?  This is the best the great Rufus Thorn can send me?” he laughed.  “Oh my god, things must be really tight for the old boy.” He said as he stepped down onto the Monterey and took a seat in the rear.  As his body guards started to step on to the craft, the pilot held up a hand.
 
   “I’m sorry, but only Monsieur Foster is allowed to the island.”  The two bodyguards looked to Foster.  
 
   Foster smiled a large toothy grin.  “I don’t think so, pal.  I don’t go anywhere without these two clowns.  They’re my personal…entertainment.” He grinned.
 
   “I’m afraid Monsieur Thorn was quite clear, sir.  Only yourself.” He smiled apologetically. 
 
   “Well, fuck this.  If they don’t go, I don’t go.  It’s that simple.”  He said sarcastically.
 
   The pilot sighed.  “I was really hoping you would not insist.”  He pulled a device from his pocket and held it up in the moonlight.  “Monsieur Thorn was quite clear, Monsieur.  If you did not come by yourself and I had the opportunity, I was to detonate the craft with you and as many of your people as I could take with me.” He stated sadly.
 
   The guards took an instinctive step backward and Foster’s eyes widened.  
 
   “The blast radius would easily clear two city blocks.  The hull is lined with C4 plastic explosive.” He sighed.  “You could not reach a safe zone before I hit the button, Monsieur.”  
 
   Foster stared the vampire down.  Finally he broke into a broad smile.  “What the fuck, Pierre.  Anchors away!  Let’s get this party started.” He exclaimed sarcastically.  Paul looked over at his guards, “If I’m not back by morning, go back to the warehouse and await word.  If I don’t contact you by nightfall tomorrow…I’m dead.” He said flatly.
 
   The pilot started the small craft and the guards tossed the lines into the boat.  He piloted the Monterey away from the dock and headed toward the island as quickly as the waters would allow.
 
   Foster moved closer to the pilot’s seat and noticed he still held the device in his hand.  “Would you have really blown yourself to hell to kill me?”
 
   “Oui.  In a heartbeat Monsieur.” He said happily.
 
   “Of course you would.”  Paul sat back in the seat next to the pilot.  “Are you a goat sucker, too?”  He didn’t wait for a reply, “Of course you are, if you work for Rufus.  All of you are goat suckers, right?  Lamia Beastia, correct?”  The pilot ignored his jab.  “Don’t you miss it?  Feeding on a human like you’re supposed to?”
 
   “Non.  Just because we need blood does not mean we need to kill humans to survive.” He explained.
 
   “Of course not.  Top of the food chain, and all that.”  Paul sat back, staring out at the water.  After a while, he asked the pilot, “Do you actually know where we are going?”
 
   “Oui.  There!” he said, pointing to a series of lights in the distance. 
 
   Paul stood and he could just make out a dark silhouette in the distance, lights blinking along the shore and up and down the castle walls.  “Well, I’ll be a son of a bitch.”
 
   The pilot laughed.  “Oui.  You are.” He laughed again.
 
   A short time later he pulled the Monterey alongside a short pier and tied it off.  The pilot stepped off and offered Foster a hand out.  Of course, Foster ignored the man and stepped off on his own, nearly falling.  The pilot ignored his insult and escorted him to the castle grounds.  
 
   Foster could just make out creatures darting about the edges of the woods and was sure that wolves were on the island.  It made sense, but still it made him uncomfortable.  He wasn’t sure if perhaps Thorn intended to use him as a midnight snack for his dogs.  And here he forgot to bring any Scooby-snacks to toss at them should they come to sniff his crotch.  As long as they don’t try to hump my leg, then maybe we won’t have an issue. He thought to himself.
 
   They crossed the open courtyard and entered the estate.  Paul vaguely remembered this castle.  He had been to a few of Thorn’s homes back when they were friends and this one seemed familiar.  The lack of landscaping threw him, though.  The castle seemed somehow wrong being on an island off the coast of the states.  It should be back in England or the south of France or…hell, anywhere but an island.
 
   Foster was escorted to Thorn’s study and entered the room, decorated in French provincial.  Books lined the shelves while tapestries and old paintings hung from the walls.  An ancient area rug set the tone of the meeting place where history would be made.  Or it would absorb his blood, depending on whether Thorn was truly a vampire of his word.
 
   Rufus sat in one of his classical high backed chairs and didn’t stand when Paul entered.  “I would say I love what you’ve done with the place, but you moved it to a fucking island, Rufus.  What were you thinking?” Paul asked.
 
   “That I prefer the ocean breeze.” Thorn responded flatly.  “Besides, the new world always had a certain… je ne sais quoi…there is just something about it that makes me ‘happy’.  I’m sure you wouldn’t understand.”
 
   Foster chuckled.  “Oh, I do.  I’ve made it my home as well.  Lots of nice, fat Americans just ripe for the plucking. Or should I say, ‘sucking’?” His face reflected every bit the predator he was.
 
   “I’m certain.” Thorn’s distaste for the man was obvious.
 
   “Well.  Are we going to do this?”  Foster asked.  “I wondered if you were going to kill me, but you could have done that on the boat ride here.”
 
   Thorn raised an eyebrow.
 
   Foster leaned forward in his chair and smiled.  “Or did you want to do it face to face so you could watch me squirm?  Did you hope to hear me beg for my life?”  He plopped back in his seat and hooked a leg over the arm.  “I won’t do it, you know.  I refuse to give you the satisfaction.”  He flicked at his fingernails as if Thorn were an afterthought.
 
   “I thought you offered a blood alliance?” Rufus stated.  “Of course, if you prefer to die…I can arrange that as well.”
 
   Foster glanced away from his fingernails.  “Well.  I suppose we could go ahead and form this little alliance.  It would seem the proper thing to do considering we both wish to stop the Blood Apacolypto, yes?”
 
   “Oui.”  Rufus studied the younger vampire.  “Although, I must admit, I question your ambition.  And your sanity.”
 
   “Oh, I assure you.  I am most definitely insane.  You’d have to be to crawl into bed with some of the most ruthless cut-throat bastards that I’ve crawled into bed with.” Foster smiled.
 
   “I’m sure.” Thorn responded flatly.  “Sounds like your normal bed-fellows.”
 
   “Oh no, no, no.  I’m talking Mafioso, Yakuza, the Pokrovsky Klan, the Triad, you name it, and my fingers are in the pie.  I’m the head vampire of all their blood-sucking enforcers.”  Foster shifted in his chair and looked Rufus square in the eye, “I’m telling you, brother, it’s gotten to where there are times, I’m almost afraid to go to sleep each morning!  I’m afraid I’m going to wake up dead!” he exclaimed.  “Well.  Um,…deader than when I went to sleep.  These bastards are ruthless.  And although they know how the pecking order works, sometimes they don’t always want to listen to their creators.  Sometimes, the underlings decide to take matters into their own hands and actually try to kill their masters.  
 
   “Can you believe that?!  Ungrateful little bastards…”
 
   “And this is what you bring to me as an army?  To face the darkness that brings the Apacolypto to our doorsteps?” Thorn asked.
 
   Foster fidgeted in his chair.  “Well.  If you put it that way, it doesn’t sound so great, does it?”
 
   “Non.  It does not.”  Thorn twined his fingers together and stared at Foster over his pointed fingertips.
 
   “Well, honestly, they aren’t all that bad.  It really is just a few.”  Paul argued.  Thorn could tell that he was nervous as his British accent had been seeping through. 
 
   “Relax, Paul.  Come, have a drink with me.” Thorn took two glasses from a nearby table and picked up a decanter.
 
   “Me?  Drink with you?”  Paul chuckled.  “Sorry old chum, but I don’t do goat blood.” He taunted.  “You can keep the pig bile and sheep piss yourself…” Foster paused as he watched Thorn pour a thick orange-black liquid from the decanter.  “Wait, is that what I think it is?” he asked.
 
   “Oh yes.” Thorn answered as he inhaled deeply of the rich nectar in his crystal goblet.  He sipped it and sucked air across the thick liquid, savoring the bouquet.  “Mmm.  So flavorful.”  He moaned.
 
   “Is that really what I think it is?  Because it looks fresh.” Paul could feel his mouth salivating at the very thought.
 
   “It is fresh.  Flown in just this very afternoon, for this very occasion.” Rufus admitted.  “Elven blood.”
 
   “Where did you find Elven blood?  They’re all but extinct.” Paul’s eyes were about to pop from their sockets.
 
   “I have my sources.” Thorn admitted.  He turned to Foster.  “Care to join me?”
 
   Foster made a poor attempt at containing himself.  “Yes.  I believe I would, thank you.”
 
   Thorn poured Foster a large goblet of the nectar and found Paul’s hands practically shaking when he accepted it.  He tried to contain himself as he drank it, tried to savor each drop, but the thick nectar of the Elves was intoxicating to vampires.  With a dark, toasted flavor and sweet aftertaste and intoxicating after effects, it was a rare and expensive treat.  Both vampires sat back for a moment and enjoyed themselves.
 
   “Mmm.  Do you know what this reminds me of?” Foster asked.
 
   “I know what it reminds me of.” Thorn answered.  “Turkish coffees from my youth.”
 
   “Exactly!  Oh, how I miss coffee with real cream.” He said.  “And sugar.”
 
   “Exactement!”  Thorn agreed.
 
   “Tell me something, Rufus.”  Foster asked, feeling warm and fuzzy inside.  “Why on earth would you share something like this with me?  I know you’d just as soon rip my throat out as to look at me.”  He smiled at the older vampire.
 
   “Oh, it is simple, my dear friend.”  Thorn replied.  “I truly intend to enter into the blood alliance with you.  We will combine our forces and we will fight a glorious battle and hopefully, we will save the day for both mankind and vampires the world over.”
 
   “Yay for our side.” Foster said, drunkenly holding his goblet up in the air.
 
   “But as soon as the war is over and the alliance is satisfied?  I intend to kill you.” Thorn smiled at his oldest friend…and both vampires laughed.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The sun was just rising over Rome.  The dark vampire known as the Sicarii stood once more in the second floor window of the cathedral.  How many times had he prayed to God to remove the curse?  How many times did he test his faith in God by watching the sun rise only to feel his flesh burn and smell the acrid smoke rise from his own skin?  Too many to count.  But yet, he still did it, like people who wake every morning and brush their teeth out of habit, the Sicarii prayed each night and awaited the coming sunrise, in hopes that this one time, his prayers had been fervent enough to garner His grace and lift the curse.
 
   As the night sky slowly lightened and the black became purples and blues, his mind flashed back once more to his youth.  He remembered many nights walking and talking with the man he called his brother.  He remembered many a sunrise that began much like this one.  He remembered many things, but, he barely remembered his own name anymore.  In fact, history didn’t even recall his name.  Not his real name, anyway.  It bastardized it.  But he had been born Judah, son of a goat herder, raised by an Arab, trained as an assassin.  At what should have been the peak of young Judah’s career as an assassin, he met a man that would forever change his life.  It was a chance meeting, actually.  He had been sent to kill a man that he couldn’t find.  He searched throughout the town and the surrounding area to find him and yet, he simply was not there.  When he finally tracked him down, the older man was sitting under a fig tree, listening to a young Jewish Rabbi tell of the world and the world that waited beyond.  Judah saw many come and go, so he waited nearby.  Surely the man would leave eventually.  His son did not wish to wait for his inheritance and Judah was more than willing to assist in helping him to lay claim to it.
 
   But something strange happened as he sat and waited for the father to leave the lessons of the young Rabbi.  He began to listen to the teachings and something inside him began to shift.  It was as if the young rabbi was speaking to him but he was speaking in parables.  He could have been speaking to any of the people there, but Judah could imagine…yes.  It must have just been his imagination.  
 
   The more he tried to tune out the young Rabbi, the more his words dug into his heart.  The Jewish goat herder turned assassin found himself becoming a convert to this young Rabbi’s group of followers.  And follow he did.  He forgot about his agreement to kill the merchant, and he hid his knives away, all to follow this young Jewish Rabbi and act as his protector.  This young Yeshua, who had opened his eyes to divine forgiveness, even for one such as himself?  How could he not follow him?  To the ends of the earth, if he would allow it.
 
   Oh, how the dark vampire hated these memories!  He had loved the young Rabbi…as a brother.  He had claimed to be the son of God, but he had also claimed that they all were the sons of God.  How could he have known he truly was his son?  
 
   The Sicarii dropped from the window, his flesh smoking.  He fell to his knees as he had done so many countless times in the past and turned his eyes to the heavens, “How could you damn me for doing your will?” he cried.  He sobbed and pounded his fists against the stone floors of the cathedral until the stones fractured, then collapsed upon the stones in a heap.  “He begged me to do what the others could not…” he whimpered.  “Only I loved him enough to do it.”
 
   As the dark vampire lie on the cold stone floor his flesh smoldering, more memories flooded his mind, as they always did when he allowed himself to remember.  How after his damnation, he taught his killing skills to others.  How he developed a secret society of the Sicarii to terrorize the Romans.  He always blamed the Romans for their part in Yeshua’s death, and it was their fault for being in the Holy Land.  How it was their fault that he had to be called to action…the very action that would damn him forever.
 
   Well, if the God of gods would curse him so, then he would undo His creation.  He would turn every man, woman and child into livestock for His worst creation…vampires.  He would see it all burn before he would allow any of it to remain holy.  If he could not live in the sun, then none shall…none that were pure, anyway.
 
   From the darkest corner of the courtyard, the little messenger watched the Sicarii scream to the heavens in anguish.  He truly had no idea what his dark master was so upset about or who he was screaming to.  Perhaps, God himself?  He shook his head and slipped as quietly away as he could lest he be caught spying on him.
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   “OpCom, this is Second Actual, we are on approach.  Landfall in two-zero minutes. Over.”  Apollo called over the radio.  The HH-60 was making excellent time with a tail wind helping to push them south of the border into north central Mexico.  
 
   “Roger that Team Leader.  Be advised, cleanup crews are en route and will be at your twenty in approximately four-zero minutes, over.” Laura replied from the Command Center.  She was running a skeleton crew at the stations with a secondary crew on standby to work with Lt. Gregory in the event First Squad ran a third operation at the same time.
 
   She heard Apollo laugh into the mic.  “You’re not allowing a whole lot of time for us to do our job, ma’am.  Twenty minutes to clean up a zombie horde?” he chuckled.
 
   “Zombie horde, Apollo?”  Laura shook her head and had to stifle her own laugh.  “Intel shows less than a dozen slow-walkers.  If you and your group can’t handle that, I can send in the girl scouts to take care of it for you, over.”
 
   “Negative OpCom.  I wouldn’t wish those cut-throat little bitches on anybody!  Those cookies of theirs will kill anybody!” he laughed.
 
   “Roger that, Actual.” Laura laughed.  “We sent them early to test the corpses so we can determine the type we’re dealing with.  If we can find the root cause while you and your crew are there, neutralize it. Over.”
 
   “Roger that OpCom.”
 
   Laura punched up the satellite imagery.  It was still set for thermal and that wouldn’t help with the walking dead.  They would be the same temperature as their surroundings.  She tried to set it for actual, but it was too dark.  Microwave didn’t work well either.  Artificial IR worked best and at least showed activity in the area.  The zombies were moving as a herd and as she panned out, she only spotted wildlife in the far fringes of the picture running from the dead.  She pulled the GPS location of the herd and their heading and forwarded it to the pilot.  Even if the herd should alter their course, upon hearing the craft come down to deposit the team, they would turn and head in that direction, bringing the two forces together.
 
   Apollo turned to his team and hit the button on his lip mic.  “Remember, you may be inoculated against vampire bites, but not zombies.  If you let one of these bastards get you, you’re gone, baby.  Read me?”
 
   He was talking mostly to Mueller, the new guy on the team.  “Roger that.  I’ve seen the movies, man.  Bites and bodily fluids, big no-no!”
 
   “More than that, man.  Scratches can get you, too.  You really got to watch yourself around zombies, man.  They’re like a walking petri dish of nasty shit.” Popo added.
 
   “Intel says these are first generation slow movers, so we should be good.  Moaners are real easy kills.  They like to announce their intentions.” Apollo was looking straight at Robert now.  “But you still gotta keep an eye on your six, okay?  Some of these dudes get their throat ripped out before they’re turned and they can’t moan and let you know they’re coming.  Plus, you get into a firefight and you can’t hear them coming anyhow.  Got it?”
 
   “Got it.” Mueller gave him a thumbs up.
 
   “All right, buddy.  Let’s make sure you get to go home and see your kid again.” Dom said, slapping him on the back.
 
   “This is a small group, so it should be easy pickings.  OpCom wants us to help the Mr. Clean Geeks figure out where these boys come from.  So once they do their shit with the microscopes and blood smears and whatever it is they do, we’re going to be hunting down the source.” Apollo announced.  He heard a few moans from the team, but he quelled it quick.  “We don’t want this shit to spread, now do we?  Last thing we want is for half of Mexico to turn into zombies.  Instead of jumping the border and taking jobs nobody wants, they’ll be shuffling across, moaning and biting ‘little Debbie the cheerleader’ and shit.  Not good.” That earned him a few eye rolls.  
 
   The pilot came across the coms and informed them that they would be making landfall shortly.  Apollo barked at his team to lock and load.  When the Pave Hawk touched down the door slid open and the five man assault team hopped out, keeping their heads low.  The chopper remained stationary until all of the hunters were away from the draft wave then lifted off again until called back for evacuation.
 
   Apollo checked his compass and took point.  His men spread out in a staggered ‘V’ formation behind him with Dominic checking their six from time to time.  They crested a dusty ridge and saw the herd of zombies making their way toward where the helicopter had landed, their moans increasing in intensity.  Apollo paused a moment and counted.  “OpCom, this is Actual.  Have we had any free-runners from the herd?”
 
   “Negative Actual.  They’re still one group.” Laura replied.
 
   “Affirmative.  We’re going to set up on this ridge and see if we can keep the carnage to this shallow valley below us. Over.”
 
   “Roger that.  We’ll maintain visual.”
 
   “Copy.”  Apollo turned to his men.  “Kill zone below.  Let’s spread out on this ridge here.  Remember, head shots only.  Anything else just splatters biologicals and the geeks don’t like it.”  He got a quartet of affirmatives from his men as they spread out across the ridge, most laying down along the spine of the ridge and setting up their weaponry.  The zombies were moving slowly so they had plenty of time, and their numbers were low, so this was literally like shooting zombies in a ravine.
 
   Once his men were set up, Apollo held their fire.  The zombies had seen them and were trying to climb toward them, but the sides were too steep.  “Let’s let the stragglers catch up a bit.  We want as small a group as possible.”  They could hear the other chopper with the cleanup crew approaching and the zombies all turned their heads at the same time at the approaching sound.  “Fuck.  Okay, fellers, drop ‘em where they stand!”
 
   The fire from the P90’s and Mueller’s M4 echoed across the small ravine and the squad made short work of the herd of walking dead that had wandered into the kill zone.  Within seconds, everything without a heartbeat that had been standing lay upon the ground in a heap, holes smoking from their heads.    When the smoke cleared and the dust settled, nothing in the pile of bodies moved.
 
   Apollo stood from where he had been laying along the ridge and stared down at the zombies.  Something wasn’t right about them.  Not one of them had shoes, and many of them…their clothes were sliced up the back.  Quite indicative of someone who had been processed and buried with a funeral.  He pulled a rope from his pack and tied off to a small mesquite tree nearby and used it to go down the side of the shallow ravine.  What he didn’t expect was the lack of stink.  Most zombies were pretty ripe after dragging their asses across the Mexican scrub all day, the sun causing their bodily fluids and microbes to expand and make some pretty noxious gases.  But these bodies appeared fresh.  Aged, but fresh, and that wasn’t right.
 
   He pulled a camera from his pack and started snapping some digital pictures.  He uploaded them to his PDA and forwarded them to OpCom.  “OpCom, Actual.  I’ve sent you some pictures of the tangos.  Tell me if something doesn’t look a little ‘off’ to you. Over.”
 
   “Retrieving them now, stand by.”
 
   “What’s the problem down there, boss?” Dom asked.  
 
   “I’m not sure, but these things look like they were dug up from a cemetery.” He said.
 
   “Who would do that?” Mueller asked.
 
   “Beats the shit out of me, brother, but I don’t like it.” Apollo said.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jack sat at the same table with Lamb and Jacobs.   The protective bomb suit had long since been stripped off and put away.  The three men sat studying the various pieces of the satellite phone Thompson had brought back with him from the island.
 
   “From best I can tell, Chief, it’s just a phone.” Lamb said.  “There’s definitely nothing explosive in it.  There’s no tracking device that I can find.  The thing wasn’t even powered on when you gave it to us.”
 
   Jack was scratching at his head.  “This isn’t right.  Nobody from the island knows the guy who supplied the phone.  The guy who owns the island says he didn’t send it for me.  There has to be a reason somebody slipped this to me.”  Jack felt that the phone was a key puzzle piece.  “But you’re absolutely sure that nothing is wrong with it?”
 
   “Boss man, the phone is a standard issue satellite phone.” Jacobs insisted.  He picked up the motherboard, “Nothing added, nothing taken away.”
 
   Jack sighed.  “Fine.  I trust you boys.  You’re more up to date on this stuff that I am.  I’ve been out of the electronics field for too long.”
 
   Lamb’s eyes suddenly grew wide.  “Hey.  Wait a second.  We never turned it on!” he snapped his fingers.
 
   Ing moaned.  “Oh my god.” He ran a hand down his face.  “Why didn’t I think of that?”
 
   “What?” Jack asked.
 
   “Software!” they both said at the same time.
 
   “Software?  I’m not following you.”
 
   Ing leaned forward on his stool, “Chief, almost all phones these days have GPS built into them or it’s downloadable as an app or a software tool.”
 
   “Like a program you can run on a PDA.” Ronald added.
 
   “Okay, go on.” Thompson urged.
 
   “So, if whoever it was wanted to know where you were, all they had to do was wait until you turned the thing on to make a call.  Whether you were calling from here… ‘hi honey, I miss you, kiss-kiss’ or you wait to call back in Texas and tell this dude you want to go back to the island…the phone saves the information.” Ing explained.
 
   “So everywhere I’ve been, and everywhere I take it, the phone’s GPS tracks it and stores it in memory?”
 
   “Bingo!” Lamb said, slapping his hand on the table.
 
   “Even though it’s off the whole time?” Jack asked.
 
   “Yup.  That little piece of software takes hardly no power to run and you can hack it to run even when the power is off.” Lamb said.  
 
   “That’s why Al-Qaeda and other terrorist cells use the cheapest throw-away phones they can.” Ing added.
 
   “No GPS.”  Jack nodded.
 
   “And no way to hack into them and force them on.”  Lamb finished.
 
   “Okay then.  So, now we have a pretty good idea of what, we just need to figure out the who.  Is there any way you boys can do that?”
 
   Lamb and Jacobs looked at each other.  “Not really, Chief.  Even if we put this thing back together and you fired it up, it would likely allow whoever it is access to it, but it wouldn’t be from your phone.  I mean, it might be that your phone here sends it out as a text or maybe it sends some kind of GPS tracking signal, but more than likely, the phone’s GPS is registered with some website and only the bad guy can log in and access it.” Ron said.  “Sorry.”
 
   Jack rubbed his neck and stretched.  “I wonder if the IT guys here can do something with it?  Maybe put a fake GPS location on it or block the signal or…” he trailed off.
 
   Ing shook his head.  “Honestly, Chief, I have no idea.  This one is beyond me.  If they had hooked a bomb to it, I could disarm it, but…”
 
   “Or blow our asses up.” Lamb teased.  
 
   “Yeah, or blow our asses up!” Ing gave a cheesy grin.
 
   Jack chuckled.  “Okay.  Why don’t you boys box this thing up and hand it off to IT.  Let them take a look at it.”  Jack stood and stretched his back out.  “Give them the heads up on our suspicions and tell them, do not, under any circumstances, fire that thing up, unless they know for a fact that they can either fake a signal or block the one that this one sends out.”
 
   “Aye-aye, Chief.”  Lamb grabbed a small plastic tub and they scooped up the pieces to the phone and placed them in it.
 
   “Thanks boys.” Jack said.  “I appreciate your efforts.”  
 
   “All in a day’s work, Chief.” Ing gave him a wink.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Foster tried to shake off the effects of the Elf blood.  He vaguely recalled the second goblet and the room spinning.  He had this foggy memory of a hot little piece of tail coming in with a parchment and quill.  Thorn and he both spilling their blood into the inkwell and she mixed it with saliva to prevent it from congealing.  Thorn recited the terms of the alliance and she wrote so fast…so damned fast, the feather on the quill fanning her face as she wrote.  She had the cutest eyes, he wanted to rip her throat out and drink of her.
 
   What had Rufus said?  What was written in the alliance?  He remembered signing it.
 
   “Oh, hell.” He moaned.  “The bastard.”  Foster knew he was screwed.  He signed the blood alliance and couldn’t remember a word of it.  He sat up from the floor and the goblet fell from his chest to the floor.  
 
   He pulled himself to his feet and staggered to the window.  Slowly he pulled the heavy drapes back and saw that it was still dark out.  He had no idea the time.  He looked for a clock in the study and realized that Rufus had done this to him on purpose.  It was a setup.
 
   On the table next to Rufus’ desk sat a copy of the alliance.  His copy, he presumed.  He sat down at the table to read through the single page document.  His eyes had difficulty focusing on the calligraphy, but he found himself reading through the highlights.  He was to provide his familia to the Beastia for purposes of vanquishing the blah, blah, blah, if the Foster Familia and the Beastia Humanus fails to deliver the blah, blah, he is to be found liable and held by the blood bond, punishable by death, blah, blah, blah.  Basic boilerplate language.
 
   Foster continued to search the document, searching for the trickery, but so help him, he couldn’t find it.  It appeared to be a standard blood alliance, to be dissolved upon common agreement or upon the vanquishing of the common threat to mankind, whichever comes first.
 
   “Hmm.  So the bastard didn’t pull any dirty tricks.”
 
   “Non.  The bastard did not.”  Thorn stated from behind him.
 
   Foster turned quickly and regretted it as his head pounded with the vampire equivalent of a hangover.
 
   “I invite you to my home, provide you with your favorite nectar, enter into a blood alliance and still you suspect trickery and resort to name calling?”
 
   Paul lowered his eyes and actually bowed to Thorn.  “Please, Monsieur Thorn.  Forgive the impertinence of a fool.”  He sighed.  “I came here fully expecting my death at your hands and found you to be the same gentleman and gracious host you were centuries ago.”
 
   “Indeed.”  Rufus did not believe this newfound grace for a moment.
 
   “My sincerest apologies.” Foster said.  He turned to the copy of the blood alliance on the table.  “I take that this is my copy?”
 
   “Oui.”  Thorn made no move to hand it to him.
 
   “Then I’ll take this and remove myself from your home.”  He said, rolling the parchment into a scroll.  He secured it with the satin ribbon lying next to the inkwell on the table.  “Upon signing the document, I’m sure my people became aware of the shift in power?”
 
   “Oui.  It should have been immediate.”  Thorn finally stepped forward and entered the study fully.  “But in case there are any…doubts, feel free to inform them of who their temporary master is.”
 
   “Of course.”  Foster inhaled deeply. “I’m assuming I have time to make it back to the coast before sunrise?”
 
   “Oui.  It is still the wee hours of morning.”
 
   “Then, by your leave, sir?”
 
   “Of course.”  Thorn said, dismissing Paul as he would a servant.  “I will be in touch.”
 
   “Thank you, Monsieur.”  Foster stepped outside of the study and found his escort waiting for him to take him back to the small craft at the pier.  Although the blood alliance seemed perfectly in order, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he had signed his death warrant when he signed that document.
 
   Thorn took his favorite chair in his study and unrolled his own copy of the blood alliance. A word-for-word copy of the document that Foster had, he looked it over and smiled to himself.  He particularly liked the end clause… ‘to be dissolved upon common agreement or upon the vanquishing of the common threat to mankind, whichever comes first’.  Thorn rolled his parchment back up and kicked his feet up on the desk.  “Common threat to mankind…  I fear the Lamia Humanus may have just signed off on their own death warrant.” He said with a smile.  “Goat sucker, indeed.” He laughed.
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   “Mobile, Team Leader, any activity with the eye in the sky, over?”  Spalding asked.
 
   “Negative, Team Leader.  We’ve run the grid twice and so far, we have zero tangos, over.”  Jackson called back.
 
   “Copy that.  We have a bunch of pissed off civilians and some minor damage to the town, but so far, we haven’t picked up a sign of any more tangos. Over.” 
 
   “Copy that.  We’re withdrawing the drone and shutting it down.  Cleanup crews should be about done.  Continue cover until completion.  We have an Apache and an HH-60 standing by a half click to your south. Over”
 
   “Roger that.  Ground transport en route for the cleanup crews?”
 
   “Affirmative, Team Leader.  Should have two contract trucks out of Fort Ord showing up within three-zero minutes.”
 
   “Copy that.  Thanks again, Jackson.”
 
   “No problem, Spanky.  Keep your chin up, buddy.  OpCom is looking over everything.  If there’s an answer to be had, she’ll find it.”
 
   “Roger that.”  Darren clicked off from the C-130 that had been circling their area most of the night.  It still amazed him how those things could circle one area and not run out of fuel.  “Sanchez, secure your station.”
 
   “Copy that.” She responded and began breaking down her over watch station.  It wouldn’t be too much longer and daylight would peak to their east.  Usually the cleanup crews would leave the vamp bodies to the sun.  Nothing but ash would be left, but this time, they sifted through everything.  Things weren’t adding up and even the cleanup crews felt the tension.
 
   Sanchez jogged up to the four man team standing around the town square.  “What’s up, boss?”
 
   “We’re calling it secure.”  Spalding said.  “We’re to finish providing security for the cleanup guys until they’re done.”
 
   “Okay.  So what’s with the creepy feeling that this ain’t over?” she said.
 
   “You, too?”  Spalding kept looking to the horizon.  He sighed.  “I just can’t shake it.”
 
   Hank was staring in the opposite direction to the west.  “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear we were being watched.”
 
   “Tested is more like it.” TD added.
 
   “Okay.  So say we are.  What for?” Marshall asked.  “What’s the end game?”
 
   “Test our tactics?  Time our responses?”  Spalding said.  “I don’t know.  But Jackson had the satellite data and Laura went over it like three times.  There is nothing else out there but wildlife.”
 
   “Nothing that a satellite can see.” TD noted.
 
   “True.” Spalding said.  He looked around again.  “We don’t need all of us to babysit the cleanup crew.  He turned to Hank.  “Feel like taking a walk in the woods?”
 
   The Padre stared into the woods and along a rocky ridgeline.  Something caught his eye, but he kept turning his head.  His eyes, however locked on to a rock outcropping, a darkness under it that could conceal a cave or other hidey hole.  “Yeah.  I think I need some fresh air.”
 
   As Hank started to take off, Maria grabbed him by the pack, “Hey!”  She spun him around to face her.  “Please, Padre.  Be careful out there.  Don’t take any unnecessary chances, okay?”  For the second time in her life, Sanchez saw a smile cross his face.  Then he turned and jogged to the edge of town.
 
   “Alright you apes.  Let’s babysit the cleanup crew.” Spanky said.
 
   “Yay.  Millions of dollars in training and augmentation protocols and we get to babysit janitors.  This is what I live for.” TD muttered. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The cleanup crew in Mexico had lowered themselves into the ravine and investigated the zombies that Apollo and his team had put down.  Not only were they all barefoot but most had their clothes cut up the back as Apollo had pointed out.  The lack of odor of decay was what threw them the most.  
 
   The lead scientist of the group took samples and tested for formaldehyde.  It tested positive.  He turned to Apollo.  “Although Mexican cemeteries don’t all mandate that the bodies be embalmed, a lot of the cemeteries in upper end areas will see more bodies that are preserved like this.” He said.  “Considering that the majority of the bodies are wearing name brand designer clothing, my guess is that wherever these corpses were dug up from, it was from a more affluent neighborhood.”
 
   “Okay.  So somebody dug up some rich Mexican corpses and reanimated them.” Hammer said.  “Big question is, why?”
 
   Popo had been looking at the corpses.  “Their mouths had been glued shut rather than sewed.  They tore them open when they were reanimated.  Does this mean anything?” he asked.
 
   One of the technicians bagging the bodies for disposal looked up, “Not necessarily.  Pretty much all of the funeral homes these days are using cyanoacrylate to seal eyelids and mouths.”
 
   “Cyano…?”
 
   “Superglue.  A little goes a long way and it bonds skin instantly.” The tech said.  “It was originally developed to be a battlefield wound stitcher.  It didn’t take.”
 
   “Okay.  So we’re back to where we started.”  Apollo said.  “Any ideas how they were reanimated, doc?”
 
   The lead scientist was testing different body fluids in field test kits, but none were reacting.  “Not yet, Apollo.  So far, none of these are giving a positive reaction.”
 
   “Okay doc.  What is Occam’s razor?  When all other things are thrown out, the simplest answer, no matter how stupid, must be correct?” Apollo asked.
 
   The lead scientist looked at him and gave a lopsided grin.  “Not exactly, no, but close.”
 
   “So is there any way to tell if this shit is Voo-Doo or something?  I mean, like real magic?” he asked.
 
   “There’s no such thing as real magic, Apollo.” The scientist said.
 
   “Doc!  Take a look around, will you?”  Apollo interjected.  “My team and I?  We fight fucking vampires and werewolves and we just slaughtered a group of motherfuckin’ zombies for shit’s sake.  Don’t stand there and tell me that there ain’t no such thing as magic.”
 
   “Well, not to get technical, but vampirism is transmitted via a viral vector that…”
 
   “Shut up, doc.”  Apollo said.  “Just…shut up.”
 
   “I was just trying to point out that…”
 
   “Doc?  I got a gun.  And I know how to use it.”  Apollo said, pointing to his carbine.  “Don’t push my good nature.”
 
   The scientist glanced at the assault carbine and then blanched.  “No need to be so grumpy.”
 
   “Naw, doc, I’m Grumpy, he’s Sneezy.  That one’s Dopey.” Dom said grinning.  “And you’re Doc!” he laughed.
 
   “Imbeciles.” The scientist muttered.  “I’m surrounded by imbeciles.”
 
   Erickson stepped forward.  “Actually, right now you’re surrounded by corpses.  Corpses that came from a well-to-do graveyard, and we have no idea what animated them.  While I can’t speak for the rest of my compatriots here, I can say for myself that I’d really like you to finish whatever you need to do so we can load up and get the fuck out of here.”
 
   Two of the technicians who had been taking samples from the corpses gave thumbs up to the lead scientist and put their samples into a crash case and snapped it closed.  The rest of the cleanup crew came in and finished loading the bodies, now in body bags onto a slip conveyor and began sliding them into a truck.  Another began scooping soil with a small Bobcat and dumping it into 55 gallon drums to be taken back and incinerated.
 
   “We’re going to need to find this cemetery.” Apollo stated.  He keyed his radio for Tinker, “OpCom, Actual, come in.”
 
   “Go ahead, Actual.” Laura responded.
 
   “Can you double check the initial report from the field agent for the location of the first sighting.  Check that location against any cemeteries in that area where upper income residents would be buried?” he asked.
 
   “What are we looking for, Actual?”
 
   “The source for these bodies, OpCom.  They appear to have been prepared for burial by a funeral parlor.  They test positive for formaldehyde.  These aren’t freshly dead.”
 
   “Affirmative.  Stand by.”  It took her just a few moments to get back.  “Actual, your guess might not be far from the mark.  First sightings report is only blocks away from a cemetery where all burials require formal preparations according to state records.”
 
   “Shoot me the GPS on that cemetery, if you would ma’am.  We’re going to go and check it out and see if we can find anything there, over.”
 
   “You should be receiving on your PDA now.”
 
   A buzz at his wrist indicated a download had been received.  Apollo studied it and sent Mueller to notify the cleanup crew’s chopper to warm up for a short hop.  He left Dom and Popo to keep babysitting duty while the geeks and cleanup finished up their work.  Meanwhile, he, Hammer and Mueller were going to check out a graveyard and see if anything was left behind that might give a clue as to who reanimated a handful of dead.
 
   The lead scientist volunteered to go along and Apollo didn’t like the idea at first.  Having the doc with them would be more of a distraction for the squad as they would have to consider the doc a liability.  But when the doc reminded him that if reanimation chemicals were used to create the zombies and residues could still be lying about, Apollo had to capitulate.  The equipment that doc used was a lot more sensitive than their noses and some of those chemicals, once you smelled them, it was already too late.
 
   The four men grabbed the doc’s gear and headed back to the chopper.  The cemetery was only 15 miles east of their present location.  Not a huge distance, but enough that the chopper would make it a very short ride.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The small craft pulled alongside the docks once more and Foster didn’t wait for it to be tied off.  He jumped to the wooden dock and began walking away, his bodyguards hustling to rush to meet him.  As soon as he was clear of the boat, the pilot pulled away and accelerated off into the open ocean again, the engines of the Monterey roaring to life once more.
 
   The bodyguards weren’t sure if they’d see Foster again, at least, not in one piece.  One spoke quietly into the cuff of his sleeve and the car was brought to meet them.  Foster said nothing as the vehicle slowed to a stop and the guard opened the door for him.  He stepped inside and they entered after him.
 
   Once the car was moving back toward the warehouses, he turned to the largest of his two guards.  “Well?  Anything happen while I was gone?”
 
   The vampire who looked passively out the windows turned to Paul and simply stated, “We felt the shift in power.” Then turned to stare out the window again.
 
   “And are you aware of who your new master is now?” Paul asked, almost angrily.
 
   “Thorn.” The vampire answered, without meeting his gaze.
 
   Foster grated his teeth.  He didn’t understand why this angered him so.  He knew this would happen.  He knew before he ever agreed to go to the island.  He knew as soon as Thorn insisted that he be put in charge of his forces.  Yet, for whatever reason, once he was stripped of his power, Foster had felt cheated.  It was one thing to tell yourself that you were temporarily handing over the reins of power to another, it was another to feel it.  To feel the disdain in your people when you were around them, to feel that they couldn’t possibly care any less that you were no longer in charge.
 
   The car came to a stop at the warehouses and the guards stepped out, holding the door for Foster.  When he came to the doors, Damien was waiting for him.  “Master, what have you done!?  We all felt the shift in power and now…who is this Thorn?” he whined.
 
   “It is only temporary, Damien.  A necessary nuisance in order to prevail in the upcoming battle.  That is all.”  Foster reassured the young vampire.
 
   “But master, how do you know he will release us?” his eyes were frantic.
 
   Foster pulled out his copy of the blood alliance.  “It is signed in blood, my dear boy.  He cannot break the bond.”
 
   Damien’s eyes grew wide.  “A blood covenant?” he asked.
 
   “An alliance.” Foster corrected.  “Legally, the same, but technically, different.  Still, Thorn is as bound to it as I am.” He said.
 
   “But master, what if he…”
 
   “He cannot.  I’ve seen to it.  There are no loopholes.” Paul smiled.  “It is breakable upon completion of our task or upon mutual agreement.”  He smiled.  “It truly is that simple.”  He turned and walked deeper into the warehouse.  “Now, show me to where you have set up my sanctum so that I may rest.  I’ve had a rather difficult night and would like to sleep.” He ordered, feeling the final effects of the Elven blood as it worked its way out of his system.
 
   “Of course, master.”  Damien led Foster to what once were the offices of the warehouse.  They had hung his tapestries over the glass windows that looked out over the warehouse itself.  There were no exterior windows so no sunlight could possibly leak in.  His large, four post bed had been set up and his furniture placed to replicate the room below the parking garage in the District of Columbia.
 
   Foster nodded his approval.  
 
   They had brought him his meal in the form of a buxom brunette and an athletic blonde.  Both would be made use of prior to him taking rest.  Foster stripped from his clothing and gave them to Damien to have them cleaned.  His copy of the blood alliance was rolled up in the breast pocket of his jacket.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Hank worked his way up the side of the mountain until he was just above the outcropping of rock.  He was as quiet as he could possibly be.  He made sure to watch his every step, no snapped twigs, no loose rocks, nothing to break loose and slide down the side of the slope and either give away his position nor warn of his arrival.
 
   Once he was in position, he quietly pulled his rope from his pack and tied it securely to the largest pine tree he could find.  He metered out what he guesstimated to be the proper length and tied it around his waist and secured a second line to his tactical vest.  His plan was to run and launch himself off the outcropping and let the rope swing him down and back into the cave area under the outcrop.  Whatever was in there, he’d slice to ribbons.  If anything survived, he’d interrogate it afterwards.
 
   He had studied the outcrop on his way up.  He had a pretty good idea how thick it was, how far it stuck it out and how far into it he would need to swing, so he had a real good idea just how much rope he needed.  Once he was tied off and ready, he quietly pulled his sword and his machete.  He ran as fast and lightly as he could and leapt into the cool night air and flipped backward, feeling the rope pull taut.  It snapped him back and under the outcrop faster than he was prepared for, but he spun and sliced the rope to free himself and found…nothing.
 
   Whoever had been there was long gone.  He dropped to the ground and studied the soft soil.  He could see an impression to the side where someone had set up a tripod, possibly for a recorder or to stabilize long range binoculars.  He saw three sets of prints in the dirt, two large and one small, possibly belonging to a female, but it was impossible to tell for sure.  He could tell they were fairly fresh, but considering the outcrop would protect the soil from rains, they could be as much as a week old.  His instincts told him they were fresher than that.
 
   He tried to follow them, but once they got out and under the pine trees, the thick bed of fallen needles made them practically impossible to track in the moonlight.  He cursed to himself and went back to the outcrop one more time for one last look around.  Not so much as a gum wrapper up there.  He decided to snap some quick pictures and sent them down to his team leader with a short message: “Spalding.  Abandoned.  Possibly three.  Tripod setup.  Photos to follow. Attachments-4.”
 
   Hank stood at the edge of the shallow cave and looked down at the small town.   Whoever had been up there had a bird’s eye view of the entire battle.  If they recorded it, then somebody was trying to study them.  He didn’t dare attempt to guess why.
 
   He felt a cold chill run up his spine and he didn’t like it.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   13
 
    
 
   Apollo and his crew stepped off the chopper about 100 yards outside the cemetery atop a grassy hill.  Their arrival spooked a few horses upon approach but nothing else seemed to be moving on its own power.  Mueller set up over watch at the crest of the hill and the pilot waited inside the chopper for the men to return.  
 
   The scientist’s equipment detected nothing upon approach and even as they descended the hill, the detectors remained silent.  Apollo and Hammer remained at the ready, escorting the scientist into the cemetery and through the myriad of headstones until they found the disturbed graves.  All of the graves were in a grid pattern, rather than haphazard.  Hammer was looking for a pattern but it appeared to simply be the newest section of the graveyard with the freshest bodies, most of which were less than eight months old.  Some of the disturbed graves didn’t even have markers.
 
   Hammer went from disturbed grave to disturbed grave, looking for anything out of the ordinary, the scientist following him, scooping soil samples as he went.  Apollo stood watch the entire time, occasionally stealing peeks to check on the two men.  Once all of the graves had been inspected, photographed and gridded with GPS coordinates, they returned to where Apollo stood watch.
 
   “Anything?” he asked.
 
   “Nothing that I saw.” Hammer responded.  “Doc?  Anything show up in your samples?”
 
   The scientist pulled the soil samples from the first grave and turned his flashlight on it.  Soil samples took longer to react than body fluids, but these were all showing negative results.  “Nothing.  I need to get them back to the lab where I can put them through the mass spectrometer.  That will tell me a lot more of what we’re dealing with.  Field testing can only tell so much.  Just because we have a negative result in the field doesn’t necessarily mean we’re looking at something new.”  He explained.  “It could be that they were reanimated so long ago that the reanimating agent has degraded so far that we can’t field test, or if it’s biological, they could have died of exposure to the sun’s radiation.  There really are a number of biological factors involved.”
 
   “What’s your gut tell ya, doc?” Apollo asked.
 
   The scientist glanced at his samples again and then shook his head.  “I don’t like to guess based on partial knowledge, Master Sergeant.  If I had more time to analyze…”
 
   “That’s not a gut feeling, doc.”  Apollo was still looking out at the darkness.  “Your gut is what tells you not to go down a dark alley even when your head tells you that it’s perfectly safe.”
 
   “Oh, I would never go down a dark alley…”
 
   “You know what I’m getting at, doc.  Don’t play stupid.” Apollo growled.
 
   The doc sighed.  “I hate trying to give a preliminary without proper data.”  He shrugged.  “My gut, if it could actually tell me anything, is telling me that it’s probably nothing…”
 
   “But?” Hammer asked him.
 
   “But it’s really rare not to get some sort of reaction with a field test kit.”  The doc told him.  “No matter what we were dealing with, we should have some kind of residual.  Some of the biologicals would still be alive if it were biological.  Some of the toxin would still be present if it were a known neurotoxin.  Any of the known zombification vectors would be present…”
 
   “If it were a known vector.”  Apollo finished for him.  “Gotcha.”  He scanned around the cemetery one more time, a cold chill riding up his back.  “Okay doc.  Load up what you need.  We’re getting the hell out of here.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Colonel Mitchell woke up in his cell for the first time without a headache and without his body feeling like somebody had beaten him with a baseball bat.  He sat up and stretched.  He heard the sounds echo as his back popped and he felt the stiffness in his shoulders from sleeping on the cold floor.  He stood up slowly and looked to the other cells.  Nadia lay there, still in the form of her wolf, wagging her tail like a giant shepherd.  In the cell on the other side, her mother was still in her Halfling form.
 
   “Is it morning?” he asked.
 
   Nadia’s wolf turned to the side, indicating the clock on the far side of the hallway.  It was just before six AM.  The cells would be opening shortly.  Mitchell rubbed at his eyes and stretched again.  He was relieved and surprised at how well he felt.  Usually, his wolf would throw itself at the bars, burning itself against the silver and claw at the floor and basically come unglued trying to get free from the cell.  He knew this because Evan had shared a cell next to him for nearly three years and he told him how his wolf acted every month.  Although Evan tried, at first, to calm the beast, after the first few times, he gave up.  And after the hunger took him over and he shriveled and gave up trying to cope, Evan spent most of his time sleeping, for all intent and purpose in a form of stasis, oblivious to what happened around him.
 
   As Matt waited for the doors to open, both Nadia and Tasha shifted back to their human form, smiling.  As soon as the shift completed, they reached through the bars to embrace each other.  “Success!” Nadia said, smiling.
 
   “Success?” Matt asked.
 
   “Jack’s idea!  I was able to keep my mind and my control of the wolf throughout the night!” she exclaimed.
 
   “As did I.” Tasha stated.
 
   “Imagine that?”  Matt said, a smile creeping across his face.  “All these years, and nobody thought to try it themselves?”
 
   “We all thought that the moon gave the wolf control, so nobody ever tried.” Nadia explained.  “This will change things greatly!”
 
   “For the natural born, yes.”  Matt said, almost sadly.
 
   “And you, Colonel?  You seemed quite at peace for a created wolf.”  Tasha said.
 
   “What?  How do you mean?” Matt asked.
 
   “Once you shifted, your Halfling simply looked around and took in your surroundings.  He looked to us and then sat down in the middle of the cell.  He seemed sad, but content to sit out the night.  Eventually, he slept.  That is most…rare, for a made Halfling.” Tasha said.  “Usually, they are untamed and will do harm even to themselves for a chance to run free.”
 
   Matt thought about what she said.  “Maybe it has something to do with what you did for me…for us, prior to the shift?  Or maybe he opened his eyes, saw the same cell he always sees and knew there was no way out?”  Matt offered.  “I really don’t know.”
 
   Tasha thought about Matt’s possible explanation.  With a sigh, she said, “I do not think so, Colonel.”
 
   “What then?” 
 
   “I think your wolf knows that you accepted it.  And it hopes that your acceptance means that you also accept your mate is near…”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about…”
 
   “Yes, Colonel.”  She interrupted softly.  “You do.  And so does your wolf.”  She was staring at him now.  
 
   Matt stood there.  He couldn’t meet her gaze.  As hard as it was to lie to someone, it was harder to lie to someone who knew your inner you.  To lie to someone who knew your inner wolf better than you did.  The wolf had shown her the blonde haired girl through his eyes.  He saw her every time Matt did and it caused the wolf to stir.  Besides, it was too damned difficult to lie to a stunningly beautiful woman when you are both standing there as naked as the day you were born.
 
   Thankfully, the doors to the cells clicked open at that moment.  All three turned their heads at that moment and moved slowly to the open doors to retrieve their clothes.  As they dressed, Matt decided to change the subject and try to strike up conversation at the same time.  “Were either of you able to sleep any last night?”
 
   “Non.  We had to stay awake to hold our control on the shift.”  Nadia said as she began to dress.  “I didn’t know if falling asleep would cause a reversal and then a moon pulled shift, or…well, I just didn’t know.”
 
   “Would you like a room then?  So you can get some sleep?” Matt asked.
 
   “I’m quite used to going many days without sleep.” Tasha said.
 
   “As am I.”  Nadia added.  “Besides, I would like to see Jack if he is still here.”
 
   “Of course.  That is completely understandable.”  Matt finished dressing and then escorted the ladies to the elevator.   They went back topside and found Jack and his team still on standby, having not been sent out on a mission.  Nadia shared her discovery and affirmation of Jack’s theory with him while Lamb and Jacobs shared their discovery on the satellite phone with the Colonel.  Matt got caught up on the night’s mission logs and relieved Laura at the Operations Command Center to shut down the missions and get the teams headed back.
 
   Once both squads were airborne again and headed home there was still a bit of tension in the air.  First Squad felt robbed as the adrenaline build up in their system had no place to go.  Combined with the anticipation of the suspect satellite phone and the team's need to burn off steam.  Lamb, Jacobs, Donovan and Tracy all headed to the gym to lift iron while Jack and Nadia snuck away to be alone.
 
   Laura felt exhausted from the night, but she felt compelled to inform Matt how both missions seemed ‘off’.  There was a lot of build-up leading to them both and both petered out into what seemed to be minor scrapes.  True, Third Squad did encounter what might be considered a poor attempt at an ambush, but using newly turned baby vamps to do it?  It just didn’t feel right.  Matt listened intently and made notes in the duty log.  He walked with her back to her office where she would catch a nap until the teams returned, then they would debrief in the training room.
 
   Matt stopped her outside her office and he appeared solemn.  “”What is it, Colonel?”  She asked.  “You look more rested than before, so…” 
 
   “No, I am.  I’m not sure exactly how Tasha did what she did, but she worked a miracle before my shifting.  No, that’s not it at all.”  Matt said.  “No, XO, I wanted you to know that I’ve come to a decision about the squads.  About what Jack asked when he came back.  I plan to tell them when they return.”
 
   At first Laura wasn’t sure what he was referring to, her exhausted mind elsewhere, but then it registered.  “The augmentation?  You’re going to tell them the truth then?” she asked.
 
   “Yes.  They have a right to know all of it.”  He said.  “And the chips will fall where they may.”
 
   She nodded, unsure if it was truly the wisest course of action.  “Are you sure it’s the best thing to do, sir?”
 
   “No, I’m not.  But Jack is right.  They should know.”  He said.  “Hell, they should have been given a choice.”  He rubbed the back of his neck, the tension from the decision weighing heavily on him.  “But it was out of my hands.”
 
   “I understand, sir.”  She said, her mind trying to think of the many different ways the soldiers would react.  “Have you considered the ramifications?”
 
   “I have.”  He said.  “But we disobeyed direct orders when we released Evan, didn’t we?”
 
   She blushed.  “Well, sir, I did sort of jump the gun on that one by feeding him without permission…”
 
   “And you were right to do so, Laura.” He admitted.  “I shouldn’t have left him down there as long as I did.” He sighed as he patted her shoulder.  “Whatever happens, I’ll take it.  The buck stops here.” He said, pointing to himself.
 
   “Negative, sir.  Regardless of their reaction, we both went into this with our eyes open.”  She argued.
 
   “I won’t let you take the heat on this one, Laura.  I’ve put you through enough over the years.”  He stiffened.  “I’m still the CO of this command.  Thanks to Tasha and whatever Voo-Doo she do, I’ll be able to keep that command a while longer.” He smiled.  “So the shit that rolls downhill on this one will land on me.  And that’s an order.”  He grinned at her as he turned to leave.  “Besides, I still owe you for taking care of Franklin in New Orleans.
 
   Laura blanched.  “Yes, you do!”  She hollered back at him.  She watched him walk back down the hallway and disappear.  She opened the door to her office and fell into her couch.  There was no way to know how the soldiers would react to finding out that they had been genetically altered with the werewolf virus.  They may very well take it in stride, or they may go off the deep end.  She knew that either way, she was going to need as much rest as she could get to be able to deal with their reaction.  She pulled her blanket out of the shelf and fluffed her pillow.  
 
   Staring down at her couch, she knew what was missing.  She stepped to the window that overlooked the main area of the training area and Evan’s lab.  His light was on and he was diligently working on something.  She picked up her phone and punched in his extension.  He picked up almost immediately.  “Dr. Evans.” He answered.
 
   “I’m hot.” She said.
 
   “Yes, you are…” he cooed.
 
   She rolled her eyes at his lame attempt at being smooth.  He looked up at her gazing out of her window at him and he smiled at her.  “Knock it off, smooth talker.  Seriously, though.  I’ve been awake too long and I feel flush.  Could I talk you into holding me while I sleep?” she asked.
 
   “Ooh.  I feel so wanted.” He laughed.
 
   She laughed into the receiver at him.  “You are wanted.  But right now I’m just too tired to think straight and your skin is so cool to the touch.  Could you just hold me and let me nap against you?”
 
   He feigned indifference and rolled his eyes.  In a very dramatic way he exasperated, “Oh, I suppose.  I hate being wanted only for my body…heat.  Or lack thereof…”  She laughed again.  “I’ll be right there.”  Before she could hang up the phone he was walking through the door.
 
   “Damn, that was fast.” She said breathlessly.
 
   “When a lady tells me she’s hot and wants my body, you better believe I’m not going to waste time.” He smiled at her.  “You have to remember…I just got out of prison.”  He wiggled his eyebrows at her and made her laugh.
 
   “Come here.”  She said and opened her arms.  He stepped over to her and held her.  “You feel so good.” She mumbled.
 
   “Naw.  That’s you that feels good.  I just reflect it back at ya.” He grinned.
 
   She looked up at him and kissed him.  “Why, Ms. Youngblood.  I thought you just wanted to be held?” he teased.  “Please remember, while I am your humble servant, you are sending mixed messages.”
 
   “Shut up and kiss me.”
 
   And he did.
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   Mitchell looked high and low for Chief Thompson.  Eventually, he found him topside, just outside the hangar doors with Nadia.  They were watching the sun’s rise.  Mitchell didn’t interfere and stepped away as quietly as he could.  Before he stepped too far back, he could hear their conversation.
 
   “I plan to go back though, Nadia.  If the island is your home and your plan is to stay, then it’s my home, too.” Jack said.  “I realized that while I was driving up here.  My home is where you are.”
 
   She pulled up closer to him and leaned her head against his shoulder.  “I do not want to pull you away from the job you love, Jack.”
 
   “It’s not the job that I love.  It’s you.  The job was something that I felt compelled to do.”  He looked at her trying to find the words, “I’m good at what I do, but my heart isn’t in it anymore.”  He sighed heavily.  “There’s been too much deception from the beginning.  And to be honest, I’m just tired.”
 
   Mitchell couldn’t say that he blamed him.  But he was going to end the deception today.  He cleared his throat with a rather loud >ahem<.
 
   Jack and Nadia both turned.  “I couldn’t help but overhear part of what you were saying.” He started.  “And while I understand completely, I just wanted you to know that today after the debriefing I intend to inform the squads about the augmentation.”
 
   Jack’s eyes widened.  “Are you sure that’s the smartest thing to do?”
 
   “Probably not, but like you said, they have a right to know.”
 
   Jack nodded.  “I’ll do my best to help keep the damages to a minimum.”
 
   Mitchell smirked.  “I’d appreciate that.”  He turned to leave then added, “For what it’s worth Chief, I think you’re a hell of an operator.  I understand your wanting to return to the island and make a family and what not, but I’d ask one thing.”
 
   “What’s that, Skipper?”
 
   “If she’s right and there’s something huge looming off the horizon…I’d appreciate it if you’d stick around long enough to lead us through it.”  He glanced back through the hangar.  “Although the rest of the squads are good and so are their team leaders, you’re still the team leader of First Squad for a reason.”
 
   Jack stared at Mitchell to see if he was shooting straight with him and he could tell by the set of his jaw and the look in his eye, he believed every word that he said.  Jack nodded and told Matt, “I’ll consider it, Skipper.”
 
   “That’s all I can ask.  See you at the debriefing.”
 
   Mitchell walked away and left the two to watch the rest of the sunrise.  “He needs you.” She said as she watched Mitchell walk away.  “So do the others.  You will be a very important part in turning the tide in the upcoming hostilities.” She breathed against his ear.
 
   “You’re giving me a bit too much credit, don’t you think?” Jack gave her a lazy smile.  “Maybe you think your mate is more important than he truly is.”
 
   “I have foreseen it, Jack.” She offered solemnly.  “I do not like it, but I have seen much of what the future holds and it does not bode well for many that I hold dear.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Jack asked, turning her face to meet his gaze.  “What do you see?”
 
   Nadia shook her head, her eyes watering.  “It is not a clear vision, and it is constantly in motion, but many whom I care for could be lost depending on how things play out.”
 
   “Like who?”
 
   “Like my father.  And Rufus.”  She said.  “Perhaps even you.”
 
   “Don’t you mean us?  We are tied together now, yes?” Jack asked.  
 
   “We are.  But that is not what I am seeing.  I am seeing you leaving me behind…to continue the battles you have always fought.”  She choked back a sob.  “Because you feel you must.”
 
   Jack snorted.  “That won’t happen.”  He pulled her in tight against him.  “You and me, baby.  That’s all that matters.” And he kissed her against the cheek.
 
   Nadia closed her eyes and fought against the vision in her mind.  Although it was constantly in motion, it seemed to always end the same…with Jack leaving her behind, crying.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Sicarri, the emissaries are preparing to depart the city.” The messenger said, his head bowed and eyes low.  “We have still not heard from some of our agents as to the familias in France or in the United States.”
 
   The dark vampire clung to the darkest recesses of the cathedral’s basement.  He contemplated the recent news for only a moment.  “Send them anyway.  If the familias have moved on, they can continue to the next.  Perhaps remnants of their offspring remain in the area that can show them the way.”  He stood from his marble perch and peered at his messenger.  “The time is nigh for word to be spread.  Let all of the familia come together for this.” His voice soft and low.
 
   “As you wish, master.” The messenger stated.
 
   “By the next full moon’s end, we will be the masters of the earth and mankind shall be our slaves, Puppet.” He whispered.  “We shall see His creation bow to our will and we shall take our rightful place as masters of all we survey.” He stated.
 
   “So mote it be, master.” He literally trembled as the words fell from his mouth.
 
   “Let each familia spread the word to all of their children, to all of their familiars, to all of their underlings…petty rivalries shall be put aside and we shall unite as one to destroy any who dare stand in our way.  Governments will topple, militaries will kneel, nations will crumble, leaders will humble themselves before ME!  And we shall build an empire upon their ruined cities, a temple with their very bones and nourish ourselves with their blood as the reign of the Sicarii takes root in their rotting corpses.” He hissed, his eyes narrowing with pure hatred.
 
   “As you have p-pr-prophesied, my lord.” The little messenger had prostrated himself upon the ground as the waves of pure energy emanated from the age-old vampire.
 
   “Now go, Puppet.  Send them to my service.” His voice a whisper, but the commanding power behind it more than the little vampire could handle.  The messenger turned on hands and knees and crawled from the room. 
 
   The dark vampire turned back to the solitude of the darkness and his madness.  The years of turmoil and anguish had turned into centuries, the centuries turned into millennia and the anger and confusion boiled over in his mind until he lost touch with anything close to his humanity.  It was said that if a man had good in his heart, that golden sliver could be carried over if he had the misfortune of being turned to vampiri.  But, should a man harbor darkness in him, that darkness would be amplified by the predator in the vampiri and what little humanity was left, that shred of decency that was there, would forever be gone.  
 
   What chance did this dark vampire have?  His parents killed when he was so young, forced to watch them sliced and impaled upon a Roman sword at such a young age.  To watch his sister violated and killed and for what?  He couldn’t really recall what possible transgression, but he survived it.  And he’d been saved by the Arab.  The same Arab who’d taught him the art of killing.  He’d planted the seed of darkness in him…or was it the Roman who killed his parents and sister?  No matter who planted it, it was there, and he tended it until it sprouted and grew strong.
 
   He survived.  And he thrived.  And he earned a name for himself as a prominent assassin amongst the hashishin, a name he was quite proud of.  Something unheard of for a Jew.  And yet, there he was when he encountered the Rabbi who told him he was forgiven of his sins.  How could he do such a thing?  And yet, he believed him.  If he was cleansed of his sins, then how could he have been cursed to such a horrible fate?  
 
   It didn’t matter how many times he played it out in his mind, he couldn’t use logic to untie the twisted strings of shit and piss that the Fates had rained down upon this existence of his.  He growled, a low and guttural sound rising in tempo until it became a feral scream.  “You betrayed me!” he screamed.  “I didn’t betray you, you betrayed me!” He punched the stone wall, breaking the mortar and unsettling the foundation of the cathedral itself.  “I did what you asked and you do this to ME?!”  He punched the wall again, shattering the bones in his hand, which instantly began to heal themselves.  “You’re a son of a whore!” he screamed.  “And I’ll be your undoing!”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   As Paul Foster dealt with the continuing hassles of relocating a group the size of his to the warehouse district, Damien felt less and less needed in their camp.  Clean something, get out of the way, bring food. Who the fuck did they think they were, anyway?  He was the vampire son of a Senator, for fuck sake.  Well, the vampire son of a dead Senator, anyway.  A dead Senator who humiliated himself by transmitting a video of himself having sex with a transsexual to every major news outlet in the world, then blew his own brains out before Damien could kill him. Damien growled under his breath again that he couldn’t rip his father’s beating heart out of his chest.
 
   He felt more and more like a third wheel.  He wasn’t old enough or trained to be an enforcer.  He wasn’t smart enough to be in the inner circle, according to Paul.  He wasn’t female so he couldn’t be a concubine.  He was a fucking gopher.  Go for this, go for that.  He was so frustrated he could rip somebody’s head off, but at the lowest level on the totem pole, anybody he tried to rip their head off, would most likely end up ripping his head off in return.
 
   He saw razor blades of sunlight sneaking in through pinholes in the side of the warehouse.  He hated daylight hours, and not just because it would make him an asshole flambé.  No, he always was a night owl, making the transition to vampire hours that much easier.  He wasn’t even tired and the idea of spending one more minute in that dusty, nasty warehouse grated on his nerves.  He wanted out, at any cost, but to leave now would be suicide.  He paced the giant warehouse knowing full well that Foster was holed up in the offices, probably sleeping or feeding or fucking his brains out behind locked doors.
 
   Finally, Damien made his decision, at first dark he’d take off.  Eat the first person with a decent ride he came across and haul ass back for his father’s estate.  He knew the combination to the safes, there was plenty of cash, cigars and fine liquors.  He could build up his own army of dumbass, lowbrow vampires and live large.  Hell, he could even start his own blood den if he wanted.  He could do anything he wanted since Foster wasn’t calling the shots in D.C. anymore.  If that power hungry cock sucker wanted to hand the reins over to a goat sucker, so be it, but that didn’t mean that Damien had to listen.  He didn’t trust this Thorn character to hand the power back once he was done doing whatever it was that they were supposed to do anyway.
 
   Damien felt this uncomfortable nagging sensation at the back of his neck but he tried his best to ignore it.  He was a vampire on a mission now.  Fuck them all.  He was his own man now.  And they’d all better stay the hell out of D.C. or they’d have to answer to him!
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The squads returned and stowed their gear, returned their weapons to the armory and grabbed quick showers in preparation for debriefing.  Team Leaders had prepped field notes on their PDA’s and forwarded them to the OpCom prior to returning and Mitchell looked over their field notes before going into the training room.  Chief Thompson met him in the hall as he worked his way to the front doors.  “You sure you want to tell them, Colonel?”
 
   “More than I’ve ever been, Chief.” Matt told him.  “I’m not sure what Tasha did to me before my shift, but she did…something.  Whatever it was has brought me peace, Phoenix.  I know that this, even if it goes against my orders…it’s the right thing to do.”
 
   “Okay then.  I’ll be there with ya.” Jack said as both men walked into the training room.
 
   Colonel Mitchell went over both missions with the squads, hitting the highlights and more importantly, their gut reactions.  He’d learned a long time ago that noting an operator’s gut instinct, while not necessarily easy to quantify, still went a long way towards helping to identify things like motive, possible suspects when they weren’t readily identifiable and other non-quantifiable things that people tend to chalk up to their ‘sixth sense’.  For example, when Spalding said that they felt they were being watched during their ground operations and then the Padre found evidence that perhaps someone had a video surveillance set up on a nearby hillside…that’s gut instinct.  Or when Apollo noticed the something was ‘off’ with the zombies, and their lack of ‘stink’?  Okay, maybe not really gut instinct, maybe that was just being very observant, but still, gut instinct played a part at the cemetery when he felt they should vacate the premises and they did.  He felt he had to protect the squad, and he did.
 
   “So we’re agreed that both squads felt that they were being tested?”  Matt asked.  He got a round of nods and affirmations from the men in both squads.  First Squad, who was attending the debrief for ‘educational purposes’ were mostly silent to this point.
 
   “To what end, could you tell?” Donovan asked.
 
   “Not yet, Donnie.” Apollo answered.  “But if I had to guess, I’d say somebody was trying to ascertain our methods.  Get an idea of our response times…maybe just try to get a feel for how we do things.”
 
   “We’ve been in action for how many years?  So why now?” Donovan asked again.
 
   “It might have something to do with what Jack’s wife came here to warn us about.” Mitchell interrupted.  “As most of you know, Nadia, that’s Jack’s wife, came here with a warning of some really big, dark threat that is looming.  She hasn’t clarified as to what it is because her clairvoyance simply doesn’t work that way.”  The colonel seemed exasperated as he searched for the words.  “She did her best to describe it to me, but…” he trailed off.
 
   “It’s big and it’s dangerous.” Jack stepped in.  “That’s really all she can see right now.  And more than likely whoever or whatever was observing you in the field was some kind of scout or observer for whatever or whoever the threat is.”  He said, crossing his arms across his chest.  “At least, that’s the way we’re going to treat it.” He looked to Mitchell for confirmation who nodded.
 
   “But Colonel, the threats we faced last night were minor compared to some of the shit we’ve seen.” Spalding stated.
 
   “Speak for yourself.” Sanchez retorted with a half-assed grin.  “I almost became vampire chow.”
 
   “You handled yourself quite professionally.”  Hank said.  Sanchez gave him a heartfelt smile and Hank almost returned it but caught himself, maintaining his stoic expression.
 
   “But for the most part, for a full moon, it was pretty lame shit.” Apollo stated.  “Sir!” he added.
 
   “All the better to help throw off whoever set up the activity.” Mitchell replied.  “Look, it wasn’t ‘normal’ activity for us.  You and I both know that real monster activity comes in waves.  We may sit here for weeks or even months with nothing but training to keep us from going bat-shit crazy, and then out of the blue they go nuts and we’re up to our eyeballs in creeps.  Whoever ‘they’ are created this activity so that they could observe us in action.”  He watched their reaction and noted the squads nodding their heads agreeing with him.  “They don’t know what you’re truly capable of. This works to our advantage in a real shit-hit-the-fan situation.”
 
   “Agreed.” Jack stated.  “And as long as whoever ‘they’ are doesn’t realize that, the better it is for us.”
 
   A murmur of agreement went up amongst the squad members as they realized what the ramifications of the tests could have meant.
 
   “Now…” Mitchell sighed.  “On to the show and tell.”
 
   Jack was trying to figure out how Mitchell would broach the subject and he hoped the colonel had mentally prepared something before coming in.  Looking at him now, he realized the man was just going to wing it.  He prayed that however he decided to go about it, the squad members took it better than he expected them to.
 
   Mitchell stood there a moment as he tried to think of a way to tell them they were all damned.  “I uh…”  he looked at their expectant faces and the words escaped him.  The door to the briefing room opened and Laura and Evan entered.  She approached him and whispered in his ear a moment.  Matt’s eyes went wide and he nodded.  He then looked to Evan and nodded.
 
   Evan cleared his throat and said, “Excuse me a moment.”  He pointed a small device at the corner of the room and pressed a button.  A very high pitched noise erupted from the device and the operators all grimaced and pressed their hands to their ears, along with Jack and Mitchell.  In fact, everyone but Laura and Evan followed suit.  After a moment, he explained, “As you are aware, all of the common areas are monitored.  Both video and sound are recorded for posterity.  Although we maintain the files ourselves, our Oversight Committee has access to those files at any given time.  In fact, at any moment, a team of IT geeks will probably come running down the hallway and burst in here to repair the damage I’ve just done.”
 
   The operators all looked at him like he’d lost his ever loving blood-sucking mind.  Mitchell stepped forward to explain further, “Gentlemen…and lady.” He corrected himself.
 
   “It’s okay, Colonel.  You can consider me one of the guys.” Sanchez offered with a smile.
 
   “A guy with chesticals!” TD joked.
 
   “And a really nice ass…et to their team.” Dom said, trying to pull his own joke.
 
   “Don’t make me hurt you boys.” Sanchez warned while Apollo stifled a snicker.
 
   “Pipe down.” Jack warned.  “This is serious.”  He watched as the team settled down and tried to get more serious.
 
   Mitchell took a moment to gather himself.  Just as he was about to speak, the door burst open and two techs came in with a box of tools and some gear.  Mitchell stared them down and ordered, “Not now.  This is classified.”
 
   “But, sir…protocols dictate that…”
 
   “Go!” he pointed back out the door and the two techs nearly tripped over themselves pushing each other out.  Matt sighed audibly and gathered his thoughts again.
 
   “Look, fellas, back in my day when the Monster Squad first started, it was just me, this one Marine and four other Army guys.  They were all Rangers or Airborne or...” he shook his head as he remembered the early days.  “They were good men.  They fought like hell.”  He got a far-away look in his eyes and he seemed to lose himself a moment.
 
   “We hunted this one particular beast forever.” He finally stated.  “By the time we finally found her, I’d lost…too many good men.  Vampires, ghouls, zombies…you name it, we faced it.”
 
   He took a deep breath and he faced them.  He stared them one by one in the face.  “A decision was made from people much higher than me and…things were done.  These CIA science types came in and…”
 
   There was a long silence and the operators all looked to each other to fill in the blanks.  There were no answers.
 
   “You’re all werewolves.”  Jack said.
 
   You could have heard a pin drop.  Mitchell stared at Jack.  He had been trying to build up to how it happened and he just dumped the story out like that?  He wasn’t prepared…
 
   Laura and Evan stiffened as they prepared for the worst, but the operators just sat there, some with their mouths agape, most likely from shock.
 
   Slowly most of them began to nod.  But it was Apollo that said, “Wait, while that makes some sense, what with the increased speed and strength and all, but how come we don’t shift at the full moon?”
 
   Evan stepped up to answer his him. “We found a way to prevent it.  In effect, you have all the positive aspects, but without the negative downsides.  In essence, you were genetically modified to give you the positive attributes of the werewolves, but we found certain chemicals that, if taken daily, will prevent you from shifting.”  He stepped toward the group and was using his hands to illustrate, “That’s also why as the full moon gets closer you find yourself with so much more energy and with the feeling of anticipation and anxiety.  The boundless energy and appetite that you experience? It is all part of it.”
 
   “So, let me get this straight, we get all the up side, like the speed, the strength, the agility, hearing, all of that, but we don’t howl at the moon, hike on the furniture and hump each other’s legs once a month?” Spalding asked with a shit eating grin.  “I don’t see the downside at all.  What’s with the grim face, boss?”
 
   “There is a down side, Spanky.  Nothing is ever free, son.” Matt sighed.  He walked over to the front of the room and sat on the edge of the table.  “The augmentation…it’s not reversible.”
 
   “Okay.”  Spalding said.  “But as long as we take this antidote that the doc said, we’re good, right?”
 
   “Yes and no.” Matt explained.  “As long as you take it, you won’t shift.  That’s true.  You’ll stay human and you’ll be good.  But you are a werewolf.” The sadness in his eyes was unmistakable.
 
   Mueller spoke up, his face red, his jaw tense.  “Meaning if we ever had kids, they’d be a fucking monster, too!” spittle shot from his lips as he yelled.
 
   Matt hung his head.  “Yes.”  He lifted his eyes and looked first to Apollo and then to Sanchez.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t apologize to me, Colonel.  I never wanted kids.” Sanchez said.  “I grew up dirt poor and I thought anybody who could bring a child into this fucked up world was crazy…and that was before I found out about these kinds of monsters.  I only knew about the human monsters and that was enough to make me not want kids.  Now?  Never gonna happen.”
 
   “Don’t look at me, Colonel.  I’m her bitch.  She’s the boss.” Apollo said with a grin, earning a few chuckles.
 
   “Yeah, don’t look at them.  Look at ME!” Mueller yelled.  “I’m the one with the wife and kid at home.” The veins in his neck were bulged out and his fists were clenched by his sides, trembling.
 
   “Robert, stand down.” Jack said calmly.
 
   “Stand down?” he repeated through clenched teeth.  “Stand down?  You tell us that we’re all changed into fucking monsters and that we can’t go home because we can infect the ones we love with it and I’m supposed to fucking stand down?!”
 
   Jack stepped forward calmly, nodding his head.  “Trust me, brother, I understand what you’re going through…”
 
   “Oh, you do, do you?”
 
   “Yeah.  I do.” Jack replied.  “Trust me.  When I first found out, I wanted nothing more than to rip their heads off.” He nodded toward Mitchell and Laura who both maintained their places, but both were guarded, not knowing what Mueller’s next move might be.
 
   “Sounds like a helluva idea to me.” Robert’s eyes narrowed on Mitchell who didn’t flinch.
 
   Jack approached the man slowly the rest of the squad making a path for him, scooting their chairs out of the way.  “Let me ask you something soldier.  And I want you to clear your mind for a second and really think about this for me.  Can you do that?”
 
   Mueller stared at Jack a moment.  “What?”
 
   “If we came to you while you were overseas fighting the Taliban and we convinced you that there was a bigger threat here at home…something that could come after your family…”  Jack waved his hand indicating he didn’t know their names.
 
   “Babs and Bobby.” Robert said through clenched teeth.
 
   “Okay.  If we told you what was really out there and convinced you that the real risk wasn’t the Taliban or al-Qaeda,  but vampires and werewolves and ghouls and…shit, you haven’t even had to face a demon yet!  If we showed you what a demon could do to Babs and Bobby…would you tell us, ‘thanks, but no thanks’?  Or would you have done what you did and man-up and join the squad?” Jack asked.
 
   “What the fuck do you think?” Robert answered defensively.
 
   “I think you’d be standing right where you are now.”
 
   “No shit, Chief.” Mueller said sarcastically through gritted teeth.
 
   “Okay.  So we’ve established that you know where the real threat is.”  Jack said, noting that the other squad members were watching him slowly move closer to Robert.  “And when you realized that these things were faster and stronger and deadly as hell?  If they,” Jack said, pointing to Mitchell and Laura, “came to you and said, ‘we can make you faster and stronger and four times deadlier than you already are’?  Then what would you have said?  Even if you knew the risks?  If you knew it would help you to protect Babs and Bobby?  What would you do then, Robert?”
 
   Jack watched Mueller shake and the man’s face puckered before he burst into tears.  “God help me, I’d have done it!” He sobbed.  Jack pulled the man to him and held him tight and let him sob.  Robert grasped Jack and even though he was surrounded by his team mates, some of the toughest, meanest and most ruthless killers the planet had to offer, he wasn’t ashamed of his tears.  He was driving the last nail into the coffin of his once-wrecked marriage, finalizing his divorce.  He knew that no matter how much he loved Barbara, he could never go back and try to patch things up with her.  He could still love Bobby with all of his heart, and he would never stop loving Barbara, but they could never be together again for risk that any future children would carry on what he now was.  He could never risk accidentally infecting her with what he now carried inside his body.  As the sobs wracked his huge body, he realized that he was effectively a biological warfare bomb to the ones he loved the most.
 
   Jack helped Robert to take his seat again and Robert continued to sob, his squad mates patting his back and offering condolences.
 
   “I truly am sorry, Mueller.”  Mitchell offered.  “To all of you, I apologize.”
 
   “As do I.”  Laura offered.
 
   “I could say that I was operating under strict orders of our Congressional Oversight Committee, but the truth is, I’ve ignored orders before.” Matt chanced a glance toward Evan who simply ignored him.  “I should have ignored these and at least informed the operators of what was happening to them.”
 
   “Like you understood it.” Evan quipped.
 
   “So, can you explain it a little better, doc?” Jack asked. “I understand we’re wolves, but…you said once that it was genetic engineering?  Like we were born with it?”  He asked hopefully.
 
   “Yes.  The short end of it is, as far as your bodies are concerned, you were born with it.  It’s much less traumatic than the transition that occurs with those who are bitten.” He replied.
 
   “Okay, but when you say, ‘as far as our bodies are concerned’…what’s the difference?” Jack asked.
 
   “The difference being…you weren’t actually born with it.” Evan quipped.
 
   Jack sighed.  “Look, doc, I need to know.”
 
   “What difference does it make?” He asked.
 
   “It just does.” Jack replied, staring the vampire down.  Apparently, being dead meant really not giving a flying fuck.  “It’s important doc.” 
 
   “I don’t guess I understand what it is you’re wanting to know?”
 
   “What is the difference between me and a natural born werewolf?” Jack asked.
 
   “Honestly?  The only difference is that you didn’t come out of a werewolf’s womb…”
 
   “That’s it?”  Jack asked.  “That’s the only difference?”
 
   “Yes!  Why?”  Evan asked.
 
   Jack rubbed his chin in thought.  “You and I need to talk.  But now’s not the time.”
 
   “Very well.  Perhaps later?” Evan asked.  Jack simply nodded.
 
   Mitchell stood again and went to the front of the room, “I have to admit, you boys are taking this a lot better than I had hoped.”
 
   “So Colonel, did you undergo this ‘augmentation’, too?” Dom asked.  “I mean, you used to be an operator like us, right?  You were the Team Leader back in the day, but you’re still kicking.” He had a shit eating grin across his face.
 
   Matt’s face dropped.  “Actually, no I didn’t.”  His face was solemn.  “I’m the reason our government even became aware of monsters in the first place.”  Matt stood taller and squared his shoulders.  “I was attacked and bitten by a werewolf while on vacation with my family about ten years ago.  I survived and became a werewolf.”  He noted their shock as soon as he stated it.  “My family…didn’t.”
 
   There were mumbled apologies and condolences given that he barely heard as he tried to force his mind not to remember that night.  Instead, his mind focused on the blonde haired girl who shifted in front of him, whose face he saw in his dreams so many nights…the face that his wolf cries out for when it takes him.
 
    “Okay, so you take this same antidote we do?” Spalding asked.
 
   “Negative.”  Matt’s eyes were filled with sadness as he admitted this next part.  “It’s too late for me, son.  No, once you actually shift and become a werewolf, then it’s too late.  You can take that stuff all you want and it won’t do any good.”
 
   “I don’t understand, sir.” Apollo started.  “What do you do then?  Did you find a cure?”
 
   Matt sighed heavily.  “I go below to the silver cells every full moon and shift there.  That’s why, if you think back, none of you ever had me as an Operations Officer for a full moon op.”  He watched as the veteran operators all looked at each other and the light clicked on for them.  There was a short murmur amongst the men before Matt continued.  “Yes, the XO knew and she vowed silence.  She and a handful of other officers filled in as Operations Officers for multiple ops when needed, and I can’t tell you how sorry I am that I couldn’t be there for you during those times.  But I did what I had to do.”
 
   “Couldn’t you do the augmentation thing and just sort of…I dunno, do like a ‘master reset’ and then start taking the antidote?” Sanchez asked.
 
   Matt gave her a smile.  “Trust me Maria.  If there was anything I could do, I would have done it already.  Or we would have tried it.”
 
   “There is a weapon I’m working on that will be able to destroy all natural born vampires and…” Evan began
 
   “Later, doc.”  Matt cut him off with his hand.   “This isn’t the place or time.  Matt made a quick decision to let the squads deal with everything on their own from there and dismissed them.  He ordered Laura to get the IT geeks in to fix the monitoring equipment and had Jack follow him to his office.  Once behind closed doors he poured a Scotch for the both of them.
 
   He sat back in his chair and sipped the slow burning amber liquid.  “A little early in the morning, don’t ya think, Skipper?”
 
   “I’m testing a theory.” He said with a smile.
 
   “And that is…what?”
 
   “Oh, that burns good.” He smiled warmly.  “Do you have any idea how long it has been since a Scotch has burned like that?”  Jack shook his head.  “Too damned long.”  He gave a loud ‘ahh’ and set the glass down on his desk.  “I’m telling you, if Tasha weren’t married, I’d kiss that damned woman.”
 
   “I don’t think she’d mind, Skipper.” Jack mumbled.
 
   “Okay.  On to business.”  Matt said, staring at Jack.  “You have a vampire you want me to have a sit-down with.”
 
   “Yes, sir.  The sooner, the better.”
 
   “Remind me what this meeting is about, please.”
 
   “There are two groups of vamps, Colonel.  In a nutshell, one group feeds on humans and they’re the bad guys.  The other group feeds on critters like sheep and cows and they’re the good guys.  The bad guys are setting up the good guys to look like they’re the bad guys and making it so that we go after them and we end up killing them by mistake.  He wants to correct that.”
 
   Matt stared intently at Jack, nodding his head.  Finally he sat back and sighed.  “Phoenix, you are one of the brightest, most intelligent men I’ve ever known.”  He picked up his Scotch again and took another pull, enjoying the flavor as it swirled in his mouth.  “I just wanted to preface what I’m about to say with that, okay?”
 
   “Okay.  But I have a feeling you’re about to toss out a great big ‘but’, aren’t you?”
 
   Matt smiled.  “But, have you considered for a moment that this vampire friend of yours is playing you?”
 
   Jack nodded.  He knew where Mitchell was going with this.
 
   “Jack, I’m not saying you’re wrong.  I’m not.  But let’s consider for just a moment, that what this vampire friend of yours is saying is true…”
 
   “Rufus.”  Jack interrupted.  “His name is Rufus.  And he saved my life, Skipper.” Jack’s eyes were intense.
 
   “Very well.”  Matt sighed.  “Let’s consider that Rufus is telling the truth about the bad guy vampires setting up the good guy vampires…if there really is such a thing.”  Matt offered.  “Who’s to say the whole thing isn’t just a way to pull us into some kind of blood-sucker pissing match?  Some kind of vampire turf-war?”
 
   “Skip, just meet with him.  That’s all he’s asking.  A sit-down meeting.”  Jack pleaded.  “I think saving my ass is worth that, isn’t it?”
 
   “Chief, I think the world of you, you know that…”
 
   “What about Natashia?  If it hadn’t been for her, where would you be right now?” Jack interrupted.  “She is one of Rufus’ people.  You trust her don’t you?”  That comment obviously hit Matt square in the chest and he hadn’t seen it coming.
 
   “That’s not the same.  She’s not a vampire, Jack.  She’s one of us.” He said.
 
   “One of us?”  Jack asked, his brows raised.  “Since when do we identify ourselves with any of the ‘monsters’?” He used air-finger quotes when he said it.
 
   “You know what I’m getting at.  We’re not blood suckers, Chief…”
 
   “And he wouldn’t be if he didn’t have to be, Skipper.”  Jack explained.  “Look, Skip, human life to Rufus is sacred.  He fights to defend it, just like we do.  They are at war with those who don’t, just like we are.  He could be an ally.  A very powerful ally.”
 
   Matt sat back and gave Jack a thoughtful look.  He spun back and forth in his chair as he thought about it.  
 
   “It’s not a marriage, Skipper, just a meeting.” Jack joked.  “If we can reach some kind of accord, then great.  If not, then…at least you tried!”  Matt began to nod his head, but then sat up.  
 
   “How do we know it’s not some kind of set up?  Get to the head of the Monster Squad and cut it off?” he asked.
 
   Jack gave him a sideways smirk.  “Seriously?  This is the United States government we’re talking about.  I mean, I like you and all, but do you really think you’re irreplaceable?”
 
   Matt sat back with a hurt look on his face.  Then he cracked a stupid grin.  “I guess I’m not exactly the president, am I?”
 
   “Hell, we replace them every four years or so, don’t we?” Jack added.
 
   Matt reached for his Scotch again.  “And that’s taking too long in most cases.”
 
   “Oh hell yeah.  I’ll drink to that!”  Jack grabbed his glass and tossed it back.
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   The dark vampire that they called Sicarii lurked in the wavering shadows of the cathedral as the last vestiges of daylight slipped behind the hills of the city.  He still loved the colors of the sun as they played along the frescos of the wall and his heart longed to slip out and bathe in the warming rays.  His broken mind knew better though and he waited for twilight to dwindle and the last crescent of the sun to slip behind the horizon before he slipped out to watch the colors splash and splay up into the heavens.
 
   He was standing in the open second story window observing the colors fade away as he always did when one of his enforcers entered the cathedral below him.  “Master, we are receiving the first recordings of the hunters now.”
 
   The dark vampire gave a slight sigh, his twilight routine interrupted.  “Which ones have we received?”
 
   “We have the Americans, the Brazilians, the English and the Africans, master.  We are still waiting for the Russians.”
 
   “What of the French?” Sicarri asked, a wave of irritation coming from him.
 
   “Apologies, master.  They could not be tested as they have not reformed their team yet.  They had only one team and when we killed them, they had nothing to fall back on.  They are still in training, master.” The heavily muscled enforcer bowed his head, his eyes lowered.
 
   The Sicarri nodded, a slight smile tried to form at his mouth, but he didn’t allow it.  “Ah, yes.  The French.” He whispered.  “It seems that of late, they don’t have the fighting spirit they once had.” He turned his gaze back out the window to his city.  He often wondered why he called it his city when he never ventured out into it, but he knew why…Rome was his.  He didn’t need to set foot in it to claim it.
 
   “Wait until all of the footage is in.  Make copies and have it sent to all of my generals.  I’ll study it once it’s together.”
 
   “Yes, master.” And the enforcer left.
 
   The Sicarii studied the skyline and pondered the many possibilities.  His generals would easily be maneuvered into positions across the globe.  The human hunters would be fed the information they needed to lead into an ambush.  Once the hunters were taken out of the picture, the rest of the human military would be easily displaced as their governmental leaders were either killed or turned.  His generals would be put in positions of power directly at the right hand of presidents and kings, all of whom would bow to HIM.  Then he would have himself crowned King of the World and the populations of the world would become the very lifeblood for the rightful heirs to the world…vampires.
 
   Warehouses and stock pens of people, breeding farms of only the hardiest stock…farmers and ranchers would hone their art with their own kind.  He smiled as he imagined his new world coming to fruition.
 
   Very soon the world would be bathed in blood.
 
   Very soon indeed. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jack and Nadia went through his sparse belongings and packed up what little he owned.  He hadn’t realized just how lightly he lived until now.  He literally could pack his life away in his duffle bag and somehow that saddened him.  He felt that at his age, he should have something more than a body full of scars and a handful of souvenirs to show for it.  He looked around the small room that he shared with the other team leaders.  Nadia felt his pain, but she looked forward to having him stay at the island with her.  “I’m going to leave my uniforms here until I’m through with the teams.” He said.  “But this stuff can go ahead and go home.” He smiled at her.
 
   She touched his face and he felt tingly inside.  His stomach had butterflies.  Newlywed flutters that he hoped never went away.  Her beauty captivated him in ways that he couldn’t put into words.  “Jack, you don’t have to do this yet.  Just because mother and I are returning now…”
 
   “No.”  He interrupted. “I told you.  Where you go, I go.  You are my home.” He kissed her, softly at first, then pulling her tightly to him, the kiss deepened.  “I’m so sorry I left the way I did.”
 
   She buried her head into his chest, inhaling his scent.  “You did what you felt you must.”  She whispered.  “I’m sorry I cannot be a part of your world.”
 
   “It’s okay.” He told her, squeezing her lightly. “I’m going to be a part of yours.” He sighed then lifted her chin to look into her eyes.  “I stopped taking the bane.”
 
   Her shock was palpable.  “Non!  Jack you mustn’t!”
 
   “It’s okay, Nadia.  It’s not like we thought.” He explained.  “Evan told me something that we weren’t aware of.”
 
   “But Jack, you don’t understand…”
 
   “Nadia, I’m like you.” He said, “I’m just like a natural born wolf.  It wasn’t like I was bitten.  It was genetic engineering.” He smiled at her.  “I’ll be able to shift at will like you do, and if you can shift before the moon makes you and keep control of your wolf, then…”
 
   “Non!  Jack!  You still don’t understand!”  She cried.  “If you do this…”
 
   “What?”  His face a mask of confusion.  “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Not yet, Jack.  Please.”  She begged him.  “Keep taking the medicine they give you.  At least until the final battle is over.”
 
   “Why, Nadia?  I don’t understand.”
 
   She turned away from him, tears threatening her eyes.  “Because the final battle takes place at a full moon.  Perhaps the next full moon, I do not know for sure.  But if you do not keep taking the bane and you are wrong, and you cannot shift at will as you hope, then you will be the beast… and your own men will be forced to put you down to save themselves in the heat of battle.” She cried.
 
   Jack swallowed the lump that had formed in the back of his throat and nodded.  “Okay.  I can do that.  For you, I’ll keep taking it.”  He felt her nod under his chin and he held her tightly.  “But the moment the battle is over, and I’m home with you, no more bane.  Agreed?”
 
   “Oui.  No more bane.” She sniffled.
 
   “And if I’m wrong and I can’t shift at will like I think, and I’m stuck shifting once a month at the full moon, then…well, hell.  Just lock me up in one of your cages in the dungeon and you can poke me with a stick while I growl and drool all over myself, okay?” he teased.
 
   She chuckled under his chin.  “Oui.  A sharp, pointy stick.” 
 
   He laughed.  “Oui.  A sharp, pointy stick.” He repeated.
 
   “With many barbs.” She added with her lower lip stuck out, and poked him in the ribs to make him jump.
 
   “If you say so, my love.”
 
   “I do.” She laughed.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Hank returned to base with a few surprise packages in tow.  As some of the squad members took a nap to recharge their batteries, he had a pang of remorse for Mueller and the fact that he felt he could never try to rebuild his marriage with his estranged wife.  Hank went off-base and stopped at a bookstore off I-240 and hit the self-help section.  He picked through the section and found some things that he thought might assist the young soldier with accepting the loss of his marriage, and dealing with the grief.  
 
   On his way back, he made two more stops, these dealing directly with Sanchez, a wicked smile spread across his face as he entered the hangar.  His first stop was to find Robert, who was still curled up in his bunk.  Hank didn’t want to disturb him, so he let the man sleep.  He did pull a note card and jot a few lines on it, then left it atop the books beside his bunk for him.  If the man ever wanted to talk confidentially, Hank was available.  Then the Padre went in search of Maria.  He found her in the common room.  She had plopped onto the couch and she had just flipped on the TV.  She was channel surfing when Hank walked in.  “Gotcha something when I ran into town.” He said.
 
   “Oh, yeah?  What’s that?” she asked, not really looking up.
 
   “Cop food.” He said, with a smile.
 
   “Cop food?” she asked, a slow grin spreading across her race then she noticed the box of Krispy Kreme doughnuts and the Starbucks coffee in his hand.  “Oh my god…that smells like real coffee…not that crap they have in the cafeteria.” She gasped.
 
   “Caramel breve latte, with an extra shot.” He beamed.
 
   The other squad members took note and started filing in to the break room with mutterings of, ‘do I smell real coffee?’ and ‘are those real doughnuts’ and ‘oh my god, Krispy Kremes!’
 
   Maria jumped up from the couch and grabbed the box from Hank.  “Oh, no you don’t you vultures! Vamanos!”  She swung the fried fat pills away from the other operators and used her back as a blocker.  “These are mine!  They were a present!”
 
   “They’ll make you FAT!” TD yelled playfully, as he tried to reach around her.
 
   “You mean fat-TER!” Dom teased.  “Gimme those before your butt gets any wider!” he laughed.
 
   “NO!” She said. “They’re cop-food.  Hank even said so.  You ain’t cops, you can’t have any!” she squealed, climbing over the couch and using it to try to block them.
 
   “You ain’t a cop no more either!” Popo said.  “You’re a monster hunter, like us, bro, so pony up with the cream-filled.”
 
   “I ain’t your bro, puto, so back off my doughnuts.”  She said, pointing her finger at him.  She turned to Dom, “And my ass ain’t fat, fucker!”
 
   “Hey!  You told the big bird to treat you like one of the guys, ese.” Popo teased.
 
   “And for the record, I meant it like P-H-A-T.” Dom smiled.  “You know, pretty hot and tempting!”
 
   “Oh, no you didn’t.” she said.  Hank stood back and watched the grown men act like three year olds and simply shook his head.
 
   “You know, there is a dozen in that box.” He said.
 
   Sanchez turned to him, “So?” He laughed and shook his head.  “It’s COP FOOD.  You ain’t cops.  Shoo!”
 
   “Aww, come on, Sanchez.  You can share…” TD whined.
 
   Maria shook in frustration.  “Arrgh.  Okay!  One!  Just one!  And don’t you tell nobody cuz there’s like twenty of us and then I wouldn’t get any.”  She started to open the box then closed it quickly.  “And seriously, if there’s raspberry jelly filled in there and any of you even think of touching it, I’ll stick you, man.  I’ll seriously stick you.  Believe it.  I got a knife and I know how to use it…” she did her best to give them all the evil eye until they agreed.  “And I ain’t sharing the good coffee, either.”
 
   The operators grinned, each grabbing a quick doughnut and scampering away, happy they got a prize.  Sanchez plopped back onto the couch propping her feet on the table in front of her and placing the box in her lap.  She began picking at the remains of the box and realized that they had taken all the chocolate and cream filled doughnuts.  She sighed and stuck her finger into the hole of a jelly doughnut, prying out the red goo.  “Heaven” she murmured as she stuck her finger into her mouth.
 
   “Glad you like them.” Hank smiled.
 
   Maria looked up at him and returned the grin.  “You should really smile more often, Hank.  It makes your eyes light up.” She told him.
 
   Hank stiffened slightly, his smile fading, but still hanging at the edges of his mouth.  She patted the couch next to her.  “Join me.  I think there’s enough left for two.”
 
   Hank glanced around the common room and noticed they were the only two left, and nodded.  He took a seat next to her, but stayed close to the edge of the couch as if ready to make a quick getaway.
 
   “You can relax, Padre.  I don’t bite!” she laughed.  Then holding up a doughnut, she added, “Unless you’re made of sugar dough!”  Hank smiled and took the offered pastry.
 
   “Thanks.”  He didn’t immediately take a bite though.  
 
   “You brung em.  Thank you.” She said, taking a bite out of the jelly hole.  “Mmm.  Oh yeah.  Now that’s good stuff.”  She took a hit from the cup of coffee and savored the flavor.  “Oh yeah.”  She closed her eyes and swallowed slowly.  “I’m telling you, Padre, if there’s not coffee in heaven, I’m not sure I want to go.” She smiled.
 
   Hank smiled back.  “For me, it would be a good steak and banana pudding.” He said softly.
 
   Maria sat up a little straighter.  “Oh yeah?  Banana pudding?  I wouldn’t have thought that.”
 
   “My grandmother used to make it when I was little.” He said softly.  “Most kids, it was cookies baking that remind them of home, but for me, it was my gram’s ‘nanner pudding’.  That would be heaven for me.” She saw his eyes glisten slightly.
 
   “You were awful stand-offish for a long time when we first got here, Padre, but you’re really starting to open up.” She observed giving him a light elbow.  “I’m liking it.”
 
   Hank turned to face her, his face unreadable.  At first Maria thought she had said something she shouldn’t, but he slowly nodded.  “For the longest time, I distanced myself from everybody.” He nodded toward the door where the other squad members had left. “Even my team mates.”  
 
   Sanchez wondered if Hank was haunted by more than the vampire attack she knew of that had taken his village?  “What happened to you?”
 
   “Apollo told you about my village, right?  The people who were killed?  The…the kids who were…”
 
   “Yes.” She answered softly.  She reached her hand up and held his hand softly.  He didn’t pull away.
 
   “It changed me.”  Hank said slowly.  “It made me more like I used to be.  Before I gave my life to God.”  He turned to look her in the eye again.  “After that attack, I asked myself, ‘how could any God allow such creatures to do what they did to innocent children?’  It truly shook my faith.”
 
   “And now?” she asked, not sure that she really wanted to know the answer.
 
   “Now, I know that it wasn’t God’s hand in the killing of those children.  But it is His hand in directing me toward finding this group and helping to wipe them off the face of His creation.” He said firmly.  “I was a bit shaken when I found out that they had infected us with a monster…virus, or gene or…whatever it is.  But if it doesn’t affect our soul and allows us to be better warriors, then I am not opposed to it.”  Sanchez nodded as he spoke.
 
   “I agree.” She said softly.
 
   “And,” he added a bit more cheerfully, “I noticed you.  And you seemed like you could use a friend.” He smiled.
 
   “Oh, really?” she said, raising her brows.
 
   “When you stepped into a shower full of nude men and not only challenged one, but threatened him?  With a bar of soap, no less?” his smile returning.
 
   Sanchez laughed.  “Yeah, well, he pissed me off.” She chuckled.
 
   “Indeed.”  Hank deadpanned.  “You felt the need to prove that you were just one of the guys, correct?”
 
   “Yeah.” She said, realizing that he had read her right.  “I did.”
 
   “The others still see you as ‘a girl who can fight’.” He watched her reaction and saw that she knew this was true.  “I see you as another warrior.  A kindred spirit.  Someone who also needs to rid the world of evil.”  He watched her patiently to see if he had indeed read her correctly.  “Or was I mistaken in my assessment?”
 
   Maria’s eyes narrowed as she studied him.  “I think you hit the nail squarely on the head, Padre.”
 
   A slow smile spread across his face.  “I thought I was right.  And I’m glad I was.”  He patted her hand.  “It’s good to know that I’m not alone here, after all.”
 
   “I spent my life watching monsters prey on people weaker than themselves ever since I was big enough to realize what was going on.”  She said.  “Now, I know that there are monsters even worse than the human monsters I hunted as a cop.” The muscles in her jaw ticking as her anger grew.
 
   “Birds of a feather.” The padre stated.  Sanchez simply nodded, a tight smile crossing her features.
 
   After a short moment, she turned to him.  “Teach me.  Please.”
 
   Hank gave her a puzzled look.  “What could I possibly teach you, Maria?  You’re an accomplished fighter, a world-class shooter, a…”
 
   “The blade.  When I was on that ridge and the vamps advanced on me…I almost ran out of ammo.  I damn near panicked, Padre.”  He could see the fear begin to rise in her eyes again as she relived the moment in her memories.  “When I saw you coming up through their rear, your blades slashing through them, I knew…that was a weapon that never ran out until the operator ran out.”  Hank was nodding in agreement.  “But I know nothing but basic hand to hand with small blades.  I want to be deadly with a blade.  Like you.” She said her eyes growing dark.
 
   Hank gave her a lopsided grin.  “You will not learn overnight.  It took me many years to master the long blades.”
 
   “When can we begin?” she asked, desire burning within her.
 
   “As soon as we finish these doughnuts.” He said with a smile.
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   The dark vampire finished viewing the recordings and secured the laptop computer.  He was not pleased.  The tests that had been set up for the human hunters were not nearly strong enough.  He needed to know their true strengths.  He needed to know their resources.  He needed to know what they were truly capable of.  He called for his messenger and the little vampire appeared almost immediately.  “Puppet, I need more than what these recordings show me.  I need to interrogate a hunter personally.”
 
   “Master?” the little messenger questioned, uncertain what exactly the dark lord wished for.
 
   “We need to capture one.  Alive.” The Sicarri stated quietly.
 
   “Forgive me, master, I wouldn’t know how…” he stammered.
 
   The dark vampire gazed away from the quivering messenger.  Of course he wouldn’t know how.  He was little more than an errand boy, and barely capable of that.  “What resources do we have near the hunters?”
 
   “T-the emissaries are inbound, we h-have…um, we have a few groups who might be able to…um…rather, they might be brazen enough to…”
 
   “Please, Puppet.  Just spit it out.  Do we have any groups within range of any of the hunters capable of capturing one and making them available to me?”
 
   “I’m unsure, my lord.”  The small vampire had prostrated himself to the ground, trembling, awash in the waves of power emanating from the powerful dark one.
 
   “Enforcer.” The dark lord spoke, his voice barely registering.  The overly muscled, and very old vampire stepped out of the darkness, sending the trembling messenger into fits of shaking.  “You viewed the recordings?”
 
   “Yes, master.”
 
   “Which of the hunters did you find to be the largest threats?” he asked.
 
   The enforcer thought momentarily then spoke with authority.  “The American and the Britain teams.”
 
   “My thoughts as well.”  The dark one stated.  “Do we have any groups in either area that you feel could perhaps capture one of them alive, so that I could interrogate them?”
 
   “Alive?”  The enforcer pondered the thought for a moment.  “It’s still daylight in the Americas, but we have one group in the Ohio area that might be able to pull it off.  They have familiars that could establish the need then their masters could pull it off at nightfall.”
 
   The dark one smiled inwardly.  “Send word.  Immediately.  Make it so.”
 
   “As you will, so mote it be.” The enforcer stated.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Rufus had received word that Natashia was returning with Nadia, Jack and his Commanding Officer in tow.  He was in the midst of making ready for formal guests and his people were quickly preparing the dining room and his study to receive the guests when Viktor came back to the island.  Nadia’s father had been gone for some time seeing to Rufus’ holdings and was truly looking forward to seeing his wife and daughter again.  
 
   His confusion at seeing such hustling and bustling in the castle was compounded when one of the kitchen staff informed him that Nadia and Natashia were returning with the human hunters.  Viktor was well and truly dumbfounded and could find no one who could stop long enough to inform him of just what the hell was going on.  The staff seemed too nervous and excited at what was about to happen and his fears and imagination were about to get the better of him.
 
   He left the kitchen area in search of Rufus.  Surely he could tell him what was happening before his world turned completely upside down.  
 
   Viktor went first to the study, then to the greeting room.  He could find plenty of the staff preparing the rooms, but nobody knew where Rufus was.  Finally he decided to check his private chambers.  He found Rufus dressing for guests and bowed gracefully when he saw Rufus slipping on his riding boots.
 
   “Forgive me, m’lord.”  Viktor announced after barging in.  “I should have knocked.”
 
   “Viktor!”  Rufus seemed happy to see him, and didn’t seem alarmed at the intrusion.  “Please, do come in.”
 
   Viktor entered and seemed somewhat disturbed.  “Please forgive the intrusion, but I’ve heard that Tasha and Nadia are returning with the human hunters?”
 
   “Oui!  They should be arriving shortly.  By helicopter, I believe.”  Rufus didn’t seem too concerned to elaborate.
 
   “M’lord?”  Viktor hoped that he might explain a bit more.  “Please forgive my ignorance, but…”
 
   Rufus looked up at him absently for a moment.  Then the realization struck him. “Oh, Viktor!  My dear, dear, Viktor.  I am so sorry.  Nobody has kept you abreast of what has happened in your absence?”
 
   “No, m’lord, they haven’t.” he stated solemnly.
 
   “So much,” he stated, “I barely know where to begin.”  Rufus pulled the other boot on and stood.  “In short, your Natashia saved one of the hunters from the Lamia Humanus, we nursed him back to health and he agreed to take word of our plight to the other hunters.”
 
   “Really?”  Viktor was so shocked that the humans would be willing to even listen to their side of the story that he was almost beyond words.
 
   “And the best part…”  Rufus paused.  “well, perhaps, I should choose my words more wisely.”  He turned and approached Viktor and held him firmly by the shoulders, staring him in the eye.  “My friend, please prepare yourself for a moment.  I have some rather shocking news.”
 
   Viktor had a moment of horror streak through him where he feared something terrible may have happened to one of his family during his absence.  Perhaps the hunters were holding one of them until after they met with Rufus, or they had threatened them or…
 
   “They are not entirely…human.  They are ‘wolves’.”  Rufus said slowly.  “And the wolf that Natashia saved for us?”
 
   “Yes?” Viktor answered slowly.
 
   “He has mated with Nadia.” Rufus answered slowly.
 
   Viktor felt his legs go weak and shaky.  His daughter is mated to a hunter?  It couldn’t be.  The Fates could not be that cruel, and yet, here stood Rufus looking him in the eye and telling him that it was.  The room slowly grew taller and he felt Rufus’ grip grow stronger on his shoulders as he realized he was being directed to a chair in the room.  He found himself sitting in the chair, his breathing labored.
 
   “Please, my friend.  He is a good man.  And his name is Jack.  Jack Thompson…and Nadia loves him deeply.”
 
   “A good man?”  Viktor mumbled.
 
   “Well, a good wolf.  And a good man.”  Rufus stated as he turned to finish dressing.  “And he’ll be here shortly.  You’ll get the opportunity to meet him.”  
 
   Viktor had the uncanny urge to rip his throat out and he had yet to meet the man.  “How could she mate with him if she just met him?”
 
   “It was destined.”  Rufus said as he tied his tie.  “She assumed the form of the wolf in his presence.”
 
   Viktor’s eyes grew wide.  “It can’t be.  He’s not a true wolf.” He stated.
 
   “I do not pretend to understand how these things work my friend.  I only know that she did and they are.”  He donned his jacket.  “And Natashia has accepted him.”
 
   Viktor’s jaw dropped.  “Never.  She would never accept a human hunter as our only daughter’s mate.”  He stated.
 
   “And yet…she has.”  Rufus glanced at the clock on his bedside table.  “Come.  They shall be here shortly.  Are you prepared to meet your new son-in-law?”
 
   Viktor paled at the thought, and yet, he found himself standing and following Rufus out into the hallway.  If his daughter has not yet sealed her fate, she may soon find herself a widow.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Laura went through the daily reports while First Squad escorted Mitchell to the island to meet with the vampire that arranged for Jack’s rescue.  When she got the two-way report that the Pave-Hawk had lifted off and that the team would contact her upon their departure from the island, she made a note in the duty log then went back to the drudgery of her daily administrative duties.
 
   A knock at the door brought her attention away from the reports and she looked up to see Evan standing there.  “Busy?” he asked.
 
   “Same stuff, different day.  You have something?”
 
   “Actually, I wanted to take a break from my weapons research and see if you had eaten?” He asked her.  Although he never fed in front of her, he liked to escort her to meals and hold conversations while she ate.  It gave his mind a distraction and allowed her a break that she often needed.
 
   She glanced at the clock.  “Wow.  I totally missed supper, didn’t I?”  She sat her folders down and stretched from behind the desk.  “I wonder if there’s anything left in the cafeteria?”
 
   “Even if there’s not, I bet we could whip you up something.” He offered.  He held out his arm and she graciously accepted it.  “What would you like, madam?  Cold cuts on stale bread, cold soup or moldy cheeses on soggy crackers?” he quipped.
 
   “Oh, the selections sound divine, but I’m wondering if there might be any bruised fruit or perhaps overly processed boxed items that are woefully out of date?” she laughed, mocking his slight accent.
 
   As they headed toward the cafeteria, one of the young captains approached her.  “Ma’am?  We have a primary that just came in from Ohio from one of our established field agents.”
 
   “Okay, Captain, just put it on my desk.” She said, still smiling from her banter with Evan.
 
   “That’s just it ma’am.  Something isn’t right about it.” The Captain noted.
 
   Laura and Evan both stopped, ready to find out more.  “Explain.”
 
   “Like I said, ma’am, this came in from one of our experienced field agents, an ex-Marine and an experienced zombie hunter.  Everything sounds normal in the call-in until you get to the end…the last digits.  They’re completely off.  As you know, the first digits are the classification code, then the state, the next is a county code, the next is a GPS, and next is a time and finally, the initial sighting date code, correct?  Well, everything falls into place perfectly until you get to the sighting date code.” He said.  “According to the numbers he gave us, the sighting date code would be in the year 2128.  And that just isn’t right.”
 
   Laura took the initial report and looked it over.  She looked over everything and it seemed as if everything appeared in order, except the sighting date code.  “The call is still on the hard drive, right?  It wouldn’t be archived yet?”
 
   “No ma’am.  It just came in.  We don’t archive anything for at least three days.” The captain replied.
 
   “And you recognized his voice, correct?”  Evan asked.
 
   “Oh yeah, doc.  I’ve dealt with Mark a number of times over the years.  Gunnie and I go back quite a while.  It was him, alright.”
 
   Laura kept scanning the document, reading over the numbers.  They used numerical code so that should anybody intercept the call, they wouldn’t know what the call was about.  It wasn’t necessarily a code, per se, but a series of numbers giving the type of threat, the location, time and date.  Mark had done this long enough that he knew better than to screw up something as simple as a date.  “Did you request clarification, captain?”
 
   “Protocol dictates a secondary dictation, ma’am to ensure that the numbers were recited correctly.  He ensured me that they were, indeed, correct.  He stood firm that the report was accurate as filed.”
 
   Laura breathed deeply as she looked the captain firmly in the eye.  “Okay then.  Either we have time travelling…” she looked at the report again for clarification.  “time travelling ‘zombies’ in west central Ohio.  Or Mark Tufo is trying to send us a message.”
 
   “My vote is that he’s trying to send a message.” Evan agreed. 
 
   “Did he seem under duress at all?” she asked.
 
   “No ma’am.  As casual as ever.” The captain answered.
 
   Evan snapped his fingers.  “If he was, I know how to tell.” He motioned for them to follow him.  “To the Batcave!” he smiled.  Laura and the young captain shrugged and followed him to his lab.  He pushed some papers and folders out of the way and took his seat behind his computer.  After logging in he began accessing his personal files.
 
   “I discovered some software at your old place of business one day when I couldn’t sleep and decided to relieve them of a copy…”
 
   “You mean you stole it?” Laura asked.
 
   “Well they weren’t using it at the time.” Evan proffered.  “It’s not like they could track it back to me.  They get hacked all the time, Laura.  Usually by kids or reporters or…anyway, I found this little gem and thought it might come in handy one day.  Lucky for us, it may very well be what we need.”  He punched in a few keys and a program appeared on his screen.
 
   “What is that?” she asked.
 
   “It’s a voice stress analyzer.”  He answered.  “Basically it’s a ‘lie detector’ for use over a telephone or during normal conversation.  It analyzes people’s speech patterns and detects stress levels to determine if someone is being less than totally honest.” He grinned.  “Perfectly harmless, I assure you.”
 
   “A lie detector?  How will that help tell us if Mark was under duress?” the captain asked.
 
   “It analyzes stress, silly.  Whether one is lying or under duress, this will show it.  Get it?” 
 
   “Oh.  Now I do.” He answered somewhat sheepishly.
 
   “So, I just punch up the recordings for today’s incoming calls.  And…we find the folder where they save the incoming primaries…and then we click on this one…and then…viola!  Then I click here and we drag it there and copy this file and save it here and we can now analyze it.” He said.
 
   Laura watched as Evan manipulated the files.  “I didn’t know you had access to all of this, Evan.” She said.
 
   “I don’t.  I hacked Mitchell’s password years ago and he never changed it.” He muttered.  Then he smiled up at her.  “Not that I use it except when he needs me to.”
 
   She shook her head.  “Remind me never to piss you off.”
 
   “I never use my powers for evil, my dear.” He stated.  “Okay, folks.  Here we go.  Analyzing one ex-Marine Gunnery Sergeant Mark Tufo.”  He clicked the button and the recording began to play.   The voice analyzer displayed both Tufo’s voice and the Duty Officer’s on the screen.  The Duty Officer’s voice registered hi’s and low’s between 1.2 and 1.4.  Tufo’s voice, although it sounded normal, registered between 4.5 and 4.7.  “Hmm.  This doesn’t look good.”
 
   “No, it doesn’t, does it?” Laura said.
 
   “I think we should compare it to some of his older calls.” The captain said. “I’m telling ya, he sounded normal on the phone.”
 
   “Agreed.”  Evan said.  “Let me go to the archive.”  He began thumbing through the archive which was a bit more difficult since the archives weren’t saved by name, only region.  “What area does he cover?”
 
   “Region seven.” Laura answered.
 
   “Aha.  Okay.  Here’s some.  I’ll copy three of them so we’ll have a working sample to go by.” Evan said.  
 
   After comparing the three copies, it was agreed.  Tufo’s voice stress analysis indicated that his call that morning was definitely under stress.  In fact a call from two years prior, a secondary sighting confirmation that had him, at the time confirming on his cell phone while firing upon a class II gargoyle, and his voice stress level never broke a 2.3.  The man was obviously made of sturdier stuff than most.
 
   “I’m not waiting for any secondary to come in.  I’m sending Second Squad in.” Laura said.
 
   “Yes ma’am.” The captain snapped to.
 
   “Did you trace where his call came from?” She asked.
 
   “It was his cell, but we can triangulate from the towers the location of the call and get a location.” He answered.
 
   “I want it ten minutes ago.” She said.  “Alert the squad.  They’re going active.”
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   “Sicarii, the trap has been set.” The messenger informed the dark vampire.  “The humans require being told twice of threats, so our people have abducted their agent and forced his hand once.”  The little messenger seemed quite proud to make his report and actually made eye contact, his head held high.  “Once it is closer to sundown in the Americas, we will make a second report to draw the hunters in and then our people will take them and destroy them!” he was positively beaming.
 
   The dark vampire watched him intently, waiting for him to correct his obvious mistakes, but he didn’t.  After a moment, the messenger began to falter and broke eye contact, bowing his head, his eyes, glued to the floor.  “You do mean, that our people will destroy all but one of them, do you not, Puppet?”
 
   “Of course, master!” he cried.  “The whole plan is to capture one for your amusement and interrogation.” He began visibly shaking.
 
   The dark vampire shook his head.  “Puppet, the trap is not yet set.  The humans have been informed of a potential threat, if they require a second notice, yes?”
 
   “Yes, master.  Once again, you are correct.” The messenger answered.
 
   The dark vampire slowly approached him and placed a hand on his trembling shoulder.  “Take pride in being a vampire, Puppet.  You are a predator.  And you serve a mighty king.”  The dark one they called Sicarii used his nails to raise the messenger’s chin so that his head was once more held high.  “Quit acting like a mouse and be vampiri.” He whispered.
 
   The messenger squared his shoulders and did his best to stop shaking.  “Yes, master.”
 
   “Inform me when the hunter has been captured.” He stated.
 
   “Yes, Sicarii.  As you will, so mote it be.” The messenger turned and left.
 
   The dark vampire appeared to merely step up to the second story window once again and peered out onto his city.  So many descendants of the Romans in the region and this city held the name of the empire that tortured and killed its way across the known world.  He could hardly wait until the inhabitants were shrieking in fear, quivering in their homes, afraid of the shrinking sun and the terrors that awaited them in the darkness.  A slow smile spread cross his stony features and he allowed himself to feel joy at the triumph that he knew was at his hands.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    The HH-60 Pave Hawk settled in for a landing along the wooded line of Thorn’s island.  Chief Thompson knew that Rufus took a huge leap of faith giving the coordinates of his home to their unit and he had full confidence that setting up this meeting was the right thing to do.  As first squad disembarked the helicopter, they set up a defensive perimeter around the transport, but Jack and Colonel Mitchell stepped out and went forward to meet the people who were approaching to greet them.  The sun had not quite set yet, so Jack knew that none of the vampires that called the island home would be among those nearing the helicopter.
 
   Jack recognized a few faces from his time on the island, but a tall man with dark, wavy hair and goatee stepping lively in a grey business suit in the lead was a new face to him.  They stopped at the end of the path and waited for the hunters to close the distance.  From the rear of the helicopter, Nadia and Natashia stepped out and kept their heads low, the wind from the rotors, blowing their hair about.  The man with the dark hair suddenly smiled upon seeing them.  
 
   Nadia and Natashia turned to follow Jack and Colonel Mitchell when they spotted the dark haired man.  Nadia suddenly burst out, “Father!” and Natashia turned to spot him standing at the end of the path.  Nadia was already running to greet him.  For a fleeting moment, she was six years old again, her pale hair glowing in the twilight as she played in the evening air catching fireflies to place in a jar.  Viktor had to blink twice to see her as the young woman that she truly was.  
 
   Her embrace nearly knocked him from his feet and he stumbled at the end of the path, her laughter a tonic to his soul.  Oh, how he had missed his little girl.  When he looked up again, his beautiful Tasha was before him, as lovely as the day they were wed.  His heart broke all over again.  He pulled her to him and held her so tightly, he breathed in her scent and nuzzled her neck.  It felt good just to know that she was real.  He kept staring at his Tasha, but Nadia was saying something to him, pulling him as she used to when she was little…there was something she wanted to show him, someone she wanted him to meet.  But that would have to wait.
 
   “In a moment, sweetheart.  I have formal business for Rufus, first.  All in good time, my dear.”  He told her, and her smile never left her face.  His family was together again.
 
   When the Colonel reached the path the tall man extended his hand to him, “My name is Viktor and I shall escort you to Monsieur Thorn.”  The man’s face was all business, but he offered a smile, Nadia still clinging to his arm.
 
   “Colonel Matt Mitchell.  Thank you for your hospitality.” Matt tried his best to be friendly, but his nervousness was evident.
 
   Viktor turned and escorted the team into the rear courtyard of the castle.  The sentries at the spires evident, however, their eyes were not on the team below but to the skies and the ocean beyond.  “Please, forgive the security measures, Colonel.  This is a rather…historical meeting.  Monsieur Thorn would rather be careful, than careless.  I’m sure you understand.”  No mention was made of the fact that the team behind Colonel Mitchell was fully armed.
 
   “I understand completely, Viktor.  From what Jack has told me, there are those who would like to prevent us from knowing the truth about a lot of things that have happened in the past.” Matt said.
 
   “This is very true.  The Lamia Humanus are a very ruthless group.  They see humans as nothing more than a meal.  Even though they once were human themselves, many of them, anyway.” Viktor lead them through the great parlor and the dining hall, smells of a banquet being prepared washed through the hallways.  “Monsieur Thorn has prepared a feast in your honor this evening.  I hope you will be our honored guests and attend?”
 
   Matt looked at Jack with raised eyebrows.  “I didn’t know anything about it Colonel.”
 
   Nadia finally let go of her father and grasped Jack’s arm.  “You must, Jack!  Rufus would be so disappointed if you didn’t.  You know how he is about these things.” She said.
 
   “I do?” Jack said.  “I mean, I do.  I guess.” 
 
   “So, this is Jack?” Viktor said, stopping and turning to face the couple.  
 
   “Yes, daddy.  This is Jack.  This is what I wished to tell you about earlier.” She was absolutely bubbly.
 
   Viktor did not appear happy, but before he could say anything else, Natashia stepped forward and placed her hand on his shoulder, “Don’t even think about it, my husband.”  Viktor turned and glared at her and she shot him a stare that Jack couldn’t even begin to read.  It was a cross between seduction and hate, between ‘I dare you’ and ‘I’m gonna screw your brains out’.  It scared him and turned him on at the same time.  He swore to himself, if Nadia ever looked at him like that, he’d probably wet himself before he said, ‘yes, dear’ to whatever she wanted.
 
   “This way, please.” Viktor said through clenched teeth.
 
   The group continued to follow him through the castle until they got to the meeting room.  Jack recognized it as the room where Rufus had held the meeting with the Lamia Beastia council where he was introduced to them and he gave his impromptu speech.  He thought he did a pretty decent job.  It must have worked though, as they decided to allow Rufus the time to try to set up this meeting and viola!  Here they were.
 
   The team walked in and Viktor opened his arms to show them the table.  “Please, take a seat wherever you wish.  Monsieur Thorn will be here momentarily.”
 
   Natashia left with Viktor but Nadia stayed with Jack.  As each squad member sat, servers came in and brought refreshments.  Water with ice, wine, soft drinks, pastries, breads, fruits and cheeses were all laid out for the men.  “Nice spread.” Lamb stated.
 
   “These are only refreshments.  The meal will be shortly.” Nadia informed him.
 
   “Sweet!” Jacobs said, taste testing the goodies.
 
   Jack sat down and got a drink while they waited.  Mitchell noted that the table was round, like King Arthur’s where nobody sat at the ‘head’ of the table.  Nobody was ‘above’ the other, and everybody had a good view of the other.  Matt glanced around the room, checking out the decorations.  “Who would have thought an English castle would be sitting on an island in south Texas?” he muttered.
 
   “Not many do.” A French accent answered.  Matt turned to see a vampire walking in from a side door.  “Please, forgive my tardiness.  One must make an entrance though, oui?” Rufus said with a smile.
 
   “Rufus!” Nadia exclaimed and jumped up to hug him.
 
   “Nadia.”  He hugged her and kissed each cheek.  “It is good you have returned safely.  I worried.”
 
   “Jack kept me safe.” She whispered.
 
   “I knew he would.” He whispered back with a wink.
 
   Jack had stood and went forward to make introductions.  “Colonel Matt Mitchell, may I introduce Monsieur Rufus Thorn.  Rufus, this is my commanding officer, Colonel Matt Mitchell.”   The two shook hands, Matt noting the coldness of Rufus’ touch.
 
   “Thank you so much for agreeing to meet with me, Colonel.”
 
   “My pleasure, Mr. Thorn.  Jack said we needed to discuss this matter of the…um, what are they called?  The bad guy vampires?”
 
   “Lamia Humanus.” Rufus answered.  “But I do like the ‘bad guy vampire’ descriptor.  Very apt, non?”
 
   “If what the Chief is telling me is accurate, then yes, sir.  It is very accurate.” Matt stated.  “Let me start off with an apology.  If there truly is a large contingency of vampires out there that have sworn to defend human life with their very own, and have sustained themselves with the blood of livestock?  And if our people have been mislead into hunting these vampires down erroneously and killing them, then…I owe you and your people one hell of an apology.” Matt was staring Rufus in the eye, trying to read the vampire.  He was tough, like stone.  He would be a world class poker player.
 
   “Thank you, Colonel.  Your words are comforting and, I can tell, very heartfelt.” Rufus replied.  “It makes me feel…well, I was going to say ‘warm’ inside but…”  Rufus tried to make a joke, but it was lost on the hunters.  He sighed.  “Sorry.  Poor attempt at vampire humor.”  He nodded and smiled at them as they suddenly realized what he saying.  “Anyhow, thank you very much, Colonel for your kind words.  I know that if we work together, we can make a very large difference in how things go in the future.”
 
   Matt stepped back and considered Rufus’ words.  “And how would you like to see the future go, Mr. Thorn?”
 
   “Ah.  Direct and to the point.  I like this.” He smiled.  “Very well, Colonel.  If I may?”  Rufus stood at the table and motioned for the others to take their seats.  Jack had seen Rufus give the other Lamia Beastia familia great oration while on his feet and figured he was in for a pretty good speech.  He sat back in his chair, a handful of grapes at the ready.
 
   “Colonel, you and your hunters…nay, hunters worldwide are a force to be reckoned with.  This is a fact that cannot be argued.  The Lamia Beastia is proposing an agreement with you, the human hunters, that would be both mutually beneficial, but also…”
 
   Rufus’ oration was interrupted as one of the servants came in and approached him, wide eyed and fearful.  Rufus did not become angry, but merely confused.  “I asked for us not to be disturbed Tonya.  What could possibly be so important?”
 
   The young lady whispered in his ear something that, even with their augmented hearing, the hunters couldn’t hear.  If it were at all possible for a vampire’s face to drain of color, Rufus’ face drained of even more.  He stiffened where he stood and dismissed the girl.  He paused a moment while he considered his options, then turned to the colonel.  “Colonel Mitchell, rather than stand on ceremony, may I be so pretentious as to beg your forgiveness in advance?  Something has come up…something of grave importance that may well affect us both.”
 
   Matt was taken aback.  What could possibly have come up that could put off this meeting that Jack made sound so important?  “If you say so.” Matt responded slowly, unsure of any other answer.  “Would you like us to come back another day?”
 
   “No.”  Rufus answered a little too quickly.  “In fact, if you wouldn’t mind…just wait here a little bit longer.  I hope to take care of this matter rather quickly…or, as quickly as I can.  If you could just give me as much time as your patience will allow.”  He sighed.  “I can’t explain at the moment, but it would be in both of our best interests if…” Rufus sighed again.  “Somebody else has arrived unannounced at the island.  An emissary of a common enemy.  It would be in both of our best interests if they don’t know that you’re here.”
 
   Matt understood now what Rufus was getting at.  “Okay.  I gotcha.  You need to find out what they want before we go any further.”
 
   “Partly, yes, but I also need to ensure that they don’t discover that your group is here either.  This party arrived by watercraft and they couldn’t have seen your aircraft because the castle is between the docks and where you landed.”  He explained.  “So, if you could please excuse me, and…please, if you and your men could try to be as quiet as possible?  I’ll get back with you as quickly as I can.”
 
   “Of course.  Take your time.” Matt said, not entirely understanding, but taking Thorn’s word on it based entirely upon Jack’s trust in the man…er, vampire.
 
   Rufus hurriedly excused himself and stepped out of the room.  Matt turned to Jack.  “Any idea what the fuck that’s about?” he whispered.
 
   “No clue, sir.”  Jack turned to Nadia.  “Do you?”
 
   “No.  But I live here, so I can find out.” She smiled.  
 
   “Oh, no.  If this is a common enemy, I don’t want anything to happen that might tip a hand.” Jack said.  “Rufus wants us to stay put, and we’re going to stay put.” 
 
   “He wants ‘you and your men’ to stay put, Jack.” She corrected him.  “I live here.  Besides, you can’t stop me.” She stood up and started for the door before Jack could grab her.
 
   “Let her go, Chief.”  Matt whispered.  “It’s not worth making a scene over.  Besides, she’s right.  This is her home.  She belongs here, right?”
 
   Jack gritted his teeth.  He had to admit…they were both right.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Rufus hurried down the hall toward his study.  Viktor was waiting just outside the hall for him with his jacket.  When he saw Rufus he went down the hall and met him and helped him into his evening jacket.  “He only arrived a short time ago.  He’s an emissary from Rome.  An emissary of the Sicarii.” Viktor stated.
 
   “The Sicarii?”  Rufus asked. “Are you sure?  I thought perhaps she had gotten the name wrong…the Sicarii is supposedly just a myth.” He whispered.  Rufus felt his own hands trembling as he buttoned his jacket.  “How do we know he’s not an imposter?”
 
   “He held the seal upon a parchment.  It looked quite accurate to me.  He said that you would know.” Viktor’s eyes betrayed him.  Rufus knew that Viktor recognized it from his own studies in the Vatican vaults.
 
   “How do I look?” he asked, knowing that it wouldn’t matter.
 
   “Elegant, sir.” Viktor stated, brushing non-existent lint from his shoulders.  
 
   “Very well.  Let us do this.”  He stepped toward his study and Viktor opened the door for him.  As he entered, he felt somewhat violated to find the emissary rifling through his belongings on his shelves.
 
   “Monsieur Rufus Thorn.” Viktor announced clearly.  Rufus entered the study and stood at attention.
 
   “Ah, Monsieur Thorn, it is nice to finally meet you in person.  You are a very difficult person to track down.” The emissary stated, turning from Rufus’ personal items.  Rufus eyed the vampire.  He reminded him of Napoleon.  Short, slightly balding, pudgy in the middle, not much to look at, a self-important air about him based entirely on his perceived station in life.  
 
   “What can I do for you, Monsieur…”
 
   “Cable.  Stanton Cable. Of the Bedford Cables.  Perhaps you’ve heard of us?” he said in his self absorbed tone.
 
   “Non.  But that is entirely my own fault, Monsieur Cable.  I prefer the isolation of my island and do not get away much.  I’m not one for keeping up with who is who, I’m afraid.” Thorn smiled.
 
   “Hmph.  Well, you should get out more.” He said obstinately.  “How are you supposed to know who you are dealing with, anyway?”
 
   “Yes, that could be problematic.”  Thorn tried to be diplomatic, but it was very difficult with someone who was more concerned with their previous standing in life than with their current position in death.  “Again, Monsieur, what can I do for you?”
 
   Stanton paused and studied Rufus.  “In a bit of a hurry, Mr. Thorn?  Have another engagement perhaps?”
 
   “Actually, we do, Monsieur.  So, if you please?” Rufus smiled as pleasantly as he could muster.
 
   “What could possibly be so important as to interrupt an emissary of the Sicarii?” he asked, looking down his nose…rather, up his nose toward Rufus.
 
   “The Sicarii?”  Rufus repeated.  “Well, Monsieur, you see Viktor here?” Rufus indicated the tall dark gentleman who entered with him.  “He is my second and he has just returned after a very long extended overseas engagement.  We are in the midst of throwing a welcome home feast for him and his family.  And since the Sicarii is a myth handed down from vampiri to vampiri for centuries…”
 
   “A myth?!”  Cable exclaimed.  “A myth? A myth you say?”  He smirked as he reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a papyrus scroll with a wax seal.  The seal held the mark of the Sicarii upon it.  Crossed daggers with a sand scarab emblazoned across the front.  “Does this look like a myth to you?” he asked as he tossed it upon Rufus’ desk.
 
   “Non.  It does not.”  Rufus said as he reached to pick it up.  The emissary pulled a dagger and attempted to stab at Rufus’ hand but before he could Rufus knocked the dagger away and pinned the emissary against the wall of his study.  In the blink of an eye, Viktor had pulled a sword, as if from the very air itself and held it to the emissary’s throat.  The little vampire hissed and kicked his feet in protest.
 
   “You come into my home and disrespect me in front of my own people, and then you attempt to pull a blade on me?” Rufus asked his canines descended into attack position.  “What kind of fool are you?”
 
   “I am an emissary of the Sicarii.  I am untouchable!” the little vampire hissed.
 
   Rufus continued to hold him against the wall while he struggled and hissed and fought against him.  He laughed in the little vampire’s face while Viktor chuckled, the tip of the sword never wavering.  “You truly are a fool.” He hissed into his ear.  “I am the only master of this castle.  Even an emissary of the Sicarii does not come into another vampire’s castle and make threats in his master’s name.”
 
   “He does when his master has willed him into his service!” he hissed.
 
   “I have not been willed into his service until the seal is broken!” Rufus informed him of his error.  At once the emissary realized his mistake and his eyes bulged.  He could be tortured and killed and it would be completely legal by vampire law.  His own ego had got the better of him.
 
   Rufus set him down and Viktor put his sword away.  Rufus was seething with anger.  “You had better leave now before I decide to feed you to my dogs.” He said.  He turned and picked up the scroll.  He used his sharpened nail to cut along the edge of the wax seal in order to open the scroll without breaking the seal itself.  A technicality, but it allowed him to read the order without being bound to it.  With his back turned to the emissary, the emissary could only see that he held the scroll up and was reading it.
 
   “You are bound now, Monsieur.  Be glad that I don’t rip your head off and feed IT to your dogs.” He spat as he quickly headed out of the study and back out the way he came.
 
   “Has he left?” Rufus asked quietly.
 
   Viktor listened intently.  “Yes.  He is in the front courtyard and making his way to the boats.”
 
   “That was too close.” Rufus sighed.  “Entirely too close.”
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   “Are we wasting our time here?” Matt asked, obviously frustrated.
 
   Jack sat next to him, trying not to fidget.  The rest of the squad members had snacked and were bored.  They had stared at the walls and although they wanted to keep the noise to a minimum, playing rock, paper, scissors could only take them so far before thoughts of throwing grapes and chunks or cheese at other became a temptation.
 
   “I don’t think so.  Skipper, Rufus isn’t the type of person to blow you off unless something seriously important came up.” Jack whispered.  “He says somebody shows up here unannounced that is a common threat then my guess is that probably somebody from the bad guy vampire group may have gotten wind of our meeting somehow and they came to find out if we were really going to show up.”
 
   “I don’t see how.  We just decided this afternoon to even come here.” Matt said disgustedly.  “That would infer that we had a rat in our midst and I don’t buy that for a second.”
 
   Jack sat back in his chair with a sigh.  “Me neither.  But someone in Rufus’ group gave me that satellite phone and there’s a possibility that it had a tracker embedded in it.  Maybe somebody here notified them we were coming after we called?”
 
   Matt shook his head.  “Not enough time for them to arrange anything, Phoenix.  I just don’t see it.”  But he had to admit, anything was possible.  “But, I suppose we’ll find out when we gets back.”  Matt glanced at his watch.  “If he comes back.”
 
   Nadia came through the side door and slipped over close to Jack.  “I have word.” She said as she took her seat.  
 
   “That wasn’t cool.” Jack said, staring her down.
 
   She ignored his glare and continued.  “Do either of you know what a Sicarii is?” she asked.
 
   “No, I’ve never heard of it.” Mitchell said, listening intently.  The rest of the squad had taken note and was listening as well, but none seemed to recognize the name either.
 
   “Doesn’t ring a bell with me either.” Jack said, still not happy with her giving him the slip.
 
   “The vampire who came here to see Rufus claims to have been an emissary of the Sicarii.” She said.  “I don’t know exactly what that is, but it seems to have Rufus quite shaken and even my father is upset.”
 
   “I’m not following you.” Mitchell said.  “What is a Sicarii?”
 
   “I don’t know, but my father is not easily shaken.  He is a Lycan of the First Order.  A warrior wolf.  He does not get shaken.” She stated.  “He strikes fear into the hearts of our enemies.”
 
   Mitchell and Thompson exchanged glances.  This was a good time to pick up this information…
 
   Rufus entered the main doors with Viktor in tow.  “Please, forgive my absence.” He said, his face solemn.  He approached Colonel Mitchell and said simply, “A word, Colonel, if you don’t mind.  Your men are free to begin the feast if they like, or they may wander the grounds and wait until we are done.”
 
   Mitchell looked at Jack who simply shrugged.  “What about Jack?”
 
   “He may attend if you like.  Is he your second?”
 
   Mitchell pondered his question a moment.  “Not technically, but considering our circumstances, he is more of an emissary to you, wouldn’t you say?  He is the one that brought the two of us together.  I thought that perhaps you might feel more comfortable having him with us during our meeting.”
 
   “It would seem that the initial subject of our meeting is a rather moot point now, Colonel.”  Rufus stated.  “A much larger and much more dangerous threat has arisen that will require both our attention and our immediate action if we are to survive it.”
 
   Mitchell rose with a suspicious glare.  “What are you saying, Thorn?”
 
   “I’m saying that the visitor I just had…delivered a message that not only involves me and my people, but will have nothing but a negative impact on you and your people.”  He stared Mitchell in the eye.  “And bring certain death to the rest of the world if we do not act as one.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Second Squad had already made landfall in central Ohio and was approaching the target area.  “OpCom, Team Leader, we are on approach.  One click to target.” Apollo whispered into his lip mic.
 
   He held his team on the outskirts of the small rural town.  The triangulation indicated that the cell call had come from Tufo’s home or immediately nearby. Apollo scanned the area and found that the highest structure in the area was the water tower.  He turned to Mueller and ordered, “Sierra-Two, take overwatch.  Water tower, double-time.”
 
   “Roger that.” He responded and took off, low and fast.  He stayed to the covered areas but moved quickly and was soon at the base of the tower.  Apollo observed him cover the distance and noted that the ladder ascending the tower was a solid twelve feet from the ground, but Robert took a running jump to grab the lower rungs and pulled himself up easily.  Once he was set up at the walkway around the tower, he came back over the radio.  “Eyes on the target area.  We have one on the roof with a rifle and scope…not paying attention.  No movement at the windows.”  There was a slight pause before he came back.  Switching to pulsed microwave.  “We have four bodies upright with weapons inside and a fifth sitting in a chair.  Appears to be our man.  Hands appear to be tied behind his back.”
 
   “Copy that.  Go silent and take out the eyes on the roof.”
 
   Apollo watched through the field glasses along the roofline.  He couldn’t see the shooter on the roof, but he saw a pink mist appear near a dormer that had hidden the sniper.  “Good shot.  Maintain overwatch.  Let us know if anything heads our way.”
 
   “Copy that.” Robert responded.
 
   The team made good time closing in on the house, always keeping an eye on the windows and anybody who might be inside.  As they were coming in, Apollo radioed Laura, “OpCom, any chance we have a layout of the interior of Mark’s house?”
 
   “Negative, Team Leader.  You’re going in blind.”
 
   “You heard the lady.  Anything standing is fair game.  But we want to keep at least one of them alive so we can figure out what the hell is going on here, got it?” he barked.
 
   He got a round of affirmations before they approached the house.  Using hand signals, Apollo sent Dom and Pedro to the south side of the property while he and Hammer took the front and north side.  Taking quick peeks through the windows they could get an idea of where everybody was, and Hammer reported seeing Tufo tied up, his forehead bloody in the dining room.  Apollo verified with Mueller that nobody was upstairs.  On his mark, each man was to take a kill shot, Apollo was to wound his, charge in and subdue the man for questioning.  
 
   He began his countdown when a commotion inside broke out and he aborted the count.  He could hear the voices rising and his man was yelling into a radio.  He turned to the others, ‘If that son of a bitch fell asleep on the roof, I’ll kill him’ and then the man turned for the door.  Apollo turned his back to the wall and prepared to nab him as he came out the door.  “On my mark, take em down.” He whispered into his lip mic.”
 
   The door flew open and the man stepped onto the porch.  “Jennings, you son of a…”  
 
   “Go.” Apollo whispered and a trio of shots whispered out through suppressed weapons as Apollo pulled the man into him and held a very large knife to his throat, his other hand pulling the short barreled assault rifle from his hands.  He slid his back along the wall and took the man back into the house.  “Converge on me.” He stated simply into his lip mic and the team fell into the house.
 
   The man who had stepped onto the porch knew instantly who had him, but they weren’t expected yet.  He was shaking and sweat began to pop out on his forehead.  He glanced out the window and an evil grin slid across his features.  “What you grinnin’ at pendejo?” Gonzales asked him.
 
   “Your imminent death.” He smiled back at them.
 
   “Sierra-Four, untie Tufo.” Apollo ordered to Popo.  “Make sure he’s okay.”  He turned the abductor around and pushed him against the wall, the point of his blade against his throat.  “Why are you here?”
 
   “To bring you out to play, of course.” The man grinned at him like a fool.
 
   “Well, lucky you, asshole.”  Apollo said.  “We’re here.  How about we play, ‘Pin the Asshole to the Wall’?”
 
   “Go ahead.  Have your fun.  Very soon it shall be you who are crucified.” The man said.  Apollo pushed the blade a little harder against his throat, drawing just a drop of blood as Tufo stepped out of the dining room rubbing his wrists.  
 
   “Stop!” he yelled, quickly stepping up to Apollo and reaching for the blade.  “They have my wife and daughter.” He explained his eyes desperate.  
 
   Apollo pulled the blade back enough that the man against the wall exhaled, not realizing he had been holding his breath.  “Where are they?”  Apollo asked through gritted teeth.
 
   The man smirked.  “I bet you’d like to know, wouldn’t you?” he spat.
 
   Mueller cut across the ear bud.  “Fast movers, Apollo.  Headed your way.”
 
   “Which direction, Sierra-Two?”  he asked.
 
   “From the railway.  You only have a few minutes at best.” He said.  “I might can get one or two, but there’s at least a half dozen and they’re quick.”
 
   “Stop what you can, Two.  We’re tied up at the moment.”  Apollo turned back to the man who was now smiling like the cat who swallowed the canary.  “Think it’s funny, asshole?  ‘Cuz I don’t fucking play!”  
 
   Apollo pulled his sidearm and blew a hole through the man’s knee cap.  The man howled in pain and tried to drop to the floor, but Apollo held him pressed to the wall.  “Hurts like a bitch, don’t it?  You got any idea how many more joints I can fuck up ‘til your blood sucking buddies get here?”  He stared the gasping man in the eyes.  “A lot fucker, now where’s his family?”  He placed the barrel against the man’s other knee and the man spit at him.  
 
   “I’m going to enjoy watching them rip your goddamn heads off!” he yelled.
 
   “Oh, yeah?  You fucking think so?”  Apollo moved the barrel from his kneecap to his balls and pressed tightly.  “Maybe I ought to squeeze the trigger now?” he asked.
 
   “No!” the man begged.  “No…they…they’re three houses down.” He gasped, pointing south of their location.
 
   “Two, three houses south.  Check for two females, a woman and a girl.”
 
   “Copy that, wait one, Team Leader.”  After a short pause.  “Bingo, Team Leader.  Nobody’s watching them.  They appear to be alone and tied back to back at the rear of the building.”
 
   “Roger that.” Apollo turned to Dom.  “Take Mark and get his family the fuck out of here.”  He turned to Tufo.  “You got a car?”
 
   “There’s a Jeep behind the house.”  He said.
 
   “Go get it and meet Sierra-Three at the house three doors down.”  Mark turned to head out the back when Apollo called him back.  He tossed him the assault rifle he took from the abductor.  “You remember how to use this, Marine?”  Tufo glanced down at the Sig 552.  
 
   He pulled the magazine, checked the chamber and replaced the magazine, setting the safety.  “Once a Marine, always a Marine.” He smirked.
 
   “Semper Fi, buddy.” Apollo said, throwing him a salute.  “Get your family and head to Wright-Patterson.  Laura will have shit set up for you there.”
 
   “Roger that.” Tufo said and returned the salute before heading out the back for his Jeep.
 
   “OpCom, we have fast runners inbound.  We could sure use some air support.  Any chance we could get the Predator out here sometime soon?” Apollo asked.
 
   “Predator is inbound, Team Leader.  My bad on that one, Apollo.  As soon as Over watch reported inbound, I dispatched it from the C-130, but it should have already been in the sky.  I’m sorry.”
 
   “No worries, ma’am.  We’ll hold 'em off as long as we have to until the birdie can chop ‘em up.” He answered back.  
 
   “If the birdie can chop them up.” Mueller came back.  “I’ve never seen anything move this fast Team Leader.  They’ll be there any second.  Prepare for breach.” Apollo could hear the hiss report of Bob’s rifle through his mic.
 
   “You heard the man, prepare for breach.” Apollo ordered as the first vampire burst through the door and was lit up in a rapid hail of silver shrapnel.  “Blowing smoke!” Apollo barked, as he set off a smoke grenade and rolled it onto the porch.
 
   The smoke grenade also emitted silver nitrate which was poisonous to the vampires.
 
   “Grenade!” Popo yelled as he lobbed a UV phosphorus grenade out the window and a shriek was heard immediately after.  Broken glass was heard upstairs and the team knew one had jumped to the roof and came through an upstairs window.
 
   “Two, give me a count.” Apollo came over the coms.
 
   “Too many too fast.  Best guess is at least a dozen.  Maybe more.” He reported.   “I dropped four on their way in.”
 
   “When these fuckers set a trap, they set a trap.” Hammer muttered as he cut a vampire in half with his P90.  “Changing mag!”
 
   “Covering!” Popo yelled as he turned to cover Hammer and dropped another vampire who tried to reach Hammer through a window he had been firing from.  “Fuck, they’re everywhere!”
 
   “Cut the chatter, and hold these fuckers back until the drone gets here.” Apollo said.
 
   “Drone is three minutes outbound Team Leader.” Laura stated calmly over the coms.
 
   All of the team members knew that in a frenzied attack, three minutes was a lifetime.  At the rate they were burning through ammunition and grenades, they may not last three minutes.  The vampires were swarming the house like ants and what started out as a few turned into a dozen, then two dozen, and quickly turned into fifty, and then more.  Their bullets were riddling the walls, destroying windows and doors and making the house unsafe to be in, but with no place left to go, they had to defend the only structure they had.
 
   Mueller couldn’t fire into the building itself without fear of possibly hitting one of his team mates, but he could pick off those that had jumped to the roof to enter through windows.  Those that arrived late and were milling around the front trying to decide which avenue of attack might be best were also targeted.  He was taking his time, picking his targets and dropping them, knowing that it wasn’t doing a lot of good, but every dead vampire was one less his team would have to eventually deal with when a shadow fell across him.  It wasn’t completely dark out yet, the sun had dropped below the horizon when the monsters rushed to attack and the few vestiges of light that was out gave a fading twilight to the night as the battle waged, but it was just enough light that he noticed the shadow.  Robert rolled to his left, bringing the SCAR up with him and shooting the vampire under the chin.  The gore that exploded from its head painting the side of the water tower and covering his black uniform with blood and bits of brain and debris.
 
   He spit and scraped goo from his eyes.  Glancing as far around the tower as he could, it appeared to be clear.  Robert abandoned his post long enough to set a trip wire with a UV phosphorus grenade then went back to work sniping.  “Team Leader, overwatch.  I was discovered, but dispatched the intruder.  Back on duty.  Drone is approaching.”  In the every darkening skies he could barely see the white of the predator as it made its approach.  Robert went back to targeting those vampires that had made it to the roof to prevent them from gaining access to the interior of the house.
 
   “Copy that overwatch.” Apollo responded.  “Damn glad you’re okay.  Even more glad that bird finally made it.” The relief evident in his voice.
 
   The battle below at the residence continued on and from Robert’s vantage point he could now hear pops like firecrackers.  The team must have run out of ammunition in their carbines and reverted to their sidearms.  Vampire bodies were strewn about the exterior of the house and roof, the drone making a single pass spewing fire, tracers lighting the sky and cutting the remaining vampire to ribbons when the team emerged from the front and rear of the house.  
 
   Robert watched Apollo come from the front and Hammer and Popo come from the rear and work their way forward, finishing off any remaining stragglers that may have just been wounded.  A high velocity silver bullet that passed through a non-vital area may allow a vampire to live.  It’s best to shoot them in the head or heart to make sure.  Robert observed the team through his scope when his UV phosphorus grenade went off and a shrieking scream was heard behind him.  He doubled back to find a crispy vampire huddled near the top of the ladder where he had set his tripwire.  For good measure he put a single silver round through its head, then broke down his overwatch site and slid down to the ground.
 
   Mueller approached the team who sat around the remains of Tufo’s house, kicking over the bodies and checking for survivors.  “Fuck.  What a shit storm, eh?”
 
   “All of this to drag us out here?  What for?” Apollo asked.   “I don’t get it.  Was this another fucking test?”
 
   “If it was, it was a lot better than the last one.” Hammer stated.
 
   Popo was looking around the area, a confused expression painted on his features.  “Hey, boss?  Where’s S3?”
 
   Apollo glanced around the carnage.  He counted four team members.  “I sent him with Tufo.  He should have been back right after the shit hit the fan…”  Apollo glanced down the street at the third house down.  “Which house was it, Bob?”
 
   “Green roof.  Closed shutters.” He answered.
 
   Apollo smacked Hammer across the chest.  “You’re with me.  You two, stay here, wait for me to call for backup.  Cleanup crew should be on their way.” He said absently, his eyes glued to the house with the green roof.  
 
   Apollo and Hammer took off at a trot.  When they reached the house, the front door had been left open.  They went in with night vision and cleared the house.  They found where Tufo’s wife and daughter had been tied up, their ropes sliced clean through.  They went back out the front and saw what looked like marks in the gravel where someone had left very quickly, throwing gravel behind them, but no Dominic.
 
   “Team Leader to Sierra-three, come in.”  Apollo stated over the coms.  He waited impatiently.  After a moment he repeated, “Team Leader to SIERRA THREE, come in.”  
 
   “Maybe his coms are down?” Hammer offered.
 
   Apollo gave him a sideways look.  “Even if they were, he’d find a way to let us know his location.”  He keyed his lip mic again, “Team Leader to SIERRA THREE, what’s your 20?”  Again, there was no reply.
 
   Apollo stepped out on to the gravel road.  He tried to put himself in Dom’s shoes.  I’m in the house, I get Tufo’s wife and daughter free, load them in the Jeep, send them on their way.  I hear the attack begin…look for a good place to fire from!  Apollo glanced around.  Across from the house was a small outbuilding.  He jogged to it and switched on his Maglight.  In the ankle high grass he found spent shell casings.  He picked one up and held it out to Hammer.  “He came here to fight from.”
 
   Hammer glanced around.  There weren’t many casings.  “Not for long though, boss.  Not many casings.” He observed.
 
   Apollo had to agree.  He looked at the grass and could see where it had been trampled somewhat and followed a bit of a path to the other side where they found more casings.  Then it seemed as though he just fell off the planet.
 
   “What the fuck?” Apollo yelled, throwing the spent casings he picked up back on the ground.  “It’s not like he just sprouted wings and flew off?!”
 
   Hammer looked up at the roof of the shed.  He couldn’t imagine Dom climbing up there, and even if he had, where would he have gone?  There was nothing else around.  “Could he have doubled back?”
 
   Static burst across the ear bud and Apollo touched his mic.  “SIERRA THREE?  Dom, come in!” he yelled.
 
   “Mr. DeGiacomo will not be joining you for the rest of his life.” The voice said slowly and deliberately.  Apollo looked at Hammer, whose eyes widened.  
 
   “Who is this?” Apollo ordered over the coms.
 
   “That is of no importance, suffice to say, I got what I came for.  You may leave now.  Thank you very much.”  And the coms went dead.
 
   Apollo’s jaw ticked and his vision went red with rage.  Hammer’s breath caught in his throat as he realized it had been a trap the entire time, not a test.  The blood suckers wanted one of the Monster Squad, not to see their capability.  “Fucker sounded Nordic, boss.”
 
   “Fucker sounded dead if I ever get my hands on him.” Apollo said through gritted teeth.  Slowly, Apollo reached up and keyed his lip mic. “OpCom, we have a problem.”
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   Finally it was dark enough that Damien felt safe to leave the nasty, dusty, smelly warehouses and break out on his own.  He just needed to slip past whatever guards that Foster had put in place, find a vehicle that was worthy of him, eat the driver, steal the car and head back to his father’s estate.
 
   He worked his way toward the front entrances and saw two of Foster’s main enforcers guarding the rollup doors.  They had opened them to allow trucks to enter in and go back out, bringing loads of drug addicts, homeless people, prostitutes and illegal aliens promised work into the warehouse to feed the masses then back onto the streets in search of more.  It was no easy task to feed an army these days.
 
   Damien didn’t want to seem too obvious so he raised his chin and squared his shoulders as he approached the guards.  He lived here, he should be able to come and go as he pleased.  As he approached the doors, one of the enforcers stepped in front of him.  “Where are you headed?” he asked.
 
   “To hunt.  Where do you think?” Damien stated, as if it should be obvious.
 
   “The docks are empty and Foster had meals catered in.” the enforcers informed him.
 
   “Seriously?  You call that a meal?  Have you smelled what they’ve brought in?” Damien gestured toward the homeless and the prostitutes.  “Do you even want to guess what’s swimming in her blood?” he said in a lowered voice.  “Skank on a stick?”  He shook his head.  “I don’t think so.” He tried to move past the enforcer who blocked him again.
 
   “There are plenty of immigrants you can feed from.” He said pointing to the Mexicans huddled at the far end of the warehouse still trembling in fear.
 
   “Oh, come on.” Damien whined.  “I don’t want Mexican tonight.  It gives me gas.”  The enforcer just raised his eyebrows.  “Seriously, you can taste the cumin in their blood!” he gestured wildly.  “They wreak of it…it seeps out of their pores!” he whined.  
 
   “Sorry, pal.  Mr. Foster’s orders.  Nobody leaves the warehouse.” The enforcer said.  Damien sighed.
 
   He would try one more angle.  “I just want to hunt a little, ya know?  Go to a bar, pick up a pretty girl with great big…” he gestured with his hands. “A huge…sweater…and take her back to her place and just…come on?!  Give a guy a break.  Please?”  He pleaded.  “What if I bring you back some, too?  What would you like?  A blonde?  Brunette?  Redhead?  Ten year old boy?”
 
   The enforcer gave him a bored look.  “Sorry.  No can do.  Mr. Foster gave explicit orders.  Now, if he comes to me and says, ‘this little peon has special permission to go out and hunt on his own while all the rest of you are on lockdown…’ well!  That would be different.” His condescending tone was more than Damien was willing to accept.
 
   Although he could feel that the enforcer was centuries older than he was and much, much larger, Damien’s pride was wounded and he wouldn’t stand for it.  He doubled his fist and punched the enforcer as hard as he could across his chin.  The enforcer’s head barely moved, but Damien’s fist cracked, his knuckles broken and bleeding and Damien hopped around, holding his hand, screeching.
 
   The enforcer turned and looked at his partner and shrugged then turned back to Damien. Once Damien was through with his display of pain, he turned back to the enforcer, huffing and puffing and pushing his chest out.  “Say something, you overstuffed…bag of…” obviously too flustered to think.
 
   The enforcer shrugged and shook his head.  “Ow?  I don’t know what you want me to say, man.  I mean, that looked like it really hurt.  You, I mean.  But, it doesn’t change anything.  You aren’t going out unless Mr. Foster says so.”
 
   “Argh!” Damien yelled as he stomped off in the opposite direction.
 
   “Like that little dufus could pick up a hot chick at a bar? Pfft!” the enforcer said after he left.
 
   Damien skulked around the warehouse.  There had to be another way out.  He checked all of the side doors, but they were alarmed.  He checked windows, but they were locked and alarmed as well.  The only place he couldn’t check were the offices that Paul Foster had turned into his own personal chambers.  There may well be a back way out through there, but with another set of guards at the entrance and Paul inside, it would be impossible to know.
 
   Damien stomped around the interior of the warehouse gettingangrier and angrier.  Finally, he decided to take his anger out on the humans huddled in the pens.  He went entirely past the homeless with their grime and body odors.  He glanced at the prostitutes, but most looked like they were either riddled with disease or strung out on dope.  With a heavy sigh he came to the pen full of immigrants and glanced through them.  Mostly the men were left, but he spied a few younger females hiding in the back.  He motioned for one to come to him and she refused, shaking and crying, crossing herself repeatedly.  He sighed again and jumped over the locked gate so that he could grab the girl.  Immediately the men began to pummel him and he swatted them away as if they were children.
 
   He stormed to the girl and lifted her from the ground with one hand, pulling her close to him.  He smelled her neck and this one, blessedly, didn’t stink of cumin or any of the peppery spices that he abhorred in Latin foods.  He held her back and looked at her.  “Hmm.  Not bad.  A little thin for my tastes.  I prefer my women to have a bit more meat on their bones.” He mumbled.  He held her up with one hand and spun her around.  When she spun back and he was able to see her face, he froze.  This was no meal.  No…this crying, quivering angelic face was not the face of a snack.  No, this was the face of his first and future bride.
 
   A sly smile crossed Damien’s face.  He pulled her close to him and asked her, “Do you speak English, my dear?”
 
   She had turned her gaze from the pale devil, knowing that death would soon come to her.  She was shocked when she heard him speak to her, his voice smooth like silk.  It took her a moment to realize that he was actually speaking to her before she answered, “Sí. Poquito.”
 
   “In English, please.” He whispered in her ear.
 
   “A leetle.” She answered.
 
   Damien’s smile stretched further.  His plans had suddenly changed, and to him, the change was all for the better.  “Oh, you and I are going to have such fun together, my dear.”  He placed her over his shoulder and leapt back over the fence, separating her from her family.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Matt and Jack entered the study as Rufus quietly shut the doors.  Both men stood at ease as Thorn made his way behind his French provincial desk and prepared to sit, “Please, gentlemen, make yourselves comfortable.” He said.  “We have much to discuss.  Forgive me.  Would you care for something first?  Brandy, cognac?” he asked.  
 
   Matt nodded.  “I’d take a scotch, with ice, if you have it.”
 
   Jack shrugged.  “The same is fine.  I’m not choosy.”  
 
   Rufus turned to his liquor cabinet and prepared the drinks.  As he did, he began his story, “Originally, I had hoped to come to an arrangement with you, Colonel.  An agreement, over the attacks your people have made over the years against the Lamia Beastia.  Attacks that were directed towards them by the Lamia Humanus…but now, things have taken a much more serious turn.”  He handed the two men their drinks and returned behind his desk.  He picked up the scrolled parchment.  “An emissary came tonight, of all nights, and brought this.”
 
   “What is it?” Matt asked, thinking the parchment itself looked very old.
 
   “It is a blood order from the Sicarii, conscripting me and all of mine into duty to serve him.” He stated sadly.  “I have my second, Viktor, contacting the rest of the Lamia Beastia now and warning them of the emissaries that are sure to come to them and warning them not to break the wax seal on the scroll, lest they be bound to him.”
 
   “I’m not following you.” Matt said.
 
   Rufus sighed and held up the document.  “It is written in an ancient language, but it is readable to all vampires.  It states, basically, that all who have been called, and those who have been sired by him or her are blood bound to answer the call of he who sired all,” Rufus looked up to face the two men, “that is the Sicarii.” Then continued reading, “in order that the great and glorious day of the vampiri shall rise up from the shadows and blah, blah, blah…here we go, Vampiri Armageddon.”  He set the scroll down and rubbed at the bridge of his nose.
 
   Matt looked at Jack and shrugged.  “I’m sorry, Mr. Thorn.  I’m still not following what’s going on.”
 
   Thorn looked up at the two men with something akin to shock.  “You do not understand?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Non.”  Thorn sat on the edge of his desk.  “For centuries it was only rumored that there was a single vampire who fathered the race of vampires, oui?  Do you follow me?” Matt nodded.  “Oui.  This vampire he was thought to be only legend.  But now, he steps out of the shadows and not only does he present himself, but he demands that all vampires be conscripted into his service for the sole purpose of the fall of mankind.  In a Vampire Armageddon that will sweep the entire world, he will destroy all that we hold dear, and place himself as supreme leader.”  Thorn sat back letting his words soak in.  “Now do you follow me?”
 
   Matt drained his scotch, not tasting it.  Jack sat there, stunned.  Suddenly his eyes lit up.  “Hey, is this the guy you told me about?  Before… when I was here?” he asked.
 
   “Oui.  It would be him.”  Rufus answered.
 
   “Why did you call him the Sicarii?  I thought you said he was…”
 
   “That is what he is.  He was an assassin before he became a disciple, and he began the Sicarii after he became a vampire.” Thorn answered.  “At least according to the legend.”
 
   “Who are you talking about?” Matt asked.
 
   “The head vampire.”  Jack answered excitedly.  “He’s the father of all the vampires.  The very first one.”  He turned to Matt.  “We track this fucker down and shove a stake up his ass or lob a silver nitrate grenade in his…”
 
   “Non!”  Rufus interrupted.  “He is too old and far too powerful for such things to affect him.  If you shot him with your silver bullets, it would only irritate him.  If you drove a stake into his heart, he would pull it out and kill you with it.”
 
   “There has to be something that would kill this guy.” Matt said.  “Nothing is unkillable.”
 
   Thorn thought for a moment.  “Perhaps sunlight.  I would think that only sunlight could possibly kill him at this point.”
 
   “Hey…” Jack interjected.  “But…if this guy is like, the originator of your species and we killed him, wouldn’t that mean that…?”
 
   “Oui.  Every vampire since creation would die along with him.”  Rufus said.  “An acceptable loss to prevent the Apocalypse, don’t you think?”
 
   “Works for me.” Matt said.
 
   “Not for me.”  Jack said.  “That’s bullshit!” he stood from his chair and set the untouched glass of scotch on the desk.  “Rufus doesn’t deserve to die just because this Judas is an asshat!”
 
   “Jack, it is an honorable death if it is to help save so many lives.” Rufus said, trying to calm him.
 
   “No, Rufus.  I’m not prepared to lose another friend in this war just because some fucknut thinks he needs to be crowned king of the world.” Jack growled through gritted teeth.
 
   Matt stood and placed a hand on his shoulder.  “First things first.  Let’s find out what his actual plan is and see if we can find a way to neutralize his forces.  If we can do that without taking out this…’fucknut’ then you won’t be risking Mr. Thorn.
 
   “Second, we need to take a look at what kind of forces we have ourselves.”  Matt turned to Rufus.  “How many do you have at your disposal?”
 
   Normally, Rufus wouldn’t give the human hunter that kind of information, but considering the circumstances, he didn’t feel they had much choice except to join their forces.  “We have an accord, then?”
 
   “Honestly, sir, I don’t see that there is any other choice.  I’ll be honest, we have 15 operators and maybe 100 support staff.  That’s not a huge number of…”
 
   “But you have the United States military at your disposal if necessary, oui?”
 
   Matt scratched his chin.  “That’s a tough one.  Possibly.  Considering the circumstances, most likely.  But I’m gonna have to do some serious tap dancing with my Oversight Committee.”
 
   Even without, Thorn knew that the hunters were a force to be reckoned with.  “Then we have an accord.” He stated and stuck out his hand.  “Normally we sign such things in blood, but considering the circumstances, I’ll take you at your word.” He said with a smile.  
 
   “Appreciate that.” Matt said shaking his cold hand.  “Now, as for your forces?”
 
   “I’ve recently made another accord that had brought under my power close to one hundred thousand vampires.” He started.  
 
   “One hundred thousand?” Matt said disbelievingly.
 
   “Oui.  But of those, barely half are worthy of taking to battle.  The rest could be used to distract the war machine.”  Thorn stated.  “But then there is the Lamia Beastia.  Of all of the familias, there are perhaps another…” he waved his hand as he ‘felt’ throughout the familia.  “two hundred thousand capable of doing battle, and being quite effective.”
 
   Matt fell back in his chair, his mouth agape.  “I wouldn’t have thought there were a hundred thousand vampires throughout the world, and you’re telling me you have three hundred thousand at your disposal?”
 
   “Oui.  And the Sicarii?  He will have many more.”  Thorn stated flatly.  “He may well be so powerful that he can pull my vampire forces away from me in the heat of battle.”  Thorn went back behind his desk and pulled a flask and poured himself a very dark, thick drink that was no doubt blood.  “Please forgive me, I rarely drink in the presence of company, but this is a rare circumstance.”  He sat down behind his desk and drummed his thick nails along the fine wood.
 
   “You spoke of this Sicarii like you know him, but you’ve never met him.” Matt stated.
 
   “Oui.  The legends tell us many stories, but over the centuries, we were able to separate the wheat from the chafe.” He replied.  “You know him as Judas Iscariot.”
 
   “No shit?” Matt exclaimed.
 
   “Yes, shit.” Jack answered.  “And this turd must be a floater because he’s reappeared after God knows how many centuries just to pull this.”
 
   Matt and Jack’s pagers went off at the same time.  Matt ignored his, but Jack glanced at his.  He punched a button and a text appeared.  “Oh, fuck.  Colonel, Dom was abducted by vamps while on mission.” Jack stated.
 
   Matt paled as he stood, “Will you excuse me a moment?”  
 
   “But, of course.  You may use my study if you wish for privacy.” Thorn offered.
 
   “Thank you.”  Thorn left and Jack followed him towards the door.
 
   “I’m gonna find the squad and fill them in.  You find out anything relevant, let me know?” Matt gave him a thumbs up as he dialed the base on his satellite phone.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Laura sat at the Operations Control Center on the verge of tears.  If she had been thinking and got the Predator drone in the air sooner, maybe this wouldn’t have happened.  If they could have realized that it was a trap from the beginning rather than another fucking test, they could have prevented Dom’s abduction.  If she could have…her thoughts were interrupted by the ringing of the center’s phone.  She glanced at the caller ID and immediately grabbed the receiver.  “Colonel, we lost Dom.” She nearly choked on the words.
 
   “I got your text, Laura.” He said calmly, even though he was madder than hell inside.  “What happened?” 
 
   “The boys thought it was another damned test then they got swarmed.  Dom was separated from the group getting Mark and his family out.  While he was separated from the group, they just…grabbed him.” She said.
 
   “Are we sure they actually got him?” he asked, worried that he might be KIA.
 
   “They called Apollo over the coms, sir.  They told him that they ‘got what they came for’ and that Mr. DeGiacomo would not be joining them for the rest of his life.” She felt a hot tear roll down her cheek as she thought of the large Italian man with the goofy, little boy’s humor.  She could only take pride in the fact that her voice didn’t crack while she spoke to him.
 
   “Very well, XO.  Get the cleanup crews done and get our boys home.” He sighed.  “And Laura…”
 
   “Yes, sir?”
 
   “Don’t you dare beat yourself up about this.” He ordered.  “Those boys are the best there is.  If they didn’t smell this trap coming, nobody could have.  You were a thousand miles away watching over a damned TV screen.  You couldn’t have done anything about it even if you had been there.”  She could hear him breathing over the line.  “Copy that?”
 
   “Copy that, sir.” But it didn’t erase the guilt she felt for not deploying the Predator sooner.  She placed the receiver back in the cradle and sat back in the chair.  She didn’t know why losing one operator hit her harder than losing all of First Squad had before.  Maybe it was because Mitchell had been at the helm then?  Maybe because she felt like she had screwed up this time?  She wanted to scream, she wanted to cry, she wanted to punch something, but she knew it would do nothing to bring Dom back.  She continued to monitor the cleanup crews and Second Squad as they provided perimeter watch.
 
   Every once in a while, she would key in their coms and listen to them plot their vengeance against the vampires that did this.  She wanted so badly to join them in planning their revenge, but knew she couldn’t.  She had to be OpCom and remain the detached voice in their ears.
 
   She heard a slight rap at the door and turned to find Evan leaning in the open doorway, a hot cup of coffee in his hand.  “Thought you might want a little something.” He offered.
 
   “Thanks.” She said, swiping at her eyes.
 
   “What’s wrong?” concern in his voice.
 
   “Dom was taken.” She choked out then steadied herself.  She cleared her throat as she took the cup from him.  “They got Tufo’s family out and in the heat of battle…the vampires got him.”
 
   “Is he dead?” Evan asked.
 
   “I don’t think so.” She answered.  “It was if they were after him.  Or one of the operators specifically.” She shook her head.  “It doesn’t really make sense, to sacrifice so many of their own to capture one of ours.”
 
   Evan studied her as she stared off into nothingness.  “Sure it does.” He said softly.  “Life means little to one who is already dead.  At least, not unless it’s their own life.” He offered a lopsided grin.  “If their goal was to kidnap one of the Monster Squad, then they’d give up at nothing less.”
 
   “But why?” she asked.  “To what end?”
 
   “Well, let’s see.” He said, pulling up a stool next to hers.  “Someone slips Phoenix a satellite phone that may or may not have been reprogrammed to GPS his coordinates to here.” He held up one finger. “Someone sets up a couple of minor scrapes on a full moon to ‘test’ their readiness and evaluate their responses.” Two fingers.  “Now someone kidnaps an operator right under our noses.” Three fingers.  “I’m not sure what it all adds up to, but someone is dang sure interested in the Monster Squad.” He wiggles the three fingers to emphasize.
 
   “Again, to what end?” she said, tears trying to escape.  “And you forgot about First Squad being torn to shreds last month.”
 
   Evan visibly flinched.  “Sorry.  I was still in jail at the time.” He offered a lame smile.
 
   She offered her own apologetic lame smile and leaned into his shoulder.  “What the hell is going on, Evan?”
 
   “The world is coming to an end and we didn’t get the memo, I suppose.” He joked lamely.
 
   “Probably.” She sighed.  “Maybe that Mayan calendar thing came early.  Or late.  I can’t remember when it’s supposed to happen.”
 
   “I think it came a bit early for them.” His brows knitted in thought.  “They did disappear, did they not?”
 
   “I really don’t care.”  She answered.  “I only care about getting Dom back.  If we can.”
 
   Evan’s mind raced through endless possibilities.  None of them ended with Dominic being alive and returned in one piece.
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   First Squad had worked their way around the castle, checking out the many opulent rooms and decorations and eventually followed their noses to the dining hall where the feast Thorn had promised them was set up.  Since Rufus had invited them to help themselves, they decided to do just that and were just starting to eat when Chief Thompson came in, his face a reflection of his mood.
 
   Lamb looked up from a fork full of sliced ham.  “What’s up, Chief?  What was the big hush-hush about?”
 
   “Quite a bit, actually.  But we just got word from Tinker.” He paused, unsure exactly how to begin.  “Dom was lost on a mission.” He stated.  Jack felt it was better to just throw it out and figure out how to smooth the wrinkles later.
 
   Donovan muttered an expletive and tossed his napkin across his plate, his stomach instantly soured.  “Not again.  First we lost First Squad and now Dom.  What gives?” he asked.  The others all were in agreement.
 
   “Look fellas, I don’t know the details.  I just know that we got a text while we were meeting with Rufus that Dom was captured by vampires while they were on a mission…” Jack began.
 
   “Isn’t that sort of fucking convenient?” Tracy asks, interrupting him.  “We’re here, having a meeting with a vampire, and then Dom gets snagged by vampires?” sarcasm dripping from his voice.
 
   Jack’s anger seethed, but he tried not to let it show.  “Rufus didn’t have anything to do with this, Gus.  I’ll put my reputation on it.” Jack stared the man down.  “We came here to negotiate with Rufus on a matter that impacts both of our groups, and as it turns out, something bigger and much worse came up before we ever got a chance to discuss what we came here for.” 
 
   “Really?  Like what?” Gus shot back, obviously unhappy with Jack’s siding with the vampire.
 
   “Like end-of-fucking-world serious, Gus.” Jack shot at him.  “Why don’t you pull that bigot-stick out of your ass for a moment and maybe I’ll explain it to you.” Jack gave him a sideways look that made Gus do a double take.
 
   Gus took a deep breath and set his silverware down.  He nodded his head and thought for a moment.  “Okay.  If you’re convinced that us being here has nothing to do with one of our own being taken…so be it.  I’ll accept it.”  He said.  “I don’t have to like it, but I’ll accept it.” He turned and gave Jack a hard look.  “But I’d really like to know what the hell is going on.”
 
   Jack sat at the head of the table and filled the boys in on what he and Matt had met with Rufus over.  He explained to them the history of the vampires as Rufus had told him when he was here at the  island prior to his return to the teams.  He also explained about the Vampire Armageddon and how this Sicarii vampire planned to take over the world.  He also explained that the teams were in a tentative agreement with Rufus to meet this threat and go to war to defend the human race from the vampire threat.  When he was done, the men sat there, obviously stunned.  Finally, Jacobs asked, “And we are supposed to trust that these ‘leaf-eater’ vampires aren’t going to turn on us at any given time?”
 
   Jack shook his head.  “They’ll do their best.” He said honestly.  “Look, they know it’s a crap shoot as much as we do.  They can only fight the control of this head dude so long.  Part of it has something to do with them not breaking the seal on that scroll order thing that he sent them.”  Jack shook his head.  “I’m not saying I understand it, I’m just telling it to you the way it was explained to me.  And I trust Rufus.”
 
   “That’s putting an awful lot of faith into an awful lot of maybes, Chief.” Donnie said, rubbing his chin.
 
   “Tell me about it.”  Jack grabbed a wine pitcher and poured a glass.  “The worst part is, if this Sicarii asshole figures out that some of his people are working against him?  We might have a real shit-storm on our side of the fence.” He sighed.
 
   “Hold on a second…” Tracy interjected.  “How are we supposed to fight an enemy if we don’t even know who he is?  You said that Thorn never met him, right?”
 
   Jack shook his head.  “No fucking clue.”
 
   “And where?  They attacked every team on the same day last time.” Donovan added.  “That’s across the entire world, Chief.  That means that they have resources that we can’t even begin to imagine…”
 
   Jack sat forward, the gears in his head obviously turning.  “We have to draw them out.  We have to make THEM come to US…”
 
   “They already have.” Donnie said.  “It didn’t work out so well the first time. You were there, remember?” But Jack wasn’t listening.
 
   “We need to make them think that it’s in their best interest to bring their forces together…or that we’ve brought our forces together.” He said.
 
   “What are you getting at?” Jacobs asked.
 
   “Look, as it sits right now, wherever these assholes are, they’re poised to attack all of the different squads at their different locations at the drop of a hat, right?”  He looked around and received nods of agreement.  “So we find a way to either bring all the different Monster Squads together or at least make them think that we have, and force their hand into coming together into one large force so we can deal with them on common ground.”
 
   “Oh there ya go.” Tracy said sarcastically.  “Get a few thousand of them together.  We should be able to kick their asses in time for supper.” He gave Jack a sidelong stare.
 
   Jack shook his head.  “Try hundreds of thousands, Gus.” Gus turned and stared at Jack. “Yeah, no joke.  Rufus has access to about three hundred thousand himself, so this Sicarii dude will have a whole lot more.”
 
   “Holy shit…if Thorn can get his hands on three hundred thousand?  Vampires!” Jacobs said softly, “Then it’s actually possible that the ‘meat eaters’ could number in the …millions?”
 
   “I suppose it’s possible.” Jack replied, his face stoic.
 
   Donnie shook his head and buried his face in his hands.  When he lifted it he turned to Jack, “What could we possibly do against numbers like that, Chief?  Seriously?”
 
   “Hope that Evan can come up with one of his super-duper-vampire-ass-kicker weapons, I suppose.”
 
   “I have an idea.”  Mitchell said from the rear of the dining room.  He had been standing back there, listening to the men talk.  “If Phoenix is right, and he usually is, then it probably would be in our best interest to figure out a way to get them to pool their forces, like he said.”
 
   “And then hope that Evan has some sort of weapon?” Donovan asked the hope draining from him.
 
   “Negative.” Mitchell smiled.  “Rufus said that the only thing that would hurt this fucker is probably going to be sunlight, right?” he asked, looking at Jack.
 
   “Yeah, but after a couple millennia, there is no way in hell we’re going to get him to go for a stroll in the afternoon, Skipper.”
 
   “We don’t need to.” Mitchell was smiling.  “We have a satellite, remember.”
 
   “Yeah, so?”
 
   “Ever hear of a parabolic mirror?” he asked.
 
   “I’ve heard of it.  But I have no idea what it is.” Jack honestly answered.
 
   “Well we have a few of them floating around in space.  I’m sure you’ve heard of the Hubble space telescope, haven’t you?”  He asked.
 
   “Yeah.  I’ve heard of that.  But, I’m not sure exactly what…”
 
   “When it was first launched, it had to be tested.  Some of the things that Hubble can do is see in the near infrared, visible and near ultraviolet ranges.  They wanted to make sure that massive amounts of UV wouldn’t…damage it.  So large deployable parabolics were sent up and bursts of UV were shot at it.”  He smiled.  “It passed.” 
 
   “So you’re saying we have a directional UV canon in space?” Jack asked, daring to let his excitement grow.
 
   “If the deployable parabolics are still operational?  Yes.” 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Dominic stirred as his entire body was shaken.  His head pounded and his mouth tasted like someone had taken a huge dump in it.  He rolled to one side and a sharp pain in his ass made him jump, banging his head against the low metal roof above his head. His hands instinctively went for his head and he groped in the dark trying to figure out where he was.  His hands stretched out to the sides and felt the metallic sides of a small cargo container.  He sighed and felt up his thigh to the cheek of his ass where the stinging bite jolted him to full consciousness.  He could feel the dart still sticking out from his BDU pants.  He took a deep breath and grabbed the dart, knowing it would be barbed and yanked it free of his flesh.  As he expected, it felt as if he pulled half his butt muscle with it.  He had to really fight the urge not to rub the wound and in the end, lost out, rubbing vigorously.
 
   Dom pulled himself to the end of the container and was able to get into a sitting position.  He stretched his neck as best he could and tried to clear his head.  The tranquilizer must have been a strong one as he was very sick to his stomach and his head was throbbing.  He felt around his body trying to assess what positive assets he may still have available to him.  Obviously his weapons had been removed.  He had been relieved of his ammunition.  His body armor and helmet were gone.  He fished into his BDU blouse pocket and found some gum, his sunglasses and some mints.  Yay, maybe I can get this taste out of my mouth. He thought to himself.  He popped a piece of gum into his mouth and continued patting himself down.  He discovered a pocket penlight and a paperclip at the bottom of his other blouse pocket.  His pants pockets had been emptied.  He pulled the penlight and twisted the end to activate the LED light and took a look around the container.  
 
   It was standard air freight container with equalization holes in it.  At least it allowed him to breathe.  He used the penlight to sneak a peek out of one of the holes and noticed other air crates around him.  One said Roma Air.  This must be a charter jet, he thought.  The craft hit turbulence and he was bounced around again.  He felt something roll against his foot and he trained the light on it.  Picking it up, he saw that somebody had tossed in a bottle of water for him.  “Hmm.  How fucking kind to think of my needs.”
 
   For a moment he wondered if they might have poisoned it, but then thought that if they wanted to kill him, they could have easily done it before putting him in the crate and air mailing him to Bumfuck, Egypt.  He opened the water and drew deeply from the pissy warm contents.  It went down good and he didn’t fall over immediately dead, so, he counted himself as lucky.
 
   Dom checked the rest of the floor of the container to see if whoever was kind enough to toss in the water might have thrown in a ham and cheese sandwich, but he wasn’t that lucky.  No protein bars, no chips and salsa.  He made a mental note to write a strongly worded complaint letter to the airlines at his next opportunity.
 
   He leaned back hard against the container and felt the wall give.  He leaned forward and tossed his weight back again, harder this time and felt the wall give a little more.  Intrigued, he turned and trained the penlight on the edges of the container.  He could see a gap along the edge of the container and worked his fingers into it.  He tried to grip it and pull but there was no room.  He braced his feet against the opposite wall and his hands against the forward wall and extended as hard as he could and felt a slight give.  His head was throbbing and his mouth had gone dry.  He grabbed the water bottle and drained it putting as much fluids into his system as he could.  He knew that even with his head throbbing, he had little time.  The tranqs would have kept him out of the game for a while and wherever they were taking him, he couldn’t remain in the air forever.  He placed his hands and feet again and pushed for all he was worth and just before he was ready to pass out, he felt something in the container pop and a corner gave.
 
   He let off, gasping, his head throbbing even harder.  He opened his eyes and saw spots.  It took a few moments for his vision to clear and he switched on the penlight again to see what, if any damage he may have done.  He had popped one hinge completely out of the aluminum body of the carrier.  The door was attached by one hinge at the top now.  Dom smiled inwardly and bunched his body up into a ball close to the door.  He squatted down in a football crouch and prepared to tackle the door with as much explosive power as he could muster.  He took a few deep breaths and cleared his mind then huffed twice rapidly and exploded off the floor of the container and rammed his shoulder as close to the upper hinge as he could, taking the door off and ramming it into the container strapped across from it.  Dom lay sprawled on the deck of the small aircraft breathing hard and staring at the low barely lit ceiling of the carrier jet.  He shook his head to try to clear the cobwebs then immediately rolled to his feet.  He looked around and saw the forward cabin door.  It was nearly blocked by containers strapped down by nylon straps and cargo webbing.  He began scrambling over them all and working his way forward.
 
   When Dom finally climbed off the forward most containers, he was cramped with his huge frame stuck in the tiny space.  He was facing the tiny door that led forward into the flight cabin.  He glanced around looking for some kind of weapon.  He saw a fire extinguisher and a fold up jump seat.  To one side there was a small glass door with a tiny little fire axe.  Dom shrugged and tried to open it.  Of course, it was locked.  He leaned his elbow against it and made a fist, then smacked the end of his fist with his open hand until the glass cracked and then shattered.  He reached in and grabbed the small fire axe and then turned and faced the door.
 
   He reached back as far as the container would allow and was just about to swing at the cabin door…and decided to try to simply turn the knob.  It was unlocked.  Why lock a cargo plane cabin?
 
   Dom slowly turned the knob and then cracked the door open.  Two men sat at the controls.  Obviously a pilot and co-pilot.  He stepped into the cabin and pulled the door to behind him.  Stepping up behind them he decided to simply ask.  “Where are we headed?”
 
   The man on the left jumped and shrieked.  Obviously not expecting anybody else to be on the plane.  The man on the right let out a sigh and turned slowly, obviously not happy.  Dom knew who to kill.  The co-pilot turned and unbuckled from his chair while the pilot yelled in a language that Dom didn’t understand.  “You should not be out of your cage, hunter.” The co-pilot growled.
 
   “Ah, so I should thank you for the accommodations.” Dom smiled, sliding the axe down the back of his leg out of sight and grasping it by the end of the handle.  He watched the co-pilot lean forward and advance on him, but he didn’t move.  “Not so sure I’d do that if I were you.” He said.
 
   “If you survive, you are going back in the cage.” The co-pilot said, his fangs extending down into attack position.
 
   “Ooh, scary.” Dom said, mocking the vampire.
 
   The vampire advanced, accelerating at him and Dom swung the axe straight up, connecting under his chin with the pick part of the axe, driving the tip through the top of his head and effectively nailing him to the ceiling panel of the cabin.  The vampire jerked and his body shot a few spasms as Dom stepped past him.  “I asked where we are going?” he asked the pilot.  Who was jabbering into his mouthpiece.
 
   Dom grabbed the headgear and pulled it off of him.  He sat down at the co-pilots position and listened in.  After a few moments he tossed the headgear back to the pilot.  “Italy?” he asked.
 
   The pilot shot Dom a puzzled and fearful look so he tried again, “Italia?  Roma?”
 
   “Sì. Roma.” The pilot seemed scared as hell.  Dom didn’t blame him.
 
   “You always fly around with a damned vampire as a co-pilot?” he asked.  The pilot was clinging to the side of the cabin, putting as much distance between him and the large American as he could.  Dom glanced at him again and raised an eyebrow.  Hooking his thumb back at the co-pilot he said, “Vampire.” But the pilot gave him another scared blank look.  
 
   Dom’s shoulders relaxed as he let out his breath.  He got up from the seat and stepped back to the co-pilot.  He pried the pick axe from the cabin ceiling and dragged the body forward, showing the co-pilot’s teeth to the pilot.  “Vampire!”  he said loudly, pointing at his fangs.
 
   The pilot’s eyes widened with recognition.  “Vampiro.” He whispered.  “Vampiro!” he yelled and pointed at the co-pilot.  “Grazie, signore!” he yelled, “Grazie!”  Dom dumped the body in the floor of the cabin and flopped himself back into the co-pilot’s seat.
 
   Dom dug around and pulled the co-pilot’s head gear out of the floor.  He checked his watch and it was gone.  Looking around he noticed his watch on the co-pilot’s wrist and growled.  He retrieved it and strapped it back on.  As best he could tell, they would only have had maybe 40 minutes from touchdown in Rome until sunup.  That wouldn’t give the vampire a very big window to offload him and get his butt into a dark place before his ass was roasted to ash.
 
   Dom looked around the interior for a satellite phone but couldn’t find one.  “Telefono?”
 
   “No!” The pilot answered, shaking his head.  Dom drummed his fingers on the instrument panel.  
 
   “Radio!”  Dom shouted.  He tried to remember his basic Italian and strained his brain.  His whole family was Italian but nobody spoke it.  “Dove si trova la radio?” he asked slowly in broken Italian.
 
   “Ah!” the pilot seemed to grasp a basic understanding of what Dom was getting at.  He pointed to the radio on the panel.  Dom studied it a minute then shook his head.  The pilot took his headphones and plugged them in to the side.  “Inserire la frequenza.”
 
   “Frequenza?”  Dom asked.  “Frequenza.” He repeated.
 
   “Sì. Frequenza.”
 
   Dom had a blank look.  Then suddenly, “Oh!  Frequency!  Um…lemme think.  Um...” he leaned over and entered the military frequency that their radios were set to.  “Please god, let somebody be on the radios…”
 
   “Sì" The pilot smiled at him and motioned with his hands.
 
   Dom keyed the radio. “Team Leader, Sierra-Three, come in.  Team Leader, Sierra-Three, come in.” he sat back in the copilot’s seat and listened.  Nothing but static responded to him.  He looked at the pilot who had a worried look on his face.  “I’m calling America.  Do I need to deposit fifty cents more?” he asked knowing the pilot wouldn’t understand him.
 
   “America?” the pilot’s eyes lit up.
 
   “Yeah.  America.” Dom smirked.
 
   The pilot got a worried look on his face and began adjusting the dials.  Dom sat forward and watched him wondering what he was doing.  Finally, the pilot sat back and smiled.  “America, now!”
 
   “America now?”
 
   “Sì!"
 
   “America now.  Fucking sweet.  Thanks bro.”  He keyed the radio again.  “Team Leader, Sierra Three, come in.  Team Leader, Sierra Three, come in.”  He sat back again and waited, expecting disappointment when the radio erupted in his ears.
 
   “SIERRA THREE!  Where the fuck are you?!” Apollo shouted across the airwaves.
 
   Dom shouted and pounded the roof of the airplane!  “Holy fucking shit, boss!  I can’t believe it’s you!  I’m in a damned airplane headed for Rome!” Dom shouted back.  “Oh, over.” He was laughing and damn near crying.  The pilot seated next to him was laughing with him, the emotions contagious, even if the words were foreign to him.
 
   “Are you shitting me?  Dude!  Okay, hold on, I gotta notify OpCom.  We are almost touchdown home.  Man, Laura is going to be so happy to hear you’re ugly ass is alive!” Apollo laughed.
 
   “Me, too, bro.  Me, too.”  Dom finally sat back and breathed a little. He kept breaking into spurious bursts of laughter, the pilot following suit.
 
   “Okay buddy, what’s the tail number of the plane you’re on?”
 
   “I have no clue and the pilot only speaks Italian.  I have no clue what he’s saying.” Dom laughed.
 
   “Dude, you are Italian!” Apollo laughed.
 
   “Blow it out your ass, Wiliams!” Dom laughed.
 
   “Okay, wait one while I track down a translator.  Meanwhile, we’re going to find out where you’ll be landing and get a welcoming committee to pick you up and set something up for whoever was supposed to be there to pick you up.  Copy that?”
 
   “Copy that, brother.”
 
   “Wait one while I get the translator.”
 
   There was a series of clicks and beeps and Laura came over the line, her voice sounded different, but she definitely sounded happy to hear Dom was alive.  “Glad to have you back with us Sierra Three.” 
 
   “Good to be back, ma’am.” Dom said.
 
   “I’ve got a translator incoming.  Ten minutes out.  Do you have any idea how long until you are scheduled to land?”
 
   “At best I can figure, about 30 minutes, ma’am.”
 
   “That gives us a little time.  How are you on fuel?”
 
   “Ma’am?”
 
   “I’m hoping to keep you airborne so that if its bogeys that were coming for you, they’ll be forced back to ground.  If its familiars, they’ll be a lot easier to deal with, copy that?”
 
   “Copy that ma’am.  Wait one.”  Dom turned to the pilot and pointed at the gauges.  “Fuel?  Um..carburante?  Gas?”
 
   “Ah!  Ora…ora e mezza…dare or prendere.” He said waving his hands.
 
   “Ma’am.  If I’m understanding the pilot correctly, I think we have about an hour or an hour and a half of fuel left.”
 
   “Sì!” the pilot said giving him a thumb up.
 
   “Very well, Sierra Three.  That should be plenty to see you past the safe point of sunrise.  As soon as the translator gets here, we’ll be able to talk more smoothly with the pilot and we’ve got our people coordinating now with Italian air traffic.  Once we have his tail number and flight number we’ll redirect to a US military base and offload you.”
 
   “Ma’am, no disrespect, but…this may be our best chance at finding out who’s behind these tests and who went after the Tufo’s.”
 
   “Negative, Sierra Three.  This is an unsecure channel.” She snapped.
 
   “Ma’am.” He sighed.  “I’m volunteering.”
 
   “Negative.” Laura was about to cry.  She just got him back and she wasn’t going to lose this kid over some damned suicide mission.  “Again, this is an unsecured channel.”
 
   Dom remained silent for a long time, he kept thinking of First Squad and the ultimate sacrifice they paid.  He thought of the Tufo’s and what almost became of them, all to flush them out and grab him.  Who would be next?  
 
   “Ma’am.  What will they do next?  Who will they hurt next?”  He asked softly.  “Let me do this.”
 
   “Negative, Sierra Three.”  She had to control her breathing.  “Other information has come to the forefront since your abduction that…” she trailed off.  “Just, follow my orders, Sierra Three.”
 
   Dom lowered his head and sighed.  “Yes, ma’am.  Awaiting instruction.”
 
   “Thank you.” She whispered.  Neither of them knew at the time, but Apollo had been listening in during their conversation.  He weighed the consequences of what Dom offered.  This could be a chance to track down the bastards that were setting them up and ‘testing’ them?  He had to admit, it was tempting, but like Laura, he felt it wasn’t worth the risk.  He didn’t know what ‘other information’ she was talking about, or if there even was other information, but he hoped that she truly had gotten Dom to stand down from his desire to follow through and allow the vamps to take him in.
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   “Sicarii!” the messenger yelled as he ran into the cathedral and slid to a stop.  He knew his master would not be happy, but he also knew that he must be informed immediately of what was going on.  He waited as long as he dared.  The pilot had been on the radio informing their people of their approach to Rome when he paused and said that the rat was out of the cage and he’d be right back.  He never came back to the radio.  Something bad happened.  He just knew it.  His mind raced with possibilities.  Perhaps there was a struggle and the radio was just damaged, but, this was the human hunter.  He knew better…the twist in his gut told him so.  He dropped everything and ran to his master as fast as his legs could carry him.
 
   “What is the matter, Puppet?” the dark vampire asked, obviously unconcerned.
 
   “Master, I fear the human hunter may have escaped.” The words fell from his lips before he could meter or measure them.  He hoped he didn’t have to pay for his blunder.
 
   The dark vampire didn’t move.  After a moment he turned to the messenger.  “How could he escape, Puppet?  He’s on an airplane traveling across the Atlantic?” Although there was no malice in his voice, the little messenger still quaked with fear.
 
   “Our pilot was radioing our people to arrange pickup when he stated that ‘the rat was out of its cage’ and then he said he’d be right back after he put it back.” The messenger trembled.”
 
   “Let me guess, Puppet?  He never returned to the radio?”  The dark one finished.
 
   “No, Sicarii.  He did not.” He whispered.
 
   The dark vampire sighed and shook his head.  “So close.”  He turned and looked toward his window.  “Was there a report of a plane going down?” he asked.
 
   “Master?” the messenger asked.
 
   “Was there a report of a plane going down?” the dark vampire asked.  He turned back to the messenger.  “Flying a jet is not as simple as flying smaller craft, Puppet.  I somehow doubt that this hunter is qualified to do so.  Or was there, perhaps, another pilot on board? Hmm?  Perhaps this plane is still going to land somewhere?  Perhaps we can still make good with the hunter when the plane lands?”
 
   The little messenger’s eyes sparkled with hope as the wheels began to turn.  “I’ll notify our people, master.  If the plane lands anywhere near any of them, we will get the hunter.”
 
   “Please do.”   The dark vampire turned back toward his window.  “I would hate to think that we went to so much trouble for nothing.”
 
   “As you will, so mote it be.” And he backed out of the cathedral.
 
   The dark vampire turned his attentions back to his window.  If either pilot lived, then he had little to worry over.  If both were dead, then the human hunter was gone and they would try to obtain another.  Perhaps one closer to his city would be easier to keep from dying.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Mitchell and First Squad had just returned from Thorn’s island and were checking in at topside.  Laura greeted Matt and filled him in on the situation with Dom and he allowed a huge sigh of relief.  He directed the squad to get their gear stowed and had Laura finish coordinating with the Italians to get Dom’s plane rerouted and get his ass on a commercial flight if need be, but he wanted him home.  
 
   Matt went below and found Evan.  “How many rooms can we make in the basement?”
 
   “Excuse me?” he asked, obviously puzzled.
 
   “The vampire, Thorn…he’s making arrangements for him and his people to come here in a day or so.  I’d like to be able to accommodate them here.” He stated.
 
   Evan thought for a moment.  “If they all want private rooms?” he asked.  “They probably will, those rooms in the basement are small.  Look at my room…” he cut himself off and looked away.  “Maybe a dozen.  If I move back to the jail, then thirteen.”
 
   Matt thought a moment.  He didn’t want Evan moving to the jail ever again, so that option was off the table, no matter how much Evan may claim that it didn’t bother him, he knew better.  “What about level five?”
 
   “The junior officer’s quarters?  We definitely have empty rooms, but how many are we talking about?” Evan asked.
 
   “I’m not positive how many are coming.  I doubt he’ll bring all of his people from the island.” Matt said.  “I just told him that we’d make arrangements for him and his people.”
 
   “I’ll go floor by floor and do a room count.” Evan said.  “I’ll get you an idea of how many can fit in each room and I’ll grab someone to do a requisition in case we need to get bunks or furniture for them.”
 
   “Thank you Evan.  I know this is outside the scope of your duties…”
 
   “No problem, sir.”  Evan thought for a moment.  “Will I need to be procuring blood for our visitors?”
 
   Matt blanched.  “I hadn’t thought of that.” He answered honestly.  “I truly have no idea what their requirements will be.” He stiffened slightly and took a deep breath, thinking hard.  “Let me get back to you on that.”
 
   “Very well, Colonel.  And I will get you our room availability as soon as I can.” 
 
   Mitchell headed for his office with thoughts of IV bags laying about the floors and vampires lounging around the hangar sucking on sheep or goats or dogs or…he shuddered.  Not something he wanted to contemplate right at the moment.
 
   As Matt approached his office, Chief Thompson was trotting towards him.  “Colonel.  I was just looking for you.”
 
   “Come on in.  I was going to chase some aspirin and ice with lukewarm Scotch.  Care to join me?”
 
   Jack chuckled.  “No sir.  Thanks anyway.”
 
   “Swear to god, I’m going to be an alcoholic before this shit is over, Chief.”  Matt opened the door and headed straight for the aspirin bottle.  “Fuckin head has been killing me.”  He popped a couple aspirins into his mouth and poured the scotch into a glass.  His freezer held the frozen cubes that wouldn’t be in the glass long enough to chill the amber fluid.  He swirled it once and swallowed the pills.  “So what can I do for you, Chief?”
 
   “Before we left the island, when we were talking about getting all the vamps together?  I think we need to include the other teams in this, sir.”
 
   “You mean make this an international effort?” Matt asked.
 
   “Yes, sir.  Get the Brazilians up here, call up our British buddies...all of them.”
 
   “And fight the Vampire Armageddon in downtown Oklahoma City?  Are you nuts?” Mitchell rubbed the glass with the ice to his temple.  “Too damned many civilians.”
 
   “No sir.  Not here.”  He walked to the map of the United States pinned on Mitchell’s wall.  “Here.” He pointed to the Nevada desert.  “Nellis, sir.  We make them go out to the desert, away from heavily populated areas and engage them there.  Try to keep the collateral damage to a minimum.”
 
   Matt nodded, studying the map.  “Good idea, Chief.  Only one problem.  This is too close to Vegas.  Tons of people will be there.”  He pushed his finger further out to an empty spot on the map.  “Here’s where we want to be.” He said smiling.  
 
   “There’s nothing there, Skipper.” Jack objected.
 
   “Oh yes there is.  It may not show up on the map, but it’s there.”  He poured himself another scotch, his headache easing slightly.  “It’s a part of Edwards.  They call it Groom Lake, but the public knows it as Area 51.”
 
   Jack’s eyes narrowed at him.  “The UFO place?  The flying saucer base that all the loonies try to sneak into?” he asked.
 
   Matt chuckled. “Yeah, that’s the one.  It’s a top secret air base where they test the latest and greatest in stealth technology, bombers, hypersonic aircraft, shit like that.  Laura could probably tell you more about it then I could.”  He pulled a long swallow off the scotch and enjoyed the burn as it went down.  “But it’s there, and it’s isolated as hell.”  He sat back in his chair and studied the map from a distance.  “I’d have to pull every political string known to man, and the base commander will balk like a son of a bitch, but…there’s a chance…a slight chance, we might can use that place to stage our troops, then we may be able to lure the bastards out into the desert.”
 
   “If we can, then we need to do it PFQ, Skipper.” Jack said.
 
   “Noted Chief.”  Matt was nodding.  He studied the map a little longer then sat up.  “They have some pretty damned smart techies out there Chief.  If I can convince their base commander to play ball with us, I want to try to test fire that UV array that’s in orbit before those bastards know we’re all coming together out there.  I need to know that it’s working so we can flambé their collective asses in one fail swoop while they’re in the middle of their initial charge on the base.”
 
   “Sounds like a good idea.”  Jack said.  “How can we know if it works?  Do it at night?”
 
   “Too obvious.  Somebody, somewhere would report that shit.  This IS Area 51, remember?” Matt said.  “No.  It would have to be a daylight test.  Surely they can figure out a way to detect increased UV radiation in daytime.”
 
   “Something for the geeks to figure out, sir.” Jack said.
 
   Matt grunted. “Alright.  I’ve got calls to make, and more than likely, asses to kiss at the Pentagon.  Why don’t you get with Laura, fill her in and then have her start making calls to the other teams.  Contact Pablo in Brasilia and Sheridan in Newcastle, tell them what’s going on, what we plan to do about it and see if they’ll help convince the other teams to pull up stakes and come here to help us bait this guy to the desert and take him out.”
 
   “Roger that, sir.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Dom sat in the co-pilot’s seat staring out the windows of the plane as the pilot made fine adjustments to their course.  The interpreter had spoken with him and their conversation had been brief.  He was ordered by him to switch to a military channel where he was directed by Auronautica Militare to redirect to Aviano Air Base to offload his passenger.  The pilot knew better than to argue and happily agreed to reroute his plane.
 
   Dom, bored as hell, sat in the co-pilot’s seat and rambled to himself, knowing that his friend could only smile and nod at him.  “So I was trying to sneak up on these shit heads and bust a cap in their asses from behind when one of the sneaky bastards shoots me in the ass with a tranquilizer dart!”  He exclaims.  “A fucking tranquilizer dart!  How chicken shit is that?” he asks the pilot who seems to be ignoring him.  “Wanna see it?  I got a bruise on my ass the size of a cantaloupe!  Damn thing hurts like hell.  And of course, I can’t go back and tell my buddies that it hurts because they’ll just ride me like a rented pony.  It’s like a paper cut, ya know?  They hurt like hell, and you always end up getting salt or lemon juice in the cut before it heals and MAN!  You just want to scream or cut your damn finger off, but no, you man up and act like it’s nothing, but inside?  Inside you want to rip somebody’s head off.” He steamed, rubbing his thigh.  Dom glanced at the pilot who kept checking his gauges and peering out the windows, occasionally writing something on his clipboard.
 
   “It’s a good thing they hit us when they did though.  If it had been just a little bit more in the future, we’d have had a real surprise for them.” He went on.  “Yeah, that’s right.  See, we got this real wisen-heimer smart guy working for us who’s creating a vampire secret weapon.”  Dom was smiling, staring out the cockpit window.  “Supposedly targets JUST vampires.  I have no idea how it works, but it’s like a WMD just for those blood suckers.”  He could see lights start to appear in the distance and knew they were getting close.  “So, in the near future, if Doc can get the damn thing to work…and that’s the thing, if he can get it to work, cuz let’s face it, not all of his fucking inventions work…he’s smart, but he ain’t the most colorful bulb in the shed.”  The pilot turned to him and smiled.  “Yeah, you know the type, eh?  Anyway, if Doc can get his vampire WMD going, then it’s sayonara blood suckers.  Hello world without vampires.” He said cockily.
 
   “Vampiro.” The pilot said, smiling stealing a glance at the body of the co-pilot.
 
   “Yeah.” Dom chuckled.  “So long blood suckers.”  Dom sighed and tried to stretch out in the cramped seat, but his large frame just couldn’t do it.  “Man, I wish these seats would go back further.  This shit is cramped liked you wouldn’t believe.”  He reached down and tried to adjust the chair and couldn’t find an adjustment.  “Is it a requirement that you be five foot nothing to be a pilot or what?” he mumbled to himself.  “Thank god we’re almost there.”
 
   Dom felt the plane shudder as atmospheric changes buffeted the craft.  He stole another glance outside and noticed the ground was closer.  “Are we landing?”  The pilot said nothing and continued his adjustments on the craft.  He reached over and pulled a lever and Dom felt the landing gear descend and lock into place, the craft slowing.  “Hey?  Are we landing now?  The sun isn’t up.”  
 
   The pilot smiled back at him.  “Sì. Land.” Using his hand to indicated the plane coming in.
 
   “Umm.  I don’t think that’s right.  Is it?  Did they change…hold on a second.”  He climbed up on the instrument cluster to try to get a better view, but having never seen the Air Force base in Italy, especially at night, he honestly had no clue.  He turned back to the pilot.  “Radio?  Can I use the radio again please?”
 
   The pilot smiled again.  “Land now, sì."
 
   Dom sat back in the co-pilot’s seat, his brow knitting together as he puzzled the circumstances.  His sixth sense buzzing that something wasn’t right.  He got up and went back for the axe handle and sat back in the co-pilot’s seat and shot the pilot a warning stare.  He slapped the axe handle against the palm of his hand, making it very clear what awaited the pilot in the event of a trap.  The pilot’s smile wavered and he paled considerably.  He pointed to himself and stammered, “N-no vampiro.” 
 
   “We’ll just see about that.” Dom replied through his teeth, the muscle in his jaw ticking.
 
   As the plane dropped in altitude, the nose stayed up and Dom couldn’t make out any structures to either side of the craft.  The darkness and the speed that the craft came in made it nearly impossible to make out anything through the side windows as the plane’s tires protested on the tarmac.  Dom squinted and turned his head trying to make out anything in the darkness, but nothing came into focus.  Suddenly the jets were whining loudly and the craft slowed rapidly tossing him forward roughly against the instruments, his head smashing against the thick lexan windshield.  The plane turned and Dom found himself stunned, the axe dropped from his grip and falling somewhere to the floor of the craft.
 
   As he slid off the instruments and to the floor, he was trying to get his feet back under him when something struck him about the head and shoulders.  He brought him arm up to block the blows, but the lights went out and he fell to the floor once more, another blow striking the back of his head.  Dom fell on his back, landing across the co-pilot.  He blinked once and vaguely remembered seeing the pilot leaning out of his seat, something dark in his hand, fangs extended and eyes glowing in the dim light.
 
   “Fucking Americans think you own the world.” The pilot said just before Dom passed out. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Rufus left his chambers where two of his servants were packing his belongings.  He shook his head at their intentions.  He didn’t need so many things that they insisted he take.  He had joked that packing so much might sink the boat before they made landfall and the looks they gave him made him wonder just who was supposed to be ‘master of the house’ and who was supposed to be the servants.  Women! He thought, but knew better than to say it aloud.  He excused himself and went to his study to meet with Viktor.
 
   As Rufus entered the study he found Viktor writing in one of his journals rapidly, pouring over his many logs and notebooks.  He only glanced up as Thorn entered then turned his attentions back to his work.  “Have you discovered anything that might aid us, mon ami?” Thorn asked.
 
   “Perhaps, but it will not be easy to obtain.  The Vatican is…stubborn.” He stated, his disgust apparent.  Viktor stood and stretched his back.  He turned his logbooks to show Rufus.  “According to my research, there are three things that might affect Judah de Kerioth.”
 
   “You say might.  You are not sure?”
 
   Viktor sighed.  “My friend, up until a few hours ago, I thought the man a legend.  I spent months bribing my way into the Vatican vaults, and then more months pouring over their massive archives looking for anything to do with vampires.”  Viktor plopped himself into his chair and rubbed at his temples.  “You would not believe the amount of information that they have in there.  Most of it rumor, heresay, stories, legends, reports told of somebody’s brother’s friend’s aunt who once knew someone who thought they saw something that might could have been a vampire!” he threw his hands up in disgust.  “They save EVERYTHING, but so little of it is of use.”
 
   Rufus stepped behind the table and clasped the man on the shoulder.  “I know, mon ami.  And I cannot thank you enough.  I send you to that dreadful place hoping to find a cure for me, and now we hope to find a weapon to use against the father of all vampires.”  He gently squeezed Viktor’s shoulder.  “I have asked too much, non?”
 
   “No, Rufus.  You have not.”  Viktor sighed.  “I just feel that I may have failed you.” He kept his eyes low and slowly shook his head.  “I’ve wasted so much of your money and our time and the things I found would only aid in killing a vampire.  Not in curing.” He sighed.  “I don’t know what to tell you.”
 
   “Tell me what you have found and we will see if any of it can be useful.” Rufus said with a smile.
 
   Viktor sighed and turned the book back around to where Rufus could easily read it.  He pointed to the first notation he had bookmarked.  “This one sounded promising.  It may work against the Sicarii.  A weapon forged from an original piece of silver that was used to pay him for betraying his master.” He pointed to a sketch he made in his logbooks.  “The Vatican has three of the original thirty pieces.  They will not likely give them up.” He said softly.
 
   Rufus nodded, smiling.  “This is very good to know.  What else did you find?”
 
   “They have three pieces of the original cross.  The very cross that Christ was hung from.  His blood is reportedly still soaked into it.  One piece…still holds a nail.  It is nearly the size of a railroad spike!” 
 
   Rufus winced at the thought.  “How large are the pieces?” he asked.
 
   “Two could easily be made into stakes.  One of them large enough to be made into two.” Viktor stated.
 
   “And they are sure that it is from HIS cross?”
 
   “This is the Vatican.  They wouldn’t have it locked away if they weren’t positive.” He said.
 
   “Another possibility.  But again, they won’t give it up willingly.  Is there anything else?”
 
   “One other thing, but I don’t know how it could be used against him.” Viktor stated.
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “They have the blood of Christ.  Not much, mind you, and it is dried, but they have it.  And not on the piece of cross either.  From a piece of cloth that was used by Mary to wipe his body prior to burial.  It was sealed in a jar with all the other bloody strips of cloth.”
 
   Thorn sat down and thought about that one.  If it could somehow be liquefied and ingested by the Sicarii or vaporized and inhaled…it might also do the trick.  But, like the other relics, the Vatican would never give them up.  Not willingly.  Not even to save the world.  To them, saving those relics would be akin to saving the last soul on earth and he was certain that they would let every last man, woman and child die the most grisly of deaths before they would let them go.  But perhaps he was being too pessimistic.
 
   “How can we get our hands on them?” he asked.
 
   “We can’t.”
 
   “Who can?”
 
   “The Pope.”  Viktor teased.
 
   “What would it take to buy off the Pope?” Rufus asked.
 
   Viktor laughed, but then realized Thorn was serious.  “I was joking.  I’m not even sure the Pope has access to those items.”
 
   “He is the Pope.  He is the ultimate authority in Vatican City.” Thorn objected.
 
   “Sort of, but not really.” Viktor corrected him.  “The Holy See’s Secretariat of State holds more power than people think.  He can block any move that someone makes within Vatican City and without his seal of approval, nothing is done.” He sighed.  “No, without him in our pocket, we would be dead in the water.”
 
   “Can he be bought?”
 
   “The man is a zealot.” Viktor’s gaze told more than his words.
 
   “Then perhaps we could convince him by showing him what is at stake?” Thorn asked with a dangerous gleam in his eye.
 
   “What are you saying?” Viktor was afraid of where he was going with this.
 
   “We expose him to the truth about monsters and things that can eat you in the dark.  Inform him of the hell that is about to come to him and his people and allow him to make the right decision.”
 
   “I’m not so sure that he would, even if he knew.” Viktor admitted.
 
   “Then we’ll just have to convince him.” Rufus smiled.
 
   “And just how do we plan to do this?”
 
   “Giving him the choice, of course,” Thorn said. “Help us, or become one of us.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   22
 
    
 
   Matt sat at his computer, doing his daily drudgery, forcing himself to do what he knew needed to be done, and without realizing what he had done, he had pulled up the security camera that was focused on the young blonde woman captured in ice.  He was sitting at his computer and staring at her.  His headache had faded and a part of him was longing to reach out to her.  A larger part of him hated her for ripping his life apart.  She had attacked in the middle of the night, ripping the still beating heart from his wife and daughter and tried to do the same to him, but he was able to fight back.
 
   And yet, here he sat, his heart longing to touch her.  Over a decade later, a part of him…a very powerful part of him, pulled him toward her with such a visceral desire to touch her that he couldn’t deny it.  This part of him that only came out once every lunar cycle had such sway that he could find it stealing away his thoughts when he wasn’t otherwise preoccupied.  If he allowed himself to waver, to lose himself for even a moment, his thoughts always wandered back to her.  
 
   His hand wandered to the monitor, stroking what would be the side of her cheek.  To feel her flesh beneath his hand, just the thought made him shiver in his seat and the edge of his mouth curled into a slight smile, but his eyes held sorrow.  His wolf longed for her and that longing carried itself to the man.  And the man knew a terrible…no, a horrible secret.  If the girl somehow survived the thawing process, if she truly were alive inside the ice and the drugs flushed from her system, if she were made whole again and brought back to the world of the living…IF she could be made to realize that the mistakes were all made in ignorance and she had lost a decade of her life due to the blindness and ignorance of stupid humans, there was still one thing that would keep them apart forever.
 
   The last thing she saw before her world ended was this man who now longs for her shoot her in the face!  Nobody could forgive that and Mitchell knew it.  He let loose a forlorn sigh and felt a tear of regret begin to form in his eye.  His guts were twisting as his wolf howled inside him.  The wolf couldn’t understand the emotions that the man was feeling, it only knew that its mate was right there and it couldn’t understand why the man wasn’t running to her as fast as he could.
 
   Matt’s thoughts were interrupted with a sharp knock at his door.  Before he could answer, Laura barged in.  “We have a big problem.” She said, worry creasing her features.  “Dom’s plane never made it Aviano Air Base.  The Italians are saying that it was headed there, it dropped below radar and just…disappeared.”
 
   Matt’s mouth dropped open.  Burning rage began in the pit of his stomach and slowly worked its way up as he fought to maintain it.  “What do our boys say at Aviano?  I’m sure their radar is more sensitive and probably works all the way to the deck.”
 
   “Negative, sir.  They have an 800 foot ceiling due to the terrain.  Once a plane is on approach at that elevation, they have visual.” She explained.  “Dom’s plane was coming in at night, running lights must have been off or…I don’t know.  But it was on radar at the correct heading, dropped below the ceiling and then disappeared.  They never had visual on the plane and it never made it.”
 
   “We need to know where the hell that plane went, Laura!” he demanded.
 
   “We sent the Italian police, our military police and Team 2 was mobilized and are en route to where the plane was originally scheduled to land.”  She glanced at her watch.  “The plane was due to land at Aviano five minutes ago.  Law enforcement and Team 2 were already scrambled to intercept possible bogeys, but they weren’t expecting the plane to land so early.  We were going to have the plane delayed, so…” she trailed off.
 
   “So if the plane diverted itself and landed at its original airport on schedule, then the intercept teams will be late.” He finished for her.
 
   “I’m afraid so, sir.”  She lowered her head.  “I’m sorry, Colonel.   I feel like I dropped the ball on this one.  This op was my idea.  I was trying to buy the team time to gear up so I ordered the plane delayed.”
 
   “Not your fault, Laura.”  Mitchell stated his anxiety building.  “You have no control over other teams and if they aren’t in a constant state of readiness like we are, then, it’s on them.” He inhaled deeply, trying the whole cleansing breath concept, but it wasn’t working.  He really didn’t want to reach for the scotch.
 
   “Still, I feel like this whole mess is my fault.” Her voice cracked as she spoke.  She turned away from her commanding officer, afraid the tears would flow.
 
   “How so?”  Matt stepped away from his desk and started to approach her, but feared that being soft with her now would cause her to break down, and he needed her to be strong.  “Report, XO.” He ordered.
 
   Laura stiffened and squared her shoulders.  She inhaled deeply and swiped at her eyes then turned to face him.  “The op in Ohio, sir.  I didn’t deploy the Predator in time and Dom was abducted.  Now, when we had a chance to get him back, I didn’t get Team 2 deployed in time and…” she choked on her words again.
 
   Matt nodded his head.  She needed a confidence booster and he needed her to be strong.  “Was there a reason to deploy the Predator in Ohio?”
 
   “Sir?” she asked, fighting back tears.
 
   “Was there any indication that a Predator was necessary in Ohio?” he asked again, adding emphasis.
 
   “Well, not really at first, no.” she began.  “But once the vamps began swarming…”
 
   “Once you saw a need for a Predator, did you or did you not deploy the Predator?  Did you follow proper protocols that I set out?” he asked mechanically.
 
   “Well, yes, sir, but if I had deployed it sooner…”
 
   “You would have operated outside those proper protocols, correct?” He asked.
 
   “Yes, sir, but…”
 
   “No buts, you would have operated outside of proper protocols, yes or no?” he asked firmly.
 
   Laura sighed.  “Yes, sir.”
 
   Matt nodded thoughtfully.  “As for Team 2.  Do you have immediate command control over them?”
 
   Laura gave a slight chuckle.  “No, sir.”  She saw what he was trying to do.  He was deflecting her self-inflicted guilt by using the rule book and logic and she appreciated his effort as he did so in a very commanding fashion.
 
   “Then I don’t think I’m seeing the problem here, XO.”  He stated firmly.  “Do we have a problem here, XO?” he asked.
 
   She sighed.  “Permission to speak freely, sir?”
 
   “Always.  Especially if something will affect your ability to do your job, because you help ME do MY job, Laura.” His eyes were penetrating her now.
 
   She looked up at him now and he could see the pain so deeply seated in her.  “I can’t help but blame myself.”
 
   “You can’t.  This job doesn’t allow that luxury.”  Matt went back behind his desk and motioned for her to take the seat on the other side.  As he sat he continued.  “Laura, we are only human.”  Then he chuckled, “Well, mostly human.  Either way, we can’t hope to foresee every probable necessity before it occurs.  It simply isn’t possible.  For you to sit here and beat yourself up over something that you should have done is lunacy.”  Matt leaned back in his chair and studied her features to see if his words were sinking in to her.  “I know that you want to blame someone for what has been happening, but you are blaming the wrong person.  It isn’t your fault.  
 
   “We have protocols in place for a reason.  Those protocols were put in place after years of study and evaluation of attack strategies and we just recently put the Predator into the mix so that in itself is a work in progress.”  He sighed.  “I’m sorry…no, I’m mad as hell that they targeted Dom.  But pinning this on yourself isn’t doing you any good and it damn sure isn’t doing me any good.  I need your head clear to get him back.”
 
   “What if we can’t?” she asked.  “What if they keep him or kill him or…”
 
   “Then we deal with it.  Just like we dealt with First Squad.” Matt said flatly.
 
   “How?” she asked softly.
 
   “We each deal with it in our own way.” He said.  “To be honest, I’ve lost so many over the years that…” Matt looked away, shame at finally admitting this, “I’ve grown numb to it.  Maybe numb isn’t the right word, but it doesn’t rip my guts out like it used to.  Maybe angry is the better word?  I really don’t know anymore.”  He sat forward to look her square in the eye.  “But I don’t let it eat at me anymore.  I let it fire me up.  I let it fuel my rage.  I let it remind me why we fight these bastards.  For every one of these trained operators that go into the field and give their lives in this war, it’s one less family that is slaughtered in their sleep.  One less small town that is wiped off the map.  One less border village that is turned into a ghost town.  One less zombie uprising to threaten taking over the country.
 
   “I’m sorry, Laura.”  Matt said, caving in and reaching for his scotch.  “I started preaching and I didn’t want to do that.”
 
   “Make mine a double, please.” She said.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.” He smiled as he poured two glasses.  “Shouldn’t you be monitoring what’s going on in Italy?  I mean, as much as I enjoy drinking with you, I really thought you’d be glued to the radio?”
 
   “Gregory is the duty officer.   He’s all over it and I needed to get away from it.  My emotions have been a roller coaster.  I couldn’t take another bad news-good news-bad news report.” She said and swallowed the double shot of scotch in one tilt.
 
   Matt raised his brows.  He knew that she had to let this go or it would eat her up from the inside out.  Holding on to guilt wasn’t conducive to the mission.  “Laura, didn’t Dom volunteer to go in?” he asked, not meeting her gaze.  He swirled his drink, studying the amber liquid.  “What are the odds that he disobeyed your direct orders?” he asked quietly.
 
   She froze as the idea took root in her mind and she rolled the thought around.  Surely he wouldn’t have done that…surely he was professional enough to follow orders.  “Colonel, do you honestly believe that Dominic would have gone against a direct order and allowed himself to be taken a second time?”
 
   “I can’t hazard a guess what went through his mind because I wasn’t there.  But I am saying that we can’t discount any possibilities right now.” He set the scotch down and turned toward his window that overlooked the training area.  “We have Second Squad about to land any moment now and they think that he is safe and sound and we need to fill them in.  And we honestly don’t have any answers.”  He stared out at the training area where all of the operators had poured out blood, sweat and tears to be honed into the fighting teams that they were.  “I hate to tell them that they have to wait until we get the initial reports back from Team 2, but that’s what we have to do.
 
   “We’re on the wrong side of the world to be trying to guess at anything.” He said quietly.  “Team 2 and the police investigators will get us something as soon as they can.  Until then, all we can do is sit tight and pray that the plane rerouted back to its original destination…for whatever reason.”
 
   Laura stood and placed her glass on his desk.  She didn’t mean to pry, but she noticed the monitor on Matt’s desk was set to the security camera footage of the girl on ice.  She glanced at him, still staring out the window to the training area.  She wanted to ask him what he planned to do about her, but held her tongue.  They had too many other issues that were more pressing.  Instead she simply turned and headed for the door.  “Permission to resume my post, sir?”
 
   Matted grunted and gave her a smirk.  “Of course, XO.”
 
   “Thank you, Matt.” She paused.  “For everything.”
 
   “You’d have done the same.” He said, his eyes still staring out the window, but seeing none of it.  His mind had wandered and his heart had pulled him elsewhere.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jack hung up the phone with Major Sheridan of Team 1 out of Newcastle, England.  The SAS operator wasn’t very keen on the idea of uprooting his people and heading for ‘the colonies’ on Jack’s word, but after a very lengthy discussion and a lot of explaining on how they came across their information, Jack was able to convince the good Major that the intel was good.  Sheridan didn’t like the idea, but he agreed that luring the vampire army into the American desert would be a better idea than risking civilian populations across the world in a vain attempt at holding them back until the Sicarii could be found and possibly stopped.
 
   They had discussed the possibility of using the African desert, but both agreed that the unfamiliarity of the terrain, plus the lack of a decent sized military outpost was too much of a disadvantage.  And neither man knew if the satellites in question could be repositioned to work in the amount of time being proposed.  
 
   Sheridan agreed to contact the leaders of Team 2 and make arrangements to move their people and what resources they could to the states as well.  He knew he had a fight on his hands, but he would do it.  Nobody liked the idea of leaving their own area unguarded, much less going to a foreign area to fight.  It would effectively mean turning over control of their people to the head of the Americans and that just didn’t sit well.  Each team was its own entity, with its own strengths and weaknesses.  Nobody knew those strengths or those weaknesses as well as their own leadership.  
 
   Jack was not looking forward to the pissing contest that would most likely take place once the battle started.  Unless Mitchell could convince each team to play well together, this trap scenario might well blow up in their face.
 
   He worked his way to the gym where he could hear what sounded like a battle going on.  He threw open the door and found Hank and Sanchez going at it with practice swords, both drenched in sweat and looking exhausted, but neither willing to quit.  He stood back to watch as the two continued despite their obvious exhaustion.  Maria would strike and Hank would block, then Hank would strike and Maria would parry just in time, their movement fluid as if choreographed.  Jack was mesmerized by their fighting.  He could hear Hank giving her cues, “Now attack. Again, again, and block.” He said, huffing.
 
   “What’s going on?” he asked loudly and both stopped and turned to look at him, as if caught doing something they shouldn’t be.  
 
   “I, uh…asked Hank to give me a few pointers on using the long blade.”
 
   “And she’s a natural.”  He said proudly.  “It took me years to get where she’s at after just a few hours.”
 
   “Why the blade, Maria?” Jack asked, curious.
 
   “You ever run out of ammunition and have a horde coming down on you?” she asked.  “I have.  I don’t ever want to feel like that again.” She said defiantly.
 
   Jack nodded.  It made sense.  And, he had to admit, he had seen the Padre in action with a blade and couldn’t think of a better teacher.  “Sounds perfectly logical.”  They both stood there and looked at him as if waiting for him to say something else.  “Oh, uh, Second Squad should be landing any minute.  Just thought you might like to know.”  
 
   They both just nodded and Maria muttered a ‘thanks’ as they turned back to their practice.  He turned to go but watched as she moved with the wooden practice sword and he was impressed.  He knew it wouldn’t be long and they’d have another hunter packing a katana on her back.  He stifled a smile as he stepped off and pictured her in a kimono…how the thought jumped into his mind, he had no idea.
 
   Maria spun and swung the wooden sword as if dancing with the blade, Hank meeting her swinging arcs and thrusts, often with a grunt and a facial contortion indicating the effort he was exerting to keep up with her. Between blows she would try to toss in a leg sweep or a punch to keep Hank on his toes or to get the better of him, but being the master of hand to hand combat that he was, Hank either expected the moves or saw them coming.  Jack felt a slight pang of regret that he would be leaving as he watched the two dance in mock combat.  He knew that he would miss the camaraderie shared here among the hunters.  Jack turned again to leave, the sounds of the wooden swords clacking together in battle echoing in his ears.    
 
   As he made his way up the stairs he ran into Popo and Hammer coming down.  Second Squad had returned and must have rushed to stow their gear.  Pedro motioned to Jack with a quick flip of his chin.  “’Sup, Chief?  What’s the word on Dom?”
 
   “I’m not sure, but I think they rerouted his plane to Aviano Air Base.  He’ll probably catch a commercial flight back if there aren’t any military hops jumping the pond.” He said.
 
   “Lucky fucker will probably have a stewardess wrapped around his little finger before he lands.” Hammer said with a grin.
 
   “Wouldn’t be his little finger, if you know what I mean.” Popo teased.
 
   “I’ve seen him in the shower, remember?  He’d be more impressive if he used his little finger.” Hammer said blankly.
 
   Popo burst out laughing and Jack just chuckled as he continued up the stairs.  He knew that the remark was meant in jest and that had Dom been there, they would have gotten back as good as they delivered.  As he rounded the corner, Apollo nearly ran him over.  “Whoa, buddy.  Where’s the fire?” he asked.
 
   Apollo had a disturbed look painted across his features.  “Colonel’s called me to his office.  I think it’s about Dom.”  He replied.  “It didn’t sound good, man.”
 
   “I’m going with you then.” They both turned and double timed it to Mitchell’s office.
 
   After Mitchell sat the men down and did his best to fill them in on what had occurred over the last twenty minutes, the two Team Leaders were stunned.  It amazed them at how quickly things could go from good to bad and bad to worse.  Apollo did his best to swallow his anger.  He had just spoken to him over the radio and everything was… “How long before we know anything, sir?”
 
   “Team 2 sent their people to the airport that the plane was scheduled to land at.  They’re going to get back to us ASAP…if there is anything to report.”  Mitchell did not look happy.
 
   Apollo turned to Jack, “What are the odds these could be good guy vampires like the ones that grabbed you?”
 
   “Zilch.” Jack stated.  “They wouldn’t have had a reason to grab any of our guys.  We’ve got an agreement with them now.” He said looking toward Mitchell for confirmation.  “You could say that we’re partners now.”
 
   “Great.” Apollo swore through gritted teeth.  “So we know that whoever got Dominic is not  a friendly, but we think that he’s most likely still alive.” He looked to the others for agreement and they nodded.  
 
   “Whatever they want him for, it’s most likely information.” Mitchell agreed.  “But Dom wasn’t with us when we went to the island, so he can’t tell them anything about that.” He countered.  “As far as information is concerned…valuable intel, he doesn’t really have any.”
 
   “Bullshit!” Apollo argued.  “He can give our location, our abilities, our strengths and weaknesses…the fact that we’re werewolves!”
 
   “True, there is that, but in the grand scheme of things, that information isn’t going to help the enemy.” Jack said.  “He doesn’t know what our plans are for confronting the enemy, what weapons we hope to deploy, what strategies we plan to bring to bear…”
 
   “So what?  Are we just gonna write him off then?” Apollo asked, his anger rising to the forefront.
 
   “No.” Mitchell interrupted.  “We’re not.  But before we do anything, we need to figure out one thing first.”
 
   “What’s that?” Apollo asked, still angry.
 
   “Could Dom have gone against Laura’s direct order and went on his own?” he asked quietly.
 
   Apollo’s anger quickly vented.  He had listened in on their conversation but the thought that DeGiacomo would purposely go against a direct order?  Apollo just couldn’t swallow that bitter pill.  “Sir, with all due respect, I can’t see Dom doing that.”  He answered quietly.  “I know he can be pig headed at times and he is the type that once he gets a thought in his head, it’s hard to get him to shake it loose, but he would never go against a direct order once it is given…”
 
   “Are you absolutely sure about that, Apollo?” Mitchell asked.  He was careful not to raise his voice or to ask in an accusing manner.  He, too, respected Dom as both a person and an operator, but even he questioned if perhaps the man might have purposely disobeyed the order so that they could find out who was behind the recent attacks and suspicious activity.
 
   Apollo was shaking his head.  “I’m one hundred percent certain, sir.” Apollo answered quietly.
 
   “Very well then.” Matt stated simply.  “You know him better than the rest of us, and he is your man.  I’ll take your word for it and we’ll go with this as if he was abducted a second time.”  Matt went back to his computer for a moment and clicked in something on the keyboard.  “We still haven’t heard anything from Team 2, but I expect an initial report any moment.”
 
   “Then what?” Jack asked.  “Are we going to gear up and go look for him?”
 
   “Negative.  This is Team 2’s territory.  We aren’t going to go pissing in their backyard just because it’s one of our men.”  Mitchell could tell that order didn’t sit well with his two team leaders.  “We need all of the teams to come across the pond, here, for our plan to work.  If we go pissing them off, it will never happen.”  He could see Jack trying to calm himself, but Apollo was still getting madder by the moment.  “Besides, they know the territory better than anyone.  They are already plugged in to all the local assets and can do things a lot more quickly than we ever could.  Wouldn’t you agree with that?”
 
   Begrudgingly, Apollo nodded.  “Yes, sir.  You’re right.  They certainly could do that.” He sighed.  “I just really don’t like leaving Dom’s fate up to another team.”
 
   “Nor do I.  But we have to do this one by the book gentlemen.” Mitchell stated officially.  “I’ll let you know when I hear anything.” He stated, letting them know that the meeting was over.
 
   “Thank you, sir.” Apollo said as he got up to leave.  Jack lingered a bit longer.  
 
   Once Apollo had closed the door, he turned back to Mitchell.  “Do you really think that Dom was abducted a second time?” he asked, his voice low so that nobody outside the door with enhanced hearing could hear him.
 
   Mitchell sighed and shook his head.  “It doesn’t matter what I think, Chief.  What matters is that they think I’m in their corner.”  Matt stood and went to the window looking over the training area where some of the men were watching Maria and Hank go at it with the wooden swords.  “If you’re asking me if I think Dom could have gone against a direct order?  Yes, I suppose it’s possible.  If you’re asking me do I think that he somehow turned against us and is working with the vampires?  Then, hell no.  That would never happen.”  Matt turned to Jack and looked him square in the eye.  “Mr. DeGiacomo would sooner have his guts ripped out through his asshole then to turn against his squad mates.  I know that for a fact.  Cut the boy and he bleeds red, white and blue.”
 
   “But he may have allowed himself to be taken hoping to finger the head bad guy?  A two thousand year old vampire?  Like Dom would stand a chance against…”
 
   “He had no idea who he would be going up against, remember?  Nobody did until Thorn got that scroll from the emissary guy.” Matt corrected him.  “Hell, we thought we were going there to discuss not killing the ‘good guy’ vampires, remember?  And we just happened to trip into the shit-storm that your wife saw coming in one of her visions.” Matt turned and stepped toward his shelves.  “Dammit, I need another drink.  You want one?”
 
   “I was going to say no, but, yeah.  I do.” Jack said as he sat back down.
 
   Matt poured as he spoke.  “If this thing is as bad as Nadia let on, then we are in for one helluva shit storm, Jack.” He said as he handed Jack the scotch and sat again, pointing as he spoke.  “I don’t know what kind of voo-doo your mother in law works, but she…fixed me somehow before I shifted.  And all the way to Thorn’s island, Nadia kept making little comments about the upcoming ‘war’ and you were going to be instrumental in it.”  Matt sat back and eyeballed him.  “Any idea what the fuck she’s talking about?”
 
   Jack shook his head.  “She hasn’t told me, Skipper.  And honestly, I have no fucking clue.” He took a long pull from the burning amber liquid and exhaled hard.  He couldn’t understand how Mitchell could drink so much of it as if it were water.
 
   “Well, whatever it is, she seems to think that you’re the key to this.  She told me to ‘protect you’ because without you, the dark one could win.”  Matt pointed his finger at him again as if accusing him of some unknown crime.
 
   “I wish she would tell me what it is I’m supposed to do so I can practice it!” Jack said with a silly grin.  “I’d hate to get to that moment of truth and then choke!” 
 
   “Me too.” Matt agreed.  He was about to add something else when the buzzer on his phone went off.  He punched the speaker button.  
 
   “Colonel, you have a call on line 3.” The voice stated.
 
   “Who is it?” Matt asked.
 
   “Said his name was Tufo.  Said he used to work with you ‘back in the day’, sir.”
 
   “Probably just wants to say thanks for getting his family out safe.” Mitchell said as he picked up the phone and punched the button.  Jack could hear Mark on the other line yelling, chewing the Colonel’s ass and a smirk crossed his lips.  He had to turn his face and purse his lips to keep from letting the Colonel see it.
 
   “Now just hold on a damn minute, Gunny.  You can’t call me and talk like…” but Matt was interrupted again.  He listened and rather than let his blood pressure rise, he closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose.  Suddenly he was on his feet.  “Like hell you are!  You were released years ago, Mark.  You are NOT coming in.  Do you read me, Marine?”
 
   Those comments were met with more yelling and some ear piercing epithets that made Jack blush…and he had been a sailor for many, many years.  Jack tried not to listen, but when he saw Mitchell’s face start to redden, he stood and stuck his hand out requesting the phone.  “I’ll take care of it, Skipper.” He whispered.
 
   Matt sighed and handed the phone over to Jack.  Mark was still screaming on the line when Jack tried to place it to his ear.  
 
   “Mark?  Hello, Mark?  Hey, it’s me, Jack.  Chief Thompson.  Are you there?” he said calmly into the phone.  Mark immediately calmed down.
 
   “Where did that slimy, self-centered, son-of-a…”
 
   “The good Colonel is right here, Mark.  I thought I might be able to help you better though.  What seems to be the problem?” he asked.
 
   Mark took a deep cleansing breath and began again.  “I called up there to give a very heart-felt thanks to you boys and got a chance to talk to Ms. Youngblood.  I found out that the young man who helped us escape got captured, is that true?”
 
   “Yes, it is, and we are currently…”
 
   “I’m coming in.  I’m reactivating myself and I’m going to help.” He stated flatly.
 
   “Uh, well, look, Mr. Tufo we have plenty of capable operators here who can…”
 
   “Don’t double talk me, boy.  I was hunting monsters when you were still shitting green!” he yelled into the phone.  “My bag is packed and I ain’t taking no for an answer!” he stated.
 
   “I understand you want to help and you’ve been doing a fine job all these years, but the game has changed quite a bit since…”
 
   Tufo cut him off again, “Don’t patronize me, Chief.  Just, don’t do it.” He said, his voice low, calm, even and mean.  “I was one of the last surviving members of the original Monster Squad.  When Mitchell recruited a new batch of young pups from the fields, he gave me my walking papers and sent me packing.” He said, venom in his voice.  “No explanation, no thank you, no kiss-my-ass, nothing.  Now, this young fella came out and helped my family and I want to repay the debt.
 
   “There ain’t a one of you that has the time in the field that I do.  Not one of you has the skillset I do.  Not one of you has the record against these bastards that I do.  I may be a little older now, and there may be a little bit of creaking in the knees and snow on the roof, but I can keep up and I’ll do more than my fair share of the killing.”
 
   Jack was taken aback at Tufo’s demeanor.  He covered the phone and whispered to Matt, “He was one of your original squad members?”
 
   Matt nodded and said, “I let him go when we started augmenting.  He had a family. I had to.” Jack could read the sadness in his eyes when he explained what happened.
 
   “I’ll pick you up at the airport, Mark.  You won’t need clothes.  We’ll see to it you have a uniform.  You can get a shave kit here when you arrive.” Jack said.  Matt’s eyes bulged and his jaw dropped.  “Okay, see you then.”  Jack said and hung up.
 
   Matt took a moment to process what just happened.  He turned to Jack and asked, “Just who in the hell is in charge of this place?”
 
   Jack smiled. “You are, Skipper.”
 
   “Then why in the name of god did you just tell a civilian that you’d pick him up at the airport?” he asked, trying to keep his voice calm.
 
   “Because we are down one man and rather than go back to two squads of seven and bump Spalding as a Team Leader, this way we can still maintain the three squads of five.” Jack was still grinning.
 
   “He isn’t qualified to…” Mitchell began.
 
   “Didn’t you train him yourself, Skipper?” Jack asked, still grinning like a possum.
 
   Matt paused and stared at him.  “Chief that was years ago.  He’s aged since then.  He’s not augmented.”
 
   “So we put him in a position where augmentation won’t matter.  Over watch maybe.  I dunno.”
 
   “I’m putting him on your squad.” Mitchell smiled back.
 
   “That’s fine.  He’s a Marine.  He’ll fit right in with a bunch of squids.  I’ll send Gus over to Second for a while…until we get Dom back.  I’ll keep a tight watch on Tufo and make sure he doesn’t fall too far behind.”
 
   Mitchell stared at him a moment longer.  “I still think this is a mistake.” He said.
 
   “This may be the end of the world, Skipper.  Who knows?  Maybe this is the thing Nadia was talking about?  Maybe me bringing in Mark is what saves the world?” he smiled.
 
   “I doubt it.” Mitchell downed his scotch.  “Don’t get me wrong.  Back in the day, he was a damned fine operator.  One of the best.”  He said, remembering the Gunnery Sergeant from their days of hunting monsters and establishing the Monster Squad, molding it into what it would one day become.  “But times have changed.  And without the augmentation, he’s just another grunt to be fed to the grinder.”
 
   “We’ll see, Skipper.” Jack said.  “If he’s got half as much piss and vinegar in real life as he had on the phone, he’ll send those vamps running for the hills as soon as we unleash him.”
 
   “I don’t think the blood suckers will be scared of a Marine Gunnie yelling at them.” Matt muttered.
 
   “They haven’t met ours yet.” Jack grinned.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   23
 
    
 
   Dominic moaned as he slowly regained consciousness.  The room he was in was spinning and he could feel his head throb with every beat of his heart.  He knew that meant he was still alive, and that meant that he still had a chance at escape.  He tried to sit up and sharp stabs of pain shot through his head and erupted behind his eyes.  He lay his head back down and let the cold of the solid stone floor seep into his aching head and suck as much of the pain away as it could.  He rolled his head gently to the side and slowly opened one eye.  There wasn’t much light in the room he was in, but what little there was, hurt him.  “Must be a concussion.” He guessed as he slowly raised an arm up to his head and felt the lump under the skin on the back of his head.
 
   “That would be my guess.” A voice replied quietly in the dark.  Dom tried not to snap to see who said it, but his body betrayed him and he paid for the action with pain.  “Easy there, big guy.  I wouldn’t move so fast if I were you.  It looks like you took a pretty good hit to the back of the head.” The voice said.  Dom could hear movement behind him and somebody settled in close to him.  “Here.  I have some water.  It may help.”
 
   “Who are you?” he asked through a parched throat.
 
   “A prisoner, like you.” The voice said.  Dom could tell it was a male, but he couldn’t open his eyes enough yet to make out any features.  “We were sightseeing through Rome.  Took a semester off from college with a bunch of my buddies and decided to hike through Europe.” The disembodied voice continued.  “We were clubbing one night and woke up in this…dungeon, for a lack of a better word.” 
 
   “Any idea where we are?” Dom asked, finally accepting the water.  It tasted like it had sand in it, but it was cold and wet.
 
   “Nope.  I’ve been here about two months now.  They bring me this swill they call food and this nasty stuff they call water.”  The voice informed him.  “You get used to it, I suppose.”
 
   “Where are your friends?” Dom asked.  “Didn’t you say you were with them?”
 
   “Yeah.”  The voice answered quietly.  “They were with me when we first came to.  But one by one, these big, strong guys would come and just pick somebody out and take them out of the cell and leave the rest of us here.”  His voice saddened and lowered, “I’m the last.  And I have no idea where the others were taken.”
 
   “I hate to tell ya, pal.  But your buddies probably aren’t coming back.” Dom said flatly.
 
   “I sort of expected not.” He replied.  “Otherwise, they would have gotten the police or the consulate or…somebody to come back for the rest of us.” He sounded completely without hope.  “So where did they nab you at?”
 
   “Ohio.” Dom answered.
 
   “What?!  You’re kidding, right?” Dom had worked his way to a sitting position, his back against the stone wall.  He chanced opening an eye.  He was looking at a scruffy looking twenty-something year old with a scraggly looking beard.
 
   “Nope.  No kidding.  I was in Ohio.” He answered.  “They shot me full of horse tranquilizers, shoved my ass on a plane and I woke up in flight.” He said.  “I went to the pilot to complain about the in-flight movie and the bastard conked me in the head with a blackjack.” 
 
   The kid stared at him wide-eyed.  “If they’re grabbing people off the streets of America now, then nobody’s safe.” He whispered.
 
   “Ya think?” Dom answered sarcastically.  “Kid, do you have any fucking idea just who or what it is that has you here?”
 
   “What do you mean?  I figured they were kidnappers looking to try to ransom us to our parents.  We just couldn’t figure out why they were waiting so long for us to…I dunno, make a call or a video or…whatever.” He said naively.
 
   Dom shook his head.  He knew that the kid was going to be a meal, just like his friends had been, but he didn’t have the heart to tell him.  No sense in making his last hours or days on earth any more frightening than they had to be.  And he didn’t even want to think about what the ‘swill’ he had been fed was actually made of.  Dom lay his head back against the rock and tried to crack his neck, to work the tension out of his shoulders.  He could feel his body trying to heal itself, but a blow to the head like he got, delivered by a fucking vampire was going to take longer than he figured he had.
 
   “How often do they come down here to check on you?” he asked the youth.
 
   “Not often.”  He answered.  “The door is locked and there’s no other way out.”  Dom looked up and saw the steel bars that made the door.  It looked like a jail door from an old west movie with thick vertical steel bars and a lock integrated into it.  He looked to the side and saw that the giant door was resting on hinge pins.  He pulled himself up and regretted it almost instantly.  His head throbbed with each heartbeat and his eyes slammed shut with starbursts flashing across his field of vision.
 
   “Dude, you probably shouldn’t be getting up just yet.”  The scruffy guy got up and put a hand on his shoulder to try to guide him back to the floor.
 
   “Wait, hold on a minute.  I need to check something out.” Dom told him and staggered toward the door.  He leaned against the cold, rusty metal and tried to catch his breath.  “This isn’t going to be easy.  I feel like I’m going to toss cookies.” He panted.  He could feel the little scruffy guy step to the side to avoid getting hurled on.
 
   “Dude, you really need to lay down or something.  You got a goose egg on the back of your head.” He tried to pull Dom back to the back of the dank room, but Dom held fast.
 
   “Just a minute.  I want to look at something.” He said, pulling himself up to stand straight.  Dom took a deep breath and opened his eyes slowly.  It took a moment for the image to come in focus, but he was able to get a good look at the door.  He wrapped his hands around the bars and pulled.  There was some play there as the door clanged, but not much.  He moved slowly toward the hinge side and looked at where the door was connected.  It was simply two bent pins that the door sat on.  If there was room to lever the door up, he might be able to jimmy it up and off the hinge pins.  But even then, in the condition his head was in, he probably wouldn’t make it far.
 
   He leaned back against the door and sighed heavily.  “Is there anything in here we can use as a pry bar?” he asked.  “A board, a steel rod…anything?”
 
   “Nothing, man.  All we have is that cot over there.” The scruffy little man pointed to a folding cot along the wall.  Dom squinted trying to focus on it.  From where he stood, it appeared to be made of metal, but somehow he doubted it would be strong enough to lift the door.  
 
   He turned back around and faced the door again.  Working his hand through the bars, he felt for the lock.  It felt very old.  “Have you gotten a look at the key they use to open this?” 
 
   “Yeah.  Every time they come and grab someone I see it.  It’s one of those really old timey keys.” He said.
 
   Dom nodded, smiling.  He started patting his pockets again, fishing for anything they might have missed.  He found his paperclip but knew it wouldn’t work.  He found the pack of gum and shoved a piece in his mouth.  The scruffy kid all but oozed at him, wanting a piece.  Dom just threw the pack at him.  “Knock yourself out.” He said.  He found the pen light and stood there a moment studying it.  Could he somehow make it work?  Dom toyed with the pen light, but it was too thick.  He hated the idea of tearing it up, but it really did him little good behind bars.
 
   Unscrewing the end, he dumped the batteries and tossed the cap.  He next unscrewed the bulb end and tossed it aside, staring at the empty tube.  He laid it on the stone floor and placed his heel on the empty tube.  He placed his weight on the aluminum body and crushed it under his heel.  When he picked it up again, he noticed that it had split down the side and he was left with two pieces.  
 
   Dom’s befuddled mind studied the two pieces and he realized, one might be usable as a crude blade in an emergency and he shoved it back in his pocket.  He took the other and gingerly placed it in the lock working it side to side trying to pick the lock.  He really had no clue if he could pull it off.  He wasn’t the best lock picker in the best of circumstances, but under these conditions, he felt it would be by the grace of god if he pulled this off.  Dom noticed a foul smell and turned to the side.  The scruffy looking kid was standing right next to him, watching him try to pick the lock.  “Um, excuse me?  Would you mind standing a little bit further away?  You’re…in my space.” Dom tried to be nice.  He knew the kid could no more help the smell than Dom could help the pain in his head.
 
   “Oh, sure.  Sorry.  I was just watching.” He stepped aside but still tried to watch what he was doing.  Dom continued until his head throbbed so badly he thought he would throw up.  He finally gave up and pulled his hand back through the bars.
 
   “I can’t get it.” He said with a sigh.
 
   “Mind if I try?” the kid asked.
 
   “Go for it.  Let me know if you hear a click and the door opens.” He staggered back to the wall and sat back down.  Dom watched the kid fiddle with the lock until he got bored and he closed his eyes.  The concussion called him and he felt sleep nagging at him.  He fought the urge to lie down and let it take him and rubbed at his eyes to try to wipe away the little stars that would explode there from time to time.  He knew this wasn’t a good situation to be in.  But he’d been in worse before, he was sure.  He just couldn’t remember what it was at the moment.  
 
   Gingerly he felt along the back of his skull and although he wasn’t positive, it felt as if the swelling around the knot had gone done in the short time he’d been awake.  He knew he would heal fast, but he still expected to be days away from being his best, if not weeks.  Rage shot through him as he thought of the pilot who had suckered him in to trusting him.  He had to give him credit though, he was a hell of an actor.  Dom heard the scruffy kid working on the lock and he looked up at him.  “You have to be gentle.  Don’t try to force it.” He offered.
 
   The kid’s eyes went wide momentarily and Dom dared hope that he’d unlocked the gate.  His hopes fell when the kid pulled the flattened pen body back through the bars and it had been broken.  “Shit.  I think it broke inside the lock.” He said.  “Their key may not work now.”
 
   “We can only hope.” Dom muttered.
 
   “You don’t understand, man.  They’ll be pissed.” He was beginning to panic.  “They’ve already captured us, they might not feed us.  They might…”
 
   “Kid, if that is the worse they do, then we’re lucky.” Dom said.  “You seriously have no fucking clue who these people are, do you?”
 
   “W-what do you mean?” he stammered out.  “Do you know them?” he asked.
 
   “I know what they are.  And it ain’t something you want to buddy up to, I promise you.” Dom said, hanging his head low and keeping his eyes shut.  It seemed to ease the pain.
 
   “What do you mean ‘what’ they are?” he asked.  “Are they like the mafia or something?”
 
   “They’re fucking vampires, kid!” Dom shouted and immediately wished he hadn’t.  He winced and rubbed at his temples.  “They’re monsters.  They ate your friends and they’re going to eat you, too.” He said more quietly.  “You’re just a meal to them.” He all but whispered.
 
   The kid stood away from Dom and stepped even further away.  “Naw, man, you’re screwing with me.  There’s no such thing as vampires.” He chuckled nervously.  “You’re just saying that to try to scare me.  I’m not a kid, either.  I don’t fall for stupid shit like that.  If there were vampires, the world would know about it!” he yelled.
 
   Dom winced at his yelling.  “Keep your voice down, please?  My head is killing me.”
 
   “I don’t give two shits about your head!” he yelled again.  “I’m fucking trapped in here and you’re telling me that these sick fucks want to eat me?”  He turned and started screaming outside the gate for somebody to come and let him out.
 
   “You really don’t want to do that.” Dom said quietly.  The kid stopped yelling long enough to shoot Dom a hate filled stare.
 
   “You don’t get to tell me what to do.  You’re new here.  I’ve got seniority.” He growled through gritted teeth.  “And…you’re fucking crazy, man if you think I’m going to buy the shit your shoveling.  Fucking vampires!  I’m telling you, there’s no such thing!”
 
   “And I’m telling you, quit yelling.” Dom said quietly.
 
   “Or what?” the kid turned and took a step toward Dom.  “You’re wounded and can barely stand.  I could take you out before you could…”
 
   Dom jumped to his feet and had the kid by the throat and pinned him against the iron bars, feet dangling.  The kid latched both of his hands around Dom’s wrists and pulled as hard as he could.  Dom kept his head low and eyes clenched tight to keep the stars that were exploding behind his eyelids from erupting out and causing his head to burst.  “I asked nicely.” He growled through gritted teeth.  “This is me telling you to shut your fucking mouth before I shut it for you.”  Dom pulled the kid down to eye level and lifted his head.  He forced his eyes open and glared at the scraggly faced youth.  “Got it?”
 
   The kid forced out a ‘gak’ and nodded his head up and down as much as he could before Dom opened his hand and let him fall to the floor gasping for breath and coughing.  The kid scrambled away from Dom as far as he could and curled up in the corner, rubbing his neck, forcing air into his burning lungs.
 
   Dom glanced down both ends of the hallway leading to the cell and saw nothing.  He hoped the kid’s yelling didn’t draw any unwarranted attention.  He stood there a few more moments to make sure that nobody was coming before he returned to his spot on the floor and lowered himself back down.  “What I wouldn’t give for some fucking aspirin or Tylenol right now.” He mumbled, rubbing his head.
 
   Something hit his foot and rolled away.  Dom looked up, his eyes not quite focusing in the dark.  “There’s ibuprofen in there.  And some aspirin, too.” The kid barked, his throat still burning.
 
   Dom turned to him, his look questioning.  “I nearly choked you out.  Why would you…”
 
   “Whoever these assholes are, they took my friends.” The kid said, tears forming in his eyes.  “You may be my only chance of getting out of here alive.”  He tried to keep the tears from coming, but they ran down his dirty cheeks.  “If that will help you get your head cleared up faster, take them all.”
 
   Dom nodded and scooped up the plastic bottle, the label all but worn off.  He fished out four of the small brown caplets and four of the white ones.  Popping them in his mouth, he scooped up the water with the sandy aftertaste and washed them down.  He popped the lid back on what was left and shoved them in his shirt pocket.  “Thanks kid.”
 
   “Jake.”  He replied.  “My name is Jake.  And I just want to get back to Sacramento.” 
 
    Dom nodded.  “Dominic.  I’m an east coast guy myself.”
 
   “Sorta figured by the accent.” Jake said.  “What were you doing in Ohio?”
 
   Dom thought about lying to the kid.  But the odds were against him surviving against their captors.  He deserved to know the truth.  “I’m with a special military unit.  We hunt down the monsters before they can do any real damage.”  Dom answered, his eyes still closed.  “I got separated from my team and they shot me in the ass with a tranquilizer dart.  Apparently they wanted me alive.”
 
   Jake listened and watched him closely.  “So, you’re serious about the whole vampire thing?” he asked nervously.  “You’re not jerking my chain, are you?”
 
   “You wish, kid.” Dom sighed.  “I don’t know who’s behind all of this, but whoever it is, doesn’t play nice and is most likely connected.”
 
   “Why would you say that?”
 
   “Because you don’t just nab a bunch of American college kids off the street and use them for midnight snacks without fear of getting caught.” He said softly.  “Americans have a way of never letting it go when one of their kids come up missing.  They tend to move hell itself to find them.”
 
   “What makes Americans worth more than any other nationality?” Jake asked defensively.
 
   “I didn’t say that they were.  I just said that American parents tend to stop at nothing to get their kids back.  They don’t come from third world nations and they have more resources at their disposal to raise hell and put pressures on other countries’ governmental officials.”  He tried to explain.  “They just think they’re more important.” He muttered.
 
   “Oh.  For a minute there I thought you were saying…”
 
   “I know what you thought.” He interrupted.  “But we fight to defend people from Mexico, the states and Canada.  We don’t pick favorites, junior.” He retorted spitefully.
 
   “Sorry, man.”  Jake defended.
 
   Dom kept rubbing at his temples wishing he had something stronger than the over the counter pain relievers Jake had.  “How were you able to keep the aspirins with you?  Didn’t they take everything from you when they dumped you in here?”
 
   “They let me keep my backpack.” He said.  “I had a few changes of clothes, the Tylenol and a paperback in it.  They took my wallet and passport, though.”
 
   Dom nodded.  At least Jake had clothes to change into at one point or another.  “Book any good?”
 
   Jake laughed.  “I’ve read it three times now.  There’s nothing else to do in here but masturbate and read.”
 
   “Okay.  Dude…TMI.” Dom objected.
 
   “You asked.”
 
   “I asked if the book was any good, not what you do once the lights go out.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t wait for the lights to go out.”  Jake responded.  “They never do.  Same old gloom in here twenty-four-seven.  I have no idea if it’s day or night.”
 
   Dom glanced at his wrist.  The bastards grabbed his watch again.  “Me neither.”  Dom said.  “But my guess would be that it was early morning when they dumped me in here.”
 
   The two shared a silence for some time before Jake asked him, “Are we going to die in here Dominic?”
 
   “Probably, Jake.”
 
   The silence was palpable as they sat and listened to it grow.  After several more heartbeats, Jake said in a shaky voice, “I really don’t want to die, Dominic.”
 
   “I know, Jake.” Dom said wearily.  “I know.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Rufus and Viktor stepped off of the boat and onto the docks.  After helping Natashia and Nadia to the dock and retrieving their bags, the quartet loaded into a black SUV and headed to the warehouse district.  Rufus needed to speak with Paul Foster before they departed for the military base where Colonel Mitchell and his human hunters were preparing to meet the threat.
 
   Foster needed to know that circumstances had changed, but really only the ‘who’ that was behind the circumstances.  Thorn feared that Foster might try to back out on their agreement, but as long as his copy of the blood alliance was safe and sound, Foster could do whatever he wished with his and still be bound to it.  Thorn trusted Foster as far as he could throw the vampire…actually, he didn’t trust him that far, but he knew that he was honor bound to the blood alliance.  He could no more break the alliance than cut out his own heart.
 
   The Black SUV came to a stop in front of a non-descript row of abandoned looking warehouses.  The only clue that they may be in use were two armed guards standing outside the front double doors.  The driver opened Thorn’s door and he stepped out, the guards immediately snapping to attention.  Apparently, they recognized their new leader by the call of his power, even if they had never met him.  
 
   As Rufus approached the double doors, one of the guards saluted him with a fist across his chest, covering his heart, the other snapped to attention again and opened the door for their new master, saluting him in the same manner.  Thorn ignored both and entered the warehouse.  
 
   As he walked between the double rows of tractor trailers, vampires and familiars alike bowed to their new master, some bending a knee to show their respect.  To some of the older vampires, Thorn gave a nod of recognition.  As he approached the offices in the rear of the warehouse, the guards at the door of Foster’s personal chamber snapped to attention.  The older of the two vampires addressed Thorn, “Master.  What brings us this honor?”
 
   “Is Foster in?”  Thorn already knew the answer as he could feel the vampire in the room behind them.
 
   “Of course, my lord.  He has ordered not to be disturbed, but for you, master…he will make an exception.” The edges of the guard’s mouth trying not to curve into a smile.
 
   Rufus opened the door to find Paul feeding on a buxom Mexican woman, ravenously feeding from her large swinging breasts.  His fangs were sunk deep into her tissues and it was obvious that he had torn one to ribbons and was now working on the other one.  She was dazed and possibly drugged as she seemed to sit in his lap, naked and didn’t have a care in the world, her eyes almost glazed over.
 
   “Am I interrupting you?” Rufus asked, his stomach almost turning at the sight of Foster’s piggish activities.
 
   Foster turned quickly, the woman’s breast still stuck to his fangs.  He retracted his fangs and dumped her unceremoniously to the floor.  Standing, it became obvious that he had also been engaged in some form of sex with her while feeding, as he, too, was naked in the chair.  “Not at all, my king.” He said, wiping the blood from his mouth with the back of his arm.  “I was just having a little snack.” He said, a smile crossing his face as his eyes darkened.  He glanced down at his engorged manhood and raised an eyebrow.  “And a little fun.  You know me…I like to play with my food.”
 
   “I see that.” Rufus responded stoically.  “I bring news before my departure.”
 
   “Departure?  Are you going to meet with the Beastia Conventio?” he asked.
 
   “Non.  I go to the human hunters compound to discuss…military matters.” He said guardedly.
 
   Foster’s curiosity was piqued.  “The hunters?  I would think that they would be a secondary force in our war against the Lamia Humanus.”
 
   Rufus nodded.  “Normally, perhaps.  But things have changed somewhat.” He stepped further into Foster’s chambers and took Foster’s favorite chair.  Foster pulled up another chair and made no mention of Thorn taking his high backed throne.  “While negotiating with the hunters I was graced with an emissary from the Sicarii.”  Rufus stated, allowing his words to sink in.  He watched Foster’s reaction carefully.  Foster had been licking some blood from his fingers until Rufus said ‘Sicarii’ and then froze.  
 
   After a few moments he inhaled sharply, “You jest!” Foster all but yelled, a nervous smile crossing his bloody features.
 
   “Non.” Rufus replied, his face stony.  “He came as a representative of the Sicarii and bearing a scroll conscripting me into service to his army of vampiri.”
 
   “B-but the Sicarii is only a myth.” Foster argued.  “He’s not REAL!”
 
   “You are wrong.” Rufus informed him.  “I thought the same, but the scroll was real, the seal was real and the conscript was official.”
 
   “So…we are all conscripted into his service?  Why didn’t I feel the change in power?” he asked.
 
   “Because I did not break the seal.” Rufus answered with an evil smile.  “I unfurled the scroll and left the seal intact.”
 
   Paul’s brows gathered in confusion.  “Is that legal?  I mean…truly?  Is that all there is to it?”
 
   “Truly.” Thorn answered.  “A very old vampire taught me that trick many centuries ago.”
 
   “Well, I’ll be damned.” Paul mumbled.
 
   “Oui.  We all are.  We are vampires, are we not?” he stated more than asked.  “But the fact still remains, that the Lamia Humanus may be behind the attacks and the war we were preparing to fight, but it is the Sicarii himself who is orchestrating the entire affair.”  Thorn allowed a moment for Foster to realize the ramifications of this knowledge.
 
   “Oh, fuck.  We are screwed.  We are SO screwed!” he cried.  He covered his face in his bloody hands, he sucked in air deeply trying to prevent losing control.  “We need to back off, Rufus.  There is no way we can stand against him!  He can FORCE us to his bidding, you realize that, don’t you?”
 
   “Non.”  Rufus stated flatly.  “We stick to the plan.” He said quietly.
 
   “What?!  You cannot be serious?”  Paul all but screamed.  He stood up and began pacing.  “He can physically FORCE us into service, even without the scroll!  Rufus, for shit’s sake, he is the Father of all Vampires.  He could make us tear at each other while the rest of his army stand there and take bets!”
 
   “Non.”  Rufus repeated.  “We have an accord with the humans and we shall…”
 
   “Fuck the humans!” Paul shrieked.  “They’re FOOD!”
 
   Rufus stood and a huge wave of power shot across the room, buckling Foster’s legs from beneath him, dropping him to the floor.  Rufus stood over him and stared down at the quivering vampire.  By taking control of Foster’s people, he had grown in power exponentially.  By being made leader of the Lamia Beastia, he had assumed their power as well.  Foster had never been in the presence of such power before and it sucked the air from his lungs.  “I said, ‘non’.” Thorn repeated again, quietly, his voice barely above a whisper.  “I gave the word of our army…I gave the word of the Lamia Beastia, I gave my word to the hunters that we would fight to the death against the Sicarii to prevent the Vampiri Apocalypto and it shall be so.” He whispered.
 
   “Yes, my king.” Foster said, his head bowed, eyes to the floor.
 
   “You will pull your people together and have them ready to assemble on my word.  I do not know yet what the humans have in mind, but I have a strong suspicion that we will meet the Sicarii on a common battlefield, rather than scatter our forces across the globe.  But whatever the case may be, I want all of the resources at my disposal ready when I call for them.  Do you understand?”
 
   “Of course, my lord.”  Foster said.
 
   “Good.  Now stand and see me away.” Foster stood on shaky legs and Rufus placed a robe across his shoulders.  Paul was still stunned by the display of power and failed to close the robe as he walked him across the warehouse and to the waiting SUV.  When they reached the door, Rufus turned to him again, “I do not know when I will return, or even if I will return.  I may well simply send word to meet me.  You will prepare our troops, oui?”
 
   “Of course, my king.” Foster replied.  He grasped Thorn’s hand and kissed his ring.  Thorn touched his head then turned to leave. 
 
   Thorn stepped into the SUV and the driver shut his door for him.  As the SUV pulled away and headed to the airport Rufus turned to Viktor, “He’ll prepare his people for us.  They should be ready to move once we know the hunter’s plans.”
 
   Viktor nodded.  “Are you sure that it’s wise to trust the humans?”
 
   “Who better to fight the worst of all monsters than the Monster Squad?” Rufus asked.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   24
 
    
 
   Laura sat in Matt’s office completely dejected.  She brought the initial reports from Team 2 and what they found in Italy.  The plane was found parked at the opening of a small private hangar, the co-pilot dead, a fire axe lying near the body.  The pilot and any sign of Dominic had been erased from the plane.
 
   Local police had taken fingerprints and scans were sent.  They confirmed what they already knew, that Dom had been in the cabin at one point in time or another as his prints were found on the co-pilot’s headset and on the handle of the fire axe.  The hunters discovered that the co-pilot was a vampire and dragged the body out into the sun to be turned to ash.  The Italian federal police were quickly made into believers, as if the white irises, fangs and black coagulated blood weren’t evidence enough.
 
   The Italians were using facial recognition software and every security camera they could tap into to try to discover what vehicles had come and gone through the airport in the last 24 hours, but at the moment, the trail was cold.  It was as if they had fallen off the planet.  “I don’t know why I was holding out hope that they would find something.” She said, her voice betraying her.  “We’re never that lucky.”
 
   “There’s still that chance that he went on his own, Laura.” Matt said.  “I know that nobody wants to think it, and nobody wants to admit it, but there is the chance.”
 
   “Do you really believe that?” she asked, her eyes probing his.
 
   Matt took a deep breath and tried his best to hold a poker face.  “I don’t know what to believe.  Like I said before, we weren’t there.”
 
   “Bullshit, Matt.  We both know that Dom wouldn’t go against a direct order.” She wasn’t being argumentative, simply stating a fact that they both knew.
 
   “Just tossing out possibilities, Laura.”
 
   “Unlikely as they are, right?”
 
   “Unlikely as they are.” He nodded.  “Have you notified the squad?” he asked.
 
   “Before I came here.  Apollo is not happy…to say the least.  He’s ready to hop a plane to Italy himself.”
 
   “I’m sure he is.”
 
   Laura took a deep breath and stretched her neck.  The stress of the situation wearing her nerves thin.  “I looked for the Chief to inform him, but I couldn’t find him.” She said.
 
   Matt’s face puckered in dissatisfaction and his brows creased.  “He’s at the airport picking up the newest member to his team.” He said tersely.
 
   Laura turned an inquisitive glance at him, but he wasn’t forthcoming.  She would have to pry it out of him.  “Newest member, sir?  Who would that be?”
 
   Matt sucked air in deeply as if preparing to rant, but instead let it out slowly.  Through clenched teeth he simply said, “Tufo.”
 
   Laura gave him a sideways glance.  “The field agent from Ohio?” she asked.
 
   Matt stared off at the ceiling.  “Yes.” When he finally turned back at her, she could see the anger in his eyes.  “One and the same.”
 
   “Okay.  Why?”  She asked.  “I mean, how the hell did Mark suddenly become a hunter?” a smirk crossing her face.  “Is this a joke or something?”
 
   “God, how I wish it were.” Matt sighed.  He stood up and grabbed his scotch bottle.  He didn’t even bother with the glass this time. He pulled the cork and upended the bottle, pulling two long swallows from it.
 
   “Whoa, sir!” Laura exclaimed.  “Slow down!”  Matt lowered the bottle and sat back down.  “And pour me one too if it’s that bad.” She said, concern crossing her features.
 
   “It’s worse, Laura.  Much worse.”  He poured her a drink and then poured himself one as well.  He practically threw the ice in the glass and glared at the bottle.  “Mark Tufo was a Gunnie in my old unit.” Matt began.  “In fact, he’s the last remaining member of the original Monster Squad.  How that son of a bitch survived is beyond me, but he did.” He muttered.
 
   “Anyway, I watched so many good men die in the line of duty.  Hunting these bastards down, but somehow, Tufo stayed alive.”
 
   “And you resent him for it?” she asked.
 
   “What?!” Matt exclaimed.  “Hell, no.  I was tickled pink.  I loved that old asshole.  He was one of my guys and a damned fine soldier.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “But…we implemented the augmentation protocols.”  He continued.  “Granted, the first series was pretty crude, but it was effective.”
 
   “And…”
 
   “And…Mark had a family.  And I knew what the augmentation would mean to a married man with a wife and child.  And I just couldn’t do it.  Not to Gunnie.” Matt said.  “So I had him booted from the squads.  We changed the requirements for all incoming operators.  They couldn’t be married or engaged.  Only single guys, or divorced, but only if their record deemed them highly qualified and there couldn’t be any chance of them reconciling.”
 
   “So, you did it to save him.” Laura said softly.
 
   “And he’s never forgiven me.” Matt said.  “I thought about explaining it to him once or twice.  The man was my friend.  Hell, I can’t tell you the number of times we saved each other’s lives.” Matt chuckled.  “He’s tougher than boot leather.  That was the reason I brought him in.”
 
   “I’m sure if he knew…”
 
   “He’d be pissed either way.  Here it is, years later, he’s old and broken down and still thinks he can run with these kids.  These augmented kids.”  Matt said.  “Well, he’s about to get his eyes opened.”
 
   Laura smiled at him.  “Well, one of you is about to get your eyes opened.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jack was driving the military Humvee back through the metro traffic.  He had picked up Tufo at the airport and the Gunnie was still not happy.  He knew that Colonel Mitchell didn’t want him out there but he would be damned if he’d let the overstuffed politician keep him from rejoining the ranks of the Monster Squad.  His wife, on the other hand, wasn’t too thrilled with his demanding to return to duty.  He tried to explain to her that he had a debt to repay, but she wanted none of it. She knew that Mark was nothing more than an adrenaline junkie, throwing himself into the fray as often as he could, breaking the rules of engagement when he was supposed to only ‘report’ sightings to the squads.  He would often engage the enemy and swear in his official reports that he had been spotted and attacked, forcing his hand to defend himself.  But now he was back and he wasn’t going to let anybody stop him, least of all, his old CO.
 
   “How was the trip?” Jack asked, trying to make conversation.
 
   “How do you think it was?  It was a freaking plane ride.  They’re all the same.” Tufo shot at him bitterly.
 
   Jack couldn’t understand the biting remark and tried to let it slide.  Still, he pushed to get to know the man who would be working with his team.  “So, I hear you used to be on the original squad.”
 
   “Yeah, I was…until that son of a bitch Mitchell kicked me to the curb.” He glared out the windshield, shooting angry daggers at passing vehicles.  Jack’s brows knitted and he squeezed the steering wheel.
 
   “Let’s try this again.” He said through gritted teeth.  “Hi.  I’m Jack Thompson and I’ll be your Team Leader.  And if you don’t knock that fucking chip off your shoulder, I’ll do it for you.” He said with a mock smile.  “How’s that grab ya?”
 
   Tufo turned in his seat and shot Jack a lopsided grin.  “Well, why don’t you just give it your best shot, Sonny?”  He shot at him slowly.  “I was hunting monsters when you were still shitting green.” 
 
   “I doubt that, smart ass.  It wasn’t that long ago you were a hunter, Gunnie.” Jack replied.  “So what gives?  What’s with the anger issues?”
 
   “Why do you think?”  Tufo fired at him.  “Mitchell betrayed me.  I gave him the best years of my life and he betrayed me.  Kicked my ass to the curb without so much as a ‘see ya later’, ‘kiss my ass’ or nothing.  I think you’d be pissed, too.”
 
   “Well, Mitchell wasn’t going to let you come back this time either.”  Jack informed him. “It was MY decision to bring you in and I’m probably going to catch fifteen rations of shit for doing it.  So just between you and me, I’d appreciate it if you’d knock off the pissed off Marine bit.”
 
   Tufo shot him a look that would have busted the window if it had missed Jack and hit the door.  “Don’t look at me in that tone of voice, Gunnie.  I’m serious.  If I don’t think I can count on you being a team player, then I’ll boot your ass to the curb this time.”
 
   “You wouldn’t dare.” Tufo growled.
 
   Jack pulled the Humvee to the side of the highway and stared the man down.  “Try me.” He replied.  “If you think for one minute that I’m bullshitting you, we can step outside and settle it right now.  I’ll kick your old, wrinkled ass all up and down this highway until you see my point of view.”
 
   Tufo cracked a grin.  “I couldn’t shove my head far enough up my ass to see your point of view, squid.” He quipped.  “And my ass ain’t wrinkled.”  He mumbled.  “Hairy as hell, but it ain’t wrinkled.”  He pointed toward the road ahead.  “Are you gonna drive this damn thing or are we gonna have a pecker measuring contest?” 
 
   Jack raised an eyebrow as he threw the Humvee into gear.  “I’d win.” He said.
 
   “In your dreams, Navy.” Tufo shot back.  “My nickname in the corps was ‘Peter Dragon’.”
 
   “Short legs, huh?” Jack shot back.
 
   “Oh, you’re just full of come backs, aren’t ya?” Mark said with a laugh.
 
   “If it means me not kicking your ass and sending you packing it back to Ohio, then so be it.”
 
   “You just don’t want to have to tell Mitchell you got your ass kicked by an OLD Marine.” Tufo shot back.
 
   “Yeah…you’re gonna fit right in.” Jack mumbled.
 
   “Like I never left.” Mark sighed.
 
   “Just remember, grandpa, team player or I introduce my boot to your ass.” Jack shot at him.
 
   “No wonder Navy boys never could get a shoe shine worth a shit.  That ain’t the way to do it, Sonny.”  Tufo fired back.  “Spit and lots of rubbing.”
 
   “No masturbating in the truck, jarhead!” Jack smiled.
 
   “If I were, you wouldn’t be able to see out the windshield.” Tufo shot back.  “I’d offer you a pony ride, but you don’t have a saddle and I don’t allow bare backing.”  
 
   “I should have suspected you were a little ‘off’.” Jack shot at him.  “You are a Marine.”
 
   “Floating on the surface and crapping on the squids below me.”
 
   Jack groaned at the bad pun.  “How did Mitchell put up with you?” he asked.
 
   “You don’t remember?  He fired my ass.”
 
   “Now I know why.”  Jack mumbled.  “You’re mouthy as hell for a toothless old fart.”
 
   “Who you calling toothless?   And I’m pretty sure that fart was fresh.  May have had a lump or two in it.”
 
   “Great.  You’re more fun than a barrel of…eww, gross!  I thought you were kidding!” Jack yelled as he reached for the window crank.  Mark sat in the passenger seat and laughed to himself.  
 
   “Pickled eggs and beer.  Did it just for Mitchell.  Been cooking that one up all the way here.” He cackled, his eyes burning at his own flatulence.  “Oh, damn.  You might want to pull over.  I think I’m sitting in something.” He said leaning to one side.
 
   Jack gagged and tried to pull his undershirt over his nose.  “No way, if you did, you’re sitting in it!”
 
   “No, seriously, I think you might want to.”  Mark said laughing.  “Got any napkins?  I feel something wet and warm.”  Jack was dry heaving and flipping him the bird.  “Okay, but it’s your upholstery.” Then gagged himself.
 
   “I swear to Christ, do that again and you’re walking to the base.”  But the two were almost to the main gate.  Jack was fanning the air, fighting the urge to gag and Tufo sat in the passenger seat laughing as they approached.  When the gate guard stuck his head in the window to look at Jack’s ID, he pulled his face back sharply.
 
   “Good grief.  Are you transporting a dead body?” he gasped.
 
   “Not yet.” Jack muttered.  The gate guard waved them through and Tufo burst out laughing again.  “I wish you had saved that for Mitchell’s office.  Seriously.  The ventilation in there sucks nuts.  He wouldn’t be able to go back for hours.”
 
   “Good to know.” Mark laughed.  And squeaked out another.
 
   “For the love of Pete, roll down your window!” Jack yelled.
 
   “I’m marking you with my man-scent.” Tufo stated, his arms crossed against his chest, eyes watering.
 
   “You’re etching glass!”  Jack held back a retch as he drove like hell for the hangar, his head hanging out the window.  He shot across the gravel road and slid the huge truck up to the hangar  doors, the guards opening them as soon as they saw him coming.  
 
   As soon as Jack was inside, he shut the engine off and jumped out as fast as he could, gasping for fresh air.  Tufo laughed as he stepped from the truck.  “Yeah, we’re going to have a blast.” 
 
   “What’s with you Gunnie?” 
 
   “Too many years raising English Bulldogs, I guess.  Sinuses are all but burned out.” He quipped.  “Never feed them anything with ‘soy’.  Tears their tummies up.” He stated matter of factly.
 
   “Yeah. Good to know.” Jack still wasn’t sure what to make of the man.  For someone who was supposedly a top notch hunter in his day, first impressions must not be his thing.  “Let’s get you caught up and geared up.”
 
   As they made their way across the hangar, Tufo was taking in everything.  His sharp eyes noticed every piece of equipment, every person who came and went, every activity that was underway.  His childlike demeanor suddenly switched to one of a full-out professional.  He began questioning Jack on each station, each person at every station and the operations going on.  Jack gave him a brief overview as they walked through the hangar, and Tufo simply nodded then pointed out the next activity and asked about it.  His mind was like a sponge, taking in everything.  When they finally reached the elevators and started down, Gunnie reached over and hit the button for the next floor down. Jack shot him an inquisitive glance when Mark told him flat out, “I’ve got a lot to learn and a short time to learn it.  We’ve got seven floors to go through.  Might as well hit the next one and do them in order.”
 
   Jack simply nodded and they did just that.  For the next five levels down, Jack took Mark area by area and explained the operations and the personnel who worked there.  Those who weren’t too busy working stopped to introduce themselves and Gunny made a point of learning their names, ranks and responsibilities.  When Gunnie headed for the elevator again, Jack stopped him.  “The lower two levels are restricted, Mark.  I’m afraid access is denied to them without keycards.”
 
   “When do I get my keycard?” he asked.
 
   Jack was slightly taken aback.  “I don’t think you will be.” He stated.  “I don’t go down there either.” Jack lied. 
 
   Mark stared Jack in the eye for a moment then raised a brow at him.  “What’s down there, Jack?”
 
   Jack hesitated a moment then checked both sides of the hall to make sure nobody was within earshot.  “Honestly?  Not much.  Dr. Evans quarters, and some cells that are made of silver coated bars.” He told him.  “But the lowest level?  I honestly don’t know.  Nobody’s ever told me.”
 
   Mark nodded, satisfied.  “Okay then.  Let’s get me geared up.”
 
   “I’m beginning to feel a team player forming in you, Gunnie.”
 
   “Keep your hands to yourself, Squid.  Marines don’t swing that way.”
 
   Jack smiled.  “You’d never go back to women.” He laughed.
 
   “Let me guess.  ‘Come to the dark side.  We have cookies!’ Right, Chief?”
 
   Jack laughed.  “Something like that.”  Jack pushed open the door to the supply room and introduced Tufo to the supply sergeant.  “Gear him up.  He’s the new…er, well, the old…the new old guy.” Jack smiled at Mark.
 
   “Funny.”  Tufo responded flatly.
 
   “Get your gear, get it stowed then meet me back at the training area.  We’ll go over some basics.” Jack told him.  “Do you remember where it is?”
 
   Mark tapped the side of his head with his finger.  “Mind like a steel trap.  I remember everything.”
 
   “Steel trap, eh?  Well, let’s hope it isn’t rusty.” Jack turned and headed down the hallway.  “Meet you in twenty.”
 
   Tufo yelled at him, “Chief!  The training area is back that way.” And pointed the opposite way that Jack was headed.
 
   Jack smiled at him.  “And I have other business this way.  Meet you in twenty, Gunnie.” Jack smiled and shook his head as he left.  This guy was going to be a hand full, that much he was certain of.
 
   Jack knocked on Mitchell’s door and heard a bark from the other side that he took as an ‘enter’.  He stuck his head in “Colonel, just letting you know we’re back.”
 
   “Come on in, Chief.”  Matt motioned him in.  “I just got word that Thorn and his people are on their way.  I had no idea how many and had Evan prepare as many rooms as we could.”
 
   “How many are coming, sir?”
 
   “Four.  Just Thorn and your in-laws.  And Nadia, of course.”  Mitchell dropped the file he was going through.  Jack caught a glimpse of it and realized it was Tufo’s.  “It seems that Mr. Thorn wants to be sure what our plans are before he commits his people to move to any one location.”
 
   “I was thinking about that when I was waiting for the Gunnies flight, Colonel.  If we’re talking hundreds of thousands of vamps…where the hell are we going to put them IF you can procure Area 51?”
 
   “You mean Groom Lake?” Matt corrected.  “I’ve wondered that myself.  That’s a logistical problem we’ll have to discuss with Thorn once he gets here.  Another thing to concern ourselves with is…how the hell do we feed that many vampires once we get them all there?  We can’t very well just set them loose on Las Vegas.  We’ve got a lot of things to figure out.”
 
   Jack sat down in the chair across from Mitchell and hesitantly asked, “Any news on Dominic?”
 
   Mitchell shook his head.  “Nothing.  Team 2 scoured the area and the video feeds came up with nothing.  It’s like he just disappeared without a trace.”
 
   “What does your gut tell you, Skipper?” Jack asked quietly.
 
   “Honestly?”  Mitchell didn’t like saying the words aloud, but he knew that the Chief would keep them to himself.  “I think the bad guys didn’t like the results they got on their bullshit tests so they nabbed one of our boys to torture information from him.”
 
   Jack sat back and gave Matt a surprised look.  “Don’t sugarcoat it, Skipper.  Tell me what you really think.”
 
   Matt grunted.  “You shouldn’t have asked if you didn’t want to know.” Matt poked at his desk and leaned forward.  “It’s the only thing that makes sense, Chief.  We both know that Dom didn’t break a direct order and run off on his own.  I’ve tried to sow that seed with Laura to ease her guilt, but she knows it too.  This whole mess is just…a mess.” He sighed.
 
   Jack hesitated before he asked, “Have you written him off, Skip?”
 
   Matt stared him down.  “I didn’t write you off, Chief.  I may have wondered, and I may have suspected, but I didn’t write you off.  I’m not going to write off Dom until I see a body.”
 
   Jack nodded.  “Good.  I’m sure the rest of the squad would appreciate it, too.”  He stood and headed for the door.  “I better go.  I gotta get Tufo up to speed on our tactics.”
 
   Matt rolled his eyes.  “Watch yourself with that one, Chief.  He’s still got an axe to grind.”
 
   “Roger that, sir.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   25
 
    
 
   Dominic was shaken awake gently, foul breath near his face, “Somebody’s coming.” He heard Jake whisper.  He opened his eyes too quickly and even in the gloom, the light caused bursts of pain to shoot through his skull.
 
   “Thanks for the warning.” He croaked back quietly.  Dom tried not to stir and closed his eyes, letting the pain subside.  Slowly he cracked his lids to allow his eyes to adjust, his ears listening to the footsteps scrape against the stone floors of the hall outside the cell.  His head was turned just enough that he could make out a figure walking to the cell door and he heard the jingle of keys.  He could hear the visitor try the lock in frustration and Jake scuttled along the wall and assumed the fetal position again.
 
   “What the hell?” the voice asked as the visitor continued to try the lock.  Dom continued to lie still against the stone floor, his eyes barely opened, watching the visitor’s every movement.  The visitor, he could now see, was dressed in a nice suit, patent leather shoes and a shiny watch.  Not your average jailor.  He reached into his dress slacks and pulled out a folding lock blade knife and fiddled with the lock.  After a few moments, he pulled out the broken piece of pen that Jake had lodged in there.  With a ‘humf’ of satisfaction he tossed it behind him.  “Did you really think that jamming the lock would keep me out?  Or were you trying to pick the lock with that little piece of trash?” he laughed.  Dom thought the laugh was heartless and without a soul.
 
   The visitor swung the door open and stepped in.  “Let’s see… pain and suffering or…pain and suffering?  I’m sure this piece of shit has told you by now what lies in wait for you, yes?” he laughed again, this time with even less heart.  Dom could hear Jake shaking in the corner, could almost hear his heart beating out of his chest.  It took everything he had not to spring from the floor, but he knew he was in no shape to try to attack from that distance.  “I think I should go with…pain and suffering!” he laughed again and stepped toward Dom.  “Get up hunter!” he shouted, kicking at Dom’s outstretched leg.
 
   As soon as he began his kick, Dom sprung like a coiled snake.  He swept the other leg that supported the visitor and knocked his only support out from under him.  As quickly as he could, he launched himself on top of the man and used his full weight to try to pin him.  Dom found out quickly that the visitor was a vampire, and was quite strong.  He rolled and took Dom with him, trying to find purchase to put him underneath him.  Dom’s free hand came up and caught the vampire under the chin, smashing his lower jaw into his skull, breaking one of his fangs off at the base.  His other hand grasped the man’s wrist that held Dom at the shoulder and pulled with all of his might to pull his weight off balance and used his own weight to drive his face into the stone floor.
 
   Jake watched from the corner of the cell, pushing himself deeper into the corner, wishing he could become part of the wall itself.  He watched in terror as the giant soldier attacked the smaller man and the smaller man used what could only be a supernatural strength to throw the large soldier around like a rag doll.  He was amazed at how the soldier used tactics to gain the upper hand, and even more amazed how the smaller man had supernatural speed to overcome those tactics.  The soldier…he said his name was Dominic, actually growled like a feral beast and threw the smaller man into the steel bars, rattling the steel wall, and…yes…bending them!  But the smaller man got to his feet and rushed him, tackling him and taking him to the ground where they rolled until the soldier was on the smaller man’s back, his thick legs wrapped around his middle and squeezing for all he was worth.  Jake couldn’t believe what he was seeing, those legs looked like they would crush a normal person and yet, the smaller man tried to keep fighting.  The soldier had the smaller man…why did he keep thinking of him as a man?  He was obviously what Dominic had claimed him to be…a vampire!  Dom had the vampire in a head lock and was tearing at his shirt pocket while the vampire man was clawing at his arm, tearing the fabric of his shirt sleeve and drawing blood.
 
   Dom pulled the flattened metal pen body from his shirt pocket and raked it repeatedly across the vampire’s throat, blood spraying around the cell and painting the walls.  Riding the vampire until he fell to his knees, Dom continued to slash at his throat until he felt the pen blade hit bone then he reached further to the side and continued to slash at softer tissue.  When he finally finished, the vampire lay in a pool of its own blood, body twitching.
 
   Dom lay on the ground, breathing heavily and slowly relaxed his grip.  He placed both feet against the shoulders of the vampire and gripped him by the lower jawbones, his fingers slipping in blood but finding purchase under the jawbone.  He then stiffened his legs and by using his massive back muscles, ripped his head cleanly from his body and threw it as far from the body as he could. 
 
   “Oh my god…” Jake whispered from his corner of the cell.  “I think I’m going to be sick.”
 
   “Better sick than dead.” Dom said as he rolled on to his knees and placed his head against the cold floor.  Slowly he got to his feet and wavered a bit.  He reached into his pocket and popped the pill bottle and slid a few more of the aspirins into his mouth and made a face as the bitter pills hit his tongue.  He found the water bucket and ladled out a mouthful to wash down the bitter analgesics.
 
   He went back to the body and frisked it.  Of course, there weren’t any weapons.  He was a vampire and vampires don’t feel the need for weapons.  He pocketed the keys and used the expensive Italian jacket to wipe as much blood from him as he could.  He did relieve the body of the watch.  “Let’s see if we can find a way out of here.” He said as he made his way to the door.
 
   Jake couldn’t move, fear gluing him to his spot.  He just kept shaking his head and mumbling to himself.  Dom walked over to the head and picked it up by the hair and carried it over to where Jake was curled up in the corner.  “Look.” He barked.  Dom pulled the jaw open and displayed the remaining fang.  “This is a fucking vampire.  They eat people.  You are people.  That makes you food.  If you stay, you die.” He tossed the head back across the cell.  “I don’t want to get rough with you, kid.  But if you want to keep breathing, we need to haul ass out of here.”
 
   Jake started nodding.  “Yeah.  You’re right.  We got to go.”  He picked up his pack and headed toward the open cell door on shaky legs.  “What if we run into more?” he asked.
 
   “We kill them before they kill us.” Dom whispered.
 
   “How?  They look pretty strong.”
 
   “They are.”  Dom whispered back.  “They’re sneaky, strong and tough as hell.”  
 
   “So, holy water and crosses?” Jake asked.
 
   “Get’s them wet and gives ‘em religion.” Dom replied sardonically.  “I wish it were that simple.  They are allergic to silver.  Stake in the heart works, too.  Remove the head or burn to ash.  And sunlight works, but…since I don’t have a spare sun in my pocket, we don’t have swords, stakes or silver bullets, we’re just going to have to wing it.”
 
   “Wing it?!” Jake whispered excitedly.  “How do we ‘wing it’?”
 
   “Look for something that we can use as a weapon as we go.” Dom shot back with a bit of aggravation.  He turned back to the scruffy kid.  “Look.  A broom handle can be broken and shoved up their ass or a table leg can be modified into a stake.  We find a familiar and we disarm him…”
 
   “What’s a familiar?” Jake asked, worried.
 
   Dom sighed.  “Kid, I don’t have time to give you the entire breakdown on monsters, okay, but…a familiar is a human who protects vampires during daylight hours, okay?  They need someone to cover their asses when they’re asleep.  Got it?”
 
   Jake nodded.  “Okay.  I’ll just follow your lead.  Obviously, you know what the fuck you’re doing.”
 
   “Ya think?” Dom shot back sarcastically.  “Just stay close, try not to die and there’s a slight chance you’ll get out of here alive.”
 
   “Slight?” Jake asked, more to himself.
 
   “Slight is better than none.  And that’s what you had before I got here.”
 
   They reached the steel door at the end of the hallway and Dom held up his hand to shush Jake.  He pressed his ear to the door to listen to the other side but heard nothing.  He knew that when dealing with vampires, this really meant little as vampires only needed to breath to talk and could stand as still as a statue for hours if not days.  But not hearing movement on the other side told him that no familiars were on the other side and if there were vampires, then they were inactive.
 
   He pulled on the door and it didn’t move.  He pulled the keys out and rifled through them.  Finding one that looked like it might fit, he slid it into the door and worked it.  The door popped open and he cracked it.  The immediate area looked clear and he snuck peeks down both sides of the hall on either side.  He motioned Jake to follow him and they entered the next hallway.  In whispered tones he asked, “Any idea which way out?”
 
   “We were zonked out when they brought us in, man.  I have no idea.”
 
   “Eeny-meeny-miny-moe.” Dom said and they turned left.  “Stay close.”
 
   The two hugged the wall as they made their way to the end of the hall, Dom searching for anything that could be used as a weapon.  His head was still pounding and the battle with the vampire did nothing to help.  They climbed a short flight of stairs and came to another hallway.  Dom took a quick peek and found it, too, was empty.  With no sense of direction, he decided to take a right this time.  No sense in inadvertently making a circle and ending up where they started.
 
   They crept as quietly as they could until Dom saw light ahead.  It looked like either twilight or early sunrise, but it bathed the path they were on.  He stepped up the pace and soon came to a large window.  He pulled alongside the window and peered out.  He observed a courtyard with a stone walkway and concrete table and bench, a fountain to the side, but no bodies milling about.  They were three stories above it.  He tried to see if there was a passageway leading into or out of the courtyard, but the angle from the window was wrong.  He couldn’t see the sky to tell if the skies were darkening or getting lighter and they needed to keep moving.  He knew that they had little time either way.  Either the vampires were settling down for the day or about to awaken, but the familiars could still be anywhere.
 
   He took off down the hallway looking for any kind of doorway that would lead to a stairwell down to ground level.  He went door to door, listening before opening each door.  He found linen closets, broom closets, a bedroom and a completely empty room then something that could only be described as either a torture chamber or a sexual fetish room, he really wasn’t sure.  The last door on the left led to a staircase and he pulled Jake in behind him.  As quickly as they dared, they descended the darkened staircase with Dom in the lead.  At each landing Dom made a mental note of where they should be and when he figured they should be at ground level, he approached the door cautiously.
 
   He held his ear to the door for what seemed like forever to Jake whose heart was thumping out of his chest.  He could almost taste freedom and his knees were weak with the idea of being away from this place.  Finally, Dom reached for the door and pulled it slightly open, stealing a glance outside.  He quickly shut the door and stepped back.  Jake inhaled to ask a question and Dom quickly put a hand over his mouth and shook his head.  He pulled his hand back and placed a finger over his lips.  Jake simply nodded and hung back along the wall.  Dom cracked the door again and stole another glance, this time he continued to watch for a moment longer before slowly shutting the door.
 
   He turned to Jake in the low light and held up two fingers then pointed back toward the door.  Jake simply nodded, his eyes wide.  He should have known.  To be so close, yet so far away.
 
   A noise in the stairwell above them startled them both.  They could hear footsteps in the stairwell and voices, hurriedly coming down the stairs.  “They couldn’t have gotten too far.  His blood hadn’t congealed yet.” A voice stated.  Dom closed his eyes and listened intently.  Three, definitely three sets of feet coming down the stairs, fast, but not full speed for a vampire.  He made a rash decision and grabbed Jake.  “We go now!” he whispered.
 
   Dom jerked the door open and half pulled the stumbling Jake behind him at a dead run toward the open archway he had spied when he looked out the door.  The two he had seen outside were most likely familiars as they were armed and it was still light outside.  He hit one square in the back of the head as hard as he could, surprising him and sending him spread eagle to the ground, dropping his weapon.  The other was still trying to register exactly what he was seeing when his partner flew through the air and splayed out in front of him.  His immediate reaction was to want to check on his partner rather than open fire on the escaping prisoners.  
 
   Dom snatched up the weapon and took a bead on the other guard before he got his wits about him and brought his weapon to bear.  He fired two shots to the chest and one to the head, still dragging Jake behind him and out the archway.  They headed down the cobblestone driveway and jumped behind one of the waiting vehicles.  Dom stood guard, shooting at anything that stuck its head out near the archway while Jake searched for keys.  The first car, a Mercedes, came up short so Jake checked the Renault.  It had nothing either.  He was about to give up hope when he checked a panel van.  Above the visor was a set of keys.  He whistled for Dom who laid down cover fire and worked his way over to the van.  Jake shot him a worrisome look.  “I can’t drive a stick, man!”  Dom rolled his eyes.
 
   “Can you point a gun and pull the trigger?” he asked, unable to hide his frustration.
 
   “Hell yeah, I can!” Jake answered.  Dom handed him the assault rifle and ran around the back of the van and got in behind the wheel.  As soon as he got in and put the key in the ignition, Jake pressed the barrel of the gun to Dom’s neck.  “I think this is far enough.”
 
   “What the fuck are you doing, kid?  We’re this close to being out of here!” he yelled.  Dom glanced through the windshield and saw about forty others strolling through the archway now, weapons leveled on him.  His eyes shifted toward Jake who reached up and pulled the fake beard off his face.
 
   “We wanted to see just how good you were, even injured.” He said, his voice sounding much more self confident and assured.  “You didn’t disappoint.”  Jake pressed the barrel against Dom’s neck.  “Out!  Slowly, and hands where we can see them at all times.  The Sicarii would like a word with you.”
 
   Dom closed his eyes and wished this were all a bad dream.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jack had taken Tufo through all of the squad’s drills and was surprised at how quickly the Gunnery Sergeant had picked up everything.  It was as if he had a photographic memory, and when they turned to the live fire exercises, it didn’t matter what firearm Jack put in Mark’s hand, it became a natural extension of his body.  Whatever Tufo wanted to hit, he hit.  Jack watched the man go through the drills and swore that half the time, he didn’t even aim the gun, he simply willed the bullet to go where he wanted it to.
 
   Neither man knew it at the time, but while they drilled, First Squad and Third Squad observed them both from the railing near Colonel Mitchell’s office.  “Anybody actually know who this guy is?” Lamb asked.
 
   Donovan leaned over and whispered, “Captain Gregory said that he’s one of the field guys.  Used to be a hunter back in the day with Mitchell.”
 
   Spalding watched with a cautious eye.  “He looks a bit…old to be coming back in the game, don’t you think?”
 
   “Age ain’t nothing but a number.” TD said with a grin.  “Look at the Colonel.  He’s still got fight in him.”
 
   “Colonel’s a wolf though.  He won’t age.”  Spalding added flatly.  “This guy?” he pointed to Tufo, “He’s a hundred percent human.  You can smell it on him.  He sweats too much.  It takes too much out of him.  He gets winded too easily.” Spalding didn’t like the idea of Tufo being there with the Monster Squads.  “He obviously isn’t augmented like the rest of us.”
 
   The Padre had stood silently observing the two below.  “I don’t care.  He has skills.”  He looked at his team leader stoically.  “We’re going to need everybody we can get our hands on that has skills.  I can assure you of that.”
 
   Spanky tried to stare him down.  “Really?  Would you want him to cover your back, Hank?”
 
   The Padre turned again and gave the two another once over.  When he turned back and addressed Spalding, he actually had a smile on his face.  “Absolutely.”
 
   Spalding grunted his disapproval.  “Well, it’s a good thing he’s on Phoenix’s team and not ours.”
 
   Down below where Jack and Tufo went through the drills again, Tufo finally stopped Jack.  “Chief.  I got it.  You only have to show me once.”
 
   “I need to know that you have these down, Gunnie.” Jack replied.
 
   “Look, Jack, no disrespect to your younger generation, but I’m not ADD.  I can remember shit the first time you show me.” He stated.  “Let’s move on.”
 
   “Really?”  Jack answered unbelievingly.  “Fine.”  He glanced up and saw his team standing at the rail and motioned them down.  “Gear up for entry drills.”  He turned to Tufo.  “You have point.”
 
   Tufo smiled at him.  “Gladly.”
 
   As the team was about to gear up, Mitchell stepped to the railing and yelled out to Jack, “We have company.  Get topside.”  Jack cracked a smile because he knew that it would be Nadia.  He really didn’t care about the rest of the visitors.  Nadia was his world and the short time they were apart had seemed a lifetime.
 
   “Roger that, Skipper.”  Jack turned to go when Tufo grabbed him.  
 
   “Hey, what about this all-important training?” he asked.
 
   “Later.  This is more important.”  Jack took off and headed for the elevators.  He caught up with Mitchell just as he was boarding.  “Are they here already?”
 
   “About to land.  I sent the Pave Hawk to pick them up at the airport.  I’m guessing Thorn has a private jet?”
 
   “News to me.” Jack said, somewhat impressed.  
 
   “Well, he said we need to discuss a few things before his ‘second’ has to leave for Vatican City.”
 
   “Vatican City?” Jack was puzzled.  “Any idea what that’s about?”
 
   “I’m hoping they’ll explain.” Matt said as the doors opened and they made their way across the hangar.  “You know, with all the activity we’ve had around this part of the base lately, we’re going to have to come up with a better cover story.”
 
   “Screw ‘em.  Nobody knows what any of these buildings are actually for anyway.” Jack quipped.  “As long as most of these guys can find the PX, the enlisted club and the Burger King, they’re happy.”
 
   The chopping sound of the helicopter’s blades slicing through the air could be heard as it made its approach.  The HH-60 Pave Hawk swooped low and hovered above the landing pad just outside the hangar before settling in and shutting down.  As the engines whined down and the rotors slowed their spin, the side door slid open and Nadia shot out, running for Jack’s open arms.  Mitchell couldn’t help but crack a smile as he watched the two embrace as though it had been months since they last saw each other rather than only a couple of days.  He next watched Tasha step from the helicopter and the wind from the rotors lifted her skirt somewhat showing off her shapely thighs.  Matt felt a familiar tightening in his loins and tried to ignore it.  He didn’t know what it was about the woman, but she had an effect on him that he refused to admit.  He saw Viktor step out and he gritted his teeth.  Tasha’s husband was a large man who cast an imposing presence wherever he went.  Following him was Rufus Thorn, the vampire who would lead a vampire army against the evil vampires who wanted to destroy the world.
 
   As these thoughts ran through Matt’s mind, he chuckled at the irony of it all.  Vampires and werewolves fighting alongside each other to bring down a common menace to save mankind.  A mankind that didn’t know that the others even existed, and if they ever found out, would cry out for their immediate and permanent erasure.  
 
   “What a world we live in.” he muttered.
 
   Rufus approached the Colonel and extended his hand, “Colonel, good to see you again.”  
 
   Matt grasped his cold hand and shook it.  “Good to see you again, Mr. Thorn.  I hope you had a safe flight?”
 
   “Of course.” Rufus said, gesturing to go inside.  As they turned to enter, he paused at the doorway waiting for an invitation.
 
   Matt paused and then turned back to look at him.  Rufus simply raised his eyebrows.  “Oh!  Um, please, do come in.  You are welcome here.” He said.
 
   “Merci beaucoup.” Rufus replied.  
 
   “I wasn’t aware that vampires couldn’t enter without an invitation.  I thought that was another wives tale.” Matt said.
 
   “Oh, it is a wives tale.”  Thorn replied.  “But it is also bad manners to enter someone else’s home without a formal invitation.” He smiled.  Matt paused and studied Thorn for a moment then slowly a smile formed.  
 
   “You played me, didn’t you?”
 
   “A joke, oui?  Only to lighten the mood before we speak of much more grave matters, I assure you.”
 
   “Speaking of which, I think we may have come up with a couple of strategies that may be workable.  I’ll have to pull a lot of strings with some powerful people in Washington to make it happen, but the results should be quite effective.”
 
   “I look forward to hearing these plans.” Rufus said.  “Is there anything I can do to expedite matters?”
 
   “We’ll need to compare notes and figure that out.” Matt said as he lead Rufus and his party to the elevators.  “We have a few logistical problems that we just aren’t sure about.  But the main thing is that we are trying to bait this Scabary…Scarbad…”
 
   “Sicarii.” Thorn corrected.
 
   “Sicarii.  Yeah, we need to bait him and his people to one centralized location in order to set off a trap.”
 
   “I assumed as much.”  Thorn stated.  “To try to combat him across many different battlefields would not be wise.”
 
   “I agree.  Plus we have a weapon that we think will be quite effective.” Matt informed Thorn.
 
   “Yes?  What could this weapon be?”  Thorn asked, truly curious.
 
   Matt smiled at him.  “We’re going to turn night into day.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Damien held the cold lifeless body of his angelic faced bride-to-be.  Panic was rising in him as he pulled her closer to him.  He patted her face, willing her to suck in her first breath as the undead, to open her eyes and gaze upon him with undying affection for giving her life everlasting.  He pulled her to his face and what was left of the withered muscle he called a heart shattered as a sob escaped him.  It was hours after sunset and she had yet to rise.
 
   He ran through everything in his mind, replaying it over and over again, and he knew…he knew he had done it correctly.  He had almost drained her, then he sliced his own wrists and poured his own blood into her mouth and he watched her swallow it!  She should RISE now and be his!
 
   He didn’t know what was wrong, but he lifted her into his arms and felt her body was stiff with rigor.  He could smell the rot from within and could see her abdomen swelling with gases and tears began to burn at his eyes.  He held her close to him and staggered from his meager quarters towards Foster’s chambers.  
 
   “Master!” he cried out, not caring who else heard him, or who might judge him or who might say what behind his back anymore.  He needed to know how to fix this.  The panic was eating at him and for the first time since being a vampire, he didn’t feel that he had any options.  “Master, help me!”
 
   The guards outside Foster’s chamber saw Damien carrying the corpse towards Foster’s private chambers and closed their ranks to block the door, but Foster had heard the cries, could feel the pain and passion in Damien’s plea and opened his door to see what the emotional plea was for.  He was not prepared for what his eyes showed him.  Damien carrying a body that was stiff with rigor, his eyes red with unshed tears, panic in his terror stricken voice as he staggered across the concrete floor towards him.
 
   Paul pushed through the guards and approached him, Damien could barely see his lord and master through the tears in his eyes, sobs stuck in his throat.  “What is wrong, child?  What have you done?” Foster asked, knowing exactly what happened, but needing Damien to tell him in his own words.
 
   “She won’t wake up, master.  Please, make her wake up.” He cried.  He bent low and lay her gently on the ground at Foster’s feet.
 
   “What did you do, Damien?” Foster asked, placing a hand on Damien’s head.
 
   “I tried to turn her.  I needed her to be mine.  She was going to be with me forever.” He whispered softly as he stroked her hair and tucked a stray strand behind an ear.
 
   “My poor child.” Foster soothed.  “You cannot turn a human yet.” Foster informed him.  Damien turned his reddened eyes toward him, not understanding.  “You are not old enough.  Not strong enough to turn another.”
 
   “I don’t understand, master.” Damien croaked.
 
   “Your blood is not strong enough to turn another.” Foster tried to explain.  “You simply aren’t strong enough yet.”  Foster tried to sooth the hurt in Damien, but he was shaking his head in denial.  “You are still far too young.”
 
   “How can that be?  Your blood runs through my veins, master.  I am of you.” He whimpered.  Damien turned his eyes back to the body on the floor.  “Can you fix it for me?”  He begged, reaching out and grabbing Foster’s hand.  “Please master?  I promised her life everlasting.   With me…with ME!” he sobbed.  “Please…she’s my angel.  I need her to be with me.”
 
   Foster pulled Damien to him.  “I fear it is too late my child.  She is too far gone.”
 
   Damien shuddered under Paul’s embrace and sucked in a great amount of air then blubbered out in a huge sob.  “I fear that the best you could hope for would be a mindless zombie, and even then, she would rot and fall apart quickly.” Foster stated.  “Perhaps if you had come to me first…”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?!” he screamed and tried to pummel Foster about the chest with his fists.  At first Foster let him vent his frustrations but after a few blows, his bodyguards grasped Damien by the wrists and hauled him back.  
 
   “Put him in the silver lined trailer.” Paul said softly.  “I fear his mind is damaged by this perceived…’loss’.” He said dismissively.  The guards began to haul Damien away, but he screamed for his beloved.  “Wait!” Paul shouted above Damien’s shrieks of protest.  “Throw the corpse in with him.  Maybe it will bring him a little peace to be with it for a short time.  At least until he comes back to reality.”  One of the guards took Damien by the wrists while the other grabbed the Mexican girl by the ankle and dragged her unceremoniously to the silver lined trailer that Foster used as a jail or for punishment.  Both were tossed in and the doors sealed.
 
   At first Damien shrieked in the darkness, then he slowly quieted down to a soft mewl.  Foster shook his head as he went back to his quarters.  “Check on him tomorrow.  If his mind is still shattered, we may have to destroy him.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” The guard said.
 
   “A shame, too.  I had hopes for that one.”  Foster went back to his chambers and to the blood fest within.  
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   26
 
    
 
   Dom was escorted through a series of passageways and found himself standing in the remains of an old cathedral.  Parts of the ceiling had collapsed, walls crumbled inward and the floor littered with pieces of blocks and broken bits of statues.  He could still see what remained of the altar at the end of the cathedral and wished that the old legends of vampires burning when they stepped on Holy ground still held true.  He’d love to see these asshats go up in flames right about now.
 
   He saw a dark figure all but float through what was once a window on his left, to his right, the courtyard he had spotted earlier.  The sun had just set and the last few licks of color were painted across the sky.  Violet hues splattered with streaks of red indicated the final death throes of the day before night took over and somehow, he felt it would be his last day to walk this earth.  Dom took a deep breath and rolled that thought around in his head a moment.  Yeah, he was okay with it.  He could meet his maker knowing that he had done his part.
 
   The dark figure stepped into the cathedral and a wave of energy came off of him that sent the vampires in the room trembling.  Dom didn’t recognize the vampire, but he assumed he must be the leader by the way the others were reacting.  He stood at attention, doing his best to defy the creature who stepped closer to him and assessed him from head to toe.
 
   “Welcome to my city, Mr. DeGiacomo.  You may call me Sicarii.” The dark vampire said softly.
 
   “DeGiacomo, Dominic, Staff Sergeant, Service Number 243-55-61…”
 
   “Please, Mr. DeGiacomo.  I think we are beyond that, are we not?” the dark one asked.  “You are my guest here.”
 
   Dom gave the vampire a sarcastic stare.  “Guest?  Is that what you call your prisoners now?” he asked.
 
   “I would not say ‘prisoner’.”
 
   “So I’m free to leave?” Dom asked, already knowing the answer.
 
   “I’m afraid not.” The vampire replied, a smile playing across his features. 
 
   “Then I’m your fucking prisoner.” Dom shot back, his features hardening.
 
   The vampire’s face hardened as he turned his gaze upon him.  “I do not take prisoners, Mr. DeGiacomo.  Therefore, you are my guest.  How you are treated from here out…will be determined by how forthcoming you are.”
 
   “I have trouble coming a second time.  Coming four times is simply beyond me.” Dom spat out. “I’m good, but I’d have to have Viagra to be that good.”  His remark earned him a quick kidney punch that dropped him to his knees and a left cross to his jaw that rattled his molars.  He grunted and felt his knees bite into the stone floor as he landed on all fours.  “Like I said…prisoner.” He muttered.
 
   “Like I said…how well you are treated will depend on how forthcoming you are.”  The dark vampire waited for another smart remark and smiled when Dom didn’t offer one.   “Excellent.  Perhaps now you realize that I only want a little…information.”  He stepped forward and kneeled down beside Dom.  “This doesn’t need to get physical.”
 
   “I ripped the head off one of your underlings.” Dom replied through gritted teeth.  “You expect me to believe that you’re just going to let me waltz on out of here if I play ball with you?”
 
   “A small price to pay to determine your worth.” The vampire’s face creased into an evil smile.  “I assure you, your death would do me more harm than good.  I actually need you, Mr. DeGiacomo.”  The dark vampire noted the look of surprise on Dom’s face. “Oh, it is true, I assure you.  I need you to take my intent back to your people.”
 
   “We already know your intent, asshat.  You’re the shithead that keeps setting up the ‘good guy’ vampires so that we attack them, aren’t ya?”  Dom shot at him.  The dark vampire’s face registered a slight surprise.  “Yeah, I thought so.  See, we already got your number, asshole.” Dom said as he pulled himself up to a sitting position.  He struggled to breathe.  Between his head and the kidney punch, his entire body was hurting.  “Those other vampires already contacted my boss and they’re having a sit-down meeting about how to deal with you.” He chuckled.  “So you just keep on trying to set them up and they’ll figure out how to knock you down.”
 
   “So you’ve got this all figured out, do you?” the vampire asked mockingly.
 
   “Oh, yeah.”  Dom struggled to his feet, the pain in his kidney letting him know not to be surprised if he pissed blood for the next week or so.  “Apparently the ‘good guy vampires’ only drink blood from livestock…or something like that.  I wasn’t really paying attention, to be honest.”  He caught his breath.  “But my bosses?  Yeah, they’re probably going to enter an agreement with them.  The vamps point out where you fuckers are hiding and then we go in and clean you shadow dwelling blood suckers out.” He laughed.  “So go ahead.  Do your worst.  Fuck me up…kill me.  It won’t matter.  Because it’s just a matter of time before a whole team of specialists come here and rain down the very fires of hell on your ass.”  Dom leaned to the side and spit blood on the floor, hoping the smell would drive the other vamps crazy.
 
   The dark vampire stepped back and addressed his minions.  “Well, it would seem that our plans have been discovered!” he yelled.  The other vampires chuckled or outright laughed.  “These human hunters have an ally on their side.  And it is US!” he laughed.  The others followed suit making Dom get the distinct feeling that he was missing something.
 
   “Go ahead.  Laugh it up.”  He insisted.  “But it won’t be too much longer and you’ll be laughing out another hole in your fucking head.  One carved by a silver bullet!” Dom spat.
 
   “Ooh!  Silver bullets!” the dark vampire cringed mockingly.  “Please, no!  Not that!” he laughed again and the others laughed harder.  The dark vampire snapped his finger and one of the minions handed him Dom’s P90 and his sidearm.  He was still chuckling as he checked the weapons.  He selected the FiveseveN handgun, pulled the magazine and held it up so Dom could see that it was still loaded.  He used his thumb and extracted all but three bullets and put the magazine back.
 
   Dom had no idea what the hell was going on.  The dark vampire chambered the first round and set the safety on the weapon then tossed it to Dom and spread his arms wide.  “Feel free to take your shots.” He said, smiling.
 
   Without hesitating Dom put two in his chest and one in the middle of his forehead.  None of the minions so much as flinched.  In fact, they were laughing harder.  The dark vampire held a hand over his wounds and the entry wounds smoked as his body simply pushed the silver rounds out of the holes and into his hands.  He stepped over to Dom and dropped them at his feet.  “You may keep them if you wish.  Consider them a token of my esteem.” He said.
 
   Dom stood there, still holding the weapon in his hand.  He bent and retrieved the bullets, slightly deformed, but obviously still made of silver.  “How is this possible?” he muttered.
 
   “I am the Sicarii.” The dark vampire stated matter-of-factly.  “It is not just a name.”  He stepped up to a pile of rubble and sat down.  “Now, are you willing to discuss my terms?”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Thorn and Mitchell had been discussing tactics for some time in the training room with Laura, Apollo, Spalding and Jack had invited Tufo along as a way to bring him up to speed on everything, much to Mitchell’s chagrin.  Thorn listened intently to Mitchell’s proposal to use the Groom Lake base and he liked the idea to bait the Sicarii to the desert.  With wide open areas and few to no structures for the vampires to hide within when they unleashed the UV satellite on them sounded like a wonderful plan to him.   As a secondary option, he brought up the religious relics that the Vatican was holding and his plan to send Viktor to retrieve them.
 
   Rufus explained what each relic was and their hopes how each could be used.  Mitchell liked this approach and called for Evan who also took notes and began devising applications for each of the three artifacts.  It was their hope that perhaps Thorn and Evan could work together on the delivery systems while Viktor was gone to retrieve the items and Mitchell would travel to D.C. to gain support for their taking over the Groom Lake base and their borrowing the satellite for the Vampire Armageddon. 
 
   During the whole meeting, both Laura and Apollo tossed in ideas of how they could utilize the Predator drones and high altitude C-130’s to both keep an eye on things and to ‘bring the rain’ when the shit hits the fan.  Spalding suggested contacting some of the other supernatural beings they had met to see if they could join in the fray.  It was a long shot, but the facts remained, if this Sicarii was intent on taking over the world, odds were he wouldn’t rest at simply destroying mankind, he would also see to it that all other creatures were enslaved as well.  That included the Leprechaun, the Elves, and the Fae.  They were the three most intelligent and least hostile of the supernatural toward the squads that they had met, yet they had the capability to wage war.  Not all were on speaking terms, and they weren’t exactly the easiest to reach, but if this was a war to save the planet from a marauding vampire gone loco, they would need all the help they could get.
 
   During the entire meeting, Tufo sat quietly in the back of the room, taking it all in.  As the meeting seemed to wind down, he stood up and cleared his throat.  “I have a question.”
 
   “Of course you do.” Mitchell groaned.
 
   “What is it, Gunnie?” Jack asked.
 
   “Well, I realize that I’m coming into this a little late in the game, but if I’m gathering this correctly, this vampire that we’re about to go head to head with…he’s like the granddaddy of all vamps, right?”
 
   “Oui.”  Thorn replied.  “He is the progenitor of us all.”
 
   “Okay.  And you say that he was created the day he tried to kill himself when he betrayed Christ, correct?” Tufo asked.  “That he is Judas Iscariot.”
 
   “Oui.  This is true.” Thorn stated.
 
   “Okay…so I’m following everything right.”  He said and slowly began to pace.  “And he can basically ‘call up and control’ all the vampires in the world somehow, right?  Theoretically through the blood or something, correct?”
 
   “Oui.  As far as we know.”  Thorn continued.  “But since I did not break the seal on the conscription, and I represent the Lamia Beastia…”
 
   “Right, you may be able to fight him off, I follow you on that.”  Tufo finished for him.  “But, back to when this guy was made, okay?  At the same time…or about the same time, this Roman guard that stabbed Christ with the spear of destiny… Claudius Maximus Veranus, right?  He would be the granddaddy of all werewolves, correct?”  Thorn nodded in agreement.  “So…wouldn’t he be able to call up all the werewolves in the world if he wanted to?  Through the blood or through the howling or some goody supernatural shit like that?” Tufo asked.
 
   Jack turned to Mitchell who raised his eyebrows.  Jack shrugged.  
 
   “If this Roman guy could somehow call up all the werewolves, we might be able to add some serious heft to this army of ours.” Tufo stated the obvious.  “And we might just be able to offer a surprise knock-out punch to this Sicarii…you know, just in case Plan A and Plan B happen to shit the bed.”
 
   Thorn stepped over to Tufo and embraced him, “Exactement!” he kissed Tufo on each cheek then turned to Mitchell leaving the Gunnie wide eyed and in shock.  “This is a most excellent of ideas!”
 
   Jack leaned over to Mitchell, “Maybe this is what Nadia was talking about, eh Skipper?  Maybe me bringing Tufo in with us IS what saves our asses and the world?”
 
   Mitchell rolled his eyes.  “Don’t go there.  Even a blind squirrel finds a nut once in a while.” He muttered.
 
   “Okay then.  How do we find this ancient Roman dude?” Apollo asked.
 
   Thorn stepped forward.  “I think I know a way.”
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