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   While the squads and crews packed to return to Tinker from their temporary home at Groom Lake, Mitchell and Tufo traveled ahead to prepare for their return. Their injured troops and the bodies of their dead were brought with them on the plane and were being offloaded. They made the short flight back to Oklahoma City and pulled up to the old hangar to find Laura standing outside, hands on hips and tapping her foot. “What the hell is she doing here?” Matt asked.
 
   “Beats me.” Mark shrugged as he pulled into the hangar.
 
   “You decide to come back and they turn the damned lights back on? Is that how this works?” she asked sardonically.
 
   Matt shot her a curious look. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “They cut the power here days ago, Matt. I came by to get my stuff, found out Mueller’s family is here, and they cut the damned power on us…then a friggin werewolf just appears out of nowhere below decks, then just before you come back, 'poof' the lights are back on!” 
 
   Matt’s eyes grew wide, and he shot Tufo a surprised look. “The power was off? How long?”
 
   Laura shook her head. “I don’t know. A few days. Why?”
 
   “And there’s a wolf down below? You’re sure she didn’t get out?” He began running for the stairwell door.
 
   “Yes, I’m sure. And yes, I locked down the elevators.” She followed quickly, her worry growing with each step. “Whatever it is, it isn’t going anywhere.”
 
   “What the hell’s going on, Matt?” Mark asked, checking his sidearm.
 
   “Alpha One, Mark. From back in the day.” He stopped just short of the doors.
 
   “I thought you killed her!” 
 
   “Apparently not,” Matt grumbled as he unlocked a weapons locker. “Dammit!” All of the weapons had been taken to Nevada. He checked his sidearm; he had one magazine. “What do you have?” he asked Tufo.
 
   “One and a spare.”
 
   “Cover the door. I’m going down.”
 
   “Not without backup you aren’t.” Laura tried to move to a position to stop him.
 
   Matt turned to her and stared her in the eye. “This is my screw-up. I need to fix this.” He walked to the stairwell then turned again. “Besides…I should have freed her a long time ago.” Then he was inside, leaving Laura and Mark topside questioning everything.
 
   Matt worked his way down the stairs, listening intently for any sounds. He checked all of the first level then went to the second. Going room to room he found where someone had been sleeping in different rooms and sifting through the different personal items in the rooms that were usable. 
 
   He reached the third level and saw where someone had been digging around and scavenging for food. He came out of the cafeteria and silently entered the kitchen. That was when he saw her. She had found a man’s shirt and had it draped over her, but left it open and unbuttoned. When Matt first laid eyes on her, his heart skipped a beat. Tasha’s words came back to haunt him, and he felt his inner wolf pull at him to be near her. All of those years of hatred washed away with a single glance of her form in the darkness and he had to fight an overwhelming desire to scoop her into his arms.
 
   She was digging around in an overhead cupboard, looking for something. Nude, other than the oversized shirt, her muscular legs were made shapelier as she tip-toed to snoop around the upper shelf.
 
   Matt moved slightly to the side to better see her, and she caught the movement with her peripheral vision. She spun around and stared at him staring at her. His lopsided grin disarmed her momentarily until a flood of memories came back to her. Her heart raced as she remembered running for her life through streets and alleys, black sedans and men with uniforms chasing her. She remembered men in tactical gear firing at her and her ducking and weaving trying to dodge them. She didn’t know what she could have done to bring this kind of attention from the military…she had always been so careful in the past…going deep into the woods when the full moon was near and she couldn’t control the wolf that she would become, but they were on to her now. The dirty streets, her burning lungs, her legs hurting so badly…the dark alleyway that lead to…nothing! She had been trapped!
 
   Her heart raced once more as the flood of memories came back to her, and she began to hyperventilate. Her eyes widened as she looked at him.
 
   “Don’t be scared.” Matt extended his hand. “I’m not going to hurt you.”
 
   It was HIM! It was that same voice…the same voice that echoed in her mind every time her eyes were shut and she tried to sleep. The same face! The same eyes!
 
   Matt stepped closer and saw the absolute terror on her face and gently shook his head. “No…no, I won’t hurt you.” He softened his voice as if speaking to a child. “Tasha said—”
 
   “No,” she whimpered, “not again.”
 
   Flashbacks appeared in her mind, scene after scene, over and over, the same man, the alley, the same eyes, a gun, the flash of light, darkness…her knees became weak, and her hands trembled as she began to back away from him.
 
   “Please, stop. I promise I won’t hurt you,” Matt did his best to reassure her.
 
   Suddenly she stopped backing away and lowered her head, her eyes growing amber in the dimming light of the kitchen. “No,” she growled. “You won’t.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The sun set upon the now quiet desert, the humans having long since abandoned their outpost of solitude. The residual radiation that their battles had brought to the surface, driving them away, now began settling again to decay through time and weathering, an unseen danger to the local wildlife.
 
   As the desert sands began their nightly cooling, a lone coyote, scavenging through the debris left behind, hoping to find some scrap to make a meal, spots movement in the distance. He rolls his ears forward and listens intently. Hearing the scampering beat of rabbit’s feet against the hardpan, he bolts. Fresh meat!
 
   His heart raced as he approached the small tufts of dust rising into the twilight. He cut as the animal zigged, then zagged. As the coyote closed on the rabbit, something from the earth itself wrapped around his leg and stopped him in his tracks, flipping him in midair and knocking him to his back.
 
   With a startled yelp, the coyote flipped to bite at whatever it was that attacked the attacker. His sharp canines lashed out at the soft flesh that locked onto his leg and was now dragging him back toward the hole in the sand. With yipping cries for help, the wild dog scraped with its front legs for purchase as his teeth slashed at the hand clamped to it.
 
   The creature in the dirt reached with another hand and grasped a handful of fur from the coyote’s back and pulled it further into the sand before the dog felt teeth sink into its neck. Its head thrashed back and forth in struggle, growling, as this dark creature drained its life blood. The wild dog continued to struggle, fighting for every breath until its heart stopped beating and it fell limp in the creature’s arms. 
 
   The coyote fell to the earth, completely drained, its eyes dull and lifeless. The dark creature rose from the dusty sand and stepped into the moonlight.
 
   The dark vampire stared at the moon and laughed a deep, dark, hearty laugh before turning to the west. “Food awaits.”
 
   He looked down at his tattered clothing and sighed with disapproval. “No, this won’t work at all. Perhaps something more appropriate was left behind by the hunters.”
 
   “Don’t take too long, lover,” a silky and sensual voice whispered. “We have a lot of work to do.”
 
   Damien smiled inwardly as he headed toward the remains of the Groom Lake base to make himself more passable in the human world.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    
 
   SIX MONTHS LATER—The heavy metal door bounced off the office wall with a loud clang as Laura Youngblood stepped into the office. “Major, I swear to God, if you don’t do something with that hairy little monster I’m gonna—”
 
   Major Tufo looked up from the paperwork he was going through and shot Laura an innocent stare. The hairy little monster she referred to jumped from the floor near his feet knocked over the waste basket as he heroically shot between Mark’s legs and growled low in his chest at the tall, dark haired woman seething in the doorway. “Whatever do you mean, Ms. Youngblood?”
 
   “I mean that hairy little bastard cowering under your desk!” She pointed a slender finger at the growling monster. “He tore up the cushions on my couch, raided the trash, and hiked on my desk!”
 
   Mark feigned incredulity. “I don’t see how. He’s been with me all day.” He reached a hand down and patted the bulldog’s head, scratching lightly behind his ear to stop the growling. “There’s no way he could have torn up your office.”
 
   Laura planted her hands firmly on her hips and shot him a narrow eyed stare. “That dog is UA. Unauthorized!” Her voice dripped with venom. “He’s a health hazard, he’s a menace, and he’s—”
 
   “He’s the official mascot of the United States Marine Corps, I’ll have you know.” Mark placed his pen down gently and returned her glare. “Not only that, he’s like one of my kids. I won’t have you come barging into my office and making accusations that you can’t back up when he can’t defend himself.”
 
   Laura was nearly aghast. “Can’t defend himself? Are you kidding me? Yesterday he took a dump on the floor of my office. Then he hiked on the door. Today he shreds everything that isn’t nailed down and peed on my desk.” She marched closer and jabbed her finger on top of his desk. “On my desk.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Ms. Youngblood, but without proof that it was Hank, I simply can’t make assumptions.”
 
   “Jesus, Mark, who else would piss on my desk? Who else would take a dump on my floor?” She shot him a serious look, but the edges of his mouth curved upward, and his inability to curtail it was contagious. “Seriously!” she laughed. “Ever since you brought your damned dog to work, it’s like he’s targeting me. What did I do to him?”
 
   “Do you scratch his belly?”
 
   “That’s not funny.” She turned to leave and reached for the door. “And I’m serious, if you don’t keep that fat little fuzzy poop factory out of my office, I swear to God, I’ll—”
 
   “You’ll what?” Mark was failing miserably at masking the humor.
 
   She thought for a moment then shot him an evil and triumphant grin. “I’ll have one of the techs shoot him up with the werewolf virus. Then, every full moon he can turn into a squat, ugly, little human. We’ll see how you like it when little Danny DeVito is running around your office and hiking on all of your stuff.” She made sure to slam the door on her way out.
 
   Mark sat back a moment and considered her threat. He looked down at Hank and wondered at the possibilities. “She wouldn’t do that, would she?” Hank didn’t answer. “You would make an ugly human.” Hank didn’t seem to mind. “Maybe you better stop terrorizing her, huh, buddy?” Hank wasn’t listening. Mark scratched at his head again and watched as the dog slowly settled back to the floor, his eyes getting droopy.
 
   Mark sighed and rubbed at his eyes. This whole ‘command’ gig was not what he thought it was going to be.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jack Thompson knocked lightly on the study door and opened it. “The latest reports are in from Geneva. The intel gathered there pretty much verifies your suspicions.” He placed the papers on Rufus’ desk and stepped back.
 
   Rufus picked them up and glanced over them. “Oui, this is what I feared. The council has relocated to a more secure location.”
 
   “Nothing we can’t handle.” Jack watched Rufus carefully as he spoke. “Their overconfidence is their biggest weakness.”
 
   “Non, Jack, they won’t be left unprotected. We cannot simply stroll in and demand an audience.”
 
   “That all depends on how we ask.” Jack patted his breast pocket, and Rufus knew exactly what he had in mind. Ever since bringing Jack on as his new Second and releasing Viktor to take over his duties as pack master, Rufus quickly discovered that Jack’s idea of security and his own were two very different things. While Rufus preferred diplomacy, Jack preferred to shove a gun into someone’s mouth and apply pressure to the trigger until the other person changed their mind. It had been a bit of a challenge these past few months as both men learned to adjust to the other’s way of thinking, but a happy medium was slowly being discovered.
 
   “I appreciate your fervor, Jack, but I fear that even if you managed to remove all of the sitting members of the council, the edict to have me meet the true death would still stand.” Rufus waved off his idea with his hand. “Non, the more diplomatic way to handle this would be to convince the council to remove the edict entirely.”
 
   “And how do you propose we do that?”
 
   Rufus poured a glass of cognac and sat on the edge of his desk. “That, mon ami, is the question.”
 
   Jack paced the study as he thought through the circumstances. “You told me that once an edict was handed down, it stood for all time. Even if new evidence is brought forth, the verdict could not be changed.”
 
   “Oui, this is true.”
 
   “So, even if we dragged Foster there kicking and screaming, and forced him to tell the truth—”
 
   “It would have no bearing.”
 
   Jack stopped pacing. “Then what other option is there? We have to remove the council. We have to destroy any evidence of the edict.”
 
   “Non.” Rufus exhaled hard and shook his head. “There has been enough bloodshed. I won’t have more for my sake.”
 
   “Rufus, I’ve known a lot of people in my life. I’ve only known a handful of vampires. You, sir, have more honor than any human I’ve ever met.”
 
   “From you, Jack, I shall take that as a compliment.” Rufus held the cognac up in toast and took a sip.
 
   “I’m still not seeing any other options.”
 
   “Oui, there is one. I am just very hesitant to use it.”
 
   Jack spread his hands wide, “Please, enlighten me. Even if you refuse to use it, maybe it will kick another idea into gear for me.”
 
   Rufus smiled softly and nodded. “You are familiar with the American ‘double jeopardy’ rule?”
 
   “Of course, but you said that—”
 
   “I said that they will not change the edict. However, if we took my brother to the council and I made him tell the truth, then the edict would be shifted to him. It is very much like double jeopardy. If a murder has been committed, you cannot hold both accusers responsible unless you can prove that they were working in tandem, and if he tells the truth that will prove that we were not responsible."
 
   “Wait a minute, you just said earlier that wouldn’t work.”
 
   “I said that it wasn’t an option.” Rufus rubbed at the base of his neck and stretched. “I am trying to prevent a true death edict on either of our heads.”
 
   “But if Paul killed your…errr, his father and pinned it on you, then doesn’t he deserve the true death?” Jack was truly confused now.
 
   “Perhaps at one time, but time has a way of changing people. Since Paul has become Lamia Beastia, he has changed. He has become the person his father always wanted him to be.”
 
   “You do realize that you’re only talking about a few months, don’t you?” Jack feared that Rufus was taking a trip down a memory lane that didn’t really exist.
 
   “Oui, of course I do. But had you known Paul when he was a young man…and then now, you’d see the difference.”
 
   “Far be it from me to tell you how to run your business, but if you think a leopard can change his spots in a few short months… so be it.”
 
   “I am not so old that I have forgotten the dangers of naiveté. Nor have I forgotten how manipulative Paul can be.” Rufus took his chair again and sat back, cradling his cognac. “Let’s just say that my desire to salvage what little humanity there may be in him outweighs my desire to see justice done.”
 
   “You’re the boss.” Jack picked up the Geneva reports. “What do you want me to do about these?”
 
   Rufus considered the reports for a moment then sat forward. “Go ahead and prepare a strike plan.” His eyes met Jack’s. “Just in case.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Little John, check your six,” an operator whispered through the ear piece. John Sullivan, ex-Delta Force operator, rolled to his side and peered over his shoulder, his eyes scanning the darkening horizon, his ears straining for any unusual sound.
 
   “All clear, Bravo Three. Proceed to tango.” Sullivan whispered into his throat mic. Through the high powered scope on his sniper rifle, Sullivan had a clear view of the advance team as they approached an abandoned building along a deserted stretch of railway. He watched the operators jump over the gravel and land on the rail ties to prevent any sound of their approach. “Still no activity, you’re clear.”
 
   “Bravo Six, be advised that the Predator is in the wind. Repeat, the Predator is in the wind,” the operations officer announced from the AC-130 making high altitude circles over the site. “ETA, three minutes.” 
 
   Sullivan felt the corners of his mouth curl into a smile. “Copy that, OPCOM.” Keying to the team’s frequency, he relayed the message, “Air support in three minutes. Time to kick over the hornet’s nest, boys.”
 
   “Roger that, Six,” Apollo replied. “All weapons hot.”
 
   From Sullivan’s vantage point, he could watch as the team advanced, weapons ready, and formed a semi-circle around the metal building. He watched a member run up alongside the building and toss something through a window. “Grenade,” was announced through his earpiece just before his eyes saw the blue white glow of the UV explosive flash through every pore of the building. 
 
   Members rushed the building, and the staccato of automatic weapons fire filled the evening air as the team advanced and entered the building. Little John zoomed out slightly to get a bigger picture of the battle and observed movement on the roof. Zooming in and placing the reticle on a figure standing alongside an ancient air conditioning unit, he sent a single silver projectile towards the startled figure. In a moment, the figure was engulfed in flames and falling to the ground, and Little John’s eyes were scanning the scene for any other would be escapees.
 
   “Six, we have a runner!” Bravo Three announced. Little John leaned slightly forward, scanning the area with the scope. “Out the back!”
 
   John grunted as he realized the building itself was blocking his shot. The runner would be another hundred yards away before he even came into visual. He adjusted his scope and settled in, scanning the top of the roof for the runner to appear. “He’s cut north…between the rail cars,” Bravo Three announced.
 
   “Shit.” John shifted on his perch and began scanning along the handful of abandoned rail cars. His eyes barely picked up the shadow of movement on the other side of the cars as somebody bolted for freedom. His eyes scanned further along the cars and found one with both side doors open. He settled in ahead of the runner and zeroed in his scope. Allowing for lead time, he judged his shot and took it. He didn’t actually see his target, but he tracked the shadow under the rail cars and fought a grin as the runner burst into flames on the other side.
 
   “Runner subdued,” he announced quietly as he settled his scope back on the building and began scanning the area again. The faint whirring of the Predator circling the scene came to his ears and he risked a glance up. He could barely see the white speck as it circled the area. 
 
   Slowly, the gunfire came to a stop, and Apollo announced a ‘stand down’. Little John slung his rifle and began to descend the tower he had used as an overwatch station. As his feet touched the ground, he heard Apollo call for the clean-up crews, and he watched as the team began exiting the building.
 
   “Easy peasy.” Wallace was wiping something from the blade of his knife as he stepped away from the building. “They never knew what hit ‘em.”
 
   Popo leaned against a pole supporting the overhang and made the sign of the cross over his chest, his face ashen. Little John nodded to him, “What’s wrong?”
 
   Popo’s eyes appeared haunted when he met John’s gaze. “They had kids in there.”
 
   John’s brow twisted in confusion. “Kids? I didn’t think that vamps could…”
 
   “No, man. They were feeding on them.”
 
   Apollo stepped out and squared his chest. “The area’s secure. Clean-up crews are on their way. Set up a perimeter for security until they’re done.” 
 
   John watched as the other operators broke loose and began working their way out to form a security boundary around the site. “Want me back on the tower?” He shifted his rifle and was prepared to get as far from the site as possible.
 
   Apollo shook his head. “Naw, we got the drone to be an eye in the sky.” He gripped John’s massive shoulder, “You’re with me.” He led the big man into the building, and John felt his guts begin to twist as the smell of spent gunpowder, blood, shit, and ash all hit him at once. Apollo waved his hand across the scene of the massacre. “You’ve been spending most of your time as our overwatch. You’re a hell of a sniper, but this…” he motioned toward the mess again, “this is the shit.”
 
   “Yeah, I can smell it.”
 
   “No, man, I mean, this is the reason why we do what we do.” Apollo stepped over a burnt body and practically dragged Little John with him. “See this over here? This blue-black looking piece of crap? This is what silver does to a bloodsucker. Not like those fancy UV sniper rounds you got.” Apollo pointed out another. “That crispy mutha there? That’s what the UV grenade does.” He kicked at the body with his boot, and John watched as ash crumbled away from it.
 
   “I went through the training, remember?” John tried to keep his voice passive, hoping that Apollo would accept it and let him out before he stumbled upon the kids they were eating.
 
   “Training ain’t the same thing as seeing it with your own eyes, Little John. It ain’t the same as smelling it.” He smacked his lips and spat on the ground. “Tasting it.”
 
   “Point taken.” John was no stranger to death. He wasn’t a stranger to hideous deaths either. But he had to admit, these creatures that he now hunted and killed were somehow different. Perhaps because they were once Americans? He couldn’t put his finger on exactly how it was different; it just was. 
 
   “This ain’t the same as the sandbox. The next snack these guys decide to grab might be somebody you know.”
 
   “That’s why I signed up, remember?” John was trying really hard to remain passive. Cold. Unfeeling. He hoped his voice didn’t betray him.
 
   Apollo stared at him a moment and tried to get a read on him. “You won’t be sitting overwatch forever. I need to know you can handle it in the thick.”
 
   John shifted his rifle and stared back. “Whenever you’re ready to put me on point, boss, just let me know.” 
 
   Apollo stared at him a moment longer, then broke into a toothy grin. “I’ll give this much, you ain’t asked if I grilled the other rookies like I be grilling you.”
 
   “I figured you did. Otherwise how would you know what they’re made of, right?” John avoided his gaze and glanced around at the carnage.
 
   “All three of the other newbies asked me if I treated the others like they just graduated boot, not you.” Apollo smiled at him again. “You need to understand, though. It’s not about busting your balls. It’s about knowing strengths and weaknesses. I need to know who to put on which teams. Trust me, man, I can’t screw up and put the wrong people together to make a team. Not every weakness is a weakness, and not every strength is a strength.”
 
   “What, are you Buddha now?” John gave him a sardonic smile.
 
   “Naw, man, I just need you to understand,” he leaned in close and whispered, “don’t play me.” John shot him a questioning look in return. “‘Cuz playing me can do more than get you hurt. It can get your entire team killed.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Paul Foster lay huddled in the dark recesses of his room contemplating his circumstances. He should have known that entering into a blood oath with his adopted brother would be his undoing, but at the time he saw no other choice. Rufus had always been the ‘honorable’ one. He had always been a stickler for rules. It was always Paul that found ways around them. He always found a way to either bend the rules until they threatened to break, or he broke them and blamed someone else. He never dreamed that his brother would get the upper hand on him. Yet, here he sat, cursed to forever be a goat sucker or face the true death for breaking the covenant they shared. 
 
   Paul felt his body shrivel as it begged for blood, but he simply couldn’t bring himself to drink any more of the garbage that they drained from the farm animals. He stared at the goblet of…something. Whatever it was had already begun to congeal and the odor was obnoxious. He so wanted to stray. One lowly hooker. A homeless person. An illegal immigrant. Nobody would know…ah, but his brother would. He would be able to sense it and that would be the end of poor Paul.
 
   He had prostrated himself before his brother, shifted all of his power and people to Rufus’ command and here he sat, bound by a damned technicality; ‘To be dissolved upon common agreement or upon the vanquishing of the common threat to mankind.’ How was he supposed to know that Thorn would consider any vampire who fed upon humans as a ‘threat’ to mankind? He groaned low in his throat and slapped at the goblet, sending it across the room, its contents splattering to the floor.
 
   “My kingdom for a thick, juicy harlot.” 
 
   “You have no kingdom,” a sultry voice purred next to him. “You traded it to your brother to save your skinny ass.” Her soft chuckle reminded him of the joke he had made of himself. If it weren’t for the power her family held, he’d have ripped her head off and sent her remains to the sewers; if he still had the strength.
 
   “A slight setback, my dear.” Paul was determined to regain his wealth and power. He just had to figure out a way. “My brother isn’t completely out of the woods yet.” Paul continually reminded himself that the Council still wanted Rufus’ head for his father’s death.
 
   The leggy, blonde vampire next to him stretched and pulled the sheet from his body. “You’d better do something soon. It won’t be long and you won’t have the strength to fight me off, much less him.” She giggled and nipped at his thigh.
 
   Paul rolled his eyes at her playful attempts. Sex was the last thing on his mind. He could barely choke down the swill that his brother allowed them to eat, and nothing killed the libido like having horse breath. “In due time, sweetness, in due time.” He patted her bottom and pulled the sheet back up. “What I have planned won’t take much effort on my part anyway.”
 
   She propped herself on an elbow and stared at him. “What do you mean? You Plan to hire an outside contractor?” Her evil smile and devilish demeanor toyed with the idea of running to Thorn and tattling.
 
   “Hardly.” He rolled over and twisted her nipple in his fingers painfully. “My brother still has a death mark on his head from the Vampire Council. They may be rebuilding after that fiasco in the desert, but they’re still out there. And they don’t forget things like that.” 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   2
 
    
 
    
 
   Jericho Jones stuck his head inside Tufo’s office, “Major, Team One, is back.”
 
   Mark looked up from the training records and nodded. “Have them debriefed, and I need the report ASAP.”
 
   “Right away, sir.” Jones disappeared just as a shadow crossed the doorway and the oversized team leader for Team One knocked on the door. 
 
   Tufo looked up and felt a sudden urge to scream. If Apollo came to him first, something went wrong on the op. “Report.”
 
   Apollo shook his head, “Nothing to report, sir,” he stepped into Mark’s office and stood at parade rest, “other than a successful mission.”
 
   Mark studied him a moment then waved him on. “Then why aren’t you debriefing with your operations officer and getting your report ready for me?”
 
   “I, uh…wanted to speak privately with you, sir. About the new guys.”
 
   Mark closed the training reports and leaned back in his chair. “Problems?”
 
   “Negative, sir. I mean nothing I can put my finger on.” Apollo glanced off to the side and seemed to be searching for the right words. 
 
   “Spit it out, Apollo. We don’t have all day.”
 
   “Permission to speak freely, sir?” 
 
   Mark nodded. “Of course.”
 
   “I can’t put my finger on it, but there’s something about Little John. Either the guy is just a stone cold killer or…”
 
   “Or?” 
 
   “Or the guy is trying to pull a fast one on me. I mean, it seems like nothing fazes the guy. No matter what I throw at him, he’s a stone wall.”
 
   “And this is a bad thing because…”
 
   “Because people just ain’t wired like that, boss.” Apollo shrugged. “See, I knew I couldn’t explain it. Call it a gut feeling.”
 
   Mark pushed away from his desk. “Look, Apollo, I understand if you’re just a bit worried about placing the new guys on the teams. But it’s not like you’re personally responsible. You make the recommendations, and then it’s up to me to make the decision.”
 
   “No, sir, it’s not that.”
 
   “Then I guess I’m not seeing the problem.” Mark sat up from his chair and took to his feet. “The way I see it, the man was recruited, he gave informed consent to be augmented, he’s gone through the training, and now you have reservations because he’s a little too…what? Detached?”
 
   Apollo thought a moment then nodded. “Yeah, I guess I am.”
 
   Mark stepped around the desk and approached the larger man. “Do you remember how long it took you to come around after Maria’s death?” As soon as he asked the question, he saw the man visibly stiffen. Mark feared that Maria’s death was still a raw nerve with Apollo, but it was his only avenue.
 
   “What does that have to do with anything?” Apollo’s voice was defensive and edged on menacing.
 
   “I’m just asking you, do you remember how long it took you before you allowed yourself to ‘feel’ anything again?”
 
   Apollo’s shoulders slumped as he thought back to the toughest four months of his life. “I remember.”
 
   “Some people put up these…I dunno…walls, I guess. They’re a defense to help protect what’s left of their sanity.” He patted the large man’s shoulder. “Have you considered that perhaps Sully has just seen too much or been through too much and his behavior is a defensive move?”
 
   “So I should think outside the box?”
 
   “Think wherever the hell you want, big guy, you’re the team leader. I’m just throwing out ideas.”
 
   Apollo turned to leave. “Guess I got a debriefing to get to.”
 
   “Look forward to reading the report.” Mark patted his back as he stepped out of the office. He watched the large man round the corner before he shut the door to his office again. “Psycho-babble bullshit might have actually come in handy once.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Robert Mueller ran along the wet beach, all cares and worries gone from his mind as he pushed himself to run faster through the soft white sand. Although he could feel the sandy mud splashing up against the back of his thighs, he ignored the minor distraction and forced himself to run faster, to push harder, his lungs burning, as he tore through the next breaking wave. 
 
   From the corner of his eye he caught a glimpse of Barbara walking slowly toward the water’s edge, an impish grin across her elfish features. He slowed his pace to a trot and allowed himself to take her in fully as she swayed her hips seductively. “Seeing you all wet and frothy, makes me hot, ya know,” she purred.
 
   Robert smiled and slowed his breathing to a mild pant. “Just seeing you makes me hot.” He wiggled his brows at her.
 
   “Pfft, the wind blows and you get hot.” She pushed him away with a hand to the chest. “You’re such a guy.”
 
   Robert grabbed her by the bottom and lifted her to him. “Not just any wind, sweetheart.” He kissed the tip of her nose as she wrapped her legs around his waist and her arms around his massive shoulders. “As I recall, only hurricane Barbara affects me like this.” He lowered her a bit and rubbed a certain part of his body against hers.
 
   “Easy there, big fella,” she cooed. “Jack needs you.”
 
   Robert stiffened slightly then groaned. “Dammit, I was hoping to drive you into the sand.”
 
   “Again?” she laughed. “That’s almost all that we’ve been doing since we got here.”
 
   Robert gave her a silly grin. “Call it a second honeymoon.”
 
   “You have to remarry me first, you goofball!” She slapped at him until he put her down. “Go! Go to work and earn your keep around here.”
 
   He winked and gave her a mock salute. “Yes, ma’am.” He turned to leave, then quickly pulled the towel from her waist before running off toward the compound.
 
   “You’re a dick!” 
 
   “Love you, too!” He laughed as he dragged the towel across his back and down his thighs, swiping at the drying sandy mud. 
 
   Robert worked his way to the compound and entered the fortified gate. Nodding to the sentry, he entered the foyer and walked the long echoing hallway to the library. He stuck his head inside and found it empty. “Security room it is.” Bob knew if Jack was working, he was most likely in the library or the security room. He actually had a pseudo-office there, but rarely used it. Since taking on Viktor’s old position as Rufus’ Second, he had nearly converted the library into a staging area and office, but for real planning and strategizing, the security room was the place to be.
 
   Pushing open the steel blast door, Bob was surprised to find nearly all of the tactical team hard at work. Once Jack had assumed his position, the first thing he did was took the first and second degree Lycans and augmented their training in order to make the men more efficient warriors. As wolves, they were the deadliest of the deadly, but as men, they lacked certain skills that Jack felt were needed. Once he was satisfied with their abilities, he allowed them to call themselves ‘Hunters’. He would put his Hunters against any Monster Squad in the world and bet on the Hunters. Thankfully, their goals were the same, but the Hunters were a private squad and their coverage area much more localized. Then again, they weren’t bound by national agreements or boundaries.
 
   “What’s up, boss?” Bob tossed the towel aside as he stepped into the office.
 
   “We need a strike plan for Geneva.” Jack pushed the file folder across to Mueller and crossed his arms as he allowed the man to assess the structure highlighted in the file.
 
   Bob scanned the documents and the architectural drawings of the building. “The roof. Come in through the skylights.” He handed the file back to Jack who was trying unsuccessfully to hide a smirk.
 
   “My assessment as well.” He placed the folder back on his desk and glanced at the other men working diligently in the room. He lowered his voice as he addressed Bob, “The real question is, can these guys handle a HALO jump?” 
 
   Most of the men paused and one actually turned to address their commander. “Sir, with all due respect,” his heavily accented voice spoke, “we can handle anything you ask of us.”
 
   Bob slowly turned to the man. “HALO jumps aren’t like what you’re used to. You have to use oxygen, and if you’re off at all with the wind patterns, or if you over-correct the tiniest bit, you end up kilometers off course.”
 
   “Not to mention you nearly freeze your ass off,” Jack added.
 
   “I think we can handle it.” Bob and Jack both studied the man as he confidently made his statement. 
 
   Jack nodded slightly, “We’ll see if that’s true.” He turned back to the file and pulled out the architectural drawings. “Bob, our best guess is that they’re using this large common room as their council chamber. Any meetings will most likely take place there.”
 
   “Hence the skylight option. We’ll have to be careful on our approach not to block out the moon or stars. They’d be sure to notice.”
 
   “Agreed. I think if you approach from the south here, you’ll have these spires to block their view.” Jack pointed out the tower that the commandos could use as a staging area. “Wind will be your biggest concern.”
 
   “Swiss Chicago.” Bob rubbed at his chin as he studied the terrain. Between the winter winds and the buildings altering the natural currents, putting a man on the roof from a HALO jump would be nearly impossible even if he were experienced. Bob glanced around the room again then caught Jack’s eye. “Maybe I ought to be the one to take the roof. We can find another way for the rest of the team.”
 
   Jack shook his head. “There’s only one other way in and that’s through the front doors.” 
 
   “There’s a good chance we’ll lose men on this one.”
 
   “That’s what I’m afraid of.” Jack closed the file and stuffed it back into the drawer of his desk. “We have some time to figure this one out. If I know Rufus, he’s still trying to figure out a way to get his foot in the door without losing his head.”
 
   Bob scratched at the back of his head as he thought. “How solid is our intel?” His eyes searched Jack’s before he clarified. “On the whole death sentence thing, I mean.”
 
   Jack groaned inwardly. He hadn’t told all the members of the teams how he came across the information, but it was time Bob knew. “During the showdown in Nevada, I ran into an old friend of mine. I use that term loosely now because the guy was a real snake, but in the end, his intel was good. He was from the Brit team, and he had been contracted by the council to assassinate Rufus.”
 
   Bob was taken aback by Jack’s statement. “A team member went mercenary?”
 
   “They threatened his family and…it got convoluted really quickly. In the end, Sherry came clean with a little persuading, and we scooped his family up, relocating them someplace where the council would never think to look. They’re basically in the witness protection program.”
 
   “What happened to your buddy?” Bob wasn’t really sure he wanted to know.
 
   “He walks with a limp now. But that was his doing. He should have been more forthcoming when I asked him to come clean.” Jack showed no emotion when he spoke of the man. What happened between them didn’t sit well with him and left their relationship unrepairable. “We used to be pretty tight, but after he allowed himself to be compromised I just couldn’t…”
 
   Bob nodded. “You lost respect for him.”
 
   “That’s one way of putting it.” Jack squared his shoulders and turned to leave the office. “Either way, the intel is solid. We know that the council has their sights set on Rufus. We just have to figure out a way to either change their minds or take them out.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Little John finished his portion of the debriefing rather quickly. There simply wasn’t much to tell from his part of the operation. Once he was dismissed, he hit the showers and changed into a clean uniform then headed to the lounge where the main portion of the teams were hanging out and unwinding as the night drifted on.
 
   The men were broken into groups across the room. Some played table tennis; others were playing cards while some sat around the room swapping stories. His eyes scanned the group and settled on the other three new guys who had arrived and went through the same training that he had endured. He listened as they swapped battle stories with the seasoned operators of the squads. Part of him wanted to join the others and pretend to be interested, but if he were to face the truth, he simply wasn’t interested. He thought maybe a good book and a little down time in his bunk would do him more good than the camaraderie shared by the others. He had just turned to leave when one of the others called his name. He could almost feel his gut tighten as he paused and painted a false smile across his face. He turned to greet the others as Vince Carbone, one of the new members stood and waved him over. 
 
   “Hey, Bone.” John sauntered toward the group and took a seat.
 
   “We were just swapping stories, buddy. So tell us what happened tonight.” Carbone gave him a light elbow to prod him along.
 
   John shook his head. “Not much to tell really. They had me sitting overwatch again. I bagged a couple of runners while the others went in and made a mess of things.”
 
   Chad McKenzie, another of the new members sat up and leaned forward on the couch, his voice lowered. “I hear from the veterans here that things have really quieted down since we got here. They don’t talk much about all the crap that went down before, but I’ve been hearing rumors from some of the support staff.”
 
   Ben Carmichael leaned in and nodded to Chad. “Like what?”
 
   “Like there was a major battle that went down in the desert. They called in all the squads from  across the globe.” Chad’s eyes narrowed on Little John. “I don’t guess you’ve heard anything about that, have you?”
 
   John shook his head. “That’s all in the past, guys. We’re here to work in the present.”
 
   Carbone nudged John again. “Those who don’t study history are doomed to repeat it, brother.”
 
   John leaned forward in his chair and glanced away from the other rookies. “Trust me, guys, if there was something we needed to know, they’d have told us.” He stood up to leave. “They’re not going to keep us in the dark if it’s something that could mean the difference in saving a life.”
 
   Chad sat back and smiled at him. “Says the guy who works for a super-secret, black operations, military group that fights monsters and volunteered to be genetically augmented with werewolf genes.” He laughed half-heartedly and looked around at the rest of the new recruits. “Tell me you knew anything about this group before we were recruited, and I’ll buy your argument.”
 
   John paused and bit back the retort he wanted to shoot at the man. His mouth formed a tight smile, and he secretly counted to five. “No, I didn’t know anything about the squads before we were recruited. But I know for a fact that if there was a big battle in the desert, and any part of it was key to our training or becoming better operators, they would have already told us.”
 
   Carbone lowered his voice, “Just because they don’t talk about it, doesn’t mean it didn’t happen.”
 
   John sighed. “I’m not saying it didn’t happen. Hell, I’m not even saying that if it did happen, it was important. I’m just saying that they aren’t purposely holding back anything just to keep us in the dark.”
 
   “How do you know?” Ben asked.
 
   John flustered a moment. “Because, we’re all part of the same team here, Carmichael. That’s how I know.” He didn’t mean for his voice to rise in volume, but it did. Most of the heads in the room turned toward Little John who stood above the others, his face flustered, making his desire to leave that much stronger. “Just drop it, will ya? If they decide to tell us, they will.” With that, he turned and marched out of the room.
 
   Spalding set down his ping pong paddle and approached the group still muttering amongst themselves. “What was that about?”
 
   Chad looked up and shrugged. “Nothing, sir. He’s just a bit wound up still from being in the field tonight.”
 
   Spanky watched John’s retreating form a moment then turned back to the group. “What did he mean, ‘if they decide to tell us’?”
 
   Ben cleared his throat and glanced away sheepishly. “He was just…well he had heard some rumors about the big fight in the desert. I think he’s a bit bent out of shape because it seemed important, but nobody is really talking about it.”
 
   Spanky eyed the man a moment and gave a curt nod. “Some things are best left alone.”
 
   Ben simply nodded. “Understood, sir.”
 
   “Stop calling me ‘sir’. I’m not an officer.”
 
   “Yeah, but you’re still a team leader,” Chad interjected.
 
   “That doesn’t change protocols.” Darren looked again at the doorway that Little John had disappeared behind and saw Apollo enter. He excused himself and worked his way over to meet him privately. “Let’s talk.”
 
   “Okay. What about?”
 
   Darren glanced over his shoulder then lowered his voice. “The big guy on your team. Little John.”
 
   Apollo groaned as Darren pulled him back outside.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   A large white panel delivery truck pulled into the driveway and as the backup lights came to life, so did the annoying beep that accompanied it. The driver slowly backed the truck up to the loading dock until the familiar thump of the rear bumper meeting the thick pads shook him. He shifted the truck out of gear, set the emergency brake, and then turned off the engine. Reaching above the visor he pulled down a set of reading glasses and flipped through his manifest. Three crates, one address, night delivery. Joy. 
 
   The driver slipped the manifest under his arm and stepped out of the cab and into the chilly winter air. He pulled his jacket tighter around himself and moved to the rear of the panel truck. He stepped up onto the step bumper and unlatched the rear door, rolling it up and out of the way. He walked into the cargo box and placed the manifest on a built-in shelf as he rifled through his belongings and came up with a flashlight. Flipping it on, he scanned the shipping numbers on the sides of the boxes and crates in the rear of the truck and eventually found the three that were to be delivered here.
 
   All three crates were bulky, but none were exactly heavy. He slipped the handcart under each one and wheeled it to the loading dock then stacked them carefully. Securing the back of the truck, he looked around for either a night watchman or some kind of employee that could sign off on the delivery. His eyes fell upon a button on the side of the roll away door, and he chanced that it might be a buzzer of some type. Mashing the button, he listened intently as an old school bell sounded within the building.
 
   The driver stepped back and waited for someone to open the door and nearly jumped out of his boots when a voice sounded behind him, “May I help you?”
 
   After clutching his chest and catching his breath, the driver held out the manifest. “Delivery.” His hands shook as he extended the clipboard, and the man behind him took it. 
 
   “Ah, yes, we’ve been waiting for this.” He pulled the pen from the top of the clipboard and scribbled something along the bottom of the sheet. 
 
   The driver pulled the yellow copy from below and handed it to him. “You scared the bejeezus out of me.”
 
   “Yeah, sorry about that.” The man pulled a device from his coat pocket and pressed a button. The roll away door began to rise as he addressed the driver again, “Do you mind bringing those inside? I don’t have a dolly, and my back isn’t the most trustworthy.”
 
   The driver paused a moment then turned back toward the crates. “Sure, I can do that.” He scooted the hand cart up to the stack of boxes. “They really aren’t that heavy. They’re just sort of bulky. Besides, you’re my last delivery for the night.”
 
   “I truly appreciate it.” The man waved the driver inside. “If you could just put them over here.”
 
   As the driver positioned the boxes a woman approached the two from within the building. “Darling, do we have company?”
 
   “The delivery man was kind enough to bring our packages inside for us.” The man then pressed the button for the roll away door again, closing off the chilly wind from outside.
 
   “How sweet of him.” She approached the two men and eyed the driver like a cat would eye a cornered mouse. “How deliciously sweet of him.”
 
   The delivery driver’s head swiveled between the now closed door and the extremely attractive woman that stared at him as though she were undressing him with her eyes. At his age and weight class, he knew that wasn’t a real probability. Chubby chasers only existed in bad porno movies and in the fan written erotica of men’s magazines. “Yeah, well, I really need to be going now. It was really nice meeting you two.” The driver tipped his ball cap to the two and pulled the cart toward the now closed door. When he realized that the man wasn’t opening it, he glanced to either side to see if there was maybe a standard door that he should be heading toward. He paused and turned back to the couple. “Do you think…um…maybe you could open the door for me again?”
 
   “Oh, sweetheart, I think he wants to leave us,” the man said in an almost teasing manner.
 
   “Darling, he’s simply too sweet. We can’t let him leave just yet.” Her eyes flashed with erotic mischief as she licked her lips. “Not until I’ve had a chance to thank him properly.”
 
   The delivery driver began to quiver with fear. He had no idea what these two were up too or what they might be capable of. He wished now that he had simply unloaded the crates on the dock, rang the bell and drove off. He would be a good ten minutes into his return trip home if he had. He watched as the crimson haired woman stepped seductively toward him, slowly pulling the top of her dress off of her shoulders. He could feel his jaw tremble and heard his voice stammer, “W-what are you doing?”
 
   She paused and practically purred at him. “Why, thanking you properly, of course.” Her smile made his knees go weak and he felt his heart rate nearly triple. She pulled one side of her dress further down until he could see the top of her breast, and his mouth went suddenly dry. “You do like women, don’t you?”
 
   His eyes never leaving her ample chest, his head bobbed up and down. “Things like this just don’t happen to guys like me, that’s all.”
 
   She laughed and he watched as her breasts jiggled. Definitely real. “They do tonight, my sweet, sweet man.” 
 
   She took long seductive steps toward him and his eyes were transfixed to her breasts as she pulled more of the material down.  He felt a familiar pang in his crotch as she continued to tug at the top of the dress and he was just about to see her nipple when she closed the gap between them and brought her mouth to him. He opened his own mouth to kiss her when she suddenly turned his face and sunk her teeth into his throat.
 
   The driver froze for just a moment as his blood-starved brain tried to make sense of what had just happened. By the time he finally realized the severity of the situation, the crimson haired seductress was greedily sucking the very life from him, and he found himself nearly paralyzed. His eyes widened with the shock of the betrayal, yet somehow in the back of his mind, he knew it had been too good to be true. Still, he had that little glimmer of hope that maybe…
 
   “I love how you do that.” The man stood behind her as she drank from the driver, slowly lowering him to the ground. 
 
   She lifted her blood smeared face and smiled at him. “Makes you hot, doesn’t it, lover?”
 
   “Everything you do makes me hot.” He knelt beside her and fed from the other side of the driver’s ruined neck. When the two had drained the driver and rolled his corpse to the side, they stripped each other’s clothes away and had violent sex in the blood pool of their feeding. 
 
   Afterward, as they both lay naked and covered in blood, the red haired vixen ran a long nail along her lover’s chest. “That was breathtaking.”
 
   “I loved every moment of it.” He rolled over and licked the dried blood from her belly. “You are such a naughty girl.” 
 
   She smiled and ran her fingers through his hair. “Are you sure you couldn’t be happy with this body, lover? I’m starting to get used to it.” She held out her other hand and admired the long fingers and thick, pointed nails.
 
   “I’ve told you, darling, I want the real you.” He nipped at her flesh again and she flinched, smiling.
 
   “This one is very close.” She pushed him slightly so that she could stand. “When I first saw this one, it reminded me so much of the real me.” She spun quickly and pulled him to her. “It really is uncanny.”
 
   “Perhaps, but it’s not you.” He nuzzled her ear and nipped at her lobe.
 
   “This one has heavier breasts.” She teased him by lifting them to his face and alternating them in front of him.
 
   “But they aren’t yours.”
 
   “They could be.” She smiled at him then spun around. “This one is much younger.”
 
   “Are you trying to convince me because you want to keep this one, or are you testing my resolve?” He pulled her close and bit her lightly along the collar bone.
 
   “Maybe both?” She kissed him hard and pierced his lip with her fang. He hissed and pulled her tongue into his mouth, deepening the kiss. When he finally pulled away, he pushed her against the crates and wrapped his arms around her waist. “What now, lover?”
 
   “Now the choice is yours, my darling.” He pulled the cover from the wooden crate and removed the filler from the top. “We can continue our search or we can torch these. You decide.”
 
   She visibly stiffened and her eyes grew wide. “What are you saying?”
 
   “I’m saying that if you truly wish to keep that body, then keep it. But there’s no going back.” His voice was low and husky in her ear. “Otherwise we stick to the plan.”
 
   She spun on him and stared at his blood covered naked body. “Why would you give me such an ultimatum?”
 
   “Because one way or the other, I intend to spend the rest of eternity with you.” His eyes pierced her as he spoke, and she felt something inside that she hadn’t felt in millennia. “But you need to be the one to decide.”
 
   She shook her head. “Maybe I want to sleep on it.” She smiled at him, her indecision evident.
 
   “No.” He pinned her against the crate again. “I’ve seen the real you. I fell in love with the real you.” His voice had dropped to barely a whisper. “I’ll still love you no matter what, but the decision is yours. Yes, this body is close. It looks a lot like you did, but…”
 
   “But what?” She searched his eyes for some underlying truth.
 
   “But it’s not you.”
 
   She pulled him into her embrace and stroked his hair. “It could be.”
 
   He nodded. “If that’s what you want, yes. And I’d still love you like no other.”
 
   “So why decide now?”
 
   He pushed away and stared into her eyes once more. “Either we stick to the plan and restore you completely…the real you…or you decide to go with…” he lifted her heavy breast in his hand and squeezed, “your idea of ‘new and improved’. Either way, it’s your decision.”
 
   She lowered her eyes and sighed. “Damien, I’m just so tired. It’s been so long.”
 
   “We’ve only been looking for a few months. Compare that to how long you went without a body at all.”
 
   She nodded and he could almost swear he saw a tear roll down her cheek. She suddenly turned and stuck her hand into the crate. “Let’s see what all has been delivered, shall we? Maybe that will help me make up my mind.”
 
   Damien approached her from behind and stroked her hair. “We have a little more than half now. We’re very close.”
 
   She turned and buried her face into his chest. “What if we can’t recover it all?” she sobbed.
 
   He pulled her close and held her tightly. “We will.”
 
   “What if it’s too badly damaged, or pieces are missing or—”
 
   “Shh, don’t think like that.” He pulled her closer. “Worst case scenario, you get to keep your ‘new and improved’ top heavy body.” He shot her a smirk and she fought a tear streaked chuckle.
 
   “Hard to imagine I’m the unholy scourge of the earth when I can’t keep my shit together, huh?” She rested her head against his shoulder as he rubbed her back.
 
   “You’ll always be my holy terror,” he whispered.
 
   “You say the sweetest things sometimes.”
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   Colonel Matt Mitchell tossed his bag into the corner of his office and collapsed into his chair. The flight back from Belize was terrible, and the short time he was in the South American country was even worse. As he flipped on the coffee pot behind his desk, he felt his body creak and pop in protest from lack of sleep. 
 
   He no sooner heard the machine start to drip the dark nectar when his door opened and Laura stuck her head in, “You’re back?”
 
   “And my front,” Matt groaned. “They both hurt.”
 
   She stepped into his office and stood opposite him. “How was the trip?”
 
   “Fruitless.”
 
   She took the chair across from his desk and studied him. He appeared to have aged over the last few weeks, and she knew it was from lack of rest. “No sign of her?”
 
   “None that I could find.” Matt pulled his coffee mug from across the desk and blew the dust from the bottom of it. “Either our spotters are getting worse, or she’s really good at hiding.”
 
   “Any chance she knew you were coming?” 
 
   Matt’s eyes met hers, and she could almost see the gears turning. “You mean like an informant?”
 
   Laura shook her head. “Negative, sir, I mean like maybe she smelled you coming? Or possibly sensed you somehow?” 
 
   Matt placed his coffee cup where the pot had been, allowing the brew to fill the cup rather than wait for the machine to finish. “Do you really think I smell that bad, Laura? You do realize that I shower frequently.” He tried not to smile, but the edges of his mouth betrayed him.
 
   “I understand, sir, but keep in mind that she is a natural born wolf, and her senses are much keener than your average person…”
 
   “And remember what Jack and Nadia said about the Fates mating the two of us and all that,” Matt interrupted.
 
   “There is that as well. I don’t know if that allows her to somehow sense your presence or not, but it seems to me that she somehow knows when you’re around.” Laura shifted in her seat and watched him closely. “I mean, this is like the…what? Fifth time since you got out of the hospital that she’s given you the slip?”
 
   Matt pulled his mug from under the brewer and slipped the coffee pot back in place. Nodding to Laura he sipped the hot liquid. “Yeah, she’s gotten pretty good at disappearing at a moment’s notice.”
 
   Laura stretched her neck and sighed. “We know that her family comes from money. We also know that she hasn’t attempted to make contact.”
 
   “That’s why we think she has her own money set up somewhere. Maybe a trust or something.”
 
   “Either way, if she can travel wherever she wants and has the ability to sense you coming…” 
 
   “I get the feeling you’re going somewhere with this.” Matt leaned back in his chair and studied her. 
 
   Laura nodded and leaned forward, “Sir, since it seems like I’m never going to be allowed to actually quit my job until you catch this bitch…err, female fugitive, I do have a suggestion.”
 
   Matt waved her on with his hand. “Continue.”
 
   “She obviously knows your scent or something. Somehow, she knows when you’re on to her. And she splits, leaves town, hides out, whatever. But she doesn’t know my scent.”
 
   “No!” Matt sat upright in his chair, suddenly much more alert. “Absolutely not.”
 
   Laura held her hands up in her own defense. “Matt, I’m not stupid. I’m not saying I can take her on one-on-one. I wouldn’t even dream of it. She’s a wolf for crying out loud.”
 
   Matt allowed himself to relax somewhat and listen more. “What are you suggesting?”
 
   “Well, since you insist on doing this yourself and not allowing the teams to nab her…”
 
   He stood up this time, “No, no teams.” He paced behind his desk. “The last time we bagged her, I used a team and…” he met Laura’s gaze as his mind raced back in time to when they tracked the blonde haired girl down and he shot her in the face. “Just, no. I won’t go there. If I can’t bring her in by talking to her, then so be it.” He could feel his inner wolf howling at the idea of giving up, and it set his nerves on end.
 
   “So let me go and see if I can track her. We have a photo of her. Surely somebody saw her.”
 
   “I tried that.”
 
   “Yeah, a big, scary looking man with an agenda. Who knows who she may have paid off to say that she wasn’t there?”
 
   Matt sat back down and mulled the idea around. “So what would you do? Just observe?”
 
   “Until I knew for sure it was her, yes.”
 
   “And then what?” Matt’s eyes pierced her.
 
   “Then I’d call you and see what you wanted me to do.”
 
   The gears were spinning in his mind. As much as he wanted to be the one to try to talk her into coming back, he knew that their last ‘meeting’ ended badly. The young lady shifted on him and nearly killed him. Had he not already been infected by the wolf virus, he would surely have died from the encounter. “I’ll give it some thought.”
 
   “Give it some serious thought, please?” Laura pleaded with him. “You have no idea how badly I want out of here. And if it means field work hunting down your Fated One, then so be it.”
 
   Matt grunted just as his door opened again. “I thought I heard voices.” Mark Tufo leaned against the doorframe and raised a brow at the pair. “And any accusations she may have made against Hank while you were gone are totally unsubstantiated. She has no proof.”
 
   Laura rolled her eyes as she remembered the pudgy little demon that continued to crap on her carpet and hike on her furniture. “If he pisses on my stuff again, I’m tying his pecker in a knot.”
 
   Mark’s eyes bulged. “You wouldn’t do that to him. Would you?”
 
   “No, I’d do it to you,” she deadpanned.
 
   “That’s enough, both of you.” Matt downed his coffee and poured another cup. “If you can’t play well together then I’ll have to separate you two.”
 
   “Please?” Laura practically begged. “I hate that his office is so close. His damned dog uses my office as his personal latrine.”
 
   “No proof,” Mark whispered.
 
   “And no more,” Matt said. “Laura, pack your bags. I’ll get you the file I have on her.”
 
   She fought the urge to smile and failed. “Thank you, sir. I won’t let you down.”
 
   “Where’s she going?” Mark asked as Laura stepped past him.
 
   “Hunting.” Matt waved his XO into the office. “What have I missed?”
 
   “Nothing of importance.” Mark flopped into the chair that Laura had vacated. “I pushed some papers, the teams have been bored, but they’ve had a few missions. Briefings are in your IN basket.” Mark fidgeted with his fingernails. “Same old, same old.”
 
   “Why do I get the feeling that you’re not telling me something?” Matt’s gaze narrowed on the smaller man.
 
   Mark shrugged. “Beats me, it’s been the same old drill while you were out.”
 
   “Bull cookies. Spill it.” Matt leaned in closer hoping to intimidate his junior officer.
 
   Mark shook his head. “Seriously. We didn’t burn down the hangar. Nobody is dead or missing. Hank didn’t really do any of the evil things that Laura is accusing him of and—”
 
   A shriek from outside the office had them both on their feet and at the door in an instant. They found Laura standing at the end of the hall and pointing into her office. “He did it again!”
 
   Mark’s shoulders slumped, and he walked back to Matt’s desk. “This doesn’t prove anything.” He pulled a couple of tissues from a Kleenex box and walked down the hall toward Laura’s office. “Seriously, Miss Youngblood, Hank doesn’t have thumbs. There’s no way he could have…” Mark’s voice trailed off as he stared at her floor. “Good lord, Hank. What did you eat?” He rushed back up the hall and picked up the entire box of Kleenex. Matt simply raised an eyebrow at him. Mark paused at the door then picked up a waste basket as well. “I’ll replace this stuff.”
 
   “You’d better.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Rufus stepped into the library to find Jack amidst numerous papers scattered upon the many tables. He watched as the man studied the different architectural drawings and weather patterns surrounding the building in question. He rapped lightly on the door and waited for Jack to acknowledge him. Jack didn’t look up but waved him in. 
 
   When he did look up, he was somewhat taken aback that it was Rufus and not one of his security detail. “Sorry, I thought…”
 
   “I did not wish to interrupt when you appeared so deep in thought.” Rufus motioned at the papers scattered about. “Have you come up with a viable plan?”
 
   “The only way that it will work short of a full out assault is to come in through the roof. That means a HALO jump. Otherwise, they’ll hear the plane. We can’t risk that.”
 
   “Oui, that could be very bad.”
 
   “The worst part is, my men aren’t trained for HALO jumps. They’ve had some jump training, but this is different.” Jack fell into the chair next to him and rubbed at his eyes. “No matter how I look at this, I just don’t see it happening any other way.”
 
   “So then, it’s diplomacy or nothing.”
 
   Jack sat up in his chair, suddenly more alert, “I didn’t say that. I still have an ace up my sleeve. I just hate to play it so soon.”
 
   “An ace?” Rufus studied him, hoping for more of an answer.
 
   “Yeah, there’s still a chance I can get a team on the roof.” Jack stood and pointed out the characteristics of the building. “If I can get a team inserted here and here, they can come through the skylights and catch them by surprise.”
 
   “And you will be leading this team?” Rufus felt a certain unease settle in as he studied Jack’s plan.
 
   “Nope, I’ll be right next to you. They’d expect nothing less.” He caught Rufus’ eye. “I am your Second, right?”
 
   “Oui.”
 
   “Then they’ll expect me to be right beside you.” Jack pointed to the blueprints again. “If they’re using this large room as their council chamber, then we’d be coming in through this stairwell. The skylight is directly over this section. My team can fast rope into the room in seconds.”
 
   “They can react in less time than that.”
 
   “Not if I pop a flash bang grenade and catch them off guard.” Jack waited for Rufus to counter his argument. “Trust me, if it comes to the point where we have to make a tactical insertion, a flash bang won’t make them any less angry.”
 
   Rufus nodded as he looked at the drawings. “And if they don’t need to come in?”
 
   “They simply repel off the side of the building. Any outside guards can be distracted while they make their exfil.”
 
   “And no one is harmed in our departure?”
 
   “Nope, not unless we need to.” Jack watched while Rufus ran through the many different variables in his own mind. Slowly the vampire nodded in agreement. 
 
   “Parfait!” Rufus seemed genuinely pleased. “As long as your team knows to wait for some kind of signal to proceed, then this shall be sufficient.”
 
   Jack tried not to take offense. Rufus didn’t know yet what ‘team’ Jack had in mind. Heck, at this point, he wasn’t even sure if he could get the team he needed. He simply added, “They’re professionals. They’ll wait for the signal.” Jack began rolling up the different drawings that he had spread out in the library. “Any idea what sort of time frame we’re talking about here?”
 
   “Non. I sent an emissary to speak with the council on our behalf.”
 
   Jack paused and turned a wary eye to Rufus. “You sent an envoy already?”
 
   Rufus had stood and was pouring a cognac. “Oui, a wolf.”
 
   “Aren’t you just a wee bit afraid that they’ll torture him to find out where we are?” Jack suddenly glanced to door. “I need to notify our security team to—”
 
   “Non!” Rufus held up a hand to stay him. “I telephoned Viktor and explained the situation. He sent a wolf who does not know our location and would not tell if he did. The council will know this when he arrives and once they have rendered a decision, they will tell the emissary who will in turn telephone Viktor who will in turn…”
 
   Jack held up his hands and stopped him. “Okay, okay, I see what you’ve done. Still, I wish you had said something to me first. I’d have liked to have been included in something that has the potential to be a security threat.”
 
   Rufus chuckled and clasped his shoulder. “Mon ami, Viktor would no sooner risk us than his own daughter.”
 
   Jack’s attention suddenly sharpened at the mention of Nadia. “I don’t guess he mentioned how she was doing?”
 
   “She is well. Natashia is doting over her every desire.” Rufus lowered his voice, “And I think it pained Viktor somewhat to say that Nadia loves and misses you.”
 
   Jack sighed and allowed a little tension out of his shoulders. “It wasn’t my idea to have her go to the pack.”
 
   “Oui, I know. But it is good for her to be with them until the child is born.”
 
   “Yeah, I get that,” Jack grumbled. “Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”
 
   “Soon enough, mon ami. We shall have the pitter patter of tiny feet echoing off these walls.”
 
   Jack smiled as he thought of that very thing.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “You wanted to see me?” Little John stood outside of the closet sized room that Apollo was forced to use as a squad leader’s office. 
 
   Apollo looked up from the paperwork he was trying to fill out and waved him in. “Yeah, I did. Take a seat.” He indicated the lone chair across from him, and Little John questioned whether the two large men could fit in the tiny space.
 
   Wedging himself into the seat, John turned to Apollo and tried to appear relaxed. With his shoulders scrunched together and the strained look on his face, it was obvious he wasn’t. Apollo finished what he was doing and closed the file, his eyes finally meeting John’s. He immediately noticed the large man’s inability to fit in the tiny space and sighed. 
 
   “How about we step outside in case we need to change our mind?” John nodded and squeezed out of the chair. “I swear, I don’t know why they shove me in there. That’s gotta be the tiniest damned room in the place and they shove me of all people in there.” He glanced at John and cracked a toothy smile. “Government efficiency, eh?”
 
   John fell into step behind the other large man. They worked their way to the gym and, once Apollo was certain they were alone, he invited John to have a seat so the two could talk. “Look, I know it’s not time for you to cycle through to the other squad yet, but I talked to Spanky and he’s willing to take you on the next mission.”
 
   Little John said nothing, but his eyes betrayed him. He was more than curious why he was being shifted around early. 
 
   “Once you’ve gone out with him for a while, I’m gonna send you out with Dom and his crew. I want Dom to get a feel for you as well.” Apollo searched his face to see if the man would argue, but John remained stoic. He waited for the man to say something, anything, but Little John simply gave a barely perceptible nod.
 
   Apollo heaved a low sigh and sat back, eyeing the younger man. “Ain’t you the slightest bit curious why I’m shifting you around from squad to squad?”
 
   John shrugged slightly. “Figure you have your reasons.”
 
   Apollo broke eye contact and stared at the floor. “Man, I just can’t read you sometimes.” His voice was barely above a whisper, but he knew that John could easily hear him. “You don’t interact with nobody other than in the field. You stay to yourself…”
 
   “I prefer it that way.”
 
   Apollo looked up at the man and tried once more to read him. “You know, this really ain’t helping your case any. We’re a team here, and you seem more and more like a lone wolf.”
 
   John shook his head imperceptibly. “Negative. I’m a team player.”
 
   “But you ain’t acting like one, man. You see what I’m saying?” Apollo motioned around him, “You ain’t hanging with the teams after drill. You don’t fraternize with nobody. You don’t—”
 
   “I do my job.”
 
   Apollo caught his gaze and saw the tightness of his jaw, the stern appearance around the eyes as he stared at him. “There’s more to this than simply doing your job. In order to be a team, we need to know we can count on you to have our backs.”
 
   “You can.”
 
   “Man, you’re like a ghost. You show up, you do your thing, you disappear. We don’t know nothing about you except what’s in your file.” Apollo was inviting the man to open up, to give him something he could hang a glimmer of hope on to. “As it stands now, all we have is your scores and the fact that you’re an operator.”
 
   “Isn’t that enough?”
 
   “Not for this job.” Apollo stood and paced slowly as he tried to reach the new team member. “We’re a family here. We need to be able to count on each other.”
 
   “I told you, you can.”
 
   Apollo sighed heavily and shook his head. “Man, you’re just aloof  and stuff. It’s hard enough hitting the muck with people you know and trust. It’s harder when it’s someone new that won’t let you get to know them. How do you learn to trust someone that won’t let you?”
 
   Little John took a deep breath and stared off into the distance. “I’m just not a people person.”
 
   Apollo stood over the man, his jaw ticking. “You might ought to consider changing that.” He pointed toward the door, “There’s a whole group of operators out there who need to know they can depend on you. It’s gonna be tough figuring out where you need to be if you won’t let nobody get close.”
 
   Little John stood and squared his shoulders. It wasn’t a defensive measure as much as stretching his massive frame. He considered his words carefully before he uttered them, “If you’re truly worried about who you can trust, maybe you’re barking up the wrong tree.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “What the hell is this?” Paul Foster threw the summons across the room and stomped toward the messenger. “What did he say?”
 
   The messenger simply stared at him and smiled. “He said only, ‘deliver this’ and so I did.” 
 
   The messenger watched Foster’s face flush as he worked himself up to another tirade and relished the idea of the natural born vampire throwing a hissy fit like the spoiled child that he truly was.
 
   “Well, if he thinks that I’m just going to drop everything and go running to him at his every whim, he has another thing coming! I’m a very important person! I have important things to do!”
 
   “I’m sure,” the messenger replied drolly. 
 
   Paul spun on the man so suddenly that for a short moment, the messenger thought he might attack. “Do you doubt me?” 
 
   “Never,” The messenger bowed deeply, but inwardly, he smiled.
 
   “I would think not.” Paul turned and stormed into the other room. “You can show yourself out.”
 
   “Of course.” 
 
   The messenger finally allowed himself the opportunity to smile as Foster began throwing things in the next room. As he shut the door leading out into the darkened underground parking structure, he heaved a sigh of relief. 
 
   He shot a quick glance at the two security guards standing watch outside the door. “Is he always wound so tight?”
 
   The larger of the two nodded. “Usually tighter.” The messenger was still shaking his head as he stepped into the waiting vehicle and left.
 
   Foster continued his rant, even if it was at a somewhat diminished volume. Eventually he worked his way back into his main bedroom, kicking things over as he continued to grab items and shove them into a bag. 
 
   “What’s the matter, darling? Did your brother find out about your little plan?” the soft, purring voice taunted from the bed.
 
   Paul froze in mid-action, his mind suddenly racing. “Surely not…” 
 
   The lithe figure shifted her weight, and the sheet slid from her body as she stretched. “Oh, I assure you, he could have.” She yawned sleepily and eyed him carefully, a knowing smile crossing her features as she watched the color drain from his face. “Not much gets past his attentions these days.”
 
   Paul suddenly stood and turned on her. “What did you tell him?” He flexed his fists as he slowly approached the bed.
 
   She laughed a deep and throaty laugh. “I’ve told him nothing.” She rolled over and raised a carefully plucked brow at Foster. “I told you, not much gets past him these days. He has eyes and ears everywhere.”
 
   Paul paused and considered his options. If he dared to run, he would be marked and would certainly solidify any doubts his adopted brother may have about him or the actions he had been up to lately. Plus, by defying his command, he would, in essence, be breaking the blood covenant that he entered into with Rufus. His life would be forfeit. He turned and stared at the door. Running might buy him a little time. But if he went to his brother, played the part of the ever faithful servant, he just might convince his brother that he had no part in whatever schemes he was being accused of.
 
   Paul suddenly stood tall and squared his shoulders. “I’m done with you.” His announcement was as cold as his blood.
 
   The beauty on the bed stiffened and stared at his back. “You’re what?”
 
   “You heard me. Your services are no longer required. You may see yourself out.”
 
   She huffed as she slid out of bed and began searching for the clothes that had been discarded weeks ago. “I’ve never been treated in such a way in all my years.” Her voice switched from a huff to haughty almost in an instant. “You have no idea who I am or who I’m connected to, do you? I could have helped you make something of yourself again, but what do you do? Toss me aside like I’m so much waste…or worse. I’ll have you know, I’m no floozy to be tossed aside when you’re done having your fun.” She scooped up most of her clothes and was still fishing for her shoes when the door to the room burst open and the security guards stepped in. “Oh, now what do these gorillas want?”
 
   Paul made a barely noticeable motion with his head, and the two men scooped her naked body up ungracefully and tossed her out the door onto the cold concrete floor, her clothes hurled out in a pile after her. “Oh, Paul Foster, you have not heard the last of me!” she yelled as her shoes were tossed out as well.
 
   “If I ever hear from you or of you again, I’ll have your head removed from your body and your ashes scattered across three counties.” Paul smiled wickedly as the security guards stepped back outside and assumed their positions, the door slamming behind them.
 
   She stood up in the dark underground parking level and stomped her foot on the concrete floor. “I could have made you somebody!” Neither guard watched her as she bent and picked up her clothes, trying to dress in the darkness. “I don’t suppose one of you rent-a-punks would call me a cab at least?”
 
   Neither man moved as she continued struggling with her clothes. “Where is chivalry these days? All these baby vamps running around and nobody to teach them any manners.” Both guards watched her as she stumbled up the ramp and toward the stairwell exit.
 
   “Think we should have told her that it’s daylight up there?” the larger guard asked.
 
   The smaller one shrugged slightly. “She’ll figure it out.”
 
   “Yeah, that big glowing light in the sky is sort of a dead giveaway.”
 
   Foster threw open the door and pitched his bags at the feet of the guards. “Prepare my car.”
 
   “Airport, boss?” the smaller guard asked as he bent to retrieve the bags.
 
   “Yes, and then we have to catch a boat to that wretched island.” Foster stepped out into the parking garage and planted his hands on his hips in a huff.
 
   The larger guard slid his sunglasses down and cleared his throat. “Um, boss?”
 
   “What?” Paul growled.
 
   “If you’re going to the airport, shouldn’t you at least put on clothes?”
 
   Foster looked down at his open housecoat and slumped his shoulders. Spending weeks at a time below ground, the vampire rarely wore even that. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   “We’ll pull the car around, sir.” The two guards caught each other’s eye and snickered silently.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   At first dark, Damien approached the ramshackle shack at the base of the Scottish highlands. He could smell the occupants inside and wrinkled his nose at the sour stench of the two. He quietly made his way to the porch and peered through the slats of the door, watching them as they laughed and slapped the table they sat at. He squared his shoulders and prepared to kick in the door when it suddenly opened. 
 
   “Ye shouldn’t sneak around out there,” the tall, red haired vampire stated, his accent strong and biting. “One might get the wrong idea of yer intentions.”
 
   Damien eyed the vampire and gave him a slight sideways nod. “Don’t confuse caution with sneakiness.” He stepped forward and the taller vampire moved aside to allow him in. “Do you have what I came for?” He looked around the room, taking in its bare essentials and lack of refinements. The solitary window in the back of the room stood open, a slight breeze ruffling the threadbare curtain hanging from the bent rod above it. 
 
   “Aye, laddie, we have it,” the shorter, dark haired vampire said as he slowly came to his feet. “The real question is, do ye have what we want in trade?”
 
   Damien gave the shorter vampire a slight smile and reached behind his back sending the two vampires to the defensive. Both pulled silver plated knives and held them at the ready, “Easy there, lad. Let’s not be doin’ nuthin’ that will get yer throat cut.”
 
   Damien slowly withdrew his hands and held them up in surrender. “I was going to get your payment.” He backed slowly toward the door shaking his head. “Of course, if you don’t want it, I can be on my way and find another buyer.”
 
   The taller vampire laughed and lowered his knife a bit. “That will be tough, don’t ye think?” He shot a quick glance to his partner. “Considerin’ we have what yer lookin’ for.”
 
   Damien paused and considered his words. “True. But that doesn’t mean that someone else couldn’t get it for me as well.”
 
   “Now who would be stupid enough to try to rob us?” the shorter vampire asked laughingly. “Do ye any idea who we are?”
 
   Damien smiled wickedly. “I sure do. You’re both dead.”
 
   The two smiling vampires suddenly stopped smiling and turned to stare at him. The taller one started to advance on him when he heard his shorter companion gurgle and fall to the floor. He quickly turned to see a beautiful, red headed, lass standing over his partner’s body, his friend’s withered heart in her hand. The shock and confusion on his face was still registering with his slow mind when he felt Damien take him to the floor, teeth gnashing at his throat and a fist tear through his ribcage. The silver plated knife was all but forgotten as he struggled momentarily then slumped into a pile under Damien’s strength.
 
   Damien stood and ripped the heart from the chest cavity as the tall vampire died. He quickly chewed it and shook his head. “Too young,” he spat.
 
   Rachel tossed him the other heart which he almost dropped from the black blood covering it. He tore a bite from it and swallowed. “Older, but it still isn’t the same as a true elder.”
 
   “Every little bit helps, lover.” She picked up the body of the shorter vampire and tossed it out into the harsh winter air. 
 
   Damien shoved the rest of the heart into his mouth and launched the taller vampire out and off of the porch with his companion. “Let’s see if we can find what we came here for.” He wiped his hands on the remnant of the curtain as the two began sifting through the shack. 
 
   “It’s here, lover. I can feel it.” Rachel stood from the box she had been digging through and turned slowly in the room, her eyes closed. “It’s almost like it’s calling to me.”
 
   “Home in on it, darling.” Damien stood anxiously to the side and watched as she tilted her head first one way and then the other. “You can do this.”
 
   She suddenly stopped and looked down at the wooden floor of the shack. With her nail extended, she pointed a long, slender finger at the floor. “There.”
 
   Damien fell to his knees and began tearing the boards from the strongbacks with his bare hands. Rachel dropped to the floor beside him and reached under the shack to retrieve a package wrapped in old, rotting cloth. “I have it.” She pulled the package out and laid it gently on the floor of the shack. 
 
   Damien stood over her shoulder and watched as she gently unfolded the cloth and spread the material out on the dirty wood. “Both hands and both feet,” she said quietly.
 
   Damien stood and wiped the crumbling wood from his hands. “Not as much as I was hoping for, but necessary to the end game.” He glanced at his watch and back out the door. “We can’t make it back before sunup. We’ll have to stay the day here.” He patted her shoulder and gave her a reassuring smile.
 
   “What if those two idiots are missed?” Her eyes pleaded with him for them to leave. “What if others come looking for them?”
 
   Damien gave her a sadistic smile. “Then I’ll eat them as well.” 
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   Laura stepped off the plane and caught a taxi to the hotel where the blonde woman was last seen. She had studied the file that Matt had given her until she knew every inch of what was between the covers. She had memorized the woman’s face, used software to shorten and lengthen her hair, changed the color of it, changed her makeup, photo-shopped in sunglasses of various styles, and memorized her facial structure and body build so that she could be certain that, if she spotted her, it wouldn’t be a misidentification. 
 
   After she unpacked her meager gear, she headed down to the hotel lounge and grabbed a quick bite then changed and headed to the pool. Although she wore her swimsuit, she had wrapped an oversized towel around her waist and brought a big book to pretend to read. Inside the book’s cover was a camera and the pages had been cut out to hold a stun gun, just in case.
 
   Laura took a lounge chair across from the doors in a nice shady spot and propped the book high enough so that she could scan the area from behind her oversized sunglasses. She watched every female that came or went for the next three hours until she felt that it was time to try a different tactic. 
 
   Closing the book she stood and stretched, trying to ease out some of the tension from her stiffened muscles. A cabana boy approached her and offered her a towel. “No, thanks. I wasn’t actually swimming.”
 
   “I think you want this one.” He held the folded towel out to her.
 
   Reluctantly, she took the towel and thanked him. Inside the folds was a simple note: Hotel bar. 30 minutes.  
 
   She glanced around the pool area and saw nobody. She dropped the towel and caught up to the cabana boy. “Who told you to bring me that towel?”
 
   He shrugged. “Another guest. She tipped me twenty bucks.”
 
   Laura groaned and looked around once more. “By chance was she blonde? About this tall?” She indicated the height with her hand.
 
   He nodded. “About that tall, but not blonde.”
 
   “Okay. Thank you.” Laura glanced at her watch and decided that if she were going to confront the escapee, she’d rather have on real clothes and running shoes. She headed to her room and changed quickly, slipping the stun gun into the back of her waist band.
 
   Laura’s eyes quickly adjusted to the dimness of the bar as she entered and took a seat along the long polished wood. The bartender gave her a knowing look and she ordered a soda. No sense in allowing alcohol to dull her wits. He had no sooner placed the drink in front of her when a short, brunette woman sat beside her. “You’re no wolf.”
 
   Laura sipped at her drink and took in the woman’s reflection from the mirror behind the bar. “And you’re no brunette.” She set her drink down and tried not to act nervous. “I’m surprised you’re still here.”
 
   “You mean after that big oaf came and stomped all over the place looking for me?” She snorted a quick laugh. “If he had any kind of nose, he’d have known I was still around.”
 
   “How’d you know about me?” Laura asked, contemplating how quickly she could pull the stun gun from behind her back.
 
   The shorter woman paused and gave her a ‘duh’ stare in the mirror behind the bar. “I smelled you the moment you arrived.”
 
   “And you remembered it from the hangar?”
 
   “From the day I woke up, cold, shivering, dripping wet, and freezing my ass off, yes. Your scent was all over the place down there.” She raised her hand to the bartender and ordered a piña colada. “And now here you are in my little piece of tropical heaven. Care to explain before I rip your liver out?”
 
   Laura grunted a condescending laugh and raised her brows at the woman. “So now you want an explanation?”
 
   “You did come all this way.” She glanced around the bar, “Apparently alone.”
 
   “Yes, I am alone.” Laura finally turned and faced her. “But if you want answers, we need to get one thing clear.”
 
   “Really? And what’s that?”
 
   “Just because I’m not a wolf and came alone, does not mean that I’m defenseless.” Laura gave her the coldest stare that she could muster, one that she reserved for staring down the operators when their tempers threatened to boil over. She watched coldly as the shorter woman appraised her. 
 
   Slowly a smile spread across her features as she studied the taller, dark haired woman. “I’ll give you one thing, you got a set on ya, lady.”
 
   “In my line of work, you have to.” Laura turned back toward the bar and picked up her drink. “How about we go someplace a little less busy so we can talk?”
 
   The shorter girl shrugged and slipped off the barstool. “After you.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    
 
     Mitchell’s intercom buzzed and Jericho’s voice came through the speaker, “Colonel? Mr. Thompson is on the horn for ya.”
 
   “Jack? Patch him through.” Colonel Mitchell waited for the button on his phone to light up then punched it. “Chief, how’s married life? Have you made me a grand…err, an uncle yet?”
 
   “Negative, sir. Still waiting on the package to arrive.”
 
   “Well, I’m sure it won’t be long now.” Mitchell poured another cup of coffee while listening. “What can I do ya for? I’m sure this isn’t a social call.”
 
   “You’re right on that one, sir. I need to call in a favor.” He didn’t sound as confident as Matt was used to hearing him. He assumed the favor was large.
 
   “Spill it, son. I can’t tell you yay or nay if I don’t know what it is.” Mitchell sipped the coffee and waited.
 
   “I know this may seem a bit unorthodox, sir, but I’m hoping to be able to borrow one of the squads.” Jack sounded more than just hopeful. He sounded nearly desperate. 
 
   Mitchell sat forward and stared at the phone, “Run that by me one more time.”
 
   Jack audibly sighed and Matt could hear him shifting something on the other line. “I know this is probably a wasted effort, Colonel, but I need trained men. Men that can handle a HALO jump.”
 
   “I see. And may I ask just what in the hell you intend to do with these men?” Mitchell set his coffee cup down lest he dump it when Jack broke the news to him. He sensed he wouldn’t like the answer.
 
   “I have an op. Out of the country. They’ll have full deniability and I can—”
 
   “Wait now, hold on. How can you have an ‘op’ out of the country? You quit the squads, remember? We are the ones who hunt monsters. You…well, you went to work for one.” Matt cleared his throat and lowered his voice, “No disrespect intended to Mister Thorn.”
 
   He could almost hear Jack nodding on the other end. “Colonel, Rufus still has a ton of enemies. I’ve trained our staff to handle most threats, but the one we face now…” 
 
   “Is this something I should know about, son?” Matt was suddenly worried.
 
   “Negative, sir. I’m pretty sure we can handle it. And Rufus is confident that he can straighten things out diplomatically. But you need to remember, he’s still caught in the middle of a vampire civil war. He still has a death mark on his head. And the Vampire Council did hire an assassin to take him out. One of our own, no less.”
 
   “Well, one of the Brit’s own,” Matt corrected. “But I get where you’re coming from.”
 
   “Regardless, sir, he still has a lot on his plate and we’re trying to clear a major portion of it.”
 
   Matt picked up his coffee again and took a long pull from it. Right now he was sure wishing it was Scotch. “Jack, to be honest, I can’t send the boys to you.”
 
   “I was afraid of that—”
 
   “But what I can do,” Matt interrupted, “is let them know what you’re looking for. I’m sure a lot of these guys have a ton of annual leave built up. If we aren’t busy when you need them, and if they are willing, then they’re more than welcome to take leave and…well, hell. If they decide to go on vacation somewhere south of here. Say, maybe in Texas, who am I to stop them?”
 
   Jack all but laughed on the other end, “Thank you, Colonel. I really appreciate that.”
 
   “I figure it’s the least I could do.” He glanced at his computer screen and flipped through a few pages. “We have a few weeks before the next full moon. When do you need them?”
 
   “That’s just it, sir, I don’t really know yet.”
 
   Matt nodded as he stared at the calendar. “Well, the way things have been going, it doesn’t matter if it’s the full moon or not. It’s either feast or famine. When you find out the date, let me know and I’ll do my best.”
 
   “That’s more than I could hope for, sir. I’ll email you what I’m looking for.”
 
   “Sounds good to me, son.” Mitchell leaned forward, his finger hovering above the button, “You take care of that cute little wife of yours.”
 
   “I will, sir. And, Colonel? Thanks again.”
 
   “Thank me by sending all of them home after your op, Chief.”
 
   “I’ll do my best.”
 
   “Mitchell, out.” Matt mashed the button, disconnecting the call then pulled his two way radio. “Tufo?”
 
   “Yo,” came a static-filled reply.
 
   “Yo?”
 
   “Uh, ‘yo’, sir?”
 
   Mitchell groaned and keyed the radio again. “Get over here.”
 
   Moments later, his door opened and Tufo stepped into the office looking somewhat frazzled. “Sorry, Hank, uh…well, let’s just say that he’s discovered power cords.”
 
   Mitchell rolled his eyes and tried counting to ten. “Why don’t you leave your dog at home?”
 
   Mark gave him a shocked look. “At home? Have you seen the base housing here? The yards are so tiny, he’d chew a hole in the fence and crap in the neighbor’s lawn. Negative. He can stay right here with me.”
 
   “Whatever. Look, I need you to pass the word amongst the teams. Jack needs volunteers for a…‘special mission’. Whoever does it will need HALO experience.”
 
   Mark smiled. “I’ve played that game a few times. My kids can beat the pants off me, but I like the energy swords. They’re really cool.”
 
   Matt gave him a blank stare. “High Altitude Low Opening jump experience.”
 
   Mark nodded. “I knew that.” He pulled out his notepad and scribbled something on it. “No Call of Duty experience?”
 
   When Mitchell’s mouth fell open, Mark smiled and waved him off. “Just messing with ya. I’ll get with the team leaders and have them pass the word.” He flipped the notepad closed. “How soon does he need them?”
 
   “He’s going to get back with me on the dates. Could be soon, could be not soon, he doesn’t know yet. All I know is, it’s not here. It’s overseas.”
 
   “Yay, a vacation.” Mark stood and turned for the door. He paused and turned back to Matt. “I suppose this is a night op?”
 
   Matt shrugged. “He didn’t say.”
 
   Mark shook his head, tapping his pen against his chin. “When you talk to him again, ask him. If it is, tell him I have an idea for him. That is, if he wants to call in another favor.”
 
   “What’s the idea?” Mitchell’s eyes narrowed.
 
   “Just a thought bouncing around in the old noggin’. I don’t want to say anything until I know more about his op.”
 
   “Fine. Just spread the word with the men.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Apollo knocked lightly on the doorjamb, and Little John looked up from the book he was reading. “Got a minute?”
 
   John set the book aside and nodded. “Sure, boss. What’s on your mind?”
 
   Apollo stepped in, and rather than try to sit in the cramped quarters, he leaned against the doorframe. “I thought about what you said earlier.”
 
   John simply watched the man and their eyes met. “And?”
 
   “And I’ve decided that the only way I’m going to be able to properly place you is to alternate you through all three teams as much as I can. Get feedback from all the team leaders. Put you in the field as much as possible,  and evaluate your performance in the muck.”
 
   John nodded. “So I gathered.” He turned back to his book and picked it up. He glanced back at Apollo and closed the book again. “Was there more?”
 
   Apollo stifled the confusion he felt at John’s dismissal of his news. He shook his head slightly, “Just report to Spanky for the next op. Then as soon as you back, get with Dom for your assignment with Squad Three. You’ll be hitting each op from now on. Each team, each op, until I get enough feedback to get a good read.”
 
   John nodded and placed his book back on the table. He stood to go find Spalding when Apollo put a hand up to stop him. “Look, man, I don’t know why you want to be a loner. And I guess that technically, that’s your business. But in order for this to work, and work right, I need to know that your head is in the game.”
 
   John met his gaze and the cold grey eyes bore into him. “One hundred percent.”
 
   Apollo raised a brow at him questioningly, but lowered his hand. “Tell Spanky to check the boards. We have an alert and they’re waiting for a secondary on it. You may be going out tonight.”
 
   John nodded and slipped past him.
 
   Apollo waited a moment then stepped over to the desk and looked at the title of the book. “To Kill a Mockingbird?” he grunted to himself and turned to step out of the room, “That boy’s got some strange reading habits.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Spalding was checking his gear for the third time and double checking the tags on the chutes should the squad need to make their arrival via air drop. He saw Little John approaching from the other side of the hangar and paused long enough to wave and catch the large man’s attention. John approached him and stood at parade rest. 
 
   “Relax, Sully. I don’t stand on tradition with my squad.” Spalding hefted his go bag and tossed it up onto the table. “You need to get your gear ready in case this alert gets a secondary verification.”
 
   John pulled his pack and double checked his equipment. He knew that it was ready as he had readied it as soon as they returned from the last mission. “Do you know yet where you’ll be assigning me?” he asked as he rummaged through the gear.
 
   “You’ve been working overwatch, right? Qualified sniper?”
 
   “That’s correct.” Little John felt his shoulders slump slightly when he heard Spalding say ‘overwatch’. He hated sitting back at a distance, but he’d do the job assigned and not bitch about it. 
 
   That slight body language didn’t go unnoticed with Spanky who watched the large man go through the motions of checking his gear. He smiled inwardly and turned to John. “Where would you like to try next? Take point? Cover the squad’s six? You tell me.”
 
   John never missed a beat as he continued repacking his gear. “Where ever you feel I can best serve the needs of the squad.” He turned and faced Spalding. “Sir.”
 
   “Don’t call me ‘sir’. I’m not an officer.” Spalding rubbed at his chin as he considered the extremely large man. “I’m tempted to let you cut your teeth at point. But, honestly, you’re so damned big, I’m afraid your secondary and tertiary shooters may have part of their field blocked by your size.” He stepped back to allow himself to truly take in Little John’s massive frame. “I think we’ll start out with you sucking hind tit. You can cover our six if we have an entry.”
 
   “And if we don’t?”
 
   “Then you’ll partner up with me. My squad always has a battle buddy. I’ve seen your shooting scores. I think I’d like to have somebody with your skillset keeping me breathing.” Spalding shot him a wink then turned and hung his pack on the rapid deployment board. “Check your chute when you’re done and meet the squad in briefing room three. We’ll be going over the potential mission.”
 
   “Give me three minutes.” 
 
   John finished packing his gear and hung his pack on the board as well. As he reached for the chute, he felt something crinkle in his breast pocket. His hand automatically went to the pocket, and his head snapped around to ensure nobody was watching. He pulled the Velcro tab up and pulled the photo from his pocket. He smoothed the old, faded picture back out with his large hands and slipped it gingerly back, folding the tab back to secure it in place. Melancholy struck him as he reached for the chute and pulled it down to the table. As he went through the motions, his mind drifted back to his youth. He fought the urge to shiver and barely remembered hanging the chute back in its place. He stood along the table, his large hands propping him in place as his mind replayed the events of years long past. He hung his head and sniffed back a tear that threatened to escape.
 
   “John? You coming?” 
 
   He looked over his shoulder and saw Donovan waving him on. He waved back at the senior monster hunter. 
 
   “On my way.” 
 
   Pushing off from the table, he double-timed it to the open door and hustled down the hall to the briefing room.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
     Rufus entered the library and once again found Jack going over numerous documents at once. “Can you spare a moment?”
 
   Jack looked up and noted the look of concern on Thorn’s face. “Sure. What’s happened?” Immediately Jack feared the worst for his family, that there had been complications or…
 
   “We have heard back from the council.” Rufus sat gently in one of the chairs and avoided Jack’s gaze.
 
   “So soon?” Jack took a seat as well and studied the vampire across from him.
 
   “Oui. The emissary called Viktor as soon as he left. I just got off the phone with him.” Rufus sighed heavily and rubbed at the bridge of his nose. “They will grant my audience. But only on the full moon.”
 
   “They know you have wolves as security.” Jack’s voice couldn’t hide the disgust he felt for the council.
 
   “Apparently so.” Rufus stood and went to the bar in the corner. He poured a cognac and held the bottle up for Jack who nodded. “I am not sure how this will affect your plans, mon ami.”
 
   Jack accepted the glass and sat back, deep in thought. “It affects them greatly.” He took a sip of the cognac and stared into the glass. “I’m sorry Rufus. If I hadn’t stopped taking the bane, I could still do this.”
 
   “Non, mom ami, do not blame yourself. Neither of us could have foreseen this move.”
 
   Jack suddenly sat forward. “What about Max? Do you think he would work his magic and keep me from shifting for that full moon? Just long enough for us to pull this off?”
 
   Rufus shook his head. “I would not ask such a thing. Remember, he is not a fan of vampires.”
 
   “No, but you won him over, Rufus. He knows you aren’t like most other vampires. Besides, he wouldn’t be doing it for you he’d be doing it for me.”
 
   “Non.” Rufus waved him off. “I would not want you to ask such a favor.”
 
   Jack shot him a smirk. “Why not? I’m family now.”
 
   “This is not a family matter, Jack. If it were to save Nadia or Tasha, then I could see Max perhaps doing this.” He stood and paced slowly, the gears in his mind working. “I fear we will have to come up with another answer.”
 
   Jack finished his drink and set the glass down gently on the table. “Fine, then we hit them the night before the full moon.”
 
   Rufus shook his head again. “I fear they would be expecting that as well. One does not request an audience with the Council and then show up early. Even with silver bullets at their heads.” He finished his own drink and sat back down. “Perhaps this ace up your sleeve that you spoke of?”
 
   “It’s not a guarantee. And without me there, I don’t think they’d go through with it.”
 
   “They?”
 
   Jack avoided his eyes and chewed absently on the corner of his thumbnail. “I called in a favor with Colonel Mitchell to…borrow some of the squad members.”
 
   Rufus groaned, “Mon ami, this was to be our doings. Not your previous employers.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Rufus. I needed professional soldiers with jump experience.” Jack stood and paced slowly. “I’m really afraid that if I tried to take my guys in there…we’d end up losing them.”
 
   Rufus nodded solemnly. “I wouldn’t want them to sacrifice their lives for mine.”
 
   “I don’t want any sacrifices on our side, period.” Jack walked over to the bar and refilled his glass. Without asking, he refilled Thorn’s as well. “The Monster Squad is made up of professional soldiers. My men are equal or better on most playing fields, but there are some things I just didn’t think to train them in. These kinds of jumps are one of them.”
 
   Rufus held the glass and rolled it around in his hands. “Perhaps we can gather reinforcements from another group?”
 
   Jack raised his face and met his gaze. “What group did you have in mind?”
 
   Rufus smiled slightly. “Perhaps your Elven friends?”
 
   Jack’s eyes widened with enlightenment. Slowly a smile spread across his own features. “Actually, they aren’t the only ones I’d like to ask help from.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Damien awoke just as the last fingers of sunlight stretched across the evening sky. He rolled from under the floor of the cabin and looked at the bloody carnage within, his mind replaying the previous night’s events. He walked to the front of the cabin and cracked the door, eying the last vestiges of ash from the bodies being borne away on the light breeze skirting down the highlands.
 
   Shutting the door he turned and woke Rachel. “We need to go while we can.”
 
   “Can we find a village along the way? I’m getting hungry.” She gave him the same sad, pouty face that always worked in the past.
 
   “Whatever village we come across is yours for the taking, my darling.” He placed the remains into a canvas bag and slung it over his shoulder. “But for now, we need to go.”
 
   The two filed out the door and began working their way down from the hilltop and back the way they had come. For the most part, they travelled in silence, Damien leading the way. 
 
   As they crested a small hill, Rachel tapped his shoulder. “There.” She pointed out the lights of what appeared to be a farmhouse in the distance. 
 
   Damien stared after the lights for a moment and then nodded to her. “Let’s not waste any time.” 
 
   The two darted towards the farmhouse, jumping the creek between themselves and the farm ahead. Fences were cleared with no effort and within moments both found themselves just outside the old house, yellow lights coming from the windows. Damien held a finger to his mouth and crept in silence along the rock wall then darted to the house. Rachel followed suit and ducked just below the same window he now squatted below. 
 
   Damien slowly stood and peeked inside. He saw an older couple sitting at a table finishing their meal and with a quick look at the furnishings, deduced that they must live alone. No other plates were set, and the decorations inside the home were definitely that of older people. 
 
   He slowly lowered himself again and nodded to her. “There are two older folks inside. That should tide you over for a while.” He stole a glance toward the outbuildings. “I’m going to take a look in the shed and the barn to see if they have a car.”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “Beats walking these rocky hills, don’t you think?” He shot her a wink and a quick kiss. “I’ll be back before you finish the second course.”
 
   She watched him dart off into the night then stole away toward the back of the house. As remote as the home was, she doubted that the owners would bother with locking doors or windows. As she approached the rear door, she took a quick peek inside to ensure the house was clear before she turned the knob. As expected, it was unlocked. She quietly opened the door and slipped inside. 
 
   Rachel waited in the kitchen for just a moment and listened to the couple sitting at the table. They didn’t talk much, and when they did, they discussed simple things like their livestock and the coming winter. She smiled to herself when she thought, I’m about to remove all of your worries for you.
 
   She slipped from the kitchen and slid along the wall toward the dining room. She could hear the conversation much clearer now and rolled her eyes at the boring old couple. Old people were usually low in calcium and iron, but between the two of them, she hoped to quench the thirst until she could find somebody much younger and more vibrant.
 
   Rachel heard the clinking of dishes and realized that one of the two were leaving the dining room and headed back to the kitchen. She slipped back into the kitchen and hid behind the door. Soon it swung open, and a portly woman with gray hair stepped inside with a handful of dishes. Rachel slid down the wall and waited until the woman set the dishes down beside the sink. No sense in alerting the man in the other room that there was trouble. 
 
   The moment the dishes were on the counter and out of the woman’s hands, Rachel leaped, her hands around the woman’s mouth and her fangs sunk deep into the woman’s thick neck. Rachel sucked greedily as the warm, thick blood flowed freely and pulled the woman to the floor so that she couldn’t upset anything near her and alert the other human.
 
   As the woman finally quit struggling and Rachel felt her heart start to quiver from blood loss, she looked up to see Damien leaning against the counter. He watched her with a devious grin. “You make that look so hot.” His whispered voice almost made her blush. “Want me to fetch the other one?”
 
   She nodded and he was out the door so quickly that she barely had time to realize that he had left. She heard a slight struggle in the other room before he reappeared with the man in his grasp. “Dinner is served, my darling.” Damien had one arm around the man’s neck and the man’s arm twisted behind his back.
 
   Rachel stood and wiped the woman’s blood off her face with the apron still tied to her middle. “She tastes of garlic and onions.”
 
   “W-What are ye?” the old man stammered.
 
   “Your reckoning.” Rachel flashed a fanged smile at him before she closed the distance and pulled Damien’s arm from around his neck. She pushed his head aside and bit so deeply that she nearly tore his throat out.
 
   Damien continued to hold the old man as Rachel fed, his feeble attempts to struggle weakening with each heartbeat. He looked at the top of her head and said nonchalantly, “They have a car, but it isn’t much of one. Still, it should get us where we need to go.”
 
   She lifted her head and offered him some of the old man. Damien shook his head. “I’m still full from last night. Besides, you need to keep your strength up.”
 
   Once the two were done, Damien fished the keys from the old man’s pocket and they pulled the antique Range Rover from the barn. It smelled of pipe tobacco and mildew, but it ran. For the roads they would be traveling, it was probably the best vehicle they could have stolen. He hoped that they wouldn’t need the spare can of fuel strapped to the rear bumper. The idea of losing any time and being stuck in the middle of nowhere when the sun came up did not appeal to him.
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   Laura sat nervously at the small table on the far side of the pool. She could hear the ocean behind her through the thick stand of bushes and knew that they were close to the water, but there was something about being so far away from the crowds of the bar and nearby restaurant that made her want to get up and run. She eyed the short, unassuming brunette sitting across from her and couldn’t help but wonder where all of the apprehension was coming from.
 
   “Ah, this is better, don’t you think? Less noise, fewer people. The smells alone in there were enough to almost make me sick.”
 
   Laura gave her a blank stare and toyed with the glass of soda. “I know it was my idea to go someplace else, but why did you pick here? So far away?”
 
   The young woman stared at her as if she were nuts. “Could you not smell all of them? The body odor, the spices they cook with, the alcohol, the pheromones…all of it. It was disgusting.”
 
   “Has your nose always been that sensitive?” Laura didn’t know why she was so curious. None of the other ‘wolves’ she had met had ever complained of such things.
 
   The young woman paused and considered her question. “No, actually, it hasn’t. Just since I got out of that military place. Ever since then, it’s like all of my senses have been on hyper alert.”
 
   Laura nodded and silently feared it might be a side effect of what Matt had told her of the two being ‘Fated Mates’, but she definitely didn’t want to lead into her discussion with that little point. “Well, here we are now.” Laura took a sip of her soda. “What would you like to know?”
 
   “First off, who are you and why the hell are your people so interested in me?” The angered stare she shot at Laura would have caught the bushes on fire had it missed her.
 
   Laura placed her glass on the table and sat back in her chair. “My name is Laura Youngblood. As you’ve deduced, I’m not a wolf.”
 
   “No shit.”
 
   Laura sighed slightly and continued, “But I work for one. And he’s the reason I’m here.”
 
   “The big oaf,” the dark haired woman said.
 
   Laura lowered her eyes and took a deep breath. “Look…uh…”
 
   “Jennifer,” she stated with narrowed eyes, “Jennifer Simmons.” 
 
   “Look, Jennifer, the man I work for sent me to try to find you…”
 
   “And bring me back?” Her voice lowered nearly to a growl.
 
   Laura threw her hands up in surrender. “Do you want me to talk or do you want to keep interrupting me?”
 
   Jennifer slowly sat back and watched her with a guarded gaze. “Continue.”
 
   “Thank you.” Laura cleared her throat and took another sip of her soda. “As I was saying, Matt, he’s the guy I work for. He sent me to try to find you. He wants me to try to explain…this…huge misunderstanding.”
 
   “Misunderstanding?” Jennifer had finished her piña colada and set her glass on the table. “Are you serious? Do you realize that he’s the guy who shot me in the fucking face?”
 
   Laura’s hands were back up, and she was looking around to ensure nobody was listening in. “Yes, he told me about that. But that was ten years ago and—”
 
   “That was just a few months ago for me.” Her voice was growling again and Laura suddenly felt very cornered.
 
   “Well maybe if you hadn’t killed and eaten his wife and daughter in the woods, he wouldn’t have hunted you down and shot you.” Laura wasn’t sure who was more shocked. Jennifer when she heard her words, or herself for saying them.
 
   “What did you say?” 
 
   “I’m sorry.” Laura stood up and pushed her chair in. “This was a bad idea. I should go.”
 
   “No, wait.” Jennifer hopped down from her chair and followed her a few steps before stopping her. “Did you say that I killed…” she paused as she choked on her own words.
 
   Laura avoided her gaze but nodded. “Yes, but I wasn’t supposed to mention it.  I’m sorry.” She tried to turn away again when Jennifer stepped in her way. “Please, I need to leave.”
 
   “No, wait.” Jennifer’s eyes betrayed her as they filled with tears. “Please. I don’t…” she choked again and held a hand to her mouth. “I didn’t know.”
 
   Laura stood still and watched as Jennifer got herself under control. “Um, Laura, right? Would you walk with me?” Her voice was so different now that Laura wasn’t sure it came from the same woman. She seemed to have struck more than a nerve with Jennifer and the hardened façade had cracked and was falling away. “Please?”
 
   Laura found herself nodding even though she really wanted to turn and run to her hotel room. The two women stepped slowly toward the beach, the soft sand sinking under them as they strolled toward the breaking waves. “Okay, so tell me more. Please?”
 
   Laura looked to her to make sure she was serious. Jennifer had both arms wrapped around herself as if she could steady herself without help. Laura stepped a little closer so that she wouldn’t need to raise her voice. “Matt had taken his family camping in the woods. It just happened to be a full moon. They were all attacked, and he was the only survivor. Afterwards, he shifted. The military had a decision to make. Either kill him to try to find out why he shifted, or use him to hunt down…your kind. They chose the latter.
 
   “Eventually he tracked you down. It was in his haste and anger that he shot you. But it wasn’t his decision to put you on ice for all that time.” Laura watched for Jennifer’s reaction and was surprised to see a tear run down her face. “In time, his anger died, and he fought to get you released. The brass said no.”
 
   Jennifer stopped and stared at the sun slowly setting on the ocean. It seemed a long time before her voice spoke up again. “How old was she?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “His daughter?”
 
   Laura shrugged slightly. “I’m not exactly sure. I think she was around nine or ten.”
 
   Jennifer’s shoulders began shaking as she sobbed, and she slowly collapsed to the white sandy beach. Laura sat down beside her and wrapped a reassuring arm around her shoulder. “You really didn’t know, did you?”
 
   Jennifer shook her head. “On the full moon, the wolf takes control. I don’t even have memories of what it does.” She turned her face to Laura’s shoulder and cried harder. “I’ve always tried to be so careful. Going deep into the woods on the full moon.”
 
   Laura nodded and stroked her hair. “I know,” she soothed. “And so does Matt. Now.”
 
   “How? How could he know? How could he…” she trailed off.
 
   “He’s a wolf too, now, remember? He’s met a lot of other wolves since then, and he’s learned a lot.” Laura pulled the young girl closer and rubbed her arm. “The night you ‘escaped’ the base? He really wasn’t trying to hurt you. He wanted to explain things to you.”
 
   Jennifer suddenly sat up. “Oh, my God! I nearly killed him when…” She turned her worried face to Laura. “Is he? I mean, did he…”
 
   “You saw him when he came here looking for you, didn’t you? He’s okay. It took him a while to recover, but he’s fine. I think his pride is hurt though. Getting his ass handed to him by a timber wolf will do that.”
 
   Jennifer shook her head slowly. “Everywhere I go, all I do is hurt people.”
 
   “That’s not true. You’re here and you haven’t hurt anybody.” Laura glanced around them at the few people on the darkening beach. “Not yet anyway.”
 
   “No, but I’m about to.”
 
   Laura paused and gave her a puzzled look. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “It’s too late to stop it,” Jennifer said as she slowly began to stand.
 
   “Too late to stop what?”
 
   Jennifer pointed behind her. “Them.”
 
   Laura turned and saw four burly men approaching her. All four wore ski masks in the tropical heat. One was carrying a large bag while the others had other items in their hands, difficult to make out in the dwindling light.
 
   “Oh crap…a trap.” Laura began to backpedal in the soft sand, trying to make her way back to pool area.
 
   “They’re my father’s men,” Jennifer said as she followed her. “They won’t be stopped. They’re wolves.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Mark watched Dr. Peters working in his laboratory for some time. The man seemed to be nervously going through every nook and cranny until he had worked himself into a frenzy. Mark slowly approached and stepped up onto the platform that was the base for the lab. “Problem, Doctor?”
 
   Evan spun so quickly that Mark hardly saw him. His eyes were nearly wild with panic for just a moment before he immediately composed himself. “What? Uh, no. Not…well, maybe.”
 
   “You’re not setting my mind at ease, Doc.” Tufo stepped inside the lab, careful not to touch anything. “What’s the problem?”
 
   Evan paused for just a moment, notebooks in each hand. He seemed to be trying to figure out where to start. Finally he collapsed into his roll-away chair and set the notebooks on the workbench. “Maybe nothing.” He turned and faced Tufo. “Maybe everything.”
 
   “Again, Doc, you’re not setting my mind at ease.” Tufo stepped closer and leaned against the counter. “Why don’t you start at the beginning?”
 
   Evan inhaled deeply and let it out slowly. “Remember before we left for Nevada? Thorn was here and he was…helping me?”
 
   “Yes. What of it?”
 
   Evan picked up a notebook and held it out to Tufo. “We went through my preliminary drawings. My diagrams. My technical drawings.”
 
   Mark shook his head in confusion. “Okay. And?”
 
   Evan slumped in his chair and ran a hand though his hair. “You’re not following me.” He picked up a notebook again, turning through the pages. “Designs, tons of designs…all weapons. Lots of weapons. In each notebook.”
 
   “Okay, Doc, I gotcha. So your notebooks should probably be classified or something. But I still don’t—”
 
   “One is missing!” Evan stood and began pacing. “And not just any one, but a very important one.”
 
   Tufo pushed off the counter and crossed his arms, his eyes narrowing. “Go on.”
 
   “When we were discussing how to deal with the Sicarii, there was one weapon that Mr. Thorn was very interested in. I talked him out of it. At least, I think I did.” Evan began babbling, “I mean, we didn’t go with that weapon, so in essence, I suppose I did talk him out of it. But he seemed so dead set on using it and I—”
 
   “Doc!” Tufo snapped his fingers to get his attention. “Focus here.”
 
   “Oh yeah, sorry.” Evan strode back toward Mark and placed a notebook down in front of him. “From front to back, these are filled with designs. But there was one design that Mr. Thorn was really interested in. It targeted a natural enzyme that all natural born supernatural creatures carried.”
 
   “I’m not following you, Doc.” Tufo tried to connect the dots, but Doc just wasn’t making any sense.
 
   Evan paused and took a deep cleansing breath. “There is an enzyme that occurs naturally in all natural born vampires. Are you following me?” Tufo nodded. “This same enzyme is also present in natural born wolves. Still with me?”
 
   Tufo gave him a confused look and shook his head. “This doesn’t make sense. They’re two completely different vectors. Two different viruses.”
 
   “Ah yes, but the enzyme is what prevents the body from fighting it like an infection!” Evan stood and pulled another notebook from his shelf. “I finally figured that out when I was going over some Elven bloodwork. Even Elves have the same enzyme, and I couldn’t figure out why. It’s because the greater and lesser Elves are actually a lot more closely related, but the lesser Elves have the enzyme. The greaters don’t, and it’s because the enzyme acts like a catalyst because the lesser Elves also have a virus that…”
 
   “Whoa, Doc, back up the truck. You lost me.”
 
   “Okay. Where at?”
 
   “Right after you grabbed that notebook. You started babbling and…” Mark shrugged. 
 
   Evan sighed and closed the notebook. “The point is, the weapon is really, really bad news. And now the notebook is gone.”
 
   “And you think maybe Thorn took it?” Mark studied his reaction as the vampire slumped back into his chair.
 
   Evan threw his hands up in surrender. “I have no idea. I suppose it’s possible but…I just can’t bring myself to accuse him of it.”
 
   Mark paused a moment and rubbed at the trimmed whiskers on his chin. Since he started keeping them trimmed, they really itched. “Is there any chance that notebook just got misplaced between the move to Nevada and the move back?”
 
   “Anything is possible.”
 
   “Then just redesign your weapon. I’m sure you could make it more powerful and even better than it was originally.” Mark patted his shoulder.
 
   Evan turned red rimmed eyes to the XO. “You still don’t get it, do you? This isn’t about just losing a set of plans. I can remake those. This is about the possibility of somebody else having the blueprints to a Doomsday weapon.” 
 
   Mark’s eyes flew wide. “Doomsday weapon?”
 
   “Well, for supernatural creatures, yes. If somebody built this weapon and deployed it, they could systematically wipe out every vampire, werewolf, lesser elf, troll…there may even be species I haven’t tested yet.”
 
   Mark practically fell against the workbench. “If you had told me this seven months ago, I’d have said, ‘deploy it’. But some of those people are our allies now.”
 
   “Exactly.” Evan shook his head. “This is bad, Major. Real bad.”
 
   Tufo suddenly stood and squared his shoulders. “Keep looking. I don’t care if you have to tear this entire hangar apart. Make sure that notebook is either found or accounted for.”
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   Mark had turned and was headed out of the lab. He paused and turned back to Dr. Peters. “I’m going back to Groom Lake. I’m going to make sure that it didn’t somehow get left behind.”
 
   “And if neither of us finds it?”
 
   Mark’s eyes narrowed. “Then there’s a certain vampire who will have some explaining to do.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Any questions?” Spalding turned the dimmer and brought the lights back up in the briefing room and looked to his men. He noted Lamb was writing a few notes in his PDA then raised his hand briefly. “Ron?”
 
   “Spank, why do we need a secondary for something like this? It would seem that a primary would be sufficient to mobilize.”
 
   Darren shrugged. “It’s the new protocol. The colonel started it about a year ago and we’ve just adopted it.”
 
   “I understand that for something that might be just hit and miss or something that slips in and out of public view. But why do they need a second spotter to go all the way to that sector and verify something that is obvious?”
 
   “I don’t make the rules, Lamb. I just live by them. Let’s gear up and get ready. This one won’t be simple.”
 
   Donovan tapped Lamb on the shoulder and gave him a smirk. “At least this one is close.” He tapped the PDA on his wrist and shut it down. “If the secondary hauls ass, we can get set up before sundown.”
 
   Jacobs allowed himself to become hopeful. “Oh, that would be nice. To actually get set up at their nest before they wake?” He stretched and an audible crack was heard. “Oh yeah, that felt good.”
 
   Little John couldn’t help but overhear and paused. He considered keeping his mouth shut, but they were about to hit the muck, and this time, he’d be on the ground and assigned to the team leader as a battle buddy. He turned and addressed the small group, “I thought that most nests had lookouts during the day? Some kind of guard to keep them safe?”
 
   Spalding had finished putting away the projector and approached the group. “That depends on the coven,” he answered before the others could. “Some vamps will have human familiars that stand guard, others even employ wolves. Some risk sleeping the day away with no guards.”
 
   “Like the group we ran into with Apollo?” John asked.
 
   Spalding shrugged. He failed to read the after-mission report. Yet. It was on his ‘to do’ list. “If there weren’t any stationed there, then yeah.”
 
   “Feeling a little antsy about being on the ground this time, rook?” Ing asked as he turned to leave.
 
   “Negative. Just trying to make sure I’ve got a good idea of what kind of fire I have to pull your fat out of.” Little John gave the much smaller Asian man a wry grin.
 
   Jacobs playfully smacked John across the midsection and motioned to Lamb. “I think I’m gonna like this guy.”
 
   “Oh yeah?”
 
   Jacobs gave John a quick wink. “Yeah. Him I like. You? I’m still not so sure about.” 
 
   Lamb groaned and Donovan wrapped an arm around Ron’s neck. “Looks like it’s me and you now, sweetheart. Your boyfriend done dumped you.” Donnie made kissing noises in Ron’s ear as Lamb pushed him away. 
 
   “That’s submariners, you dumbass. I’m a SEAL,” Lamb teased.
 
   “Hey, it’s still NAVY.” Donnie teased. “And don’t be dissing submariners. I was one before I went to BUDs.” The guys all teased and grab-assed as they worked their way out of the briefing room, blowing off steam as they prepped themselves mentally for the upcoming op.
 
   Little John watched Darren as he picked up the file and shuffled some papers back into it. He hung back by the doorway of the briefing room and hesitated. “Something else on your mind, Sully?”
 
   John stiffened slightly and quickly glanced down the hall to ensure the others were out of hearing range. “I just…” he studied Spalding. “I just wanted to make sure you were still okay with having me partnered up with you on the ground.”
 
   Spalding shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I be?” Little John shrugged back in reply. “Is there something I should know?”
 
   “Oh no, nothing like that.”
 
   Darren placed the folder under his arm and turned to face the large man. “Then what’s bothering you?”
 
   “Nothing really, I just…I know that the team leaders talk to each other.”
 
   Darren nodded. “Yeah. Everybody on the squads talk to each other. It’s part of being a team player. You know that.”
 
   “Well, I just wondered if maybe Apollo might have…I dunno. Maybe he swayed you or something.”
 
   Darren turned and headed out of the briefing room. “Why would he do that?”
 
   “He thinks I don’t interact enough with the other squad members.”
 
   “Okay, so you’re a little aloof. And you get into arguments with the other newbies.” He turned and started down the hallway. “Walk with me.”
 
   John fell into step with Darren as they walked out of the briefing room and down the hall. “While it’s true that Apollo, Dom, and I all share input, we also place people on our squads based on where we think they would play the best part. I think you’re a hell of a shooter, you have plenty of experience in the world, and you’ve outscored just about any recruit that’s come down the pipeline. I think you can carry your own.”
 
   “So you don’t see any issues with—”
 
   “Let me finish.” Darren paused outside an office and knocked once, then opened the door and handed the operation file off to someone on the other side. As soon as the door shut, he turned and faced John. “I agree with Apollo that you seem to be more of a loner than the other new guys, but I’m not convinced that it’s entirely a bad thing. With any group of people there will be personality clashes. I don’t know the particulars, but it could be something as simple as you just don’t like them or they don’t like you. I don’t know.”
 
   “It’s not just—”
 
   “I’m not done.” Spanky turned and started down the hallway, John a half step behind him. “All I know for sure is that you’ve been assigned to my squad, and I’m supposed to assess you. 
 
   “Now, as far as I’m concerned, if you do your job, keep your nose clean, get along with your squad mates, then I’m good with it. I’ll even ask that Apollo just let me keep you on with Second Squad.”
 
   John paused and stared at the man. “Okay…” he trailed off. “But I thought he wanted me to rotate through all of the squads so that I could be assessed?”
 
   “He does. But he doesn’t always get what he wants.” Darren shot him a cheesy grin. “Look, I’m not convinced that there’s trouble here. Maybe Apollo is spooked because he finally ran into somebody bigger than him. I don’t know. All I do know is your performance in the field is my primary concern. You do your job and I’m happy. If there’s an issue here, then we’ll deal with it here. But I don’t see a reason to bounce you from squad to squad just to find out what you’re capable of. One look at your record tells me that.”
 
   John raised a brow and nodded. “Okay.”
 
   “Just ‘okay’?”
 
   “Okay…sir?” John smirked at him.
 
   Darren groaned and shook his finger at him. “You’ve definitely got a small chunk of ‘smart ass’ in you.”
 
   “Well, I am Delta stuck in a squad of SEALs.” John chuckled.
 
   Spalding turned on him. “We’re not all SEALs.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Paul slipped the window shade up slightly to see that the sun was still up. Even through the tinted windows of Rufus’ plane, the UV rays from the sun bit at his hand and made him draw his arm back flinchingly. “Why the hell did he have to summon me now?”
 
   He listened as the plane engines increased and taxied across the tarmac. He could almost feel the cooling effect of the plane pulling into the hangar. He plopped back into the overstuffed leather chair and propped his feet on the opposite seat. “They’ll notify us once the doors are sealed and it’s safe to transfer to the vehicles.”
 
   “Oh really?” Paul replied sarcastically. “And I’m supposed to be in a hurry, why?” He pointed to the partially open window and hissed, “The sun is still up and will be for a while. It doesn’t take that long to drive to the docks.”
 
   “Perhaps we could have a snack on the way to the docks?” the guard asked hopefully.
 
   Paul lowered his eyes and growled deep in his throat. “If you want to risk my brother’s wrath by hunting down somebody and having a little snack, be my guest.”
 
   The guard stiffened and turned back toward the front of the plane while Paul sat and stewed over that very subject. He still couldn’t believe that the Vampire Council hadn’t sent a new assassin to take Rufus out yet. He had tempted the Council with Rufus’ location weeks ago. Either they weren’t interested, or they thought his asking price was too high. He clenched his jaw together so tightly that he could feel his teeth grinding. 
 
   The plane lurched to a stop, and Paul fought the urge to stand. He waited until the captain came across the intercom and announced that the hangar doors were shut and it was safe to disembark. Paul Foster stood slowly and picked up his carry-on bag. He’d learned a long time ago to pack lightly when it came to dealing with Rufus. Besides, he wanted to be able to make a quick getaway if necessary, and bringing tons of luggage would just mean leaving that much more of his belongings behind.
 
   He moved to the open doorway of the plane and stepped down into the private hangar. A long black SUV with dark tinted windows waited for him, the driver holding the rear door open. Foster groaned inwardly as he walked to the SUV and tossed his bag in the rear. A guard crawled in on either side of him, and he suddenly felt like he was being muscled by a mob boss, even though the muscle was his own.
 
   “Take your time. The sun is still up,” Paul barked.
 
   “”We’ve made accommodations for that,” the driver responded as he started the engine. “Just sit back and enjoy the ride.”
 
   Paul looked to his guards. “What does he mean by that?”
 
   Both men simply shrugged and stared out the darkly tinted windows.
 
   Paul tried to relax as the driver worked their way toward the docks. He could almost allow himself to imagine that everything would be okay. He could feel himself starting to relax slightly until he saw the docks come into view and then the anxiety rose within him again. The sun was still quite high in the sky, and he knew he’d never survive a boat ride to the island. He felt his pulse quicken, and his mouth went dry. Suddenly the driver pulled the large SUV to a side road, and the large truck ended up on an access road that led under the commercial pier. 
 
   “What the hell is going on?” Paul asked. 
 
   “Mr. Thorn wanted you there right at sundown, Mr. Foster.” 
 
   The goofy shit had a smile on his face. Paul felt the panic begin to rise in his core when he noticed a cabin cruiser moored to a private wooden dock under the commercial pier. The small craft bobbed in the shallow water, and a small handful of people scurried about the craft making her ready for the trip.
 
   Paul glanced about and noticed that the entire dock was cast in the shadow of the commercial pier. Hidden from the sight of those working above, the private dock allowed a narrow, but straight shot to the open ocean, all while protecting the boarders from the sun.
 
   Paul let out a breath he hadn’t realized he had been holding and settled back in the seat a bit as the truck pulled up to the end of the wooden dock. “Here we go, sir.” The driver stepped out and opened his door. “Enjoy your boat ride.” There was that same goofy smile.
 
   Paul turned to the guard on his right, “Grab my bag.” He was out of the SUV and making his way down the wooden dock before his guards had a chance to exit the vehicle. 
 
   Foster stepped up onto the cabin cruiser, and the pilot of the craft motioned for him to go below decks. He walked through the small fiberglass door and found a very small kitchen, a bathroom, and a large bed. Thoughtfully, a bar was installed along one wall and… 
 
   “Thank you! A blood bar!” Foster collapsed onto the bed and pulled the cork on the first decanter. Inhaling deeply he nearly gagged. “What the…?” A lighter sniff confirmed it was animal blood. He pulled another decanter and sniffed it. Then another. He pulled the last one and fought the overwhelming urge to throw it against the wall of the cabin cruiser.
 
   The two guards stepped into the tiny space and seemed to fill the room. “I brought your bag, boss.” Foster motioned to the bed and the man dropped it on the corner. “Wow, this is nice. Kind of tiny, though, ain’t it?”
 
   Foster groaned as he rolled to the edge of the bed and made room for the two walking mountains he used for security. “This is going to be a very long trip.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Damien drove the Range Rover as carefully as he could over the rocky terrain. He had found more than one dirt road and used it to help get them further along to their intended goal. Occasionally, he would stop and refer to his map, but he’d soon be back on the move, pushing the four wheel drive as hard as he could.
 
   “Wouldn’t it have been easier to have gone back to town and maybe taken the train, lover?”
 
   Damien tried to concentrate on the road. “Perhaps, but I didn’t want to announce our arrival.”
 
   Rachel tried to appear uncaring as she stared at the landscape out the window. “Did they say which pieces they had recovered?”
 
   “Only that it was ‘primary’. Hell, that could be anything. Considering we need all of them, I guess they’re all primary, aren’t they?” He gave her a weak smile.
 
   She twisted a strand of hair around her finger as she thought. “I don’t know why, but this one has me frightened.”
 
   “It shouldn’t. We still have the promised payment to the last grave digger, so if this one asks for more we can use that to bargain with.”
 
   “What if this one is smarter? What if—”
 
   “Don’t go worrying yourself about things we can’t change.” Damien glanced at his watch and then at the fuel tank. “We’re going to have to go to ground soon.”
 
   Rachel nodded in the gloom of the truck and shifted in her seat. “I just have a very bad feeling about this.”
 
   “Don’t worry, darling. We’re nearly finished.” Damien spied a thick stand of trees on a hill off the road and turned toward it. “Look, we can sleep there for the day.”
 
   After he parked the truck and the two pulled the tarp out from the back and settled underneath the vehicle, pulling the tarp over them, Rachel turned to him once more. “You do realize what will happen once I’m restored, don’t you?”
 
   “You’ll be complete.” Damien pulled her closer to him and wrapped an arm around her.
 
   She snuggled her face into his neck and wrapped an arm around him as they waited for the sun to break over the surrounding hills. “I won’t be the same,” she whispered. “Not like I am now.”
 
   Damien nodded almost imperceptibly. “I know, you’ll be the real you.”
 
   “No, lover, I’ll be…different.”
 
   He squeezed her reassuringly. “Don’t tell me you’re not a natural redhead.”
 
   She fell silent a moment and Damien felt worry eat at him. “I’m different.”
 
   “Different how?”
 
   She waited a long moment while she tried to choose the right words. “I’m more dominant. Not like I am now.”
 
   Damien tried to turn his head to look at her but couldn’t. Between the tarp and her head buried in his neck, he couldn’t see anything. He pulled her closer and squeezed her again. “But you’re still you, right? The woman I love?”
 
   She nodded slightly. “But I’m…not nice.”
 
   Damien laughed. “We’re vampires, darling. We’re not nice by nature.”
 
   “Just…never mind.” She patted his chest and felt the sun break over the hilltop. Even though their bodies were covered with the tarp and a fine layer of soil, she could sense it. “Just go to sleep.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   6
 
    
 
    
 
   Matt shuffled through the reports that Mark had left him during his trip and found his mind unable to concentrate. He couldn’t identify why, but his frustration levels were rising, and he could feel his anger climbing with it. Before he realized what he was doing, he found himself half standing behind his desk, his arm raised, ready to swat the entire stack of reports across the room as his teeth ground together. He felt as though his jaws were in a clamp when he froze and forced himself to take a deep breath.
 
   Settling back into his chair, Matt hung his head and held his face in both hands. He could feel his inner wolf tearing at him just under the surface. The animal craved its mate like a drowning swimmer craves air. He could feel his mouth go dry as the beast within surged to the surface and roiled just under his skin. It took all of his self-control to tame the animal and get it back under some semblance of docility. 
 
   Matt leaned back in his chair and took a deep, cleansing breath. “She’s out there,” he muttered to himself. He knew that he was talking to his ‘other’ self. “We know she is. She just doesn’t want to be found right now.” He could almost feel the wolf’s pain as it pulled back from the surface and hid back in the shadows of his inner self.
 
   Matt stood and walked to the window of his office. He opened the blinds and stared out at the underground facility. He could see Evan’s lab and the machine shop from his vantage point and it seemed little was happening at the moment. He knew what he wanted to do, but the larger part of him didn’t want to relive the pain. His pain seemed to keep the wolf placated. But reliving it was becoming more and more difficult. 
 
   Since the attack that took his wife JoAnn and their daughter Molly, Matt had the luxury of a decade to heal. He had over ten years to mourn their loss. He had buried himself in his job and his position became his new bride. His men were his new family. The support staff extended family. Laura was the daughter he’d never see grown up. He stared vacantly at the facility and barely realized that his hands had closed the blinds, leaving him leaning against the wall, alone.
 
   Matt turned slowly to the large metal filing cabinet in the corner of his office and pulled open the top drawer. In the back of the drawer behind his personal copies of the squad members personnel files were three framed photographs. He felt the familiar cold of the frames as his hand pulled them out, and he fought not to open his eyes. He had long ago memorized every line, every shade, every detail…yet his eyes betrayed him. He could feel them misting as he stared into the last photos taken of JoAnn. Although the picture was printed in black and white, he knew the color of her hair. He knew every fleck of color in her eyes. He even knew which of her bottom teeth was slightly crooked. 
 
   Matt laid the picture frame down and stared at Molly’s picture. This one was taken when she was only five. Or was she six? She wore twin pigtails and her front teeth were missing. She smiled so big. She couldn’t wait to show daddy that she’d lost her front teeth. The tooth fairy was going to come and visit her that night.
 
   The third photograph was of JoAnn and Molly together. Molly had nearly doubled her age, JoAnn looked remarkably the same. Her hair was a little shorter. Matt realized that perhaps those streaks weren’t put there on purpose. Perhaps she had actually aged a little. He ran his fingertip across the photo, outlining JoAnn’s jaw, her lips, her eyes. 
 
   “I’m so sorry,” his whispered voice cracked when he spoke. “I couldn’t protect you.”
 
   He sniffed back a tear as he stared at the last photo of JoAnn that would ever be taken. Molly appeared so full of life. They both did. How could they…how could…just…how?
 
   He didn’t realize the tear had escaped until it splashed upon the glass of the frame, and he jerked his head up and looked around. He pulled out a tissue and quickly wiped off the glass and began slipping the photos back in the rear of the drawer. As he reached the last one, the black and white of his wife, he paused and stared into her eyes one more time. 
 
   “She’s out there, ya know. According to people I trust, she’s supposed to be my mate.” JoAnn’s image didn’t say anything in reply. He almost seemed shocked that she didn’t crawl out of the frame and rip into him. “She’s supposed to be my ‘Fated Mate’ whatever the hell that really means.” He stared at JoAnn’s face and felt the hot tears run down his cheeks. “This isn’t right, Jo-Jo. She took you from me. You and Molly and now…” he choked on his own words as he stared at her image.
 
   Matt felt suddenly ill and quickly slipped the photo back into the cabinet with the others. He shut the door and flipped the lock shut. “What the hell am I supposed to do now?”
 
   Matt stood in the dimness of his office and stared at the ceiling. He took one, two, three deep breaths and was so tempted to dig out one of his hidden bottles of Scotch. He stepped to his desk and sat back into his chair, his mind numb but still racing, although none of it registering. 
 
   With head in hands once more, he fought not to lose control of his emotions. He whispered to himself, “What am I supposed to do now?”
 
   Matt froze and dared not breathe when he heard a distinct voice in his mind tell him, “You need to heal.” 
 
   His head snapped up and he stared around the room. “Jo-Jo? Is that you?” He listened intently, but all he could hear was the air moving through the ducts of the ventilation system. Matt stood slowly and looked around again. “Please, Jo, if that’s you…”  He strained his ears to listen, trying his best to use his wolf abilities that he’d ignored for so long. 
 
   But there was nothing.
 
   He fell back into his chair on the verge of sobbing once more, convinced that he was either losing his mind or that his imagination was playing tricks on him. As he sat slumped in his chair, he could almost feel JoAnn’s calming hands on his shoulder, soothing him.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Laura struggled against the tape they used on her hands, but it did no good. The hood that was slipped over her head completely blocked her vision and the only indication she had of where they might be going was the fact that she had never left the beach. She was about to try once more to pull away when she was roughly lifted and deposited into what she could only guess was a boat by the wooden bottom and the way it rocked when her weight hit it. She felt the others climb in and soon heard a small engine come to life. 
 
   “Where are you taking me?” She fought to keep any fear from her voice but knew the wolves would have already smelled it.
 
   Her question was met with a quick smack to the back of the head. “Shuddup already.”
 
   She did her best to try to keep a bearing but soon found it impossible. The continuous rocking of the small craft with the waves had her more concerned about motion sickness than the direction of travel. She swallowed soda-tinged bile as it rose in her throat and tried to take deep breaths through the thick material of the sack over her head. “At the risk of getting smacked again, I think I’m about to be seasick.”
 
   Her captors said nothing as the small craft continued on its journey, and she continued to fight the nausea swelling within. “I’m serious here, guys. I’m about to toss cookies.” She turned her head in either direction hoping somebody would assist her. “Look, guys, I don’t know my way around here and even if I could see, I doubt I could find my way back. Please, just take off the hood. I really think I’m going to be ill.”
 
   Hope sprung within as she felt hands grasp her shoulders and still her. Then she heard the engine die and felt the boat strike something hard. Perhaps a wooden pier? Moments later she was lifted up and handed off to another set of strong hands that stood her on more solid footing.  The feelings of nausea weren’t entirely gone, but they subsided greatly as she felt something solid beneath her feet.
 
   Laura’s shoulders slumped with weakness from the nausea and she waited in place while the others disembarked. Once the party was ready, she was pushed roughly in the direction they wanted her to go. “All you had to do was ask.”
 
   Another smack to the back of the head was her reply. Laura ground her teeth as she wished she knew the identity of the guy who liked to hit women. Wolf or not, the one thing she would put at the top of her Bucket List would be the neutering of a certain werewolf.
 
   The party marched for what felt like forever. Laura distinctly felt vegetation rub against her pant legs. She felt rougher, rockier soil under her feet. She almost felt, at times, that they marched in circles, except the terrain was constantly changing. Hills and wooded areas were obvious. Rocks and sandy soil she could identify. She was beginning to wish that she had the stamina of her captors when she was finally pulled to a stop and her legs pushed out from behind her. She landed hard on her knees and waited. She dared not speak or faced getting smacked in the back of the head again.
 
   Laura strained her ears and could hear murmuring in the background. A woman’s voice, Jennifer’s most likely, was arguing in a heated whisper with another…a male. Laura felt fatigue all the way to her bones and was at the point where she wished they would either kill her or let her loose so she could take a nap. Her body ached in places it shouldn’t and her hands had lost feeling kilometers ago.
 
   “Why have you come here?” a male voice asked.
 
   Laura lifted her head and tried to zero in on the direction. “Could you let me loose please?”
 
   “I asked you a question, human.”
 
   “And I asked for a little common courtesy. I’m obviously not a threat. You said it yourself. I’m a human. You’re surrounded by wolves.” She tried not to let her aggravation reflect in her voice. She failed miserably. “Look, I’m exhausted, I’m hungry, I’m thirsty, and my feet are killing me. Not to mention, one of your smack-happy hounds has given me a headache like you wouldn’t believe. So, if you want a little cooperation from me…”
 
   “Does she always talk so damned much?” the voice asked in irritation. 
 
   She felt the sack pulled roughly from her head and had to shake her hair out of her face in order to look around. She immediately took in her surroundings. She sat at what appeared to be the edge of a rain forest or jungle. A large clearing had been made and an estate erected for a very well-to-do person. Large men patrolled the grounds, obviously security. Four men surrounded her, two on either side, and the man in front of her bore an uncanny resemblance to Jennifer. If that was her real name.
 
   The man leaned down and invaded her personal space. “I asked you a question.”
 
   “And I’d really like to get some circulation back in my fingers.” Laura tried to smile, but she was almost certain it came across as a scowl.
 
   The man rolled his eyes, and his mouth twisted up in anger. He pulled out a rather large spring assisted knife and flipped it open in front of her face. In the blink of an eye, he reached behind her and sliced the tape holding her hands together. “Now, answer the questions.”
 
   Laura pulled her hands in front of her and rubbed some feeling back into them. As she suspected, her fingers were a nice shade of blue. “What was the question again?” 
 
   The man’s eyes narrowed as he leaned closer and spoke slowly, “Why have you come here?”
 
   Laura nodded, as if suddenly understanding. “I came here,” she answered just as slowly, “because a bunch of big, dumb, muscle-bound dogs dragged me here against my will.” She stood on wobbly legs and stared at the man. “Trust me when I tell you, I’d much rather be back at the beach sipping a Mai Tai.”
 
   She watched as his face slowly turned red, and he turned to Jennifer who was stifling a smile. “Is she…do you…” He waved his hands animatedly. “Tell me why I shouldn’t let the boys just eat her now?”
 
   Jennifer shrugged. “I tried to tell them, but they wouldn’t listen.”
 
   “This was your idea, remember?” The man turned to Laura again. “This is your last chance, human. Tell me the truth or I will let my boys use you as a chew toy.”
 
   Laura narrowed her gaze at the man and squared her shoulders. “I told you the truth. Your ‘boys’ brought me here against my will. And if it’s all the same to you, I’d like to go back to the beach and—”
 
   “Why are you in Belize?” he shouted. 
 
   “Oh.” Laura stood back and placed her hands on her hips. “You should have just asked that in the first place.”
 
   “I am asking that now.” He was losing his patience, and Laura felt it best to stop goading him. 
 
   “I came here to talk to her.” She pointed at Jennifer.
 
   “What about?”
 
   Laura gave him a suspicious look. “And who are you to her?”
 
   He ground his teeth together and pointed a finger at her. “I am her father!”
 
   Laura cast a glance to Jennifer who simply nodded. “Very well, I came here to talk to her about what happened back in the States. And about the man who keeps following her.”
 
   “Her captor, you mean.” The man’s voice held venom.
 
   “Potatoes, Po-tah-toes. The point is—”
 
   “The point is, he was her captor. You work for this man. That makes you part of the problem.” He nodded to his men and one of them grabbed her about the shoulders and pinned her in place. “Chew toy it is.”
 
   Jennifer jumped between her father and Laura, “No, Papa, I told you, she has information that I need.”
 
   “Bah! She has nothing that you need. She can be disposed of and nobody will miss her.” He made a motion to the man and Laura was lifted from her feet with a squeal. “She will be taken care of. You are safe now, my dear.”
 
   “But, Papa!”
 
   Laura squirmed around on the man’s shoulders, “I have information about her Fated Mate!”
 
   Both Jennifer and her father spun instantly and stared at the tall, dark haired human. “What did you say?” 
 
   “You heard me.” Laura continued to hit at the man’s back until he turned around. She was now facing the wrong way. “Put me down, dammit!”
 
   Jennifer pulled her father aside, “It is possible, Papa. When I was there—”
 
   “What?” He pulled Jennifer closer and lowered his voice. “What happened?”
 
   She shook her head in confusion. “I-I just…when I turned, I saw my reflection.” She lifted her eyes to his and he knew.
 
   “Who is it?”
 
   Jennifer shrugged. “I do not know. There were a handful of people there. I know of at least four men.”
 
   Her father placed a hand on each of her shoulders and stared deeply into her eyes. “This is a very unfortunate twist, my dear.”
 
   “Why is that, Papa?” Her confusion was evident as she searched his face. 
 
   “I am about to take steps to attack those who held you.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jack settled into the private quarters that both he and Nadia shared. He closed the curtains of the window and sat down on the floor next to the bed. Reaching under the large wood framed bed, he pulled out an ornately decorated, hand carved box. Sliding it in front of him, he carefully opened the lid and stared at the bundle inside wrapped in simple cloth. With both hands he carefully lifted the bundle out and placed it onto the floor, then slid the box out of the way.
 
   Very carefully, Jack unwrapped the cloth and lifted the large polished stone from its wrappings. He placed the stone gently on the floor and smoothed the textile beside it. Jack closed his eyes and recited a short chant that he had been taught, then blew lightly on the cloth. Slowly, letters began to appear on the cloth, taking shape and forming words then sentences. 
 
   Jack held the cloth up to a candle and tried to look through the letters. There was something else to this…if he could only…oh yeah! Taking a corner, he gently folded one side across to the other. Then he folded it the other way. Jack lifted the cloth again and looked at the flame through the gossamer material. The letters that had previously made no sense to him now created words that he could read. Jack quickly read the lines and committed them to memory. 
 
   He picked up the polished stone and rubbed it while repeating the phrase he learned from the material. Please work. He continued to rub the stone and soon saw an illumination appear within the stone itself. Jack continued rubbing the stone, and without warning, it became transparent. 
 
   He placed the stone gently on the ground and spoke into it, “Loren? Are you there?”
 
   He waited patiently until the Wyldwood’s face appeared in the stone. “Chief Jack, it is a pleasure to see your face again.”
 
   “And yours as well, my lady.” Jack made a slight bow to her with his head, and she repeated the gesture. 
 
   “To what do I owe the honor, Chief Jack?”
 
   “I’ve come to ask a favor once more.” He couldn’t tell if she was totally displeased or not, but he pushed on. “The favor I ask is purely a personal one and not for myself.”
 
   Loren still appeared unfazed. “Speak to me of this boon, Chief Jack.”
 
   “I’m in need of some hired muscle, and I’m hoping you can reach out to some mutual friends of ours.” Jack smiled as he spoke.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Little John waited for the second verification on the vampire threat along with the rest of his team. While he waited, he mulled over the different things Spalding had said to him. Making him part of the squad regardless of what Apollo wanted, accepting him the way he was, taking him based on his abilities and not just how well he played with others…it all seemed a bit opposite of how Apollo painted the teams.
 
   John glanced at his watch and pushed away from the wall he was leaning on. He searched out Spalding who was going over final checklists with the Duty Officer. Jericho Jones would be their Mobile OPCOM liaison. He was packing his own gear for the AC-130 that would serve as the Command in the Sky and a launch point for any drones that may be needed. 
 
   “Need a hand?”
 
   Both men turned when Little John offered, and Jericho shook his head. “Just finished up, but I appreciate the offer.” He finished securing the large metal storage box with the nylon straps along the back of the HUMVEE truck, then slapped the side. The driver started the truck and rolled out of the hangar. “You ready?”
 
   John nodded. “As I’ll ever be.”
 
   “Good, we expect a secondary any minute now. The second spotter arrived a little bit ago and is en route to the location. Best grab your gear and be ready. The Huey will be here shortly.” Jones whistled and another HUMVEE roared to life. He jumped into the passenger side and gave both men a thumbs-up as the truck pulled away.
 
   Spalding turned to John and assessed the man’s cool demeanor. “I take it something is on your mind.”
 
   “Am I that transparent?”
 
   “Well, you’re obviously not nervous about the op. You aren’t overly excited.” Darren gave him a sideways smile. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were debating which movie to pick on TV.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s me. Cool cucumber, all the way.” The sarcasm wasn’t missed.
 
   “So what’s on your mind?”
 
   “I was just curious…why the total turnaround?” Spalding stopped in mid-step and turned to give him his full attention. “I mean, according to Apollo, if I don’t play well with others, then I’m a liability. But you? You’re cool if I just do my job. That seems…”
 
   “Counter-intuitive?”
 
   “Counter something.” John’s eyes watched his team leader carefully but detected nothing that indicated the man was being misleading. 
 
   “Let’s just say, I once knew a guy a lot like you. He was pretty quiet, kept to himself a lot, but in the thick of things, I wouldn’t want anybody else to cover my back.”
 
   “Who is he?”
 
   Darren shook his head. “Who was he.” He inhaled deeply and stared off into nothingness for a moment. “He was a friend of mine.” His voice dropped to nearly a whisper as he remembered the Padre.
 
   “What happened to him?” Little John watched Spalding’s features harden slightly. “If you don’t mind my asking, that is.”
 
   “No, he…” he paused trying to find the right words, “he met his end trying to defend us all from a very bad character. He and another operator were cut down in the process. We don’t really like to talk about it.”
 
   John nodded knowingly. “In the desert…”
 
   Spalding gave him a sideways look. “So you’ve heard?”
 
   John shrugged. “Just bits and pieces. The other new guys were afraid there was some big conspiracy since nobody liked to talk about it.”
 
   Spalding shook his head again, his mouth in a tight smile. “Ya know, John, we’ve lost people. Hell, we lost nearly a whole squad once.” John’s shock and wide eyes caught Darren off guard. “Oh yeah, it was just a little while before the deal in Nevada. One of my best friends was the only one to survive. And before you ask, he’s no longer with us. It’s a long story, he married another wolf and moved on. But the deal in the desert hit a little closer to home because…” Darren collected his thoughts and took a deep breath. “Well, because for the first time in ten years, we had a female on the team. She was actually Apollo’s girlfriend. She was killed there, too. It hit us all pretty hard.”
 
   “A female operator?” John kept shaking his head. “I didn’t think there were any.”
 
   “There aren’t. At least not in the military. No, she was LAPD SWAT. And she was a tough little spitfire. Little Latina with balls the size of grapefruits.” Darren chuckled as he remembered Sanchez. “She had Apollo wrapped around her pinky finger though.”
 
   “He must have really cared about her.” John hadn’t realized he had spoken his thoughts.
 
   “Oh yeah, he did.” Darren stood taller and squared his shoulders. “I think we all did in our own way. She was like a kid sister to most of us. And when she died, a little piece of all of us went with her.”
 
   “I’m really sorry to hear that.” John fought not to remember his own nightmare. His hand instinctively went to his breast pocket, and he felt the stiff paper of the photograph behind the fabric of his BDU shirt pocket. 
 
   Although Darren said nothing, the action didn’t go unnoticed. “I take it that you can relate?” He was fishing, and he knew it, but he hoped that the big man might actually open up a bit.
 
   John snapped from his reverie. “Uh, no, not really. But I can see where something like that can really affect morale.” 
 
   Spalding nodded slightly and patted the big man’s shoulder. Maybe in time he’d share his own story. “Let’s get ready for the op. Maybe when we get back we can swap some more stories.” John shot him a nervous smile. “I’ll buy the first round.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    Foster stepped off the boat and immediately felt the relief of no longer being cooped up with the two oversized guards. Two large men greeted him at the end of the dock, one to take his bag, the other to inform him that his guards would have to stay in the guest house outside the castle. Foster started to balk at the idea, but he knew if Rufus wanted him dead that no amount of body guards in the world could truly protect him. Thorn was older and now that he had control of Paul’s own people, his power had increased exponentially.
 
   Foster simply nodded and followed the large wolf through the stone walled gate and into the large foyer. “Mr. Thorn will meet you in the dining room.” The wolf indicated the large double doors to the right and turned to leave, “I’ll see that your bags are unpacked for you.”
 
   Paul started to protest but thought better of it. He inhaled deeply and stretched his neck. Better to just get this over with. He stepped to the large double doors and gently pushed one open. Inside, Rufus was going over a stack of strewn papers with his new Second, Jack Thompson. Paul fought back a shudder as he stepped inside the dining room. “You summoned me, brother?”
 
   Rufus looked up, and a smile slowly spread across his features. “Paul, so glad you could make it.”
 
   “You know you could have just picked up a phone and called me.”
 
   “And risk you not coming? Non, I couldn’t take that chance. I needed you here.” Rufus stepped from behind the table and grasped his adopted brother with both hands, kissing him upon each cheek.
 
   “You know I dislike that,” Paul whispered, grimacing. 
 
   “Exactement. Precisely why I enjoy it so.” Rufus chuckled. “Come, come. Let me show you what we are planning.”
 
   Paul hesitantly stepped forward when Rufus suddenly turned on him, “Oh, where are my manners. Are you hungry? Would you like something to drink?”
 
   Paul held up a hand. “I’m sorry, brother, I’m still having difficulty with the conversion to animal blood. I’m afraid…it isn’t a pretty site to watch me feed.”
 
   “Allow me to introduce you to my chef. He can prepare a mixture for you that…well, you will be hard pressed to tell that it is not human, oui?”
 
   Paul gave him a doubtful look. “If he can pull that off, I would be forever in his debt. Or…at least in his debt until you release me from our agreement.”
 
   “You will enjoy it. I promise.” He leaned out through the single servant entrance and called to his chef. He ordered something in French then returned to the table. “Please, have a seat. Jack and I were just going over some plans for Geneva.”
 
   Paul paled almost perceptibly. “Geneva?”
 
   “Oui, we are going to meet with the Council.” Rufus pulled another sheet from the bottom of the stack and Paul felt his legs go very weak.
 
   “Brother, why on earth would you go to the Council?” Foster nearly fell into his chair.
 
   Rufus never missed a beat. “Why, to remove the edict, of course.”
 
   Paul began shaking his head. “Brother, as much as you and I both would like to do so, there is nothing we can do to convince the Council to remove the edict. You know this.”
 
   Rufus paused and gave Paul a soothing smile. “Ah, but there is.” 
 
   Paul suddenly felt his life wasn’t worth a bucket of warm piss. He could feel his hands begin to shake so he held them under the table, out of sight from those who might see his nervousness. “Nothing we could do or say would…”
 
   “Yes, there is, and we will.” Rufus sat on the edge of the table and lowered his gaze at Paul. “And believe me when I tell you that it will not bring the edict upon your head either.”
 
   “No…no, this isn’t possible.” Paul tried to push the chair back and found that he had no strength. 
 
   “Oui, it is possible.” Rufus stood and came across to Paul’s side of the table. “For the longest time, I tried to think of a way to remove the edict without using force and without transferring the edict to your head.” He sat on the table next to Paul and stroked his shoulder. “You have changed so much these past months. I’ve finally gotten my brother back. The brother that our father wanted from the beginning, oui? There is nothing I wouldn’t do to protect you.”
 
   “But, brother, the edict is set in stone. Even if we destroyed the entire Council, the edict would still stand with the new Council.” Paul could feel his voice cracking, his mouth suddenly going dry. “The only way to remove it from your head would be…would be to transfer it to my own.”
 
   “Normally, oui.” Rufus stood and smiled down at his frightened brother. “But we have recently come across some information that we can use.”
 
   “There is nothing new to the case!”
 
   Jack suddenly stood erect and tossed a photograph across the table to Paul. Foster barely stopped it from going over the edge with his hand and lifted it to his face. “I-I know this man.”
 
   “Of course you do. He is one of your children.” Rufus sat back across from Paul and raised a brow at him. “He has been stirring all sorts of trouble since you last saw him.”
 
   Paul shook his head. “I thought he was killed by the Sicarii’s army.”
 
   “Non.” Rufus looked to Jack who simply nodded. “But by the time we are done with him, he will wish he had.”
 
   “I don’t understand.” Paul placed the photo back on the table. “What does this have to do with me?”
 
   “He is your child, you are his creator. You should still have sway over him, non?”
 
   Paul shrugged. “I don’t know.” He picked up the picture again and stared at it. “Who’s the chick with him?”
 
   “We don’t know.” Jack leaned across the table and pulled another photo. “But she’s in most of the photographs we have of him.”
 
   “Where did you get these?” Foster thumbed through the myriad of pictures. 
 
   “Digital pictures taken from a Council spy. We’re not positive, but it is believed that your boy there is attempting to collect the dismembered pieces of Lilith.”
 
   Suddenly Foster remembered the seemingly minor event that played out at the base in the Nevada. When Damien had asked ‘who is Lilith?’ and Foster berated him. “Do we know why?”
 
   “Non, but he has collected most of the pieces of her body.” Rufus stood and crossed his arms, an evil smile crossing his face. “He can’t collect them all.”
 
   Paul shook his head in confusion, “Why not? According to legend, she was scattered to the four corners of the known world.”
 
   “Because I have her heart.” Rufus’ smile widened. “As soon as we found out what he was after, I made arrangements to have it moved here. It is under constant guard by my Lycans.”
 
   Paul nodded again, “Okay. But again, how will this help us with the Council?”
 
   Jack leaned forward again, “We have it on good authority that they’re scared shitless of this guy. They don’t know how to deal with him. Everybody they’ve sent after him ends up dead or eaten.”
 
   Foster paled again as he recalled the events in the large underground facility. The Mexican whore that Damien had eaten. His transformation to ghoul. “So, you think that if we offer to deal with Damien—”
 
   “That’s his name?” Jack asked as he scribbled on a pad.
 
   “Yes, Damien Franklin.” 
 
   Jack paused then looked up at Foster, “As in the late Senator Franklin’s son?”
 
   “One and the same,” Jack snorted as he continued to write on the pad. “But you think that if we can somehow ‘take care of’ Damien, the Council will just erase the edict?”
 
   Thorn nodded. “They won’t have much choice. It’s either that or we point Damien in their direction.”
 
   Paul swallowed hard and he felt his blood turn even colder. “When do we get started?”
 
   “First we have to convince the Council that it’s in their best interest.” Jack didn’t sound pleased. “And the bastards want to meet on a full moon.”
 
   Paul groaned. “Great, so you can’t be there.”
 
   Jack looked up from his paper. “Oh, I’ll be there.” He smiled at Foster. “It’s the last thing they’d ever expect.”
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   Mark stepped out of the helicopter and kept his head down as the rotors slowed their spinning. He motioned to Dominic and made a circle with his hand then pointed to the hangars off in the distance. Dom nodded and keyed his throat mic. He called his men to heel and the group double timed it away from the noise of the chopper and the dust from its blades.
 
   “You saw what the notebooks looked like, didn’t you?” Tufo asked as the group made their way into the abandoned hangar.
 
   “Yes, sir, he gave me a blank one so we could match it up. He scribbled in some notes so we could compare his writing, but in all honesty, any blue notebooks we find, we’re snagging.”
 
   “Excellent. The reinforced building we were holed up in took a beating, but there’s a side entrance through this hangar. You’ve studied the schematics, so let’s get a perimeter set up and have a couple of your guys go with me while we tear his lab apart.”
 
   Dom made hand motions and the rookie member, ‘Mac’ McKenzie headed across the tarmac to the HQ building to set up an overwatch on the operation. Charmichael and Hammer set up sentry while Dominic, Marshall and Tufo headed into the bowels of the building to search for Dr. Peters’ lost schematics.
 
   As they headed down the concrete steps and into the darkness, Dom had to ask, “Major, what do you figure the odds are that he actually forgot this?”
 
   Mark never slowed his descent into the darkness. “Honestly, Dom, I figure the odds are about a brazillion to one, but we have to cover all of our bases before we approach someone like Thorn and ask him to cough up something he may have… ‘borrowed without asking’.”
 
   “You mean, ‘stole’, right, Major?” Marshall asked as his light penetrated the inky blackness.
 
   “That’s what I mean, but you have to use diplomacy when dealing with people like him.”
 
   Dom chuckled, “Yeah, otherwise they might rip your throat out.”
 
   Mark grunted, but neither man could tell if it was in agreement or not. He pointed to the door of the lab. “Check it.”
 
   Marshall approached the door and ran his hands along the perimeter. He slipped an IR snake under the gap and viewed nothing on the other side. “All clear, sir.” Dave pushed the door open and the three filed inside. 
 
   “Any chance there’s still power down here?” Dom asked.
 
   Mark pointed to the emergency lighting. “If there was, it would have charged the batteries. They’ve been dead for months.”
 
   With a sigh, the two operators pulled out helmet lights and attached them. Mark stuck a penlight in his mouth and began shuffling through old file cabinets. Most of which were empty or trashed.
 
   “Sir, is it possible that one of the other contractors came back and grabbed stuff?” Dom asked while shuffling through debris.
 
   “Highly doubtful. The base was shut down, and the operations here shifted off right after the battle. They didn’t want to risk the radiation contaminating any of their projects.”
 
   “I’m coming up empty.” Dave slammed a file door shut in frustration.
 
   “Same here, sir.” Dom crossed his arms. “Any other place we might search?”
 
   Tufo pulled the pen light from his mouth and scratched at his chin. “This was the only place he had his stuff.” He scanned the room again. “He was adamant.”
 
   “I think it’s time to clue in the colonel, sir,” Dom concluded quietly.
 
   Mark nodded. “I was really hoping it wouldn’t come to that.” He turned to the two men and nodded, “Secure your men and let’s load up.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Laura tried not to fidget as the rope bit into the soft flesh of her wrists. At least this time they tied her to a chair, but she really needed to pee and she was starting to become angry. “You do realize, I’m not a wolf, so these rope burns won’t heal so fast.” She cocked her head to listen in the darkness, but nobody answered. “And I really need to use the restroom.”
 
   A shuffling sound in the near distance reminded her of either somebody shifting their foot or a very large rodent. Either was possible and both gave her the willies. She held her breath and strained her hearing to try to discern breathing or the rustling of clothing but no other sound came in the darkness. “Oh, come on, I really need to go.”
 
   “Nobody’s stopping you,” the voice was male and soft, but the unmistakable tinge of disdain was noted.
 
   She struggled against her bindings once more then slumped in the chair. “The ropes are stopping me.”
 
   “I ain’t cutting you loose lady.”
 
   Laura sighed heavily and hung her head. “I’m not asking you to cut me loose. Just escort me to a toilet, please.” She did her best to sound nice without resorting to begging.
 
   A moment later she heard the distinct sound of wood scraping on a stone floor as the man scooted his chair back and walked toward her. “You try to pull anything funny and it’s lights out. Got it?”
 
   “Understood completely.” Laura allowed herself to breathe a slight sigh of relief as he untied her bound hands from the back of the chair and helped her up from the sitting position. He kept the black bag over her head, but his grip was gentle as he walked her through a door with a heavy sounding lock and down a short passage. After another brief series of turns, he opened another door and she could hear their sounds echo off tiled walls.
 
   He escorted her to a back wall and removed her hood. She glanced down at a somewhat clean toilet and saw the very large man standing in the doorway of the stall. She glanced at the toilet again and then down at her pants. “Um. I don’t guess you’d untie me long enough to take care of business, would you? I mean, my hands are behind my back. I’m flexible, but even I can’t manage this.”
 
   He raised a dark eyebrow and gave her a look that was impossible to read. Please don’t offer to pull them down for me…
 
   With a huff he spun her around and unbound her hands. He spun her back and held the rope in front of her face. “One false move and it goes around your neck. Got it?”
 
   She nodded as she reached for the door of the stall. “Got it.” 
 
   His arm shot out and blocked the door. “Huh-uh, I’ll stand right over here, but the door remains open.”
 
   “Really?” She feigned indignation but backed toward the porcelain seat. “Fine, beggars can’t be choosy.” 
 
   She watched him step out of sight before she pulled down her pants and skivvies and relieved herself. Thankfully, her escort whistled a little tune around the corner, but she still blushed. As she tried to finish, she thought adding a bit more noise to the situation might lighten the mood. 
 
   “You’d think that somebody who works with a dozen or so wolves wouldn’t be so embarrassed about something like this, but they do give the ladies separate restrooms.” She flushed the toilet and stepped out toward the sink to wash her hands. “Hey, I’m starting to get a little feeling back in my fingers.”
 
   He watched her wash and dry her hands then she held them out in front of herself again. He gave her a quick smile and gently took her arm. He pulled it back behind her and bound her wrists as they had been before. She squirmed slightly and noticed that the rope was a bit looser.
 
   As he lifted the hood to put it back over her face, she looked him in the eye, “Thank you,” her voice was low and soft. She did her best to sound grateful, and the slight nod and twinkle in his eye told her that he believed her.
 
   He guided her back out of the restroom and back to the holding room. As they walked, she noticed that he wasn’t as quick in his steps as he was before. His grip was softer. “I’m Laura, by the way. We were never introduced.”
 
   “I’m not supposed to talk to you.”
 
   “Yeah, and you probably weren’t supposed to let me go to the bathroom either.” She hoped that wasn’t the wrong thing to remind him of. “But you were nice enough to help out. There’s no telling how long we’ll be stuck in there together. It would be nice to have a name to put with those eyes…err…I mean, face.”
 
   Laura calculated the odds of making a connection with the man and figured they were slim to zero. Her fake Freudian slip was most likely too over the top, and she mentally kicked herself. He paused, and she prayed that he didn’t hurt her. She heard the door open, and he guided her back to her seat and tied her ropes to the back of the heavy wooden chair. She heard him throw the lock on the door again and retake his seat. She lowered her head knowing that she blew her chance at gaining any information with this guy when he finally spoke. 
 
   “My name is Marco. Just…don’t let them know I told you.”
 
   She smiled to herself under the hood and nodded slightly. “Your secret is safe with me, Marco.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “How can you go with us if it’s a full moon?” Foster found his strength again and pushed himself out of his chair. He stared at Jack disbelievingly, his eyes wide. “You’ll shift and nobody will be safe. Not even you, brother.”
 
   Jack stood and crossed his arms over his wide chest. “There are ways of being able to control the Halfling during a full moon.” He smirked at Paul then turned back to the papers scattered across the table. “Be thankful that I can. Otherwise, you’d be first on my list.”
 
   “Is that a threat? Was that a…did he just threaten me?”
 
   “Calm yourself.” Thorn stepped to the doorway and accepted the tray with the blood and two cups with saucers. “Here, have a drink.”
 
   Paul kept turning a wary eye toward Jack but stepped aside and accepted the cup of warm blood from Rufus. “I don’t trust that one,” he muttered as he lifted the cup to his mouth.
 
   “I can hear you, ya know.” Jack never looked up, but he couldn’t help but find the humor in the situation. He loved putting people like Paul in uneasy situations.
 
   Foster sipped at the concoction and his eyes grew wide. “Oh my…”
 
   “It’s good, oui?”
 
   “It tastes almost exactly like human.” He narrowed his gaze at Rufus, his brows knitting together. “You’ve been holding out on me, haven’t you? You’ve got human livestock somewhere?”
 
   Rufus chuckled lightly. “Non, I assure you, it is a mixture of animal bloods.”
 
   Paul tilted the cup back and sucked at it greedily. Rufus held his hand up, “Wait! You still want to drink it slowly. If you are not used to animal blood, it can tighten your stomach.”
 
   Foster was breathing hard as he stared at the pitcher. “More,” he gasped. “Please.”
 
   Rufus refilled the cup and Paul could feel his stomach beginning to sour on him. “Drink it slowly,” Rufus warned. “Or you’ll be hugging the sink.”
 
   Paul’s hand nearly shook as he sipped at the blood and savored the flavor. “I must know how this is done.”
 
   “I shall see to it that your chef is trained in the proper…”
 
   “Chef?” Paul stared at Rufus. “I have no chef. Just a butcher that saves me the blood from his kills.”
 
   Rufus patted his shoulder. “Then I shall ensure you get the recipe. It is a mixture of bovine, pork and sheep’s blood.”
 
   Jack looked up from his paper and pulled the pencil from his mouth, “All the major food groups.”
 
   Paul fought the urge to throw something and ordering Jack to ‘fetch’, which probably saved his own life. He settled on giving the man a hateful stare as he sipped from his cup. “So, the two of us are going to walk your…bodyguard, right up the steps and into the Council’s chambers?”
 
   “Non, not quite.” Rufus set his cup aside and settled back in his chair. “Jack has come up with a plan that I think will be most effective.”
 
   Paul turned to Jack who rolled up some of the papers and wrapped a rubber band around them. “We three will be doing just that.” He placed the papers aside and pulled another set from those scattered on the table and began rolling them up. “Meanwhile, I’ll have specialized troops waiting on the roof to come in through the skylight if they decide to give us any grief.”
 
   “Troops?” Paul looked to Rufus who simply nodded. “Like your hunter buddies?”
 
   “Perhaps.” Jack put the papers away and turned his attention to the two vampires. “But with this meeting being on a full moon, odds are they’ll be busy. If I can’t borrow any of them, I’ve called in a favor to get some other heavy hitters.”
 
   “Like who?”
 
   “That’s need to know and you don’t need to know,” Jack stated matter-of-factly.
 
   “Really?” Paul turned to Rufus, looking for support. “I’m supposed to march into the Council chamber with you two unprotected, and I can’t know who we’ll have for back up?”
 
   “Nobody said you’d be unprotected. Besides, it’s Rufus that has the edict on his head. Not you.” Jack leaned against the table and gave Paul a cold stare. “Rufus may think you’ve changed and you’re a wonderful person, but I know better.”
 
   “Enough!” Rufus stood and glared at Jack. “Not in my home.”
 
   Jack slowly eased back then finished gathering the papers off of the table. “You’re right.” He stepped from behind the table and nodded to Rufus, “If you’ll excuse me.”
 
   Both vampires watched him walk out, and Paul turned to Rufus, “You allow him to behave like that?”
 
   Rufus sighed and settled into his chair. “It is a very complicated relationship, mon ami.” He stared off for a moment, his mind going back to the numerous times Jack had saved his life. And what it had cost him. “He is only looking out for what he believes is my best interest. And he means well.”
 
   “He’s rude.”
 
   Rufus snorted a laugh and held a hand to his mouth. “Oui, he is that. But he is also very good at what he does, and he has thwarted numerous attempts on my life from those who would see the edict followed through.” Rufus tapped on the table absently as he thought about Jack and his crude ways. “He may be rough around the edges, but he is quite effective.”
 
   Paul watched Rufus as he pondered his situation. He picked up his cup again and took a sip of the slowly congealing blood. “I just hope that the barbarian doesn’t get us killed in Geneva.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The flat black HH-60G Pave Hawk settled in low and slow to deposit the operators on the ground. The side door slid open and Ronald Lamb blocked the exit. “Creeping the deck.”
 
   “Welcome to New Mexico,” Jacobs stated into his lip mic as he came up behind his former teammate.
 
   “Cut the chatter, boys. Save the coms for priority traffic,” Spalding interjected.
 
   A short laugh could be heard through their ear pieces. “That’s telling them, Team Leader. You are clear. Repeat, you are clear to pound the ground.” Jericho Jones’ voice crackled across to the squad.
 
   “Copy that, OPCOM. Keep an eye on things up there. Let us know if anything changes on the target site.” Spalding disembarked the helicopter last and banged on the door as it was sliding shut. “We are clear.”
 
   The squad mobilized a hundred yards from the landing zone and Donovan pulled the topographical map of the area. “This is the target sight we covered in the briefing. It’s about three clicks due west.” The topo map indicated a small creek and scrub between them and the target. 
 
   Spalding glanced to the rapidly fading sun and pulled the sleeve up on his BDU blouse. “The sun is almost set. They’ll be active pretty doggone quick.” He looked at his men. “We have two choices. We can hoof it over there and try to catch them with morning wood and sleep in their eyes, or we can take it slow and easy and ambush them on their way back from the hunt.”
 
   Jacobs shook his head. “While I’m not one to kill a guy with morning wood, I’m also not too keen on letting these dirt bags hunt any more than we have to. One more life saved…and all that.”
 
   Lamb nodded. “Agreed.”
 
   Little John gripped his SCAR. “I’m up for a nice evening run.”
 
   Spalding turned to Donnie. “Donovan?”
 
   “You know me, boss, you hang the carrot out in front and I’ll follow. Whatever you say goes.” He shifted his pack knowing full well they were about to go for a run in the New Mexico scab.
 
   “Then let’s do this. The sooner we get there, the sooner we can put these suckers down.” Darren stood up and pointed at Lamb and Jacobs, “Two-by-two standard formation. Donnie, cover our six.”
 
   “Hoo-yah,” the three ex-SEALs called back. 
 
   Little John had little trouble keeping up with the pace set by the two smaller men in front. His long legs maintained a long, slow gait, covering more ground in less time, the pack on his back a mere distraction. His mind wandered as he and Spalding followed the two others and he replayed the numerous life choices that lead him to this moment. This time and place. Like all times that he thought about where he had ended up, his mind always found a way to take him back to his childhood…and her.
 
   Lamb and Jacobs both slowed, lowering their bodies closer to the ground, their closed fists going into the air. Spalding and Sullivan followed suit. He never even heard Donovan behind them but he knew the man was still back there. The group slowly spread out and converged on the mud-brick building ahead of them. An abandoned church with the walls still standing allowed for many possible rooms to clear.
 
   According to their intelligence, there could be up to thirty vamps in this group. Most likely baby vamps based on the mess they made and their lack of concern in hiding the bodies.
 
   Lamb and Jacobs broke left and began working their way around the west end of the structures. Spalding and Sullivan broke right and began to cover the east side. Donovan settled in beside a low mesquite bush and used a tumbleweed for added cover. Spalding keyed the coms, “OPCOM, release air support.”
 
   “Releasing air support in two mikes,” Jones replied. “Apologies, Team Leader, you got there faster than I expected. The Predator isn’t quite prepped yet.”
 
   “Affirmative, OPCOM. Two mikes,” Spalding sighed heavily and glanced across the openness to the other two operators. “You heard the man. If this hits the fans before the drone gets here, we have to hold them.”
 
   “Copy that,” was the whispered reply.
 
   “I’ve got a good bead on the alcove, but no altitude for sight coverage,” Donovan reported.
 
   “Copy that. Just do the best you can. We’ll mop up the rest.” Spalding turned to Little John. “You ready for this?”
 
   Little John displayed no emotion as he faced his Team Leader. “I was made for this.”
 
   Spalding keyed his mic once more, “Bravo units, let’s light ‘em up!” He watched as each man pulled UV grenades and began lobbing them deep within the building. Shattered doorways, windows and hallways exploded with blue-white light as the grenades went off, and the screams that followed made the hair on the back of his neck stand on end.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Damien pushed the tarp from the two of them and felt the dirt slide to the side. He could feel Rachel beside him, still cold from her slumber. One glance from under the old 4X4 and he could tell that it was deep into the night once more. He really had no idea how late it truly was. “Wake up. We’ve slept too late.” He pushed slightly at her shoulder and began to crawl out from under the truck.
 
   “What time is it?” Her voice sounded sleepy as she rolled over and followed him out into the cold night air.
 
   “I don’t know, but it’s late into the night. We need to make up time.” He waited until she was clear and then pulled the tarp out and folded it, placing it back into the rear of the old Range Rover.
 
   “How much further?” She stretched and he admired her form in the moonlight.
 
   “I’m not sure, exactly. But once we retrieve these pieces, we need to book passage on a ship or something.” He opened the door and held it for her. “Our last stop should be Italy.”
 
   “Italy?”
 
   “Rome, actually. If my sources are correct.” He turned the key and started the old truck, backing it away from the trees and back onto the goat trail that was called a road.
 
   “I hate Rome.” She crossed her arms over her ample chest and stared out the window. “Hateful city.”
 
   “Things have changed in the past few millennia.” He tried not to smile at her as she pouted.
 
   “Oh, I’m sure they have. But it’s still a hateful city.” Her memories betrayed her and forced their way back to the forefront of her mind. The emotions and the pain of the confrontation, the torture, the trials, and her ultimate death at the hands of the people there sent a cold chill to her very core. “I think I could do without entering that city if it’s all the same to you.”
 
   Damien raised a brow and shot her a furtive glance. “The scourge of the universe gets the heebie-jeebies at the thought of going to Rome?”
 
   Her features hardened as she stared out the window. “I think it would be in both of our best interests if I stayed back.”
 
   The tone of her voice indicated the seriousness of her attitude. Damien stared out the front windshield and simply nodded. “Very well, I’ll find you a nice little homestead to stay at and eat your fill while I take care of business.”
 
   Rachel continued to stare out her window, ignoring Damien and his amateurish enthusiasm. She closed her eyes and contained her anger, swallowing it down like a bitter tonic. She clenched her fists and allowed her nails to extend and bite into her flesh, letting the pain distract her from the emotional turmoil boiling within. When she opened her eyes once more, she took a deep cleansing breath and allowed herself to actually listen to Damien and his childish prattling. 
 
   “…and afterwards we can commandeer a jet, head back to the States, assemble the pieces, and do the ritual. I have to admit, I’m looking forward to the ritual. I wish you’d tell me all of the steps. Just getting the virgins will be tough enough, but the Council elder? Man, that one will be really tough. Don’t get me wrong, it will be totally worth it, but it’s still going to be hard…”
 
   “Lover, how much further until we call it a night?” Her hand reached across and embraced his own. 
 
   Damien gave her a startled look then slowly grinned at her. “Shouldn’t be too much further. We just have a few more miles and then we’ll make the next pick up.”
 
   She stared out the window at the moon hanging low in the sky. “And then we head to the mainland?”
 
   “We don’t have to be in a hurry.” Damien slowed the truck and crested the hill before them. As they broached the top and the lights fell to the valley below, the main paved road stretched out in either direction before them. “We could spend a day to just catch our breath before we leave the isle.”
 
   Rachel shook her head slowly in the darkness. “No, we should finish this.”
 
   Damien held the truck in place and studied her in the darkness. “You realize that we are this close to being done, don’t you? You’ll finally be complete.”
 
   Rachel stiffened, her head suddenly held high. “I’ve always been complete, I’ll just have my body back.”
 
   Damien’s features screwed up quizzically. “Isn’t that the source of your power? Your true power, I mean?”
 
   Rachel continued to stare at the road before them and shook her head slightly. “Not really. But…sort of.”
 
   Damien set the parking brake and turned to her. “If your body isn’t the source of your true power, then what is? Why didn’t we simply go after that?”
 
   Rachel slowly turned to face him. “It was your decision to restore my body to its original state, remember? It was your assumption that it was the source of my power.” Her voice held a menacing touch.
 
   Damien’s eyes narrowed as he studied her in the dim glow of the moonlight. “You led me to believe that—”
 
   “No, lover, I tried to convince you to drop the idea, to leave things as they were. To just…let it ride. Let me keep this body and find happiness with what we had. It was your decision to pursue this little adventure.” He could almost swear that her eyes glowed red in the darkness.
 
   Damien sighed and released the parking brake. “Fine. When you’re right, you’re right.” He shoved the truck into gear and they started rolling down the hill. “But I feel like you’ve been holding back key pieces of information that could have swayed my decision.”
 
   “Like what? The true source of my power?” She laughed a deep, throaty laugh and turned back to face the windshield. “What would you have done? Tracked it down and tried to use it for yourself?”
 
   Damien rolled his eyes and shook his head. “No, of course not. We could have tracked it down for you to use.”
 
   She laughed at his comment, and Damien began to question her sanity. She wasn’t acting like herself and her aggressive demeanor was beginning to worry him. “Lover, you still don’t get it, do you? Even if you had found it, you couldn’t steal my power. It’s mine. It’s always been mine. Only I can access it, only I can use it. It’s as much a part of me as your soul was once yours.”
 
   “Where the hell is this coming from?” he asked as he pulled the truck onto the paved road. “I thought we were a team?”
 
   She turned and faced him again. “I created you, little vampire. Don’t forget that.”
 
   Damien gripped the steering wheel so tightly that he could feel the metal core begin to bend in his hands. “And I’m recreating you. I’m traveling the earth retrieving the archived pieces of your body to restore you to your full glory. I’m—”
 
   “Who are you doing it for?” Her voice was barely more than a whisper when she spoke, but Damien heard her as clearly as if she had yelled. “Do you do this for me, or for yourself?”
 
   He shook his head in confusion. “What do you mean? I’m doing it for you.”
 
   “Do you think that, if you restore me, you can fuel yourself by biting chunks from my restored body?” He could hear the laughter in her voice as she spoke.
 
   Damien’s head spun on her so rapidly that he nearly lost control of the truck. “How could you even think such a thing?”
 
   She laughed again, louder and longer than before. “Righteous indignation? I love it!” She hopped from her seat and slid next to him, straddling the parking brake. “Tell me, lover, what exactly were your plans once I was restored?”
 
   Damien ground his teeth together as he drove his eyes forward, as she whispered in his ear. “Exactly what you told me. Restore you so that you could rule once more. And I would be the king to your queen.” He turned and faced her. “That is what you told me, isn’t it?”
 
   She laughed again and pushed away from him, falling back into her seat. “There can be only one ruler, love.”
 
   “I have no desire to rule.” He slowed the truck once more and pulled it to the side of the road. “What’s going on with you? Why are you acting this way?”
 
   She laughed again and tried to wrap her legs around his chest as he stared at her. He grabbed her legs and pulled her from the running truck and out onto the wet grass beside the road. She quickly sobered as he dragged her from the truck and pinned her to the rear door. “Tell me!”
 
   With wide eyes she stared at him, horror etched across her features. She shook her head slightly as if waking from a drunken stupor. “I-I don’t know what came over me. I just…” She turned away and stared at the moon once more. 
 
   “What’s gotten into you?” He released his grip on her, but still held her to the side of the truck. “Why are you behaving this way?”
 
   “I tried to warn you.” Her voice cracked as she spoke. “I was different before. The longer I’m around the pieces of my true self, the more I…”
 
   “The more you what?” She shook her head in defiance. He pushed her against the truck once more. “Tell me damn it!” 
 
   She turned her reddened eyes to him and he saw the tears forming. “The more I lose who I am. Who I want to be.” She slowly slid from his grip and sat on the grass beside the truck.
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   She lifted her head and gazed upon him. “I’m saying that the more I’m around my physical body, the more I become like I was. Cynical. Selfish. Hateful. Paranoid. Resentful. All of it.” She slowly pushed herself to a standing position and pointed to the pieces still wrapped in the old cloth in the back of the truck. “Just being this close to…those was enough to cause what you just witnessed. Imagine once I’m trapped in all of it.” He noticed her hands shaking as she spoke.
 
   Damien pulled her into his arms and held her. “Then what do we do? Do we continue?”
 
   “It was your dream, was it not?” she asked, her face buried in his chest.
 
   “It was your command when you first showed me the way,” he corrected. “Is there no way to maintain who you are once your body is complete?”
 
   She shook her head. “I don’t know,” she choked. “I honestly don’t know.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   8
 
   Matt finished putting away the paperwork that had accumulated on his desk and reached for the monthly acquisition reports. He scanned them briefly then paused. Something was amiss. He ran his finger back down the numerous pages and stopped at one line in particular and lifted the paper closer to his eyes. 
 
   “What the hell is a JLTV-like vehicle?” He scanned across to the price and nearly fell out of his chair. “Sixty-seven thousand dollars?!” Matt marched to his door and pulled it open. Nearly storming down the hall, he pushed open Tufo’s door and was immediately assaulted by a smell that could only be described as chemical warfare.
 
   “Did you need something?”
 
   “How can you breathe in there?” Matt asked as he shielded his nose with his hand. 
 
   Mark gave him a questioning look and shrugged. “I don’t smell nothing.”
 
   “Good heavens. You been feeding that dog road kill?” Hank growled from below Mark’s desk, and Matt scowled at the hairy beast.
 
   “Negative. Bulldogs have very sensitive tummies. You have to—”
 
   “I don’t give two shits about his tummy.” Matt shook the acquisition paper toward him. “I want to know what the hell a JLTV-like vehicle is?”
 
   Mark gave him a questioning look and shrugged. “No idea.”
 
   “So we didn’t buy a sixty-seven thousand dollar tank while I was in Belize?” Matt shook the paper again.
 
   Mark shrugged again. “We don’t have any tanks here, Matt. I don’t…oh!” He jumped up and stepped over by the door. He snatched the paper from Matt’s hand and scanned it. “Yeah, I know what this is.”
 
   Matt gave him an expectant look. “Care to elaborate?”
 
   Mark smiled and waved him on. “Follow me.” 
 
   Matt pulled the door shut as Hank shot through and waddled after Tufo. Matt glared at the dog but fell into step behind his XO. “Where are we going?”
 
   “Topside. Wait ‘til you see this. It’s freakin’ incredible.” Mark held the elevator door for him and punched the button as soon as he stepped inside. Hank immediately fumigated the small area, claiming it as his own.
 
   The two men practically clawed their way out of the elevator when the door opened, gasping for air. The three of them went out into the fresh air of the parking lot, and Mark fished into his pocket, pulling out a set of keys. “I was going to surprise you when you got back but forgot.” He remembered his little side trip on behalf of Dr. Peters. “Sorry, but I got a bit distracted.” Hitting the button, a large 4X4 pickup flashed its lights and honked at him.
 
   “What the hell is that?”
 
   “I’m hoping we can replace the HUMVEES with these.” Mark smiled broadly as he handed Matt the keys. 
 
   Matt approached the vehicle slowly and checked it out. “What is it?”
 
   “It’s a Raptor. An extremely high-powered, factory-made race truck with excellent ground clearance. This thing will hold more people, more gear, and go faster than the Hummers. Plus, it gets much better gas mileage, looks like the civilian version, and it already comes in black.” Mark was smiling as he opened the door and ushered Matt inside. 
 
   “What the hell is that on the door?” Matt pulled the door from his hand and closed it so that he could see the Monster Squad’s unit emblem emblazoned on the door of the truck in the parking lot lights.
 
   “I took the liberty of customizing it a little,” Tufo stated proudly. “Go on, get in and check it out. This thing has GPS, surround sound, satellite radio, leather, shift on the fly four wheel drive and enough power to pull a house down.”
 
   Matt stepped up into the truck and shook his head. “You should have cleared this with me.”
 
   “You were gone. I was in charge. I made an executive decision. Besides, we can get one of these fully-loaded, and it’s cheaper than a base model Hummer. It’s a win-win. If we roll up in these, people won’t automatically assume we’re military.”
 
   “You don’t think the uniforms will give them away?” Matt deadpanned.
 
   “Our uniforms are black. Nobody else uses black uniforms,” Tufo shot back. “Well, except maybe ninjas.”
 
   “Send it back.” Matt started to slip out of the seat.
 
   “Can’t. This one is ours. If you don’t like it, I’ll drive it.” Tufo planted his hands on his hips.
 
   Matt frowned at him and shook his head. “We can’t keep something like this. Our budget is tightly controlled and—”
 
   “And I’ve already explained that we are saving money by switching to these. So…we don’t swap out the entire fleet all at once. But we have three Hummers that we need to rotate out. We should rotate back in with four of these. Each of the squads would have a ground machine that a Chinook could deliver for faster entry to a scene. They can pack a heck of a lot of gear and they’re nimble as hell.” He pushed the keys back into Matt’s hand. “Take it for a spin. Don’t think of it as a joy ride. Think of it as a comparison. Think of this as an honest-to-God replacement for our Hummers. You know, the ones we can’t really use in the field? Those vehicles. We can USE these.”
 
   Matt groaned and slipped back behind the wheel. He pushed the key into the ignition and twisted it, listening to the throaty roar of the 6.2 liter engine as it rumbled to life. He felt the pure power of the beast under him as he revved the engine. He pulled the door shut and rolled the window down. “You say the black is a factory color, huh?”
 
   Mark shot him a devilish grin. “Take her down the road. Put her through some paces. Then come back and we can order three more of them.”
 
   “Pretty confident, don’tcha think?”
 
   “Drive it. You will be, too.”
 
   Matt shrugged and pulled the gear selector into drive. Mark had to shield himself from the thrown gravel Matt left as he pulled out of the parking lot. Mark watched him jump the curb and shoot off into the darkness. “Kids these days.” He marched back inside and grabbed another requisition form.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   A loud banging at the door shocked Laura from her near sleep state. She heard Marco push the chair back and throw the lock on the door. Jennifer’s voice echoed in the small room as she spoke. “Father has decided, cut her loose.”
 
   Marco hesitated for only a moment. “I should really hear this from your father, or at least from Sebastian.”
 
   The silence from Jennifer either meant that she capitulated or she was giving him a very stern look. His heavy sigh and approaching footsteps told Laura that it was the latter. He gently pulled the hood from her head and his hands were nimble as he untied her from the chair. She quickly rubbed feeling back into her hands as she stood. “Thank you.”
 
   Marco simply nodded as he escorted her from the dark room, Jennifer in tow. “I’ll take her from here.” Jennifer led her down a long hallway, opposite the direction that Marco had taken her earlier. “I’ll loan you some clothes, those are in rough shape. You look to be close to the same size.”
 
   Laura paused and gave the much shorter woman a cautious stare. “I’m a good foot taller than you.”
 
   Jennifer raised a brow and gave her a smirk. “Shorts and a top. Your legs would make my pants look…well, like clown clothes.”
 
   “I’m not sure if that was an insult or not.” 
 
   Laura followed her to another room, and Jennifer handed her a small pile of clothing. Khaki shorts that would have come past the shorter woman’s knees fit Laura almost perfectly. The belt kept them snug. The shirt was a bit short both in the arms and torso. She rolled up the sleeves and tied the shorter tails of the shirt around her midriff. 
 
   “This will have to work.” She turned to face Jennifer. “I don’t suppose you have any hiking shoes that might fit?”
 
   Jennifer shook her head. “My feet are much too small, and the men here all wear boats for shoes. You’ll have to make do with your boat shoes.”
 
   Laura eyed her captor for a moment then found the courage to ask. “So what’s going to be done with me?”
 
   “Father has some questions for you.” Jennifer turned from her and chewed her inner cheek. “I’m pretty sure I’ve convinced him to let you live.”
 
   “Pretty sure?”
 
   She shrugged. “Who can tell? He’s still pretty upset.”
 
   Laura could understand. If it had been her child held for ten years, she’d be upset, too. “So what about after the questions?”
 
   Jennifer ignored her. “Tell me of the man who came here. The one who…” she trailed off, remembering what Laura had told her of his family.
 
   “What of him?”
 
   “Who is he to you?” She finally met her gaze and Laura could see the pain behind Jennifer’s eyes.
 
   “He’s just my boss,” she answered softly. “Actually, that isn’t true. He’s my friend as well. A lot like a father in many ways.”
 
   “Go on.” Jennifer sat on the cot and urged Laura to sit but she continued to stand. Having been stuck in the chair for so long, her butt was still sore. 
 
   “He’s the one who sent me here to find you, to try and explain to you…well, to apologize to you for…” Laura sighed and took the seat that Jennifer offered. She spun the chair around and sat in it backwards. “He’s your Fated Mate.”
 
   Jennifer gasped, and she leaned back, away from Laura. “That cannot be.”
 
   “It is. Other wolves explained to him the ‘how’. We just can’t figure out the ‘why’.”
 
   “The Fates wouldn’t be so cruel.” Jennifer pulled her legs up and squeezed her knees to her chest. “I created him. He can’t be my…”
 
   Laura reached out and patted the girl’s arm. “I’m sorry. This is tough for him, too.”
 
   “Is that why he sent you?” her voice cracked as she spoke.
 
   Laura shook her head. “No.” She took a deep breath. “I mean, not really. He wishes he could just talk with you. Try to explain what happened. You were so frightened when you two…” Laura looked away. “He wouldn’t have hurt you. Not again. Never again.”
 
   Jennifer sniffed back a tear and shook her head. “This shouldn’t be possible. A natural born wolf and a created wolf can’t be mated. It’s not…right.”
 
   “Well, sweetie, right or not, the first time you shifted…” Laura swallowed hard and prayed that Jennifer didn’t flip out on her, “…when you were cornered? When he shot you? You shifted to a timber wolf. You and he were the only two wolves around. Then when you thawed and you two met again, you shifted into the timber wolf a second time.”
 
   Jennifer hid her eyes as she cried. Laura simply didn’t know what to do. She reached out to her and stroked her arm. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “No, you don’t understand.” She lifted her head and wiped away the tears. “Part of me is relieved that I’ve found my mate. But the biggest part of me is sickened at what I did during the moon…what I did when I created him. What I did to his family.”
 
   “Shh, it’s okay. I understand,” Laura soothed.
 
   “Do you?” Jennifer asked as she wiped at her eyes again. “Can you? Do you have any idea just how silly that sounds?”
 
   “I just meant, that I…”
 
   “No, you can’t understand.” She stood up from the cot and paced quickly, trying to work herself into a frenzy. “You have no idea how I must feel. You’ve never lived as a wolf. You have no idea what it’s like to wait forever for your mate and then find out that he’s the guy who shot you in the face!” Her voice began to rise as her rant continued. Laura glanced around the room to see if there was anything she could use as a weapon. Surely others would come kicking the door in at any moment. “You have no idea what it’s like to know that your mate must hate every fiber of your being because you stole his family from him. You can’t possibly know what…”
 
   “I’m in love with a vampire!” Laura exclaimed. She had no idea why she shouted it, or what meaning it might have, but it caught Jennifer off guard and at least, for the moment her rant paused. 
 
   “You’re…what?”
 
   Laura shrugged. “I’m in love with a vampire.” She gave Jennifer a sheepish smile. “I know that has little to no bearing on the conversation, but…”
 
   “But what?” Jennifer gave her a puzzled stare.
 
   “Well, you have to admit, loving the undead does come with its own set of unique problems.”
 
   “What does that have to do with anything?” she yelled.
 
   “Well, it just goes to show that everybody has their own issues when it comes to matters of the heart.” Laura’s mind went into overdrive trying to think of anything that she could include that would correlate with Jennifer’s situation. “I mean, here you are, mated to a wolf you don’t even know that you think hates you, but really, he’s all torn up inside because he misses you. And me? Well, I’m in love with a guy that I can’t…well, I can’t go outside with unless it’s night. And…I mean, you two aren’t really mated yet, right? I mean, you have to actually…yeah. But me? I can’t have kids with my vampire boyfriend. And we really would like to have kids someday. And…” she looked at Jennifer and shrugged. “I’m sorry. I really suck at this.”
 
   Jennifer fell back onto the cot and nodded. “Yeah, you do.”
 
   Laura patted her leg. “Look, Jen, I can’t tell you what to feel or how you should feel. I can only tell you that he’s not been the same since you left. He’s not one for words, but I can tell, he’s really hurting inside. He really hoped that he could reach you before you left.”
 
   She sniffed back another tear and leaned against the wall. “I guess I didn’t really give him a chance to say much.”
 
   “You mean before you kicked his ass?” Laura smiled at her. “Which is totally cool in my book by the way.”
 
   Jennifer allowed herself to smile again. “But he’s okay?”
 
   “You saw him. Did he look broken?”
 
   “I’ve spent so long fearing him,” she whispered. “Now that I know, I…”
 
   Laura nodded and pulled the girl into a hug. “I understand.”
 
   “What do I do?”
 
   Laura shrugged. “You can keep hiding and wondering or you can arrange to meet him.”
 
   Jennifer stiffened fear running through to her very core. “I don’t think I could do that.”
 
   “Meet him on neutral ground.” Laura soothed. “We have friends in Brazil. That’s not far. He could come there, and he would be at ease. You could meet him close by and,” Laura pulled back and turned the girl to face her. “If you want, I’ll be there with you.”
 
   “Why would you do that? We kidnapped you.”
 
   Laura shrugged. “You’re my friend’s Fated Mate. I have a feeling that, in time, you’ll be my friend as well.”
 
   Jennifer slowly shook her head. “I don’t know.”
 
   “What do you have to lose?”
 
   Jennifer shrugged. “Another ten years?”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “I really wish you would learn to control your outbursts. You are beginning to remind me of Paul when he was younger.” Rufus poured a glass of cognac and slipped into the chair across from Jack in his ‘office’ in the library.
 
   Jack turned an angry glare to his benefactor. “Really? You’re comparing me to him?”
 
   “Oui, many years ago he had difficulty curbing his tongue as well.”
 
   Jack stood and stretched his neck. “I can’t say what he was like ‘many years ago’. But I can tell you one major difference between him and me.”
 
   Rufus turned a curious eye to his Second. “Enlighten me.”
 
   “Honor.” Jack turned and walked to the bar. He poured himself a whiskey and leaned against the counter.
 
   Rufus nodded as he stared at his snifter. “Oui. That is a major difference.”
 
   “So I’ll not take your comparison as an insult.” Jack lifted the glass in mock salute then tilted it back.
 
   “Non, it was not an insult. It was merely an observation.” Rufus sipped his cognac and tapped lightly at the glass as his mind wandered.
 
   “You do realize you can’t trust him.” It wasn’t a question.
 
   Rufus said nothing but Jack swore he could almost detect a slight nod come from the man across from him. He poured another whiskey then pulled the stopper from the cognac and refilled Rufus’ glass. “I so want to believe in him, Jack.”
 
   “Wanting something to be true, and it actually being true are two different things, my friend.”
 
   “Oui, this is so.” Rufus set his glass down at the table and stood. “It is late and the sun will be up soon. I think I shall retire early.”
 
   Jack placed a hand on his shoulder, stopping him from leaving. “You gonna be okay?”
 
   Rufus nodded. “Oui, I shall be fine.” He patted Jack’s hand then excused himself. 
 
   Jack went back to his seat and opened his computer. He had begun an email to Mitchell, but couldn’t figure out how to word it. He knew that requesting any personnel during a full moon would be asking too much. As much as he wanted to tell his old boss, ‘thanks, but no thanks he could really use the back up. He reread the draft and decided against it. Keep it simple. 
 
   Colonel- 
 
   Just got word that the meeting must take place on the night of the full moon. I realize that this may well put you and the squads in a bad position and will understand if you cannot allow any team members leave at that time. 
 
   Awaiting your response, 
 
   Phoenix
 
    
 
   He hit ‘send’ and sat back in his chair. Staring at the screen didn’t get him a reply any faster.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Paul quietly unpacked his meager belongings in the guest room provided by his brother. He was grateful that the room held no windows and he finally felt somewhat comfortable in the posh surroundings of the castle. He carefully unpacked the clothing and placed them within the antique dresser, his suits and jackets he hung in the large armoire in the corner of the room. As he got closer to the bottom of the bag, his hand brushed the small plastic object that he knew he would soon have to deal with.
 
   He pulled the transmitter from the bottom of the bag and ran his fingers along the smooth plastic surface. A simple switch and a tiny LED light was all that indicated that the thing was functioning. All he had to do was mash the switch, hide the transmitter, and the Council would know exactly where Thorn’s domicile was hidden. They could have a team of assassins swarm the island, overrun Thompson’s security and remove his brother with extreme prejudice.
 
   Foster sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the small plastic device. The cold of the device didn’t register with him as he continued to run his hands along its smooth surface. He brushed a finger along the surface of the switch and his mind raced through endless possibilities. He could be free from the animal blood. The pact he signed would be null and void and he would have control of his people again. In fact, with Thorn being his only relative, all of his holdings would revert to Foster. He’d be instantly so wealthy he couldn’t possibly squander it all. Paul chuckled to himself. Who am I kidding? I could burn through all of his money in one week in Vegas!
 
   Foster stared into the shadows as his mind played endless possibilities over and over, each one more glorious than the previous. Of them all, Paul took great pleasure simply in seeing Jack Thompson, former Hunter, cut down and embarrassed in front of his brother.
 
   Paul smiled as his hand smoothed over the finish of the device, his finger massaging the switch. “Too bad you couldn’t have just released me once the battle was done, dear brother.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   John made sure he knew exactly where all of his squad mates were as he let the UV grenade fly. As soon as it went off and the interior of the church lit up, the screams began. Apollo was right about one thing, being right here in the muck was a lot different than being a distance off and shooting at moving targets with no face. 
 
   “Movement,” a voice sounded through the earpiece and John’s SCAR was to his shoulder, his eyes scanning through the ACOG scope. He heard the staccato of gunfire from the other side of the church and, in his peripheral vision, saw a body hit the ground, flaming ashes rising into the chilling night sky. 
 
   He caught movement to his right and brought the barrel to bear on the quickly moving targets. He opened fire as the first of three targets leapt through the broken window, each bursting into flame in mid leap and crumbling to the sandy ground as flaming embers. 
 
   “Three tangos down,” he quickly reported.
 
   “Ten o’clock!” Lamb yelled, and gunfire belched into the night once more as the teams slowly advanced on the remains of the building. 
 
   Spalding tapped Sullivan’s shoulder and, using hand signals, motioned him to the rear of the church. John turned and hurried down the long wall, checking each crumbling doorway or broken window as he went. Darren took up the rear and covered the roofline. As they rounded the corner, the remains of an old adobe wall ran off along the rear of the church, its bricks and mud mortar crumbling and sections had collapsed. John scanned the open desert behind the wall and saw no movement before he turned and staged to the right of the door. 
 
   Spalding took the left then keyed his mic, “We’re breaching the rear.”
 
   “Copy that, Team Leader. Approaching the front,” Jacobs replied.
 
   Spalding nodded to Sullivan who turned and kicked the dry rotted wood inward, cutting left as he entered. Spalding covered and closed the gap. Both men worked their way forward clearing rooms as they went. They smoked two more vamps that were hiding, reducing them to ash and found one crispy but wounded one that tried to escape from a side window. Donovan finished the job before his feet ever hit the ground.
 
   They could hear more gunfire toward the front of the church and worked their way forward. Lamb stepped into the hallway and waved them forward. “We got something.”
 
   Spalding could hear whimpering and a man’s voice screaming at the operators. He stepped into what used to be the Chaplain’s office. “What’s this?”
 
   Three nude female vampires stood between the operators and a male who was yelling at the soldiers. “You have no right to be here. We’re Beastia! Lamia Beastia!”
 
   Spalding stepped forward and rested his rifle on his shoulder, “Easy there, easy. Just calm down a second.”
 
   “No! Bullshit! You calm down. You can’t just come in here guns blazing and start shooting everybody! We’re not Lamia Humanus!” Spittle flew from the male vampire’s mouth as he yelled.
 
   Spalding glanced at Lamb who shrugged. Little John leaned close and asked, “What’s a Lamia Beastia?”
 
   “Good guys,” Spalding said. “Actually, they’re allies.”
 
   “That’s right. We’re allies, asshole!”
 
   Spalding turned back to the irate male. “If you’re truly Lamia Beastia that means you’re part of Thorn’s group?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s right…Thorn.” He thumped his chest and thrust his chin out at them. 
 
   “So you’ve spoken to him since we’ve become allies?” Darren asked.
 
   “Yeah, all the time. Me and him are homies.”
 
   Spalding smiled and pulled the rifle from his shoulder. “Then you won’t mind giving me the password.”
 
   The male vampire froze, his face suddenly ashen. “The what?”
 
   “The password? Surely your homie would have told you the one key word that would save your life in an event…well, just like this one.” Darren patted his rifle against his open palm.
 
   “Uh…he uh…well…”
 
   “Clock is ticking.” He smiled at the vampire. “Homie.”
 
   “Aw…fuck.” The male vampire grabbed two of the females and pulled them closer, making shields of them.
 
   Darren turned and walked out of the room. “Smoke ‘em.”
 
   The sound of gunfire and resultant ash took only moments.
 
   Little John trotted to catch up to Spalding. “What was that all about? Allies and passwords and—”
 
   Darren snorted. “No such thing.” He stepped out into the alcove and motioned to Donovan. Turning back to Sullivan he continued, “Oh, we have some vampires who only feed off of animals. Those are the Lamia Beastia and we leave them alone. As long as they play by the rules, we don’t mess with them.”
 
   “So there is a password?”
 
   Darren gave him a silly sideways smile. “Hell no.”
 
   “Then what was all that about?”
 
   “He didn’t know that. If he had truly been Lamia Beastia, he’d have known there wasn’t a password, and he’d have called me on it.”
 
   Little John rubbed at the back of his neck, the acrid smell of burnt flesh causing his eyes to water and his nose to run. “Are you sure of that?”
 
   Darren nodded. “Oh yeah. And another thing, real Beastias have a touch of class. That ass-hat didn’t.”
 
   Little John looked back toward the room where the bloodsuckers were and considered the possibilities. He didn’t get a chance to do much thinking before Jacobs returned from the rear of the church. “We have a problem.”
 
   Spalding turned and faced him. “Report.”
 
   “Intel stated minimum thirty tangos. I counted thirteen ashed bodies.”
 
   Lamb stepped out of a side room and looked to Spalding. “Could we have missed a hunting party?”
 
   “I don’t know. But if we did and they were anywhere close, they would have heard us.” He stepped outside and keyed his mic, “OPCOM, Team Leader. We have an issue.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Damien dropped Rachel out of sight from the meeting place. He could see the old schoolhouse from his vantage point and figured they had at least three more hours before they had to worry about sunrise. He quickly closed the gap and stood behind a small copse of trees. He could see somebody moving about inside the building but he couldn’t tell if it was more than one person inside.
 
   Stepping out from his hiding spot a voice called to him, “I was beginning to wonder if you were going to hide there all night or if you’d actually stroll up and knock.”
 
   Damien froze in his tracks. He dared not move too quickly, but his curiosity got the better of him. “I just wanted to make sure that it wasn’t a trap.”
 
   The voice chuckled and stepped closer behind him. “You’re a crafty one now, aren’t you?” He stepped past Damien and continued toward the house. “Come along then. And you can have your lady friend join you whenever you like.”
 
   He didn’t catch the fellow’s face, but he was dressed in a tan overcoat and had a hat that covered salt and pepper grey hair. Damien noted the hiking boots and knew the man was prepared for the territory. He fell into step behind him, and turned slightly to the hill that Rachel was supposed to be watching from. He motioned for her to come down but whether or not she would, he couldn’t say. 
 
   The man strode up to the old schoolhouse and opened the door. As he stepped back and held the door for Damien, he got his first look at his face. An unassuming fellow, he appeared completely disarming. Damien stepped inside and waited for the man to walk past, pulling his coat off as he walked. “It isn’t much, but we call it home.”
 
   “How many of you are there?” he asked.
 
   “Four. Two men, two women.” The man hung his coat up and invited Damien into the kitchen. “Care for a drink? We have alcohol or Elven blood or…what’s your fancy?”
 
   Damien waved him off. “No, thank you. If it’s all the same, I’d just as soon make the exchange and be off.”
 
   The man nodded and stepped past him. He reached into a cupboard above the stove. “It took some doing to get this and then have it shipped here. You do realize what this is, don’t you?”
 
   “If it’s authentic, then yes, I do.”
 
   “Oh, it’s authentic.” The man pulled the plastic lid from an old Tupperware container and reached inside. “This head once belonged to none other than Lilith.”
 
   “Supposedly.” Damien stepped aside while the man placed the black, wrinkled husk of a skull on the table. The smell of mold and mildew permeated the room. 
 
   “It’s the real deal. Look at the canines. Only the demon, Lilith, had teeth like that.”
 
   Damien gave him a curious stare. “Demon?”
 
   The man nodded. “Yes. Don’t you know who Lilith is? Why she was dismembered, her body spread across the four corners of the known world?”
 
   “Well, I…” Damien cleared his throat. “I thought I did.”
 
   “You’d damned sure better find out more before you start messing around with this, son. It’s far more dangerous than you could imagine.”
 
   “Then why would you sell it?”
 
   The man smiled and the effect didn’t reach his eyes. “Because, right now, in this world, what you have is far more valuable.” He reached out his hand. “You did bring it, didn’t you?”
 
   Damien pulled out a USB drive and handed it to him. The other vampire pulled a ruggedized laptop across the kitchen table and inserted the USB. He booted the computer and clicked on the drive. Damien watched as a smile slowly crossed his features. “Excellent.” The man closed the computer and held out his hand. “Pleasure doing business with you.”
 
   “You aren’t the least bit curious where I got that?”
 
   The man leaned close to him and lowered his voice, “You were a United States Senator’s son. I assume you stole it from daddy’s computer.”
 
   Damien felt his face try to flush.  He turned and put the head back in the large Tupperware. Turning toward the door he saw Rachel standing in the yard. She nodded to him and he gave her a slight nod back. “Thanks. We should do this again some time.”
 
   “Be careful dealing with that woman,” the man warned. “She’ll promise you the moon and the stars, but once she’s gotten what she wants, she’ll rip your heart out and feed on it.”
 
   Damien paused and smiled inwardly. “Actually, that’s what I do.”
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   Mark typed up the requisition for the new truck purchases and placed them into Matt’s ‘IN’ basket. He was just turning to leave when Dr. Peters approached him from the hallway. “Have you spoken to Colonel Mitchell about your findings in the desert?”
 
   Mark shook his head. “I was waiting until we knew for sure that the schematics weren’t anywhere to be found here.” He could tell by Evan’s face that he had no luck. 
 
   “Major, there’s no stone that’s been left unturned. The only option left is Mr. Thorn.”
 
   Mark scratched at his chin as his mind went through possibilities. “I’ll talk to Matt. Jack has asked to borrow some operators if we can spare them. Depending on who’s available, I may have a sit down with them and they can do a little recon work for us while they’re with them.”
 
   Evan agreed wholeheartedly. “Keeping this quiet would be the best idea. If he gets wind that we know, there’s no telling what he may do.”
 
   Mark turned a skeptical eye on him. “You don’t think he’s already built the device, do you?” He lowered his voice and stepped closer. “Do you think he’d deploy it?”
 
   Evan shook his head. “I really have no idea what ideas he has rolling around in his head. He was willing to sacrifice every supernatural creature to stop the Sicarii.”
 
   “And the Sicarii was stopped. What possible reason would he have to build a machine like this?”
 
   Evan sighed heavily. “That, Major, is the sixty-four thousand dollar question.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Rufus stepped quietly into his study and double checked that nobody lurked in the hallway. He closed the door and turned the lock behind him. Pulling the satellite phone from his desk drawer, he quickly scrolled through his call list and punched the number he wanted. He sat back in his chair and listened to the phone ring on the other end. 
 
   When the line answered he turned his chair from the door and faced the wall behind his desk. “It’s me. How close are you to being done?”
 
   An exasperated and heavily accented voice on the other end tried to explain that this wasn’t like buying parts off the shelf. Everything had to be machined to exact tolerances. Specific metallurgies had to be found, exactingly welded, pressure tested and verified. Radioactive sources had to be located, purified, concentrated, and…
 
   “I know what it entails,” Rufus growled into the phone. “I also remember how much you said it would cost and the timeline you gave me. Your time is drawing near an end.”
 
   The voice sighed and Rufus could almost hear the man rubbing at his eyes. “Monsieur Thorn, we are working as quickly as we can. If we don’t double and triple check everything before delivery, we may as well be delivering a bomb to you.”
 
   Rufus inhaled deeply and stared at his ceiling. “In essence, mon ami, you are.” He glanced to the door again and lowered his voice once more. “How much longer?”
 
   The voice with the heavy German accent paused. “Perhaps two weeks. Less if we run into no more snags.”
 
   “Pray you run into no more snags then.” It wasn’t a threat, but when dealing with someone with his resources, it definitely came across as one. “I need the device as soon as you can deliver it.”
 
   “Understood, Monsieur Thorn.”
 
   Rufus pressed the end call button and slipped the phone back into the side drawer of his desk. He rose and unlocked his door and checked the hallway once more. He let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding and warily worked his way back to his liquor cabinet. His hand reached past the liquor bottles and found a small compartment in the side of the stand. He reached inside and pulled out the small flask of Elven blood and poured himself a shot. He needed something to calm his nerves.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Laura helped Jennifer to her feet and allowed the smaller woman to escort her out of the small dressing room. They worked their way down the hallway, and Jennifer suddenly pulled her aside and into another side room, shushing her as she silently shut the door behind them. 
 
   “What’s going on?” Laura whispered.
 
   “Shh.” Jennifer placed an ear against the door and listened as two men walked down the hallway. She held her finger out to Laura, holding her quietly at bay until she felt it was safe. “My father still wants to send you back in pieces,” she whispered. “I don’t agree with that.”
 
   Laura felt her knees go weak at the idea that not only was she still a ‘captive’ as far as Jennifer’s father was concerned, but now she was an escaped captive in a compound full of wolves. “Just great.”
 
   “I’ve got a car,” Jennifer whispered as she pulled the door open again. “We just have to get to it.”
 
   “Your father has resources. You think he’s going to let us just leave here?”
 
   “He can’t stop us if he can’t find us.” Jennifer worked her down the hallway once more.
 
   “He doesn’t have another car? Some other way to follow us?” Laura kept her voice low and continued glancing behind them.
 
   “Of course he does.” She stopped and stole a peek around the corner. As she pulled Laura with her she replied, “We just need to make sure we slow those cars down on our way out.”
 
   “So now you’re a mechanic, too?”
 
   Jennifer gave her a sideways glance. “No, but I can poke a hole in a tire.”
 
   “Touché.”
 
   The two snuck out of the main house and through the veranda to the garage. Jennifer held them back while a roving guard made his rounds through that area of the compound. She then slipped in through the rear entrance of the garage and the two began slipping between the numerous parked cars. Jennifer pulled a set of keys from a pegboard and mashed a button, unlocking the vehicle and causing the lights to flash. Laura dug through a tool box and came up with a large Phillips-head screwdriver which she promptly began to stab into the sidewall of the other car’s tires. 
 
   Jennifer waved her over to the silver-grey Toyota FJ Cruiser once the other cars all shared at least one flat tire, and they climbed inside the SUV. Jennifer took a deep breath then motioned toward the rear of the sport utility. “You might want to crawl back there and hide until we get past the gate guard.”
 
   Laura shimmied her tall frame over the center console and into the backseat. She then slid into the floorboard and pulled a blanket over her. She prayed that the dark tinted windows would prevent prying eyes from spying her. She heard the engine turn over and a deep throaty roar from below the truck rev up and down as Jennifer waited for the garage door to open before pulling out.
 
   Donning a pair of dark sunglasses, Jennifer rolled down the windows and opened the sunroof. She needed to air out as much of Laura’s scent as she could. She pulled a small bottle of perfume from the center console and sprayed far too much of it on her shirt as she maneuvered the truck off the grounds and toward the gate.
 
   As she expected, the gate guard held up his hand and waved her down. “Where do you think you’re going?”
 
   She flipped her hair at him and smiled. “I have a hair and nails appointment and I can’t be late. They’ll cancel on me.” She did her best to try to sound shallow and flippant.
 
   The guard stepped back from the truck and gave her a disapproving look. “You know your father has us on lockdown.”
 
   She gave him a knowing smile and shook her head. “No, he has you on lockdown. I did my part. I brought that silly human to him, I’m done. Now I need to get my hair done or I’m going to go crazy. And I’ll take every one of you with me.” Her voice went up a full octave as she made her threat.
 
   “You smell like hell.”
 
   “Says the dog who’s been walking out in this heat all day.” She waved to the gate. “Now open that damned thing and let me out.”
 
   He narrowed his gaze at her and crossed his muscular arms over his chest. She lowered her sunglasses and glared at him. “Do I need to call Daddy and tell him that you won’t let me get my hair done? Rollo is a very busy hairdresser, and he absolutely will not hold my appointment. Do you have any idea how long it took me just to get in the door and get this appointment? I swear to you, if I lose out on this because of you, I’ll have you neutered.”
 
   The guard blanched and waved at the other man across from him who jogged to open the gates. She gave him a sarcastic smile and blew him a kiss. “Ciao!” She pulled the gear selector back to Drive and gunned the FJ through the gate. 
 
   The gate guards watched her through the cloud of dust and each shook their heads. “She’s such a bitch.”
 
   “She’s the boss’s problem. Not mine.” The man pulled the gate shut and locked it again. “I say good riddance.”
 
   Laura stuck her head up from the blanket and dared to lean forward. “Are we clear?”
 
   “Yeah, you’re good. Climb back up here.”
 
   After she settled back into her seat she heaved a sigh of relief. “How much of a head start do you think we really have?”
 
   Jennifer shook her head. “Anywhere from ten minutes to an hour.” She motioned to the glove box. “There’s a black box in there. Rip it out if you can.”
 
   Laura opened the glove box and found a small black plastic box with two wires attached. She pulled hard and the unit came free. “What’s this?”
 
   “GPS device. Daddy has the cars LoJacked so he knows where we are all the time.” She motioned out the window with her chin. “Toss it.”
 
   Laura flipped the little unit out the window and sat back in her chair. “I really need to check in.”
 
   “As soon as we hit town, we can switch cars and find a phone. You call your boss while I get us some fresh wheels.”
 
   Laura studied the girl a moment and the questions in her mind raced through so fast, she didn’t know where to start. “Why?” was all she could get out.
 
   “Why what?”
 
   “Why are you going against your dad? Why are you helping me? Why…everything?”
 
   Jennifer continued to glance at the rear view mirrors and push the FJ a bit harder than Laura was comfortable with. She finally exhaled hard and shook her head. “I don’t know. I mean, there’s not just one hard and fast answer.” She glanced at Laura who gave her a raised brow. “I know, that doesn’t answer your question. Let’s just say, Daddy doesn’t have the right to kill somebody to make a statement. He shouldn’t be trying to attack a bunch of Army guys either. Especially if they’re wolves, too.” She shook her head and slowed the truck for the next intersection. “There’s just a lot going on and I need answers. I know it sounds stupid, but I think you can get me those answers.”
 
   Laura turned to face her better. “What makes you so sure?”
 
   “I don’t know. You just have a scent of honesty about you.”
 
   “And I’m supposed to believe you?” 
 
   “You’re still alive, aren’t you?”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Matt tried not to smile as he reentered his office. Driving that stupid truck made him feel like a kid again. It was like somebody had crossbred a hot-rod to a 4X4 and then gave it a pickup body. He hated to admit it, but he thought maybe Mark had hit a homerun with this one. He couldn’t find anything wrong with the truck other than it came completely loaded, and he just had this nagging feeling that it would be considered opulent for any military group to utilize something like that. A military vehicle was supposed to be bare bones. It was supposed to hurt you when you used it. You were supposed to feel lucky if the heater worked.
 
   He sat down at his desk and pushed the mouse to bring his computer up. He needed to send an authorization email to Mark so that he could replace the aging HUMVEES and order the other pickups. The mere fact that they could be airlifted to scenes almost excited him. He opened his email and saw the message waiting from Jack. Opening it and scanning it, he felt the groan in his chest before he heard it. 
 
   “Dammit. On the full moon?”
 
   Matt sat back in his chair and rubbed at the back of his neck. He hated to tell Phoenix ‘no’ on this request. The full moon had historically been their busiest times. But, at the same time, since the showdown in the desert, things had actually been pretty quiet. Perhaps…
 
   Matt pulled his two-way and called Mark to his office. When Tufo kicked open the door with his fat little dog in tow, Matt’s good mood instantly soured. “Can’t you pen that beast?”
 
   Mark ignored him. “You rang, oh puckered one?”
 
   Matt groaned and waved him in. “Over the last six months, how many squads have we had out on any given full moon?” Mark pulled his trusty notepad and scanned through it. Matt cocked his head and asked, “Do you not believe in using your PDA?”
 
   Mark continued to flip through pages, “This is more trustworthy. It doesn’t crash.” He flipped another page and nodded, “We’ve had three full moons with one squad and three with two out. We always have at least one squad on hand.”
 
   “Okay. I just got a message from Jack. The meeting is set for the next full moon. If you’re confident that we won’t need all three squads, check the schedule and see which men we can spare.”
 
   Mark nodded and made a note in his trusty notepad. He turned to leave then stopped and turned back, “I put the requisition for the trucks in your ‘IN’ basket.” 
 
   He turned back for the door when Matt called out to him, “Pretty confident, don’t you think?” He fought to keep the smile off his face.
 
   Mark gave him a slight wave as he rounded the corner, “You were going to order them anyway.”
 
   “No I wasn’t.”
 
   “Yes you were.” His voice faded down the hallway.
 
   Matt groaned as he fished the requisition out of the basket and signed it. “When he’s right, he’s right.”
 
   He picked up his phone and dialed Evan’s lab. “We have a black pickup in the parking lot next to the building. I need you to design something that will support a .30 caliber machine gun for an operator standing in the back. Maybe some type of sling system to keep them from being bounced out.”
 
   Evan wrote down the request. “Just a thirty? Are you sure you don’t want a .50 caliber? There are plenty of surplus parts that I could use to—”
 
   “Negative. Trying to make a fifty cal silver bullet would be cost prohibitive. Even if they jacketed the round, it’s too much. Let’s stick with the .30 caliber.”
 
   “Something like the M1919A4?”
 
   Matt rubbed at his chin. “Naw, that’s a bit dated. Maybe something more like the M240. They’ve got a good record in the field, and I know for a fact FN makes more than one variant.”
 
   “I’m on it, Colonel. How soon do you want it?” Evan began sketching designs on a scratch pad as the colonel spoke.
 
   “We just ordered three more and you know how the supply system works. The one in the lot can be your guinea pig. Use it to test fit your prototypes.”
 
   Evan paused and pushed the sketch aside. “So, you’ll have four of these vehicles at your disposal? May I ask what their purpose is?”
 
   “Ground assault vehicles for the squads. These trucks will be air lift capable and we’re replacing the Hummers with them.” Matt shifted in his chair. “Why? Do you have some ideas?”
 
   “Not at the moment, but if you give me some time, I’m sure I can use the truck as a test bed. Maybe beef it up a bit. Light armor, replace the glass with Lexan. Just, different ideas to make it both lighter and more durable.”
 
   “Make it more tactical. We need something that can take a beating and still be fast as hell.” Matt could feel a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth as Dr. Peters’ energetic enthusiasm began to churn.
 
   “Yes, sir, I’ll pull it in shortly and begin dismantling it.”
 
   “Just make sure you can put it back together, Evan.” Matt hung up and checked the time. He hadn’t heard from Laura in a while, and he was beginning to become concerned.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    Paul stared out of the window of the bedroom and allowed his mind to wander. He tried to replay the events that led him to this exact moment. How did he get to this time, this place, this strange string of events? How did he end up a Judas to his own brother?
 
   He thought back to his hatred of his brother for so many centuries. Truthfully, Rufus wasn’t his real brother. His father had adopted Rufus before Paul was born. Rufus was everything he had ever truly wanted in a son. He was tall, handsome, educated, polite…in essence, everything Paul wasn’t. He understood the nuances of politics. He understood the importance of patience. He had self-control.
 
   Bah, self-control was overrated. If his father could see him now…the favored son. Drinking the blood of animals rather than the blood of humans. What would he say? 
 
   What would he say?
 
   Would he be proud of what Rufus had achieved? Would he embrace this alternative lifestyle like so many others had? True, he could see the benefits, but the costs? Oh, the costs. To feel the strength, the true strength that comes from feeding on humans. To feel their heart weaken and stop under your own touch. To taste the warm coppery satisfaction that only another human could possibly…but, he wasn’t human. He’d never been human. 
 
   Paul sat hard in the old Victorian style chair and sighed. “Why would I think such a thing?” His voice was little more than a murmur in the darkness. He hadn’t considered himself human, ever. Why would he ever compare himself to his food? His mind muddled as he contemplated where these foreign thoughts originated.
 
   He lifted his face once more and stared out toward the open ocean. The inky blackness of the waves as they worked their way across the wind swept surface only to crest and break on the sandy beach below. Paul silently shook his head. “What’s come over me?” Was he finally feeling empathy for the creatures he had held with disdain for all these centuries?
 
   He fished the small plastic black box from his coat pocket and ran his thumb absently across the smooth, shiny surface. “My kiss to you, my brother,” he whispered in the darkened room. “My thirty pieces of silver await.” He studied the small black device and considered the consequences. 
 
   His brother. By his father’s declaration, they were brothers. Rufus was the only family he had left. Paul knew from the moment he was old enough to understand, that he could never live up to his father’s expectations. That knowing is what fed his hatred for Rufus. All these years, knowing that his father loved another more than his own flesh and blood, tore at him, ate at him, fueled his pain.
 
   He slumped back into his chair and remembered Rufus’ words. He would never allow the Council to harm him. He had a plan. And if there was anything Paul had learned over the centuries, it was that Rufus was an excellent tactician. If he had a plan, it would damned sure work.
 
   Paul stood from his chair and stared out at the ocean once more. If there was ever a time to choose a side, to truly choose a side and mean it, then that time was now. Live or die, he had to be sure. He knew he had been hinting to the Council that he knew where Rufus was holed up. He had been teasing them with Rufus’ location and it was all for power. His brother may have tricked him and stripped him of his people, may have bound him to a blood covenant, and forced him to become a Lamia Beastia, but he also saved mankind in the process. He saved the world. He helped put away a madman who was set on world domination. And honestly, how many times had Paul tricked him in the past? Hadn’t he hung his father’s murder on him? Borne false witness against him to the very Council they intended to face?
 
   Paul slipped his hand into his pocket and retrieved the black device once more. Running his thumb across its smooth surface once more, he smiled inwardly. He tossed the device out the window and lost sight of it as it sailed out toward the water. 
 
   “In for a penny, in for a pound.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Team Leader, we have nothing on visual,” Jericho’s static-filled voice squelched in their ear pieces. “Predator is making another round.”
 
   “Copy that, OPCOM.” Spalding turned to his squad and motioned for them to form up on him. As the men settled in, he leaned his arms on his battle rifle and took a relaxed stance, his mind racing the entire time. “The drone isn’t picking up any activity in the area. The 130 is circling and everybody who has tracking capability is scanning every inch of the surrounding area, but there are so many tracks in and out of here, they can’t tell what’s fresh.”
 
   “What’s the plan, boss? Wait for them to return?” Ing seemed antsy. The very idea that vamps were out hunting made his blood run cold.
 
   “For now, that’s all we can do. I say we set an ambush.” Darren turned to Donovan who unrolled an aerial map on an old table. “This is the surrounding area. We have a kill zone here and here.” He pointed out the two areas that were ripe for setting up an ambush upon their return, if they returned through the low laying gullies. “If they come in on high ground, we can set up on what’s left of the roof and wait for them to close in to start the shooting.”
 
   Little John shook his head. “I don’t like either scenario.”
 
   Spalding turned his attention to his junior squad member. “And why’s that?”
 
   “Their senses are too sharp. If these are baby vamps like the intel is pointing at, they’ll smell us from a mile away. They’ll be on to us before we can be in effective shooting range.”
 
   “We have the Predator in the sky,” Lamb offered.
 
   “True, but if they scatter…”
 
   Spalding nodded, “Point taken.” He turned the map to Sullivan. “What’s your opinion then?”
 
   John groaned inwardly but he stabbed his finger on the church. “We rub ourselves down with the ash. We hit them inside here.”
 
   “CQB with nearly twenty crazed baby vamps?” Donnie asked. “I realize you’re new, but, dude, baby vamps are like berserkers. If they smell the ash, they’ll scatter as well.”
 
   John shrugged. “It’s either that or hunt them down.”
 
   Their earpieces crackled and came to life, “Team Leader, you have activity to your west.”
 
   Spalding clicked the button. “Report.”
 
   “Fast moving crowd headed your way. Best guesstimate on strength at eighteen to twenty. Some are heavies.”
 
   “ETA?”
 
   “Five minutes, tops.”
 
   “Copy that, OPCOM.” Spalding’s eyes met his squad mates. “You heard the man. Options.”
 
   Lamb and Jacobs glanced at each other and shrugged. Lamb piped in first. “Ambush in the church sounds good to me. From the direction they’re coming, we’ll be downwind.”
 
   Jacobs nodded. “It will buy us a little time.”
 
   Donovan considered their options then agreed. “It is our best shot. I can set up outside the alcove again, just like before.”
 
   Spalding looked to Sullivan who gave a barely perceptible nod. “Very well then. Man your positions. Donnie, overwatch. Lamb, Jacobs, east side of the building, outside the wall. John and I are taking the roof.”
 
   Lamb jerked his head up. “You’re putting the biggest guy in the world on a crumbling roof? Let’s send the little Asian guy up there, boss.”
 
   “Up yours, Lamb.” Ing shot back as he pulled Lamb toward the door.
 
   Spanky turned to Little John. “You okay with this?”
 
   John smiled. “You want me to give you a boost?”
 
   Spalding chuckled. “Smart ass.” The two men worked their way to the rear of the church and used part of the crumbling porch roof to climb up onto the flat roof of the church. “Watch your footing. This thing really is soft,” Darren whispered as he approached the edge of the parapet.
 
   John stopped short of Darren’s position and slowly raised himself, peering off to the west. “I’m not seeing anything.”
 
   “Me neither, but they have to be close.” Spalding edged back down and John followed suit.
 
   “Closing on your position,” Jericho’s voice came through the ear piece again. “Definitely heavy.”
 
   “Copy that.” Spalding  turned to John and motioned him to the rear of the building. 
 
   Little John waddled low, keeping his head below the parapet and out of sight of the approaching vampires. He leaned against the low barrier at the rear of the church and within moments heard the rapid beat of feet pounding the desert floor. Muffled cries could be heard and he suddenly realized what ‘heavy’ meant. The vamps were carrying back humans to feed on here at the church. Most probably a requirement of their brethren, who were left behind to watch the homefront. He felt a sick feeling rise up in his gut and his mind shot back to his youth, his hand automatically raising and settling on the pocket where the photograph rested.
 
   “Predator shows them approaching now. The first one is closing on the building,” Jericho reported through the coms.
 
   Darren keyed his mic. “Donnie, key us when the last one is inside.”
 
   Two clicks of the radio came back as an affirmative.
 
   Darren watched Little John against the back wall of the church roof and noted the grim determination set in his features. He whispered to his comrade, “You ready for this?”
 
   John raised his face and the eyes that settled on Spalding set him back. “I was made for this.”
 
   Two clicks echoed through the earpieces of each squad member and Spalding keyed his mic once more, “Light ‘em up, boys.” He pulled his own UV grenade and lobbed it across the roof into a gaping hole, right in the center of the abandoned church. Another rolled in moments later from Little John’s hand.
 
   A series of concussive blasts and white-blue light erupted from within the church and Spalding yelled, “Now!”
 
   Little John stood and took two large steps before jumping high into the air and tucking his arms into his sides. When he landed, his feet went through the roof of the church and the large man simply slipped down and away, swallowed by the ancient building. Spalding jumped and fell into the same hole right behind him. 
 
   John hit the floor of the church and rolled to the side, his rifle up and at the ready. His peripheral vision caught Spalding hitting the ground beside him, then dropping to one knee, at the ready. Screams could be heard throughout the building, and brightly glowing cinders of orange ash floated about on the wisps of breeze.
 
   John panned right then back to center. Spalding panned left then back to center, only to find John moving forward and kicking open doors once again. “Clear!”
 
   Spalding heard the muffled staccato of automatic rifle fire from outside as survivors of the UV attacks attempted to flee the church. 
 
   Donovan called out the number of ashed vampires that attempted to leave through the front entrance and dropped by his rifle. One source stepped out that was actually warm blooded and he held his finger off the trigger. “We have a live one.”
 
   “Get em out of the line of fire,” Spanky ordered.
 
   “Copy that.” Donnie was already en route and grabbed the young woman by the arm, pulling her back to where he was previously hiding. Her screams and beating at him in her own confusion did little to deter him.
 
   “Two more over here,” Jacobs announced. 
 
   “We’re securing the heavies,” Lamb stated as he jumped the short stone wall and scooped up the would-be midnight snacks. He handed one frail body over the wall to Jacobs and jumped the wall with the other before reporting both secure.
 
   Spalding watched as John went room to room, ashing everything in his wake. Screams could still be heard filtering through the old adobe building as Spalding fought to keep up with the man, taking mental notes of each ashed monster, how quickly he cleared each room, trying to ensure that Sullivan took no unnecessary risks. 
 
   As Little John kicked open the door to the room where the muffled cries seemed to originate from, short squeals and surprised screams erupted. The large man nearly growled as he stepped into the room and saw what stood before him. Spalding stepped in behind him, covering their six, then turned and saw what had John growling like a feral dog.
 
   Two male vampires held a handful of co-eds in front of them as human shields. One of the vampires had a thin mustache and shoulder length, greasy hair. His dark eyes jumped back and forth between the two operators as they closed the distance between them. “Stay back! Stay back…or I swear to God, I’ll kill them!” he yelled.
 
   “You were going to kill them anyway.” Sullivan growled as he stepped closer. One of the girls yelled out in pain as the vampire jammed a thick nailed finger into her back, right at the kidneys.
 
   “I mean it, dammit!” He jabbed her again, causing her to scream again and her knees to go weak. He held her up with his other hand. “Turn around and leave and we’ll just forget this ever happened.” 
 
   John dropped his rifle and let it hang from its sling. He stared at the greasy haired vampire and shook his head. “I don’t think so.” 
 
   Before Spalding or the vampire realized what he was doing, John stepped forward and closed the gap between them. He reached out and grabbed the vampire by the throat and picked him up from the ground and threw him into the wall. He turned to the other vampire who was still hiding behind the other two co-eds and growled. The vampire turned to bolt from the room, and John pulled his knife and sunk it into the vampire’s back before he could make the door. The silver plated blade bit deeply into the creatures back. The resultant ash that fell to the ground puffed back up and was scattered by the winds.
 
   Spalding fired two shots and quickly dispatched the vampire that John had thrown into the wall. Its remains were little more than ash as the two men tried to quiet the co-eds and escort them out of the smoke filled building and into the cool desert night.
 
   Spalding keyed his coms and called in the cleanup crews, but kept a curious eye on John as he walked to the outer perimeter and simply stood, staring out into the distance. He watched the man, steady as a statue in the darkness and he knew he had his own demons to contend with.
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   “Sweet Jesus.” Matt rubbed at his temples and propped his elbows on the edge of his desk. “Are you positive?”
 
   Tufo squirmed in his seat then crossed his legs to try to keep from fidgeting. “Yup, I even took a team back out to the desert and we went through Evan’s lab. There’s no sign of his schematics anywhere.”
 
   “And he searched everything here?”
 
   Mark nodded an affirmative. “Left no stone unturned was his exact words.”
 
   Matt stood in a huff and turned to his window, his mind running through possible scenarios. He opened the blinds and observed Dr. Peters in his lab. “Any chance he just misplaced it?”
 
   Mark raised his eyes from the thumbnail he had been concentrating on. “This is Evan, Matt.”
 
   Matt let the blinds snap back into place and stared at the tiles in his ceiling. “How am I supposed to go to someone like Thorn and ask, ‘Did you steal a set of doomsday weapon plans from our resident evil genius?”
 
   “I wouldn’t exactly call Evan an ‘evil’ genius. Genius, no doubt, but not evil.”
 
   “You know what I’m saying, Mark. Rufus Thorn is not the kind of person you want to accuse unless you have him on videotape actually…” Matt turned and gave Mark a wild eyed stare. “I don’t suppose you checked any of the security footage?”
 
   “None of it goes back that far.” Mark flicked at a piece of detritus from his boot and sighed wearily. “We only archive three months’ worth.”
 
   “Great.” Matt leaned against the counter and ached for a bottle of scotch. Old habits die hard. Instead, he reached for the coffee pot and poured a large mug of the dark brew. Mark pushed the spare mug on his desk closer and Matt filled it as well. “Any ideas?”
 
   Mark picked up the mug and blew across the surface. “Actually, I do.” He sipped the black nectar and waited for Matt to retake his seat. “We have people going to assist Jack, right?”
 
   Matt nodded and waved him on. 
 
   “So we get one or two that we are sure will keep their mouth shut and clue them in. Have them sniff around a little. Be coy, but thorough.”
 
   “And if they come up empty?”
 
   Mark swallowed another drink from the mug. “Then we call in the big guns.” He formed a half crooked smug smile. “We call Phoenix and have him do some sniffing.”
 
   “What makes you think that he’d rat out his new boss?”
 
   Mark shook his head. “For someone who worked with the man for so long, you don’t know him very well, do you? He’s more Boy Scout than good employee. The only reason he’s working for Thorn is because of the covenant with the pack. And his family is the pack.
 
   “Show him that his new boss is crooked? Prove that he’s a liar and a thief? Thompson will turn on him faster than you can spit. The man is all about truth and honor and those things aren’t just words to him. It’s all part of the code that he lives by.”
 
   Matt studied his XO as he tried to sell him the bill of goods. “I don’t know. You’re painting an awfully simplistic picture of a pretty complicated matter.”
 
   “It’s really not. Jack’s an idealist.” Mark set his mug down and leaned back in his chair. “Look, he was a SEAL, right? They operate under a code. That code is based on honor and integrity. Brotherhood is the cornerstone.”
 
   “I still don’t think he’d turn on Thorn. He’s got his hooks into him. Where would his family go if…”
 
   “The pack,” Mark interrupted. “His father in law is the Pack Master. Do you really think he’d let anything happen to his daughter? Over a vampire?”
 
   “That vampire was his boss as well. Remember, Viktor was Rufus’ Second for…how long?”
 
   “True. But blood is thicker than…well…” Mark searched for a good analogy, “employment history.”
 
   Matt swallowed the last of the steaming cup and rocked in his chair as he bounced the idea around. “I’m not saying that you’re right, but if the boys can’t find anything on their trip, we’ll try going straight to Jack. We’ll see what he can dig up. Or even if he’ll try.”
 
   “He will.” Mark stood and turned for the door. “I’d bet your life on it.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
       Rufus shut the library doors and went to the far corner where the oldest of books rested. He stood silently as his eyes scanned the number of spines pointed out at him until they fell upon the one he was searching for. Pulling the large tome from the shelf, he settled in under a reading lamp at the table and carefully opened the ancient book. Worms had eaten at part of the pages at one time and the leather cracked as the cover was opened. Carefully, he lay open page after page until he saw the passages he was looking for.
 
   In ancient Greek, one of the many origination stories of Lilith laid bare before him. He studied the lines and made mental notes as his eyes ingested each word. Carefully, he scanned each section, hoping to find a common denominator to the previous stories he had studied. 
 
   Some origination stories proclaimed Lilith a vampire. Others proclaimed her a demon. Yet others described powers better suited to a Fallen One. Rufus went back to the shelves and pulled another book, this one an old Jewish origination story. The story of Lilith was far different in it. Yet…there were some similarities.
 
   As he continued to study the ancient texts, the one thing that stood out in his mind was, there was no mention of a way to actually kill her. Another, and much more disturbing thing that stood out, was the ‘mark’ that God had placed upon her as she was cast from the garden. If this was the mark of Cain, she was untouchable. Rufus sat back and considered how the ancient Romans had originally dealt with her. According to legend, she was beheaded, drained of blood, drawn and quartered and the pieces sent to every part of the known world at that time. There they were buried on hallowed ground. No details were found of where or how a marked person could be buried in hallowed soil, but she was laid to rest in blessed soil, never to rise again.
 
   Rufus gently shut the books he had been studying and placed them back on the shelves. Closing the glass doors, he retook his seat and pondered if the Doomsday weapon that Dr. Peters designed would actually work on the witch. Would she be considered cursed or damned? If cursed by God, is that not the same as being damned? He hated semantics.
 
   The possibilities were more than he could consider, and Rufus’ mind was exhausted. He stood and made his way to his bedchamber. His body may have been fully rested, but his mind needed the down time.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Laura tossed the keys to the FJ Cruiser into the potted plant next to where Jennifer parked the car. Jen has already crossed the street and started the Explorer that she kept hidden in town for those rare occasions she wanted to be out and about and her father not know exactly where she went. She pulled a quick U-Turn in the dirt street and pulled alongside Laura. “Get in.”
 
   Laura opened the passenger door and had barely had her bottom meet the seat before Jen goosed the accelerator and shot them down the road. “Why such a hurry? We ditched the black box.”
 
   “Doesn’t mean Daddy didn’t have a backup installed somewhere on that thing.” She glanced to the rearview and finally slowed the car a bit. “I wouldn’t put it past him. He’s more than a bit paranoid.”
 
   “I’ve only seen houses like that in the movies.” Laura propped her head on her hand and let the breeze blow through her hair. “What does he do for a living?”
 
   “A little bit of everything.” Jen took a quick turn and shot the car down a side road, just to be safe. “He inherited a lot of money from my grandfather. He invested in a lot of different side businesses.”
 
   Laura glanced at her driver. “Drugs one of those businesses?”
 
   Jen’s mouth fell open. “Certainly not!” The hateful look she shot Laura would have left a bruise if it had been physical. “More like oil and coffee.”
 
   Laura nodded. “Sorry, I watched too much Miami Vice and that house looked like a drug dealer house.”
 
   “Well he’s not. He believes in keeping your body and mind pure.” The defensive tone of Jennifer’s voice put Laura on guard. She really didn’t need to be pissing off the one who saved her from her kidnappers.
 
   “I meant no offense. I don’t know the man.” Laura stared out the window and tried to find something nice to change the subject to. “How long have you been living in Belize?”
 
   “Since I can remember.” Jennifer turned down another narrow dirt road and the Explorer started working its way up into the mountains. “Daddy always said that it was perfect for our kind.”
 
   Laura nodded knowingly but really had no idea how any area could be perfect for a pack of werewolves. “Okay, I’ll bite. How so?”
 
   Jennifer slowed the SUV for a particularly rough patch and turned the knob on the dash to 4X4. She glanced at Laura then back at the road. “Where he had the house built is sparsely populated. Lots of land to run on when the moon pulls us. Few people to be in our way.” The car hit another particularly rough patch and she slowed a bit more.
 
   “I think you missed a bump back there. Want to go back and hit it again?” Laura mused.
 
   Jennifer gave her a dirty look. “I’m doing my best here.”
 
   “I’m just teasing.” Laura’s hand shot out and grabbed the handle by the passenger window to stabilize herself. “So you grew up down here?”
 
   “For the most part, yeah. I went to school at a private school, attended university in the States. Traveled a lot.” She hit the brakes as the road came to a ‘T’, and she strained to see if anybody was coming from either direction. She turned and sent them deeper up into the mountains and Laura was convinced they were hopelessly lost. “I was on vacation myself when…” her voice trailed off and Laura could only assume she was referring to the attack on Matt’s family.
 
   “I take it you’d never had anything like that happen before?”
 
   “Not that I knew of.” Her eyes stared straight ahead, her mind elsewhere. “I didn’t even know about that until you told me. What if there were others?”
 
   “Matt didn’t say anything about other human kills. Only livestock. That was how he tracked you.”
 
   Jennifer shook her head in denial. “If my Halfling killed humans once, it would crave human blood again.” Her voice was barely a whisper, but the terror was evident. 
 
   Laura rested her hand on her arm. “It never happened.” Although she couldn’t know for sure, she stated it as fact. Jennifer simply nodded as she continued to drive.
 
   “It’s not too much further.”
 
   “Where are we going?” Laura couldn’t see much but tall grass along the road and trees beyond that.
 
   “At the top of this hill is a small private airport. The pilot is a friend of mine.” Jennifer swerved along the side of the road and avoided a particularly deep wash in the steep dirt road.
 
   “An airport?”
 
   “How else did you expect us to get to Brazil?”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
     Apollo stood in line at the BX, a small basket of essentials hanging off of his arm. Although he rarely got out, he still needed to get some deodorant and toothpaste. While he stood in line and waited to check out, he browsed through a small display of paperbacks along the side of the checkout aisle. Apparently zombie books were all the rage these days. He picked one up by somebody named Joe McKinney and thumbed through it. No pictures. That sucked. It wasn’t that he didn’t mind reading he just wished that they’d include a few pictures to help him get an idea of what the hell they were talking about.
 
   “What do they know of zombies, eh, mate?”
 
   Apollo felt the hair on the back of his neck stand on end as he slowly lowered the paperback and placed it back where he found it. He turned and lowered steely eyes on the British bastard that had the nerve to simply walk up and speak to him. “I thought they buried you under a building?” He turned back and faced the line again.
 
   Ex-SAS Major Sheridan leaned against a folding metal cane and stepped closer to Apollo. “Oh, they wanted to. Trust me. But once I told them everything that happened, they put my family in hiding.” He broke into a toothy smile that didn’t fool Apollo for an instant. “They called it ‘witness protection’, but you and I know that’s not entirely accurate, don’t we?”
 
   Apollo exhaled long and slow and did his best not to lose patience. “Why are you here, Sheridan? Looking to get other parts of your body shot?” He could feel the corners of his mouth threatening to tug upward.
 
   “No, mate, I came here looking for you.” Sheridan stepped closer and leaned in toward Apollo. “To be honest, I’m surprised you’re still with this group.”
 
   “And why wouldn’t I be?” Apollo fought the urge to face the man, keeping his back to him to prevent his murder in front of all of these nice witnesses.
 
   Sheridan snorted behind him. “I don’t know. I think if the group that I called a family all lied to me about the woman I loved just to keep my head in the game, I’d…”
 
   Apollo spun on him, his finger jabbing Sheridan sharply in the chest. “Don’t you ever mention Maria again, you understand me? Not if you want to keep breathing.” His voice was low and deep, reminding Sheridan of a growl.
 
   He threw his hands up in surrender and painted a car salesman’s smile across his face. “Hey, I didn’t mean any harm. I’m not the one who lied to you about what she was up to with that sword swinging teacher of hers.”
 
   Apollo’s mouth formed a hard line. “Nice try, asshole. But they were just friends.” He turned back to the front of the line and felt the heat from his fury gather in his face.
 
   “Yeah, that’s what they told you, eh?” Sheridan pulled something from his coat pocket and flipped it open. “You know, you might keep on telling yourself that, but video doesn’t lie.”
 
   “What the hell you talking about?” Apollo spun on him and came face-to-face with a small LCD screen. Sheridan held it up and away at arm’s length, at eye level for Apollo. On the screen Maria and Hank could be seen in each other’s arms, kissing and caressing each other. He felt his throat tighten up and his chest locked up on him.
 
   “They lied to you, big guy.” Sheridan had the decency to keep his voice low. Apollo reached up and gently took the video player from his hand. “One of the guys…what was his name again? Oh yeah, I remember now. Marshall. Yeah, that’s it. He even walked in on them. Told them to keep it all under their hat until after the battle was over. ‘Need to keep Apollo’s head in the game, don’t we?’ And somehow, I got painted as the bad guy.”
 
   Apollo’s hand shook as he stared at the screen. “Where did you get this?”
 
   Sheridan glanced about and lowered his voice even more. “I’m sure they told you my ulterior motive for being there. I took the liberty of placing wireless cameras all over the place.” Apollo looked up from the screen and narrowed his eyes at the smaller man. “I needed to know where my target would be. His habits, if he had any, his routines, that sort of thing.”
 
   Apollo’s breathing became labored as he stared at the screen. He could feel his hand tightening on the hard plastic case and Sheridan reached up and tried to pull it from his grasp. “No!” Apollo jerked the device away. “I need this.”
 
   “I can make you a copy.” Sheridan reached again and Apollo held it over his head. 
 
   “Beat it, Gimpy.” He gave the man a slight shove and nearly sent him onto his ass. 
 
   “Wait, Apollo—”
 
   “I said, vamoose!” Apollo raised his voice, drawing much more attention than he preferred. He glanced around the exchange and huffed. Shoving the small basket of items he had into Sheridan’s arms, he stormed off and out into the lobby toward the parking lot. 
 
   Sheridan dropped the hand basket and followed as quickly as he could. As soon as he got outside he called out, “Apollo! Wait!” The large black man continued storming out toward the parked cars. “We need each other, you overgrown…” 
 
   Sheridan sighed as he watched Apollo throw open the door to a black Humvee and climb inside. As the big diesel engine started and the vehicle roared out of the parking lot, he leaned heavily on his cane. 
 
   “Well, that didn’t exactly go as planned.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Paul paced quietly in his room, his mind racing. What if the council can somehow still track the device? He knew that he had never turned it on, but what if there was a GPS built into it? What if, because it was no longer moving, they decided that he must be with Rufus? He sat on his bed then suddenly stood and began pacing again. Should he tell Rufus? Just, come clean? Explain that he had been tempted by the council? Stretch the truth a little and say that they came to him, rather than the other way around. Yeah…he could do that. And since Rufus didn’t release him from the covenant, he was powerless and nearly penniless. He was just SO tempted. But he didn’t do it. He changed his mind. He would swear his total allegiance to his brother.
 
   Paul sat on the bed again and held his head in his hands. Rufus would never believe me if I swore my allegiance to him. Hell, I wouldn’t believe me. He felt like weeping.
 
   A knock at the door broke him from his somber pity party and he ran his fingers through his hair and wiped at his face. “Yes? Come in.”
 
   His door opened slightly and a woman stepped inside. “I brought you some blankets and some fresh blood as a bed time snack. Monsieur Thorn said that you liked this particular blend.” She smiled sheepishly and set the pitcher down beside the bed and placed two folded blankets at the foot. As she turned to leave, Paul reached out and touched her arm. He was shocked when she didn’t cringe from his touch. 
 
   “Pardon me, I don’t know your name, but…” He cleared his throat and lowered his voice. “My brother, he is a good man, yes?”
 
   The woman smiled broadly and nodded. “Yes, Monsieur Thorn is a very good man.”
 
   “He is forgiving then?”
 
   She nodded again. “Yes, he is very forgiving. He is a kind and gentle man to work for. He values trust and honesty above all other things.” She patted his hand and gave him a sweet smile. “You come from a good family, Mr. Foster.”
 
   Paul felt his heart drop, but he did his best not to show it. “Thank you.”
 
   After she left he sat beside the bed and poured another goblet of blood. With just a sip, he smiled to himself. “It tastes so much like human.” 
 
   Slowly he drank from the goblet until he had his fill. He noticed that his stomach still cramped slightly, and that he didn’t get nearly the rush from it that he got from human blood. But he could see being sustained from this mixture.
 
   Paul stretched out on the bed and stared at the exposed beams of the ceiling. “He values trust and honesty above all else…” He shook his head as he realized that he couldn’t come clean. He could swear his allegiance to his brother and mean it, but he could never allow Rufus to know that he had been sending messages to the council. He could never let him know that he had brought a homing device here with the intent of leading the council assassins to his brother’s door.
 
   As he closed his eyes and prepared to sleep, his final thought of the day was of what he might do if the council betrayed him in front of his brother once they reached Geneva.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Team Two had just disembarked and was restoring their go packs. Putting away their gear, the men were solemn in the knowledge that the hunting party had slipped out while they were in transit. People had suffered that night. Some had died, simply because they couldn’t infil close enough to close the gap before the hunting party departed.
 
   Spalding watched Little John as he went through the motions along with the other men. The usual jovial attitude and jokes were absent. He wasn’t sure if it was the men coming down off the adrenaline rush, fatigue, or the realization that they were too late to save them all.
 
   Spanky felt like he needed to say something. Anything.
 
   He stopped packing his bag and looked up at the grim faces around him. “We did everything we could tonight.” He watched as each man paused in what they were doing and turned their attention to him. “We just didn’t show up in time.”
 
   One by one, each man slowly accepted his words and gave a slight nod or some other form of acknowledgement. Lamb finally spoke up as he shoved the final items into his bag. “Still doesn’t make it right, boss.”
 
   “I know it doesn’t. But there was nothing else we could do. You got the heavies out of the line of fire we saved the ones they brought back.”
 
   “We didn’t miss them by much.” Donovan leaned against the table and rubbed at his temples. “Sometimes I wish we could just go in guns blazing. Drop a fucking bomb on them from the 130 and be done with it.”
 
   Jacobs nodded, a grim smirk pulling at his mouth. “A MOAB from high altitude would be quicker.”
 
   Spanky held up a hand to stop them before it got out of hand. “You guys know why we can’t. We needed to verify they were in there. If there were civilians with them, we needed to make an effort to save them. Not to mention the clean-up crews.”
 
   “Screw the clean-up crews,” Lamb interjected. “With a big enough ordinance, they wouldn’t even be needed.”
 
   Spalding gave him a knowing look. “Right. And if there had been civilians in there? Or if they were in a populated area?”
 
   “Boss is right,” Little John finally spoke up. “We can’t save them all.” All eyes turned to him, some in disbelief. “All we can do is give it our best and save the ones we can. And make the blood suckers pay for hurting the ones we can’t save.” He shoved his knife into the Kevlar sheath and slid it into his pack. He turned and hung it back on the wall where he kept it stowed then turned back to Spanky. “I’m going to start my report.”
 
   Spalding nodded as the big man walked off then met the eyes of the other squad members. “He’s right.”
 
   Donovan watched the oversized man walk away. “He’s got ice water in his veins.”
 
   Spalding turned and watched as Little John disappeared around the corner. “I don’t think so.” He turned back to the group and met their gaze. “He just has other issues that he’s dealing with.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Mueller finished up his paperwork and was preparing to meet Babs for lunch when Jack’s office phone rang. He looked at the caller ID and plucked the receiver up from the cradle. “Dog Pound, Head Bitch speaking.”
 
   Matt pulled the phone from his ear and raised a brow at the flippant voice on the other line. “Is Jack in?”
 
   “Hey, Colonel, he’s around here somewhere. Let me see if I can find him.”
 
   “Mueller?”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Robert smiled as he leaned back in his chair. “It’s good to hear a friendly voice, Colonel.”
 
   “I was wondering how you were liking it there. Hadn’t heard from ya, son.”
 
   Mueller shifted the phone to his other ear and motioned to one of the Lycans in the office. Covering the mouthpiece he whispered, “Find Jack.” He returned his attention to the phone, “Yeah, we love it here, Colonel. Fun and sun, 24/7.”
 
   Matt grunted. “Yeah, I bet. From what I understand, Phoenix is a slave driver.”
 
   “Only to the untrained, sir. I’ve actually been helping him whip these pups into shape.” Mueller sat forward in his chair, his voice losing its playful tone. “I gotta say, sir, these guys could hold their own with just about any squad out there.”
 
   “And why exactly do you fellas need this private army?” Matt already heard Jack’s reasoning. He actually bought the story and for the most part agreed with the man. Curiosity had him asking again, just to see if the stories jived.
 
   “Sheesh, Colonel, Rufus is a pretty important guy with the Lamia Beastia. He’s like the head honcho. Plus, he’s got a death sentence on his head from the vampire government. He needs all the protection he can get.”
 
   Matt nodded when Mueller’s story coincided with Jack’s. “Well, Bob, I’ll give you boys this, if you’re gonna throw together a werewolf army, I can’t think of anybody more capable of training them than you two.”
 
   Matt could hear the phone shuffling around on Mueller’s side. “Thank you, Colonel. That means a lot coming from you. And, Jack’s about to waltz in here, so…”
 
   “Understood, son. Good talking to you. Tell your missus and son I said ‘howdy’.”
 
   “Will do, sir. Here he is.”
 
   Jack shooed Bob from behind the desk and fell into his chair. “Colonel. How you doing, sir?”
 
   “Good, Phoenix, I wanted to touch base with you on this full moon op you got going on.” Matt took a sip from his coffee. “We’ll have one squad available but until we draw closer to the actual date, I can’t be sure which squad that will be.”
 
   “So you’re telling me there’s a chance you’ll have some guys with enough jump experience to loan me?”
 
   “Mark talked with them and it looks like all of the veterans are willing. Even some of the newer guys that you met when you came back are willing. We do have a handful of rookies that don’t know you, so we didn’t even bother talking to them. Besides that, they’re pretty green when it comes to stuff like what you’re asking.”
 
   “Understood, Colonel.” Jack made notes in the side margin of his desk calendar. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you doing this.”
 
   “That’s okay, Phoenix. You helped hold the squad together after you returned, and you stayed until we were finished with the Sicarii. I figure this is the least we could do.”
 
   “If you can, Matt, give me a heads-up on who you think will be available as we get closer and I’ll make sure the jet is standing by at Wiley Post.”
 
   “Will do, son.” Matt fought the urge to ask him about Dr. Evan’s notebook. He wanted to plant the seed and see if Jack could do a little checking on his own before the boys got there, but he didn’t want to tip his hand too soon. “Give me a call if you need anything else.”
 
   “Roger that, sir.”
 
   As Matt hung up the phone he contemplated the ramifications of Rufus having taken the plans. If he had, what were his intentions? Did he have a target in mind? Did he intend to actually deploy the weapon? Did he destroy the plans as a method of self-preservation? Too many thoughts raced through his mind at once and he couldn’t decide which one was the most plausible.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Damien stood on the docks and watched as the different ships loaded for the short journey across the channel to the mainland. He wanted to try to find something smaller that they could charter privately, but once the sun went down, most charter craft were shut down. He looked about until he saw a small container craft being loaded. 
 
   He hopped the short fence and approached the men working the docks. “Where’s this one headed?”
 
   “You lost, mate?” a bearded man asked as he stepped down from a small forklift. “You’re not supposed to be back here.”
 
   Damien contemplated putting the man in his place, but instead, lowered his eyes. “My most sincere apologies, sir. I was just trying to find a ship headed to Italy.”
 
   “These aren’t passenger ships, friend. And you aren’t supposed to be on these docks. You could get hurt.” The bearded man slowly approached him and eyed him warily.
 
   “I know that, and again, I apologize.” Damien motioned back over his shoulder. “I have a few small crates that I have to get shipped to Rome. Obviously I’m not from around here and…” he looked to the man with pleading eyes. “Can you help me out?”
 
   The bearded man studied the American and shook his head. “I’m really not supposed to even talk to you.” He quickly glanced over his shoulder. “What all do ye have?”
 
   “Three crates. One weighs about eighty pounds and the other two are about two hundred pounds each.”
 
   The man scratched at the back of his neck and considered the possibilities. “The shipping clerks are all closed. I dunna think I can get you manifested.”
 
   Damien reached into his pocket and pulled a small wad of bills. “If there was any way you could take care of this for me, I could make it worth your while.”
 
   The bearded man stared at the small wad of bills and then back over his shoulder at his mates still working the docks. Finally he nodded his head. “Okay, look, bring the crates down to the edge of the fence there.” He pointed to the edge of the yard and the chain link fence near the gate. “I’ll be by in about an hour to pick them up and I’ll create some paperwork for you. But once they reach the pier in Italy, your people will have to come and pick them up.”
 
   Damien smiled and thrust out the small wad of bills. “I’ll let them know.”
 
   The bearded man accepted the bills and shoved them into his pocket without counting them. “One hour. Right over there.”
 
   “One hour.” Damien turned and trotted off out of sight while the bearded man climbed back onto his lift.
 
   As he approached the beat up flatbed truck, Rachel sat nervously in the cab, chewing at the edge of her thumbnail. “The sun will be up soon.”
 
   “I know, but I have it figured out.” He opened her door and pulled her from the cab. “I have a guy that’s going to load us on the next ship to Italy.”
 
   She balked momentarily and gave him a wide eyed stare. “I told you I wouldn’t go back to Rome.”
 
   “Not Rome, darling, just Italy. I’ll go to Rome and get the pieces we need. You can stay at a nice little villa on the edge of town and have an all day brunch, okay?” He held his hand out to her and waited until she took his hand in hers.
 
   “Let me guess. Shipping crates?”
 
   “Yeah. Too close to coffins for my tastes, but we do what we have to do.” He walked her to the edge of the fence and had her stand by to keep watch. He trotted back to the truck and pulled the bag of remains from the toolbox under the bed and quickly shoved them into a wooden box, hammering the top shut. He then grabbed a long tall crate and carried it to where she stood and helped her to step inside. “See you in Italy, darling.”
 
   She nodded and leaned back into the shaved wood stuffing. He placed the lid over the top and hammered the cover in place. Then he slowly lowered the crate to the ground and placed a sticker of the Italian flag on the top. He placed another on the top of the smaller box with the remains. He then pulled his own crate next to hers and placed the Italian flag sticker on the top, pulled it over the top and using a screw gun, attached the top from the inside.
 
   Settling into the shaved wood stuffing he closed his eyes and waited. It wasn’t long before he heard the forklift arrive and felt the crate being jostled as it was loaded onto the tines of the forklift. He heard more than felt the other crates being stacked on top of his larger crate, then felt the rocking of the forklift as it carried them to the ship and stacked them with the other goods being carried across the channel. He heard a hand slap something against the side of the box and assumed it was whatever paperwork the bearded man spoke of.
 
   Damien exhaled softly as he finally felt somewhat safe for the ride. The final leg of their journey was about to begin.
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   “I almost told him.” Matt shut Tufo’s door and nearly fell onto the overstuffed couch across from his XO. The flat faced fart factory sleeping on the other end merely snorted and rolled over exposing his belly and private parts to the world.
 
   “Nearly told who what?” Tufo closed the folder he held in his hands and quietly slipped a pair of reading glasses from the bridge of his nose.
 
   Matt absently reached out and rubbed the bulldog’s tummy, watching his hind leg kick gently in his sleep. “Jack. I called to verify the…” his voice trailed off. “Aww, shit. I called because I wanted to ask him if he’d seen that damned notebook. I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Instead I told him we’d have a squad available.”
 
   “Normally I’d tease you for chickening out, but I think you made the right call in keeping it close to the vest.” Mark set the folder aside and leaned back in his chair. “We’re going to have to play this with kid gloves, Matt. You know Jack, he’s a good guy, but he’s a part of that group now. That’s his home for all intents and purposes.”
 
   “I know.” Matt stopped rubbing the dog and leaned against the arm of the couch. “I don’t know why I thought I should confide in him, but as soon as I heard Mueller’s voice on the line, I switched gears.”
 
   “Why on earth would you tip our hand so early?”
 
   “Because I’ve known Phoenix for so long that I’d gotten used to just telling him what I need and he’d see that it was done. For a moment I’d nearly forgotten that he’s not part of the squad anymore.” 
 
   “You’re right there. Whether we like it or not, he’s in bed with them now.”
 
   “I wouldn’t go that far. He may be ‘with’ them, but he’s not with them. He works for Thorn but only because he married into…”
 
   “The mob?” Tufo nearly cracked a smile.
 
   “The pack. It’s their agreement with Thorn that has him stuck there.”
 
   “How did he sound when you talked to him?”
 
   Matt raised his brows. “How do you mean?”
 
   “I mean, did he still sound like Jack to you? Did he sound different in any way?”
 
   “Negative. He sounded exactly the same as he always has.” Matt had to admit, he almost expected the chief to come across differently since he was now effectively in charge of his own small army. But even upon reflection, he seemed like the same old Jack.
 
   “Then I don’t think you have anything to worry about there. If Thorn really does have something up his sleeve, Jack doesn’t know about it. But for us to be able to use that to our advantage, we have to time it right. You did right by not tipping our hand yet.”
 
   Matt glanced at the clock on the wall and felt the overwhelming fear that time was running out. “I hope you’re right.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Rufus awoke with a start. It was uncommon for him to actually have dreams when he slept. It was even more uncommon for him to have nightmares. He hadn’t had any real nightmares since shortly after the edict was placed upon his head by the Vampire Council. Before that, it was after he had turned on his family and drained them. Those nightmares took far too long to fade. Even when the Sicarii rose up against mankind, he didn’t suffer from nightmares. But this day, he had dreams of her. The one they did not speak of. For centuries, vampires thought it bad luck to speak the name of Lilith. For them, it was like speaking the name of the devil. But Rufus was not your common vampire.
 
   He slipped from the satin sheets of his bed and felt the perspiration on his brow. This is new. He hadn’t broken into a cold sweat in centuries. From a dream?
 
   He slipped from the mattress and went to the wash basin across the room. He wrung out a cloth and wiped it across his face and neck. The cooling water did little to calm his nerves, but it did remove the evidence of how deeply disturbed he had been by his dream.
 
   Glancing to the heavy curtains he noted soft light sneaking through the edges. Twilight. Not quite his normal waking time, but it would do. He dressed and made his way downstairs to his study. After checking that nobody was nearby, he opened the drawer in his desk and retrieved the phone he had hidden inside. He quickly turned it on and checked for messages. He sincerely hoped that there was no more bad news and was not surprised that he had a voicemail waiting. What problems have you encountered this time?
 
   He punched the button to retrieve the voicemail and sat patiently listening to the message. Slowly a smile crossed his face, as the German engineers explained that they had been working around the clock to catch up and were ahead of schedule. So far, they had hit no more snags and expected the device to be ready ahead of their last reported date.
 
   Rufus sighed with relief and quietly slipped the phone back into his drawer. One step closer to stopping Lilith for good.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Laura stepped from the Explorer and looked around the run down excuse for an airport. “You actually fly out of here?”
 
   “Yeah. So?” Jennifer regarded her as if she had spit in her latte.
 
   “Doesn’t exactly look safe.” As if on cue, a piece of tin from the ramshackle building caught the slight breeze and bent away from the wall then fell to the ground. “I take it back. Looks solid as a rock.”
 
   Jennifer fought the urge to flip her the bird. “Never judge a book by its cover.”
 
   “Especially when the cover is falling off.”
 
   “I’d take exception to that, except it’s true,” a husky, masculine voice called from beside them. Laura caught a slight accent that reminded her of Australia or New Zealand and when she turned, her eyes fell upon one of the prettiest men she had ever seen. Tall and ruggedly handsome, his arms appeared strong with corded muscle covered with tanned skin. His hair had a bleached blonde look to it, but it was hard to tell for sure under the khaki boonie hat he wore. “Don’t worry much about the building though. The plane is sturdy.”
 
   Jennifer met him with glee on her face and wrapped her arms around his neck. He picked her up easily and squeezed her. “How’s everything, Squeak?” he asked as he spun her gently.
 
   Her face suddenly grew somber. “Mickey, I need your help.” She indicated Laura with a slight nod. “She and I have to get to Brazil. Fast.”
 
   The pilot turned to face Laura. “Who’s your friend, Squeak?”
 
   “Her name is Laura and…” her voice trailed off.
 
   Laura extended her hand. “And, time is of the essence.”
 
   Mickey took her hand and gave her an award winning smile. “In a hurry to leave our little tropical paradise are we?”
 
   Laura fought a blush and added, “Jennifer’s father would very much like us to stay longer. In fact, he’d like me to stay forever. In little pieces. Scattered all over your little piece of tropical paradise.”
 
   Jennifer paled and Mickey took a step back. “Well, if the great Mr. Simmons wants you sliced and diced, I’d sure hate to disappoint him.” He cut her an even bigger smile and then a quick wink. “How much time, ladies, before the dog pack comes sniffing around?”
 
   Jennifer shrugged. “Anywhere from twenty minutes to maybe an hour.”
 
   “Plenty of time.” Mickey quickly directed the women behind the remains of the building and placed them in the shade. “I was about to do a shakedown anyway on this Baron I just finished rebuilding. I think a quick hop to Brazil would make for a perfect test.”
 
   “Test?” Laura looked anxiously at Jennifer who rapidly shook her head.
 
   “No worries. She’s fit as a fiddle. I rebuilt her myself.”
 
   Laura took a deep breath to calm her nerves. “Perfect. Who’s worried?”
 
   Mickey laughed heartily as he disappeared behind the building. He emerged a few moments later with a charging cart and wheeled it inside the makeshift garage. Laura couldn’t contain her curiosity and followed him inside. She watched as he attached the charger to the batteries then ran a long hose to the fuel filler and began filling the tanks on the craft. He caught her watching him and shot her another smile. “Shouldn’t be but a few more minutes. We’ll be airborne in fifteen or twenty and you can forget all about Walter Simmons.”
 
   Laura let out a breath and felt her shoulders relax a bit. “Thank you.”
 
   “Don’t thank me yet. You’re as much a guinea pig as I am, little Sheila.”
 
   Laura smiled as his accent deepened. “I take it you’re an Aussie?”
 
   “Aw, now, did Squeak tell you? I’ve been working so hard at beating this accent.” He pulled the filler hose and recapped the tank. “There. We should be good for about twelve hundred miles.”
 
   “It’s not that far is it?” 
 
   “Oh yeah, we’ll have to stop for fuel halfway there. Even if it wasn’t, though, most pilots prefer to carry just enough fuel to get where they’re going to save on weight. I’d rather carry a little extra weight and know I had enough fuel to take us wherever we needed to go.” He patted the side of the dual engine plane. “Just in case.”
 
   “Err on the side of caution?”
 
   “Something like that.” He gave her a look she couldn’t read. “But when you’re a cat running from a pack of rabid dogs, it’s more like ‘making sure you’re able to run as far as you need to’. Know what I mean?”
 
   Laura gave him a confused look. “Not really. I mean, I understand the dog reference but…”
 
   “Jennifer didn’t tell you?” He tipped his cap back and eyed her cautiously.
 
   “Tell me what?”
 
   He chuckled as he sat on the charger cart and shook his head. “Well, I could smell that you were human, but you didn’t flinch at…” He laughed again and stood up to check the meter on the cart. 
 
   “Tell me what?” Laura asked again.
 
   “Jennifer and her family are wolves. But I’m a werecat. We don’t exactly mix, if you catch my meaning.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Apollo sat quietly in his closet of an office and fumed. He continued to go through the numerous videos that Sheridan had collected and obviously edited just for his benefit. He felt the most horrible physical pain in his chest and twisting at his guts as he continued to watch the short videos over and over. He felt his eyes betraying him as they misted and fogged, then his anger would rise and he’d want to punch something, destroy something, hurt somebody…inflict as much harm and pain on something else as he was feeling. 
 
   He sat alone in his misery and allowed his mind to torture himself. Why had she done this? She knew how he felt. They had talked about why she had her issues…they had worked past it. Hadn’t they? Didn’t they decide it was better to risk loving each other rather than keep each other at arm’s length and risk losing that time together? He thought they did.
 
   He remembered going to Jack and…Jack! He convinced him that there was nothing going on between Hank and Maria. It was just a teacher-student relationship. He promised him. That was all it could be.
 
   And Marshall; that little bastard actually walked in on them and kept it to himself. Why? To keep Apollo on his toes for the desert mission. For a fucking mission?!
 
   Apollo fought the urge to crush the small video player in his hand and instead, mashed the button to kill the power. He placed it into the drawer of his desk and sat quietly in the dark of his office. 
 
   How could they play him like that?
 
   How could they use him like that?
 
   They were his family…how could they lie to him like that?
 
   He pushed away from his desk so hard that he put a crease in the wall behind his chair.
 
   He had to find Sheridan. He needed answers.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “And what if I can’t compel him?” Paul asked as he quietly sipped his mixed animal blood. 
 
   Rufus sat across from him in the study and merely held his goblet. “You can, you are his maker.”
 
   Paul glanced away, remembering what Damien was becoming when he last saw him. “He may no longer be vampiri.”
 
   Rufus studied his brother, willing him to explain. When Paul refused to look up, Rufus snapped his fingers. “Why do you say this? Surely he did not find a cure?”
 
   “No. No, of course not.” Paul took a shaky sip and rested his goblet on the desk. “Before the altercation in Nevada, Damien had…an unfortunate incident.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   Paul cleared his throat nervously. “He temporarily lost his mind, brother. He began to eat of the flesh of others.”
 
   “Sacrebleu! Fils de pute! How could you allow him to…”
 
   “I know!” Paul took to his feet and began pacing. “I ordered him, as his maker, to stop. We cleaned him up, forced some blood into him, kept an eye on him and he…” He sighed and fell back into his chair. “I thought he stopped. I thought he only ate the one woman.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “But now,” Paul stated slowly, seeking his words wisely, “I fear he may have even fed on some of the older vampires.”
 
   Rufus groaned and slumped into his seat. “Well, this explains why the Council fears him so. That he became a ghoul? A true eater of the flesh is bad enough but if he turned on his own kind, he could absorb their strength.”
 
   “Yes, but what he’d lose by doing so—”
 
   “He does not care!” Now it was Rufus’ turn to come to his feet. “We had better pray that he has not turned revenant or even you will have no sway over him.”
 
   Paul felt suddenly very ill. “I’m sorry, brother. I didn’t know he had gone this far.”
 
   Rufus took a deep breath and purposely calmed himself. “It is not your fault. If he lost his mind as you say, there was nothing you could do to prevent it.”
 
   “I could have killed him,” Paul murmured. “I should have killed him. It is the right thing to do.”
 
   “He was your child, brother. You could no more kill him than I could kill you.”
 
   Paul said nothing as a myriad of thoughts jockeyed for position in his mind. He simply shook his head. “I should have staked him as soon as he ate of the flesh the first time.”
 
   Rufus patted his brother’s shoulder. “You couldn’t have known. Besides, we can’t be certain that your child has gone the way of the revenant. For now, we stick to the plan.”
 
   “And if he has?” Paul asked, panic rising in his voice. “What if I have no sway over him? What if he’s eaten from enough of our kind that his power surpasses my own?”
 
   “Then I shall stake him, and he shall no longer be a problem. Either way, the Council shall have their pound of flesh, and we will both be free of the edict.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    Little John stood at the tall metal table at the back of the armory cleaning his weapons when Spalding entered. “Don’t trust the armorers to do that for you?” 
 
   Little John didn’t even look up, and he continued to scrub each individual component with a toothbrush and Teflon infused gun oil. “It’s therapy.”
 
   Spalding took a seat and watched the man as he expertly worked each piece from the weapon and scrubbed it within an inch of its life then wiped it down with a clean cloth and cotton swabs. “Therapy, huh?” He braced his elbows on the table and continued to watch the man work. “You realize you’re putting two very well trained people out of work, don’t you?” He gave John his best smile, but it was completely lost as the man continued to clean his weapons.
 
   Spalding sighed and sat upright. “So, what gives? What’s eating you?”
 
   John paused a moment then shook his head. “Nothing.”
 
   “It doesn’t look like nothing. We came back, everybody was upset over the losses. You’re obviously upset, but you don’t—”
 
   “I’m not upset.” Little John slipped the piece back into the receiver and picked up another.
 
   “Really? Not upset? You sure don’t seem very happy for somebody who isn’t upset.” Spalding decided to push a little harder. “You know, I really want you to become a permanent part of the team and…”
 
   John suddenly snapped upright and looked him in the eye. “If you decide you don’t want me on your team, that’s your choice. If you want me to keep cycling through teams, I’m okay with that too.”
 
   “No, John, that isn’t what I want.” Spalding lowered his voice. “I’d just like you to vent a little. In a non-violent, productive, way.”
 
   “Keeping my weapon clean isn’t a non-violent and productive way of venting?”
 
   Spalding gave him a deadpan stare. “You know what I mean. Just talk to me a little.”
 
   “I’ve nothing to say.”
 
   “Whose picture is it that you carry with you?”
 
   Little John froze and Spalding feared he may have said the wrong thing or pushed the wrong button. The large man slowly lowered the piece he was working back on to the table and set the blackened toothbrush beside it. He slowly raised his face to meet Darren’s. “What picture?” His voice was barely a whisper.
 
   “The one in your blouse pocket.” 
 
   John sat silently for far longer than Darren’s comfort level allowed. Slowly his hand reached for the pocket and he pulled a crumpled photograph from it. “She was my sister.”
 
   “Was?”
 
   John handed the photo to Darren who studied the face. He could see similarities between John and the woman in the picture around the eyes, the shape of the mouth, but she was a far more beautiful and feminine portrayal of the family gene pool. “She’s pretty.”
 
   “She was.” John reached for the photo and gently placed it back into his pocket.
 
   “What happened to her, John?”
 
   Sullivan sat quietly for a moment longer. Darren noticed that his hands were shaking just slightly as his mind raced back in time. The images he continued to replay were just as fresh today as they were the night it happened. Eventually John sighed and raised his eyes to his Team Leader. “When I first signed on here, I had no problem believing in monsters. I had already been exposed to them.”
 
   Spalding’s eyes widened. “Your sister?”
 
   John nodded. “When I was ten. She was nineteen. Home from college. She let me stay in her room with her. I was dead asleep, but something woke me up. I don’t remember what it was that actually woke me, but I saw something.” 
 
   Darren motioned him on. “Go on.”
 
   “I was just a kid, boss. Nobody believed me.” His eyes were red and misting. “We lived in a two-story house. Her room was upstairs. No way to get in or out of the window. But…he did. He picked her up and carried her out and >poof< he was gone.”
 
   “What was it, John?”
 
   Little John shook his head. “I don’t know. Not really. But I think now that it was a vampire.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “There was just a little bit of blood up by her pillow. And she never made a sound.” He lowered his eyes and Darren could almost imagine the mountain of a man before him was ten years old again. “He jumped from the window and…there were no footprints in the yard.”
 
   “Did you tell anybody?”
 
   John’s head snapped up. “I told everybody. My parents, the cops, her friends…everybody. Nobody believed me. Said I was watching too many movies or something. But I know what I saw.”
 
   “I believe you.” Darren patted his arm. 
 
   John nodded slightly. “Ever since I came on here…I just…”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I look for her, ya know? If we run into vamps, I’m searching for her face in the crowd to see if maybe she’s one of them.”
 
   Darren sat back, the numerous dots suddenly connecting. Cautiously, he treaded into unknown waters. “John, what would you do if you did see her out there? I mean, if we were on an op and you saw your sister running around with a bunch of vamps, what do you think you’d do?”
 
   “I’d put the crosshairs on her chest and blow a silver jacketed hole through her undead heart.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Damien awoke with the bumping and scraping from the rough handling of the crate. He could feel that it was still daylight outside, but he could also feel that the crate was being tossed around as though its contents were of no value. The fragile stickers he had placed on all sides were being totally dismissed. 
 
   Grinding his teeth, he rode out the rough treatment until the crates were eventually stacked beside a loading dock next to a warehouse along the pier. The rest was simply a waiting game.
 
   Once the sun was down, he used the screw gun and quickly removed the screws holding the top to the sides and pushed the top away. Rachel’s crate had been stacked atop his and both the top from his crate and her own slid to the side and fell to the ground. Thankfully, nobody was working the docks at this time of night and his exit went unnoticed. He found the third crate and pushed it aside, then pulled the top from Rachel’s crate. She came out of the box wild eyed and clawing at him.
 
   He pulled her from the box and dragged her, growling and clawing away from her own remains and gave her enough time to calm down.
 
   “I’m sorry, lover. I-I don’t know what came over me.”
 
   “The small crate was packed too close to yours during the ride over. Next time, we’ll just take a pleasure boat and stay indoors until dark.”
 
   She gave him a wan smile. “I thought you tried that and nobody had evening departures?” 
 
   He pulled her close and squeezed her. “We’ll figure something else out then. No more shipping ourselves like so much furniture.”
 
   “It beats a coffin.” She lifted her smile to him and fought back a laugh.
 
   “True enough. But those damned boxes might as well be one.” He got her settled in for a short time so that she could catch her breath while he went to retrieve the artifacts. When he returned, they were sealed in a metal case. “Let’s see about getting some type of transportation.”
 
   Damien scanned the surrounding areas and came up short. There simply wasn’t much around the piers at night worth stealing. At least nothing that would make their journey a safe one should they be caught out and about when the sun threatened to rise again.
 
   “Just take whatever is easiest. We can find something else later.” She pointed to an old, beat up Ford Scorpio parked beside the office. “Surely that will work for now.”
 
   “If I can hotwire it.” Damien approached the car, ensuring that truly nobody was around. He peered inside the car and found the door unlocked. Slipping behind the wheel he scanned the interior for a key. 
 
   “Check under the mat.”
 
   He shook his head as he continued to dig through the meager interior. “Nobody actually sticks the keys under the mat. They leave too big of a bulge.” He flipped the sun visor down, checked the ashtray, the cup holder, the glove box and was about to rip the plastic away from under the dash when she reached past him and pulled the matt away. A single ignition key lay dull and lackluster in the dirt below. He gave her a defeated look as he picked it up. “Still no guarantee the car will even start.”
 
   “True.” She leaned against the car and watched into the distance for any unwanted visitors. When she heard the starter turn the engine over and heard the familiar rattle of the small diesel, she hid her smile. 
 
   Damien quickly slipped out and tossed the metal case into the back seat. “Let’s go then. No sense in being late.”
 
   “Of course not.” 
 
   Rachel kept her eyes low, but her mind continued to race. She didn’t like the changes that were taking place in herself and she feared the result of their quest. She knew that he wouldn’t be stopped. Not now that he was so close. But she also knew that since she allowed herself to inhabit this body, she had taken on a lot of the previous occupants attributes. And she liked them.
 
   As Damien drove them to the city she looked to the landscape and didn’t recognize anything. He was right. So much had changed since she had last been here. But she didn’t really care about that right now. Her mind kept bringing her back to what was to come. 
 
   The collection of desiccated body parts in the back seat were having more of an effect on her than she was letting on, and she was truly beginning to fear the ritual that he was looking forward to. She feared what she might do, not only to him, but to anybody else once it was completed. The cost of the ritual was high enough. The heart of an elder, the blood of virgins? Enough to fill a vessel large enough to submerge her remains and saturate them? That would take a lot of virgins. And just to make sure the blood wasn’t tainted, they’d have to hit the maternity ward of a hospital…the very thought made her shiver.
 
   Rachel contemplated her fate. As Lilith, the idea of sacrificing newborns would never have fazed her. She would have gladly sacrificed them all and simply skipped a generation of humans if it would have pleased her. But this body she had taken…it was soft. Soft in the curves, soft in the heart, soft toward others. It was really starting to seep into who she was.
 
   She wiped at her cheek and was surprised to find it wet. She continued to stare out the window so that Damien couldn’t see her shed any more tears for children that haven’t been harmed in her name yet. As she watched the countryside go by, she silently said a prayer for the little ones that he might choose and also prayed that something…anything, would come up to prevent it from happening. 
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   “The plan is in place. It’s not the best of plans, but for right now, it’s the only one we have.” Mark sat next to Dr. Peters at the workbench in his lab. “We have a small group of guys who are going to help Jack on some private op he has going on. We’re going to make sure that a handful of them have the lowdown on what we’re looking for.”
 
   “Why not all of them?” Dr. Peters’ eyes widened at the idea that only a few would be searching for his lost notebook.
 
   “We can’t risk having all of them look for it. If they’re all distracted…let’s just say that’s the type of stuff that can get a squad killed. Too many people with secondary objectives on their mind.”
 
   Evan nodded as if he followed the line of thought, but to him, getting those plans back should be primary to any other objective. “And if they find nothing?”
 
   “Matt and I talked that over. We decided to go straight to Jack.” Mark shifted in his chair and tried to get more comfortable. “I know, you must think that’s a stupid idea, but Jack is still Jack. If there’s a chance that Thorn stole those, he’ll find out. And if Thorn did steal those plans…” he trailed off.
 
   “There will be hell to pay.” Evan nodded. “I’m not so sure that bringing Mr. Thompson in on this is such a good idea.”
 
   Mark was surprised. “Why’s that?”
 
   “He’s a shoot first ask questions later kind of guy. If Thorn admits to having stolen the plans and Jack ‘loses’ it, we may never find out where those plans are.”
 
   Mark considered the possibility. “True, but if Thorn is dead, then I don’t guess we have to worry about him building your Doomsday weapon either, do we?”
 
   Evan sighed and shook his head. “But anybody else who finds the plans will be able to.”
 
   Mark threw his hands up in disgust. “Jesus, doc. What do you want me to do here?” He stood up and slowly paced the small lab. “This is the best I can come up with short of storming the place, guns blazing.”
 
   Evan put his hands up in surrender. “No, I wouldn’t want that either.”
 
   “Then what?”
 
   “Just, maybe you could explain to Mr. Thompson that we really need Thorn alive. To give us back the plans. So that they can’t fall into the wrong hands.”
 
   Mark gave him a ‘duh’ stare. “Well, why didn’t I think of that?”
 
   Evan smiled. “Maybe because I have a PhD in—”
 
   “That was sarcasm, Doc,” Mark interrupted.
 
   “Oh.” Evan squirmed in his chair. “It would seem that I’m not only ‘not so good’ with women, but I also lack the social skills to…”
 
   “TMI, Doc!” Mark turned and headed for the door. “I swear to God, if you start telling me what you and Laura do in the bedroom, I’m gonna start walking Hank down here to do his business. And you do not want to have to try to work while avoiding doggy landmines.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “I have spoken to our mutual friends and they are most eager to work with you again, Chief Jack.” Loren’s image glimmered in the reflection of the rock. 
 
   Jack smiled at her and nodded his thanks in return. “I truly appreciate you going to them for me like this. I owe you one.”
 
   She held up a hand and shook her head. “Consider the debt paid in full, Chief Jack. My warriors spoke of your bravery in dealing with the Sicarii. Your people are part of our tribe now. One heart, one mind, one soul, one purpose.”
 
   Jack bowed slightly. “If there is ever anything I can do for you, Loren, you need only ask.”
 
   “I’ve known this, Chief Jack. And it is much appreciated.” She looked to her side and nodded to somebody he couldn’t see. “I must go for now, but I was asked to pass on a message.” Her image fought not to smile, and Jack could tell that she found something humorous.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “While our friends are looking forward to working with you again, they aren’t entirely sure they can control themselves once they are in the presence of the vampires. They said, ‘we may have to take a few heads home as trophies, just because’.” She broke into a toothy smile and Jack found it contagious.
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind when we reach Geneva.”
 
   “Peace be with you, Chief Jack.”
 
   “And with you, Loren.” Jack watched as the rock dimmed and returned to its original lusterless color. He quickly wrapped it and placed it back in the box.
 
   Things were finally starting to come together. He had his tactical force to strong arm the council if need be. He had trained tactical forces that could cover the roof access. He had wolves that could storm the main corridors and clear a path of egress. He had air support and ground support. No matter how he looked at this operation, he felt he had all the bases covered. Now all he had to do was pray that the council didn’t have an ace up their sleeve that he hadn’t accounted for.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Rufus poured over the books in front of him while Paul pulled more from the stack. “I never realized you had so much research material on such a wide variety of topics.”
 
   “Have you watched television?” Rufus asked. “Then you know why I have so many books.”
 
   Paul considered his comment and had to agree. “I believe this is all that concern both revenants and Lilith.” He placed the last of the titles on the table and stepped back to look at the pile. “How are we supposed to find the truth in all of this?”
 
   Rufus lifted his head and stretched his neck. “It isn’t so much finding any one truth as it is finding commonalities in the stories.” He turned the book around to face Paul. “If you’ll look here, you’ll see how this one tells how Lilith was cast from the garden and given a mark from God.” He pulled another title over from another small stack. “This one says basically the same thing.”
 
   “Okay, but what is this ‘mark’?”
 
   “Ah, that is the question, isn’t it?” Rufus sat down and pulled his cognac to his chest. “Some say that it is the same mark as was placed upon Cain. Others say that it is an entirely different mark.”
 
   Paul fell into his chair ungraciously. “What difference does it make to us?”
 
   “The difference is, the mark is what protects her. It prevents her from being truly killed.” Rufus sipped at the cognac and allowed his statement to sink in. “Lilith was drawn, quartered and her pieces cut into smaller pieces and scattered about the known world, oui?”
 
   “Okay, I’m following you.”
 
   “But she was not truly dead, non?”
 
   Paul shrugged. “I have no idea.”
 
   “If she is somehow manipulating your Damien, then she is not dead. I assure you.” Rufus pulled another title closer and opened the pages. “This one tells us that she was a ‘drinker of blood’, a ‘sucker of souls’.”
 
   Paul shrugged. “So? Does that make her a vampire or a succubus?” 
 
   “I do not know.” Rufus pulled another tome to him and opened the book. “This one states that she was a ‘demon spawned from the depths of Hell itself’. What does that sound like?”
 
   Paul sat back and considered the three descriptors. “Nothing I’ve ever heard of.”
 
   “Precisely. We must be cautious in dealing with this one.”
 
   “That’s considering that he’s even in his right mind, brother. He may have heard an older vampire speak of Lilith and allowed the fantasy to grow in what was left of his mind.”
 
   Rufus nodded. “This is true as well. But we cannot be sure. And we have the photos of him travelling with a female.”
 
   “If Lilith is Middle Eastern in origin, she wouldn’t have strawberry hair.”
 
   Rufus gave him a deadpan stare. “Have you never heard of hair dye? Women are vain creatures. Easily bored, always looking to try to improve upon what God gave them.”
 
   “Thank God for that.” Paul raised his own glass of cognac in toast as Rufus simply stared at him. “What? I appreciate a woman who likes to improve herself.”
 
   “You are…” Rufus sighed. “Never mind, keep looking.”
 
   “I still don’t understand what we are looking for.”
 
   “Commonalities. If we find enough stories with the same things in common, then we can assume there is some truth to it. With that truth, we may find a weakness we can exploit.” He jabbed his finger toward the books. “Continue.”
 
   Paul sighed and flipped open another book. “Fine, but I think we’re wasting our time. When we find Damien, we stake the bitch that he’s dragging around with him, and if she’s Lilith and doesn’t die, then we do what the Romans did millennia ago, we draw and quarter her ancient ass and drop the bits and pieces in the ocean.” He looked up from the book and gave Rufus an evil smile. “Or into a volcano.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “You’re a were-what?” Laura’s eyes narrowed as she studied the man in front of her. 
 
   He gave her another wink before he turned and checked the gauge on the charging unit. “I’m a cat, love. As in big, whiskered tabby.” He stood and unhooked the charging unit from the plane and began wrapping the cords up. “No worries, though, I don’t chase mice or scratch up the furniture. Unlike my canine counterparts, I don’t lose my ever loving mind when I shift. And I’m not controlled by the moon either.”
 
   “You’re joking, right?”
 
   “I’m afraid he’s not.” Jennifer stepped out from the shadows and slowly approached Laura. “Mickey’s a cat. That’s just one more reason my father hates him.”
 
   “And why you’re such good friends with him? Anything to tick off daddy?” Laura didn’t mean to sound so pissy when she said that, but the tone of her voice made it obvious what she truly thought of Jennifer.
 
   Jennifer lowered her face and turned from her. “Mickey and I have been friends for decades.”
 
   “Well, all except for the ten years or so you dropped off the map,” he shouted as he wheeled the charging unit out of the way. “You never did tell me where the hell you ran off to.”
 
   Jennifer gave Laura a furtive glance then quickly changed the subject. “My father and I haven’t always seen eye-to-eye on a lot of things, but that doesn’t make me an unappreciative rebellious daughter.”
 
   “Of course it does,” Mickey tossed in as he stepped back from around the rear of the plane. “Anything to get the old man’s goat, right, Squeak?”
 
   “Why does he keep calling you ‘Squeak’?”
 
   Jennifer smiled broadly as Mickey wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “I started calling her that when we were little. When we first met, I gave her a bit of a start and she squealed. It was this high-pitched little squeak. And she was always sort of a pip, so the two came together and she’s been Pipsqueak ever since. I just shortened it to Squeak.”
 
   Jennifer elbowed him in the ribs playfully. “He knows it aggravates me.”
 
   Laura nodded. “I can tell.” She pointed to the plane, “So are we ready now?”
 
   “Right as rain.” Mickey turned and opened the door to the plane, ushering the women inside. “It’s not as large as a jet, but she’s quite roomy for a Beech. This twin prop will get us there plenty quick enough.”
 
   “What’s the top speed on a small plane like this?” Laura asked.
 
   “Small? Well, I guess technically it is a small craft. It’s one of the larger of its class though.” Mickey’s voice sounded defensive as he spoke. “But she’ll hit two hundred knots. Depending on the winds, that is.”
 
   “And we’ll have to stop for fuel? Is that safe? I mean, are there safe places to stop between here and there?” Laura was tired of feeling scared all of the time. She was ready to be in friendly territory and surrounded by allies.
 
   “Oh yeah, I’ve landed at just about every backwater airport there is in these parts. We should be good just about anywhere.” He pulled the seatbelt up and latched it then went through the pre-take off sequence.
 
   Laura sat back in her seat and tried to relax. She knew that it was just a matter of moments before they’d be in the air and away from Jennifer’s crazy father. She could almost feel his men climbing the mountain trying to get to them and her skin crawled at the thought. A chew toy. She had imagined her life ending in many different ways, but never that one.
 
   She opened her eyes when Mickey turned over the engines and she felt a huge weight lift from her shoulders as the large wing-mounted engines roared to life. Mickey continued through his steps then his hands moved to the throttles and eased them forward. She felt the craft ease from its resting spot and start rolling forward as the noise from the propellers increased in volume. 
 
   Laura saw dirt and detritus from the shop floor blow past the fuselage as the craft rolled past the huge doors and into the bright South American sunlight. Her breath caught in her throat as she looked past the front seats and saw that the end of the runway ended in a drop off. “What’s at the end of the runway?” 
 
   “Nothing,” Mickey explained as he continued pushing the throttles forward, allowing the engines to pick up speed, his foot holding the brake.
 
   “What do you mean, ‘nothing’?” She felt her mouth go dry as the craft began to shake and she swore the wings were trying to rip themselves from the sides of the plane.
 
   “Just what I said. Nothing. It’s a sheer drop.”
 
   Jennifer turned in the other front seat and pulled the earphones away from her ears. “It’s about a hundred and fifty foot cliff on the other side of the runway.” She noticed Laura’s face go pale and she gave her a reassuring smile. “It’s okay, Mick’s been flying off this runway for years, haven’t you, Mick?”
 
   “Oh yeah, I’ve only crashed twice.” He pushed the throttles all the way to full open then released the brake and the craft lurched forward. “That’s the good thing about being a werecat. We heal quickly.”
 
   Laura couldn’t tell if he was smiling when he said that or not. She couldn’t even see his eyes behind the aviator sunglasses he wore. She reached out with both hands and held on for dear life. She saw the short runway quickly be eaten below the advancing aircraft. “You do realize, that I’m not a were-anything, right?”
 
   “No worries!” he shouted over the roar. “I wouldn’t risk this plane after all the hours I put into rebuilding her. She’s worth too much to risk…oh, shit.”
 
   “Oh shit what?”
 
   Mick shook his head. “I forgot how big this plane is. It needs a minimum safe speed to reach take off and I think maybe this dirt runway is too short to…” The ground quickly disappeared beneath them and Laura felt her heart skip a beat as the plane suddenly dropped from the edge.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Apollo stepped from the Hummer and looked around the nearly empty parking lot of the Base Exchange. The last he had seen of Sheridan, he was standing outside, leaning on his cane and yelling at him. If only he had been thinking more clearly at the time.
 
   Apollo slowly made his way back into the exchange and looked around. He saw the vendors along the front foyer, past the food court, many of whom were packing up their wares for the evening. He walked past the food court and made his way to the main doors of the exchange. His discarded basket of necessities was long gone an employee surely placed the items back on the shelves.
 
   Apollo sighed and grabbed another basket and headed for the same aisles he had walked before. As he passed the jewelry counter a familiar voice called to him, “This would be a lot easier if I had your phone number.”
 
   He instinctively froze, his grip tightening on the basket. He turned slowly and raised a brow to the British traitor who stood behind him. “I was hoping to find you here again.”
 
   “That’s why I hung around.” Sheridan leaned on his cane, but waved him back out toward the doors. “Come on, let’s go have a sit down. My foot is killing me, and just standing here isn’t doing it any more good.”
 
   Apollo took a deep breath and contemplated simply crushing the man’s skull. Instead, he set the basket back down in the stack he had pulled it from and slowly followed the ex-SAS officer out and back toward the food court. The man pulled out a chair and slowly lowered himself into it. “You never realize just how much you rely on something until it’s taken from you.”
 
   “You wanted to talk, so talk.” Apollo crossed his arms over his massive chest and eyed the man suspiciously.
 
   “You saw the video,” Sheridan lowered his voice despite the fact that they were the only ones in the court. “You know what they’ve done, right?”
 
   “Clue me in.”
 
   Sheridan sighed and sat back, eyeing the large man across from him. “Jack said they infected us. Did you know this?”
 
   Apollo nodded. “Yeah, I know all about that.”
 
   “Really? Did you know about it before they did it to you?”
 
   Apollo’s grip on his own arms eased up a bit and the scowl on his face lightened up. “They did what they had to do.”
 
   “Truly? And did they have to lie to you about it?” Sheridan shook his head. “Did they have to lie to you about her? Even after she died?”
 
   “She didn’t die, she was killed. In action.”
 
   “Semantics, my rather large friend.” Sheridan waved off his comment. “Regardless, did they have to keep the truth from you? Did they not trust you enough with the truth afterward so that you could heal properly?”
 
   Apollo’s mind was spinning and he wasn’t sure he wanted to be hearing this right now; especially not from this guy. “Get to your point.”
 
   “My point? My point is, they lied to you, they lied to me, they put me into a position where a third party could threaten to kill my family unless I did something that I didn’t agree with. They hid the truth from you, and even after the woman you loved died…err, excuse me, was ‘killed in action’, they didn’t have the decency to tell you the truth about her so that you could grieve properly.” He sat back and eyed Apollo. “Are you sure these are the kind of people you want to be working for?”
 
   “What the fuck you saying to me, little man?”
 
   “I’m saying,” Sheridan spoke slowly and deliberately, “are you sure you want to be working for people who you can’t trust? They obviously don’t trust you. Can you even be sure that the missions they send you on are indeed essential missions? Or are they political in nature now? You realize that they’re in cahoots with the vampires, right? They claim that they’re allies that they don’t hurt people, but…they’re vampires for fuck’s sake. And yet, our governments are friends with them?”
 
   “You just trying to confuse me now.” Apollo pushed away from the table and started to get up.
 
   “What about Jack?” Sheridan nearly shouted. “Where is he now? Is he even with your teams anymore?”
 
   Apollo paused and sat back down. “No, he left.”
 
   “He left?” Sheridan tried to appear shocked even though he already knew the truth. “Left? And went where, I wonder?”
 
   “He’s living with his wife. They’re about to have a baby.”
 
   “Ah, so Jack is allowed to have a family. A wife. A child. He’s allowed to go and just make a life for himself. Working for the vampires. Meanwhile, good people like you and me, we get stuck paying the price. My family goes into hiding and I lose a foot.” Sheridan stared at Apollo for a long moment. “Something tells me you lost a great deal more.”
 
   Apollo could feel his chest tightening and his jaw clenched in anger. His fists continued to bunch together and his eyes narrowed. “I lost everything.”
 
   “Yes, you did.” Sheridan leaned in and placed a tentative hand upon his shoulder. “And the real question is, with you having lost everything, and them not trusting you and lying to you constantly, are you sure you’re working for the right people?”
 
   Apollo turned his narrowed eyes on Sheridan and through clenched teeth responded, “No.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Matt walked through the training area as the squads exited the area and left to hit the showers. The smell of burnt gunpowder and silver nitrate tickled at his sinuses as he walked through the CQB area. He could almost hear the echoes of the men as they went through the drills, clearing the blind rooms, dropping the popup targets with blinding speed and racing through the course. He paused and inspected the floor screens where the empty brass fell through for reloading. He needed to talk to Jay Wolf about making some thirty caliber rounds for the truck mounted guns.
 
   He made a mental note to call him as soon as he got back to his office, but there was something about the smell of the burnt powder and the sweat of the men who had been running the drills that somehow calmed him—rather, it calmed his wolf. Was it the potential violence that calmed the beast or was it the familiarity of the smells that caused the beast within to recede and give him a moments peace?
 
   Matt shook himself from his reverie and marched back to his office. He needed to get the order in for the machine gun rounds. The trucks were due to arrive within the week and Evan had been working overtime getting the mounts manufactured. He had watched from his office window a number of times as the vampire worked around the clock, cutting and bending pipe, a team of welders assisting him in the manufacturing of the setup.
 
   He had been shocked when Evan called him down to check it out. A joystick had been installed in the center console of the cab. Should something happen to the operator in the back of the truck, the operator in the passenger seat could then operate the gun via remote using the joystick and the LCD screen that came with the truck. It had been repurposed to be used as a targeting screen. The cup holders had been removed and the joystick installed, allowing the passenger to operate the unit much like a video game.
 
   Matt hated to admit it, but Evan had gone above and beyond on this one. The fabricators were duplicating the efforts now and getting everything painted and powder coated, wiring harnesses built and the servos synchronized so that once the new trucks arrived, the entire works could be installed and the units be operational in a matter of hours.
 
   Matt picked up the phone and had dialed the number from memory. He listened as the phone rang and wasn’t surprised when a somewhat frazzled Lisa answered the phone. “Please tell me you don’t need any more silver ammunition.”
 
   “Nice to hear your voice, too,” Matt deadpanned.
 
   “I’m serious, Colonel. We have three presses running nearly night and day trying to keep your orders going. Your guys need to slow down.”
 
   Matt took a deep breath and closed his eyes. “Trust me, Lisa. It’s not that we’re wasting it. Things are picking up again.”
 
   She sighed heavily into the phone. “Well, we’re doing the best we can, sir.”
 
   “I know you are, and we truly appreciate it.” Matt hated to do what he was about to do next. “I need to add another caliber.”
 
   “Of course you do.” He heard Lisa shuffle through some papers and click a pen. “Jay’s not here at the moment so…hit me.”
 
   “Thirty caliber. For a machine gun.”
 
   “Sweet Jesus. Belt fed?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Do you have any idea how fast the cycle rate is for a belt fed weapon, Colonel?”
 
   “That’s why we need it.”
 
   “You know your last little ‘shit hit the fan’ scenario nearly wiped us out. I don’t know what you did last year, but we’re still trying to catch up.”
 
   “And we appreciate it.” Matt pinched the bridge of his nose. “Look, Lisa, I’m really not trying to hammer you guys.”
 
   She took a deep breath and blew it out. “I know you’re not, Colonel. It’s just…” she chuckled and he heard the phone shift, “we’ve had to add on twice since you contracted with us. And the people we bring on are working their fingers to the bone.”
 
   “Tell ya what, when Jay gets in, have him give me a call. If he decides he’s willing to relocate away from Illinois, I might hook him up with some automated equipment to make his life easier.”
 
   “Sorry, sir. Automated equipment won’t work for match grade ammunition.”
 
   “We don’t need match grade for the thirty cals. This is spray and pray. In fact, we just need silver jacketed. If he can figure out a way to maybe melt the stuff and dip the bullets?”
 
   “I have no idea. I’ll ask him to call you when he gets in.”
 
   Matt thanked her and hung up, wishing again that he hadn’t given up his precious hobby of emptying scotch bottles by the case.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
     “So you’re telling me that Sully’s sister was nabbed when he was just a kid?” Donovan leaned across the table to keep the conversation low and prying ears from listening in.
 
   Spanky nodded. “All these years later, the guy’s still torn up over it. I mean, the guy was like ten? He couldn’t have done anything to stop it, but you can tell when he’s telling you the story, he blames himself.”
 
   “That’s heavy.”
 
   “Definitely a lot of baggage.” Darren glanced around the room to ensure the conversation was, in fact, remaining between the two of them. “Anyway, I put the paperwork in to keep him with our squad.”
 
   Donovan nodded. “Good. I like the guy. It doesn’t hurt to have a walking mountain on the team. They make for excellent human shields in a fire situation.”
 
   “Cute.” Spalding sat back and eyed the other squad members as they grab assed and cut up in the lounge. “I’m going to locate John and let him know.”
 
   “Sounds good. I’m going to stay here and hold this chair down so it can’t escape.”
 
   “Try not to take all of the rookies’ money when they get the itch to play cards. They might need to buy some stuff like underwear or toothpaste this month.” Spalding patted the man’s shoulder as he strode out.
 
   “No promises.” Donnie eyed each of the new recruits as they bragged about their times in the simulators and swapped stories of their conquests both on the battle field and with opponents of the opposite sex.
 
   Spalding worked his way through the corridors until he found Little John’s quarters. He gave a light rap on the door before he opened it. John laid spread out on the undersized bed, a book in hand. “Just letting you know, I put the paperwork in. This time tomorrow you’ll be a permanent member of Second Squad.”
 
   John sat up and set the book on the night stand. “You sure about this?”
 
   Spalding nodded. “I’m sure.”
 
   “Even though…you know, what I told you?”
 
   He shook his head. “About what?”
 
   “About Brooke. When I was little.”
 
   Spalding took a deep breath and leaned against the doorjamb. “It wasn’t your fault, John. You did everything you could do. You were only ten.”
 
   “No, I mean about what I do when I’m in the field.” He looked away, unable to look his Team Leader in the eye.
 
   “It’s the same thing any of us would do.” Spalding pushed off the doorjamb and held the door. “To be honest, I would expect nothing else.”
 
   John watched as Spalding tipped his cap and pulled the door shut. “Be on the grinder at 0600.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Damien drove until he felt he was close enough. Rachel continued to grow agitated the closer he got to the city proper and he couldn’t risk her losing control, not when they were this close. He pulled the Scorpio off the main road and onto a country lane. He continued to drive until he found a small villa away from any populated area. He saw a lone light on from a distance and he pointed to it. 
 
   “There, you can wait for me there.”
 
   She looked to the structure and simply nodded. He drove closer and turned off the lights to the car, his eyes immediately adjusting to the gloom. He pulled the car closer and shut off the engine, allowing the vehicle to coast closer in. “They have a van you can use.” She pointed to the side of the building and Damien seemed more than pleased. The van had the name of some vineyard written on the side and there were no windows. If he couldn’t make the connection tonight, he could pull the vehicle over and sleep in the back until the sun went down again.
 
   “Perfect.” He stroked the side of her face with his hand. “This is providence, you know.”
 
   She gave him a sad smile. “If you say so.”
 
   “I do.” He opened the door to the car and stepped out into the chill night air. Inhaling deeply he walked in a small circle. “We are so close, my darling.”
 
   “Yes, we are,” she answered quietly. Her eyes kept darting to the building ahead and the lone light shining within.
 
   “Are you hungry?” he asked, teasingly.
 
   “I could eat,” her voice purred soft as satin upon his ear.
 
   “Then go. Fill yourself while I do what I must. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” He walked to the van and wanted to whoop for joy when he found the keys sitting in the ignition. “Stupid country bumpkins.”
 
   She slid up next to him and kissed him good bye. “They would have given them over once I ripped their throats out, my love. This just saved a few steps.”
 
   “So true.” He kissed her again and quickly slipped behind the wheel. “Have fun, but…try not to play with your food too much.” He shot her a wink as he pushed the clutch in and let the vehicle roll away from the building before starting it.
 
   Rachel watched as he drove away into the darkness then turned and stared at the building before her. She stepped tentatively toward the lit window and peered inside. She saw a middle aged couple getting undressed for bed. Apparently the work of a vineyard keeper was long and tireless. They both looked exhausted. She watched as the man slipped under the covers and gently kissed his wife goodnight.
 
   She reached for the light when the sound of a baby crying cause them both to slump. She gave him a withered smile, and he crawled out of bed once more. Padding into the other room, he quickly returned with an infant in his arms. The woman quickly prepared a bottle of formula while he soothed the crying baby.
 
   Rachel watched with mixed emotions. Part of her wanted to slip into the building and end their meager existence. To drain them now before the hunger grew out of control. But another part, a foreign part…the part that cause her cheek to be wet with fresh tears on the drive here…that part wanted to drive a stake into her own heart for desiring the blood of the crying infant in the woman’s arms. 
 
   She continued to watch the couple as the man hummed an unfamiliar tune and the woman rocked the baby while feeding it a bottle. That tiny part of Rachel that had infected her with a shred of humanity screamed at her to throw herself on the first pointed piece of wood she could find rather than harm the child…but the hunger in her stomach demanded she fill the need.
 
   She doubled over with pain as she cursed the very ground she walked on. What is worse? To destroy this family one person at a time? To allow herself to be destroyed?
 
   She kept asking herself these questions…questions she had never fathomed before, questions she had never even considered before, right up until she found herself standing outside the bedroom door.
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   Tufo had just finished briefing the selected personnel who were going to Thorn’s island to assist Thompson with his op. He didn’t like this cloak and dagger shit, but it had to be done. As he wrapped up the quick instructions, he asked the men if they had any questions.
 
   Gus Tracy quickly raised his hand. “Gunny, I…er, I meant, Major. I don’t understand why we don’t just ask Jack. I mean, he used to be one of us. Surely he’d still—”
 
   “Negative,” Mark interrupted. “That’s a last case scenario situation there.”
 
   “Why?” PoPo asked. “I’m with Gus on this one. Jack would be the one I’d go to if I needed Thorn’s pad checked out.”
 
   “I understand your thinking, and trust me, the colonel and I have gone over this more than once. If you boys don’t find anything, then we probably will go to Jack. But if we can locate and retrieve the notebook without his knowledge all the better.”
 
   Gus shook his head. “Look, Major, I realize I don’t have the history with the chief that the rest of the men have, but he seems like a real stand up guy.”
 
   “Agreed, but if we go in there and accuse his boss of stealing from us? Especially something that is potentially a Doomsday Weapon to all supernatural creatures, including ourselves? He’s liable to take it very personally. We don’t want to go upsetting the status quo unless we have to.”
 
   Tracy nodded. “Understood, sir. We’ll keep it classified.”
 
   “Thank you, gentlemen.” Mark stood and headed for the door. “There’s a good possibility that you, Wallace and Apollo will be the only ones going there. We had to choose who not to tell about this. So don’t even share it with your comrades, understood?”
 
   “Understood, sir,” Tracy repeated.
 
   “You can count on us, Major,” Popo responded.
 
   “Thank you. Now go act like you were doing something productive.” He shooed the men out the door and headed back to his office. “One step closer.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Paul poured another cognac and slid it across to Rufus. As he poured his own he eyed his brother, pouring over the stacks of books and papers. “Tell me something. In all your years, have you ever encountered somebody like this ‘Lilith’?”
 
   Rufus looked up from the tome he was reading from and placed his pen down. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Just what I asked.” Paul took his seat and placed the snifter on the table. “In all your years, you’ve encountered all types of creatures. Great and small, powerful and weak. But have you ever encountered something like her?”
 
   “We’re not even sure what she is yet.” 
 
   “I realize that, but that’s also part of the answer. There are all types of creatures that we can’t be sure exist, but they are in lore. Have you ever encountered any like that?”
 
   “Like?”
 
   Paul shrugged as he slowly spun the snifter in his hand. “I don’t know. Like, dragons or leprechauns or a minotaur or…” he shrugged again.
 
   Rufus nodded and pushed the cognac aside. “Dragons and leprechauns are real. Though I’ve never had to deal with them directly.”
 
   “Truly?” Paul was suddenly fascinated.
 
   “Truly. But the minotaur? I don’t think any of them have existed in many, many centuries.”
 
   “But they did?”
 
   Rufus shook his head. “Who knows for sure? I don’t see why not.”
 
   “Amazing.” Paul took a long pull from the cognac then set the snifter aside. “So, if these other mythological beings are real, are the legends about them true as well?”
 
   “To some extent, yes.” Rufus spun his book around and flipped some pages back showing a pencil drawing of a dragon. “This is very close to what they look like in reality.”
 
   “And they still exist?”
 
   “In very small numbers, yes.” He tapped the page, “They are nearly extinct now and live almost entirely underground. Those who dare venture above ground, do so only at night to hunt. I doubt many of them can even fly anymore.”
 
   “And the rest?”
 
   “The rest of what?”
 
   Paul slid closer, his eyes wide. “The rest of the mythologicals? Are the stories about them true?”
 
   “For the most part.” He sat back and studied Paul. “Why the sudden interest?”
 
   “Well, it just occurred to me, we’re looking for the things that each story has in common about Lilith, right?”
 
   “Oui.”
 
   “What if all of the stories are true?” Rufus raised a brow in disbelief and Paul quickly added, “Bear with me. What I’m saying is what if all of the stories hold a grain of truth? What if all of the things are true, but the parts that are obviously conjecture we dismiss?”
 
   Rufus nodded. “Go on.”
 
   “Well, it just seems to me, that for the Lilith legend to have had enough of an impact on each of these cultures, they would have had to have had some interaction with her, right?”
 
   “It would stand to reason.” Rufus was starting to see where he was heading with his line of thought.
 
   “So what if we try to implement all of the solutions that the stories tell?”
 
   Rufus shook his head. “There are too many, and we simply do not have the resources to…”
 
   “No, I don’t mean that we try to kill her with each of them.” Paul quickly stood and pulled a small book from the stack. “Here, this one says that Lilith prefers the blood of men and the flesh of infants.” He tossed it aside and pulled another, “This one says that she prefers the blood of young males. See the trend?”
 
   “Oui, commonalities.”
 
   “No, wait. You’re jumping ahead.” Paul pulled another book. “This one says that she can possess the body of whomever she pleases…” He reached across the table and slid the photo of Damien with the unknown woman across to Rufus. “Possess the body.”
 
   “You think that perhaps…”
 
   “What if the woman in this photo,” Paul tapped the photo in front of Rufus with his nail, “is actually Lilith? Possessing someone else’s body?”
 
   “So, Damien isn’t trying to resurrect her?”
 
   “He’s trying to reunite her.”
 
   Rufus studied the photograph in front of him and slowly a smile crossed his features. “If we can truly prevent that, then we can destroy her once and for all.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “This body? It does not have the ‘mark’ from God.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Laura screamed as the plane fell from the cliff and felt the meager contents of her stomach lurch as the increase in velocity caused the plane to suddenly lift and soar away from the canyon floor. “Oh, my God! We didn’t die!”
 
   “Like I said, I’ve only crashed twice. And actually, they were little crashes.” Mick smiled as he accelerated the craft and brought it up to a level cruising altitude.
 
   “I think I’m going to be sick.” Laura could almost feel herself turning green.
 
   “Not in this plane you’re not!” Mick spun in his seat and quickly handed her a barf bag. “I just installed this interior.”
 
   Laura held it close to her chin while her insides tried to find their original location and settle back where they were supposed to be. Jennifer leaned back in her chair and with a sing-song voice called out, “You okay back there?”
 
   “I’ll live.” Laura leaned her head against the window and closed her eyes. “I think.”
 
   “So, no chance you’d want to do that again? Just for fun?” Jennifer was playing with her, but Laura felt too wrong to be baited. 
 
   “How long before we get there?” Laura croaked.
 
   “You might as well settle in. We’re looking at about fourteen hours.”
 
   “Are you serious?” Laura groaned.
 
   “Here.” Mick handed her a canned lemon soda and some crackers. “This will help settle your stomach. And yes, including our stop for fuel, we are looking at about fourteen hours in flight time.”
 
   “Great.” Laura cracked open the soda and took a sip. At least it was cold. She sighed heavily and leaned her seat back. She suddenly sat up. “But the squads in Brazil aren’t expecting us. Does anybody have a phone that will work?”
 
   Mick handed her a phone that looked like a brick with an antennae. “It’s a satellite phone. It may be big and heavy, but it will stay charged for weeks and it will get signal just about anywhere.”
 
   “Thank God.” Laura began punching numbers. “I need to check in with my boss and have him arrange things with the Brazilians.”
 
   Mick glanced at Jennifer. “Are you sure about this, Squeak?”
 
   Jennifer nodded. “I need to do this. Her boss? He may well be my Fated Mate.”
 
   Mick’s mouth fell open and he stared at her for a long moment. “Are you sure?”
 
   Jennifer turned away and stared out at the passing terrain. She nodded slowly.
 
   Mick’s hands gripped the steering controls tighter and his mouth set in a hard line. “Well, no sense in keeping your future husband waiting, is there?”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Sheridan sat behind the wheel of a black minivan, the windows tinted so darkly that nobody could see inside. Apollo wedged himself into the rear seat and watched him from behind. “Where we going?”
 
   Sheridan placed his cane in the passenger seat and turned to face the large man behind him. “We aren’t going anywhere. I just wanted a more private place that we could talk.”
 
   “Man, you better not be wasting my time here.”
 
   Sheridan held his hands up. “I’m not. Just hear me out.”
 
   “Talk fast, little man.”
 
   “Since our little incursion in the desert, I’ve been making contacts with some very powerful people. People who would like nothing more than to see your bosses fail.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “They have their reasons. And like you, their reasons are personal.” Sheridan shifted in his seat so that he could look Apollo in the eye. “These are powerful people with resources that you and I could only dream of. They have a small army at their disposal. Wolves, like us, willing to lay their lives on the line for them.”
 
   “So why do they need us?”
 
   Sheridan gave him an evil smile. “Why not recruit us? Face facts, friend, any time you can recruit one of the enemies own? Have a man on the inside? You’re one step closer to being done. You’re one step closer to wiping him out entirely.”
 
   Apollo leaned back in his seat and eyed the wily little British traitor sitting behind the wheel. “Why are you doing this?”
 
   “Why do you think? Jack fucking shot me in the foot. With a silver bullet. The only time I’m not in total agony is when I shift.”
 
   “You shift?”
 
   “Hell yeah, I shift. I stopped taking that crap right after they put my family into hiding.” Sheridan took a moment to calm his self then began again. “Look, Apollo, you have access to information that we simply can’t get. I know. I’ve tried.”
 
   “What you talking about?”
 
   “Jack’s location!” Sheridan nearly shouted. “We can’t find this stupid island that he’s living on. I recruited some of my old mates from the squads, and they couldn’t get that information before they left either.”
 
   “Wait a second…” Apollo held his hands up to stop him. “Your old squad mates left the team to join you?”
 
   The corners of Sheridan’s mouth curved slightly. “We arranged for them to appear dead, but yeah. Apparently, losing a squad mate from time to time is acceptable.”
 
   Apollo scratched at his chin while he thought. “So, you want me to join your merry little band of misfits, but first find out where Jack’s island is, and then fake my death?”
 
   Sheridan shrugged. “You can do it however you like. Get us the coordinates, and stay with the squads if you want. Pretend you’re still a part of them. And when the time comes, help us mow them down.” He pulled a bundle from the glove box and tossed it to Apollo. “Or you can walk from them now, not tell them a thing and just become a part of us.”
 
   “What’s this?”
 
   “Money. What do you think it is?”
 
   Apollo made a face and tossed it back at him. “Man, I ain’t doing this for no damned money.”
 
   “A man still has expenses.”
 
   “Maybe.” He reached for the door and pulled it open. “I’ll call you when I got the coordinates to the island. You just make sure somebody is nearby to pick my ass up.”
 
   Sheridan smiled and gave him a mock salute. “Welcome to the team.”
 
   Apollo glowered at the man as he slammed the door shut.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Matt picked up the phone on the second ring. “Mitchell.”
 
   “Matt, this is Jay. Lisa said you called with a pretty tall order.” Matt recognized the old tanker’s voice the moment he spoke. 
 
   “Jay, good to hear your voice.” Matt shifted in his chair and reached for the mouse on his computer. “Tell Lisa I’m sorry to hit her up out of the blue like that, but this was a short order sort of thing.”
 
   “She said you’re wanting silver plated thirty caliber rounds for a belt fed machine gun?”
 
   “That would be correct.”
 
   Jay sighed heavily into the phone and Matt feared where the conversation was about to go. “Honestly, between the small caliber stuff and those UV sniper rounds you have me making…I just don’t know where I can fit this in.”
 
   “Did Lisa tell you what I offered?”
 
   “No. What’s that?”
 
   “If you were willing to relocate, I might be able to procure you some automated equipment to make things easier.” Matt secretly crossed his fingers.
 
   Jay laughed and Matt could almost hear him shaking his head on the phone. “We’re not moving our operation to Tinker.”
 
   “I had to try. You know how we like to keep things in house.”
 
   “So do I.” Matt heard the phone rustle as Jay grabbed his notepad and a pen. “Tell me what you need and how many.”
 
   Matt went over the weapons that were going to be mounted to the trucks and explained how they would need enough rounds for four vehicles. Jay was almost in shock until Matt suggested that they jacket the bullets.
 
   “Matt, I have an idea that may seem pretty crazy.”
 
   “At this point, crazy may be workable.” He poured a cup of coffee and listened while Jay laid out his plans.
 
   “Ship me milspec thirty caliber belts that are already loaded and I’ll come up with a way to hot dip the rounds that won’t cause them to expend themselves in the process.”
 
   “Wait…you’re saying use standard military .30 cal belts, and you’ll just silver plate them?”
 
   “In a way. I’ve got an idea for putting a thin layer of silver on the outside of the rounds so that we won’t even have to tear them down.” Jay was scribbling on his pad as he spoke. “That will save me three full-time employees right there. One to tear down the rounds, another to plate the bullets, and another to reload them with fresh powder.” He tapped at his table and studied the sketch he had drawn out. “In fact, if my prototype works, the turnaround time will be right at twenty-four hours. The only limiting factor will be how much silver you ship me to go with the ammunition.”
 
   “Jay, you’re a genius.” Matt pulled his radio and called for Mark.
 
   “Yes I am,” Jay laughed. “Give me a couple days’ time to get this from paper to prototype. I’ll have it tested and hopefully all of the bugs worked out by then. Until then, get your ammo ordered and drop-shipped here. As soon as I get it, I’ll get it plated and back to you.”
 
   “I’ll have Mark order it now.” 
 
   “Hey, before you go, I need to ask you something.” Jay’s tone changed and Matt’s interest piqued.
 
   “As long as you don’t ask for the strength enhancers.” Matt tried to make light.
 
   “Uh, no. It’s something I’ve noticed more than once though.” Jay lowered his voice and his tone became much more serious. “You don’t, by chance, have people watching our shop do you?”
 
   Matt was taken aback by the question. “Negative. As far as I know, nobody knows that you’re supplying us other than a very few key personnel.” Matt felt a cold chill run up his back and settle in at the base of his neck. “Why? Have you had problems?”
 
   “Well, not really problems, but there has been more than one occasion when I’ve found an unmarked vehicle parked conspicuously and…well, it was almost like somebody was watching the place.” Jay chuckled nervously and tried to dismiss his suspicions. “It’s probably nothing. I guess it just worries me since the house is right here, and Lisa and the kids are so close to the shop.”
 
   “I understand completely. Do you want me to send a few of the squad there to maybe check it out? See if somebody’s cage needs rattling?”
 
   “Nah. Thanks for the offer though. If somebody out there is wanting to do us harm. They’d better come very well armed. Everybody who works here is armed to the teeth. And yes, we have silver ammo as well.”
 
   Matt was suddenly uncomfortable. “Jay, let me send a team up there. Just to sniff around. We don’t have any operations going on. We could put them all in civilian clothes so the neighbors would be none the wiser.”
 
   “I appreciate the thought, but we’ll be okay. It’s not like they’re out here all the time. And like I said, it’s probably nothing. Just a bit of paranoia.”
 
   Matt rubbed at his neck and clenched his teeth. “Okay, if you say so. But if you get that gut feeling, don’t be too proud to drop a dime and let us know. I can have boots on the ground inside an hour.”
 
   “Will do.” Jay sounded relieved even if he wouldn’t let Matt send the troops up preemptively. “Just get the ammo shipped up here and I’ll get to work on my end.”
 
   “Will do, buddy. Thanks.” Matt hung up and was ripping a requisition from the pad on his desk when Tufo walked through the door. 
 
   “You rang, oh loud and gassy one?”
 
   “Order up the thirty cal ammo that we’ll need, and have it shipped to Jay and Lisa’s. He’s already working on a way to get it plated and shipped back.” 
 
   Mark looked at the requisition and shrugged. “He’s not going to make it himself?”
 
   “Why would he when he can just plate the stuff we can requisition?” Matt waved him out of his office. 
 
   “Fine. Leave it to me to be the glorified secretary. We really should get a real secretary you know,” Mark mumbled as he trudged out of the office.
 
   Matt stared out at the shining black truck that Evan was putting the finishing touches on. “One step closer.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Robert Mueller stepped into the private quarters he shared with his wife and son. Rufus had given them a converted boat house that had been remodeled into a three bedroom guest cottage. Barbara had made quick work of making it into a home for her two boys and Robert appreciated the privacy once his day was done. This day was the first that he arrived home unhappy since they had come to the island.  
 
   Robert tossed his uniform shirt onto the sofa and slammed the door, rattling most of the windows in the small bungalow. “What’s wrong?” Barbara’s eyes bore into him for rattling the pictures on the wall.
 
   “Nothing.” He sulked into the kitchen and pulled open the refrigerator door, his eyes scanning but not seeing anything. He quickly grabbed a beer and went back to the couch.
 
   “Don’t you try to tell me nothing, mister. You don’t stomp into this house, slamming doors and snipping at people, and then tell me nothing.” She stood in front of him with hands planted on her tiny hips. “Spill it.”
 
   Robert lowered his eyes and blew out his breath as he twisted the top off the beer. “Jack.”
 
   “Yes, I know him. Tall, dark hair, ruggedly good looking.” Robert gave her a deadpan stare and noted her smirking at him. “He’s your boss. What of him?”
 
   “We have an op coming up. I helped him plan the insertion and everything.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So? So now he says he wants me to stay here. That even though Thorn and his deadbeat brother are going with him, he wants me to stay here and ‘take charge’.”
 
   Barbara sighed and approached Robert. She ran her fingers through his short hair and ruffled the edges a bit. “Is that all?” she soothed. “Baby, come on, you’re his second in command. He needs you to hold down the fort in case something happens.”
 
   Robert lifted his face to hers and scowled. “Babs, nothing ever happens here. Ever. He might as well have said he wanted me to take a troop of Boy Scouts on a hike around the island.”
 
   She climbed up into his lap and straddled him. “Hey, look at it this way. We’ll have the whole island to ourselves. Just you, me and…what? Maybe a dozen of your closest puppy buddies?” She smiled at him and played with his ears. “We could make a game of it.”
 
   “A game?”
 
   “Hide the bone…”
 
   “Babs, come on. This is no time to make jokes.” He tried to push her away when she wrapped her legs around his middle and locked her ankles together. 
 
   “I don’t think so, big boy.” She giggled and it made him more frustrated. 
 
   “Babs, come on. I’m serious.”
 
   “I am too.” She held his arms and pushed him back into the couch. “Look at me.” She grabbed the sides of his face and pulled his gaze to meet hers. “Why do you have to be in such a hurry to rush into danger? Huh? Why can’t you just be happy to be here on the island with me and Bobby?”
 
   “I am, but…” Robert sighed and stopped resisting her. “It’s my job, Babs. I’m supposed to rush into danger. That was part of the deal.”
 
   “And now Jack wants you to stay here, right? Maybe he knows something you don’t. Maybe there’s a threat you aren’t aware of.”
 
   “He would have told me. He tells me everything.”
 
   “Does he? Maybe this is a gut feeling. Or maybe this is just a cover your ass thing.” She pulled him close and kissed the top of his nose.
 
   “Or maybe he’s trying to tell me that he doesn’t need me around.” Bob looked away, trying his best to mask his pain.
 
   “Robert, you know better than that.” She pulled hard at his neck to get him to look at her. “When you announced that you were leaving and we were going to move to the mountains together, who asked you to join him here?” Bob groaned and tried to pull away, but she pulled his face back. “Answer me, you big oaf.”
 
   “It was Jack.”
 
   “That’s right. It was Jack. Does that sound like someone who doesn’t want you around?”
 
   “Maybe things have changed.”
 
   “Oh, please.” She pushed away from him and slid from his lap. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned from being your wife, it’s to not assume anything.” She marched to the kitchen and slipped her feet into her sandals.
 
   “Where do you think you’re going?”
 
   “I’m going to ask him.”
 
   “The hell you are!” Bob jumped from the couch and blocked her way to the door.
 
   “You either move or I’ll move you.” The set of her jaw told him that she was serious.
 
   He tried not to laugh and was failing miserably. “Babs…don’t. You’ll only make it worse.”
 
   “Worse than you moping around the house wondering if your boss thinks you’ve lost it? Worse than sitting around here watching you lick your wounds and whine because he won’t take you with the other boys when they go out to play?” She pushed him hard and he almost had to take a half step back. “Worse than sitting around here listening to you bitch like a teenage girl wondering if so-n-so might like her? Please, Robert, just move out of the way so I can walk over there and ask the man why he won’t take you out on your precious little op so we can finally get a little peace.”
 
   Robert slumped his shoulders and shrugged at her. “Fine. I’ll ask him myself.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Tomorrow. When I go back to work.”
 
   She raised a brow at him and narrowed her eyes. “I might let you put it off that long if you’ll promise me you’ll quit being a mopey mutt.”
 
   He scooped her up eliciting a sharp squeal before he deposited her on the couch. “Fine, Miss Priss, no more Mopey Mutt.” He tickled her sides and made her squeal louder until the banging of the front door made both of their heads pop up over the back of the couch.
 
   Bobby shook his head at his parents. “Rent a room already,” he muttered as he walked past them and into the kitchen.
 
   Barbara gaped at Bob who simply shrugged. “He’s too young to…” Bob shrugged again. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “So this is the real deal?” Damien looked at the shriveled chunk of flesh encased in an acrylic box.
 
   A thin, red-haired man stood across from him checking the balance on his bank account. “It’s the real deal.” When the balance changed and the proper amount indicated being deposited, he handed Damien the key to unlock the bulletproof case. “Had a fellow who insisted we sell him that. Said he represented the head of the Lamia Beastia.”
 
   Damien froze in mid-action, the key barely catching the glimmer of light from the streetlamp outside. “What was that again?”
 
   “Heh-heh-heh, yeah, I thought that might grab your attention.” The red haired fellow crossed his arms and flashed a toothy smile. “No worries though, chum. What he bought? ‘Twas a pig heart.” The man burst into hearty laughter, and Damien felt an unease settle into the pit of his stomach.
 
   “How can I know that this isn’t a pig heart as well?”
 
   “Eh? Well…I guess you can’t, can you?” the red haired man said, suddenly sobering. “Other than the fact that we already had us a deal, didn’t we, governor?” Damien almost cringed at the dated and stereotypical way the man spat ‘guhvanah’.
 
   “Do you have any idea what I’ll do to somebody that double-crosses me?” 
 
   “I have no idea. But I know what you won’t be doing here.” He snapped his fingers and figures began emerging from the shadows to surround the pair. “Now, the way I see it, you have two choices. You can try to do something stupid and get yourself a one way ticket to the everlasting…or you can take what you’ve bought and be gone.”
 
   “If this isn’t genuine, I’ll be back.” Damien ignored those surrounding him and released a wave of energy that sent many of them either to their knees or reaching for something to steady themselves. 
 
   The red haired vampire chuckled then shook his head. “I’ll give you this much. You’ve got a set on you.” He turned and walked away into the shadows. “Good evening to ya, governor.”
 
   Damien unlocked the acrylic box and withdrew the withered heart. To his surprise, there was no give to the organ. It may as well have been a rock in his hand. Slipping it into his coat pocket, he dropped the acrylic box and walked past the enforcers surrounding him and back to the van. 
 
   There was one person who could tell him without a doubt if the heart were real. And he wanted to return to her before the sun came up.
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   Tufo finished checking out the modifications made to the Raptor and signed off on the changes. He liked the bullet proof Lexan windows and ceramic armor plating. He really liked the idea of extending the running boards out to make it easier for the troops to jump on while the truck was in motion. Handles mounted to the exterior of the cab made it easier for the operators to hang on during bumpy excursions.
 
   As Dr. Peters pointed out each modification, Mark wished he had thought of it. Each one seemed perfectly logical and easily adapted to the platform.
 
   Mark was just heading back to his office, scribbling notes in his notepad when he bumped into Apollo. “You and your squad about ready for the op with Jack?”
 
   Apollo seemed somewhat surprised by the question. “Oh, uh…I may not be going.”
 
   Mark paused. “Really? You were one of the first to volunteer for this thing. Something come up?”
 
   “Well, I…uh…it’s gonna be on the full moon, right? You never know what can happen on a full moon. I figure it might be best if I just sort of stick around here. Besides, my boys can handle it.”
 
   Mark nodded absently. “Okay. I’m sure Jack will miss seeing your ugly mug, but hey, maybe next time.” He shot Apollo a wink and headed off to his office.
 
    
 
   Apollo watched him for a moment then hurried off to the OPCOM. He had coordinates to download.
 
   Mark went to his office and shut the door. Going to his window, he pulled back the blinds and looked down into the training area. He couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Moving to the other side of his office, he pulled the other set of blinds and looked down into Dr. Peter’s lab. Nothing else seemed out of place. He waited just a moment before stepping out and checking Matt’s office. Not there.
 
   Something felt ‘off’ with Apollo. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but…
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Rufus sat alone in his library, continuing to pour over the stacks of books at his disposal. A light knock at the entrance to the library caught his attention and he waved one of his female staff in. “This package arrived for you, sir. It was in the mail that arrived with the daily supplies.”
 
   “Thank you.” Rufus laid the package down and with his nail, sliced through the banding and thick paper that wrapped the box. Once open, he pulled out an ancient text. The pages were of papyrus and the ink appeared to be blood. The cover, he prayed he was mistaken, appeared to be made of human skin. He knew this wasn’t the Necronomicon. Its cover was stained with blood to the point of being black. He had actually laid eyes on it once. This was something else.
 
   He looked at who had sent it and there was no return address. Most curious. Carefully, he opened the book and turned the pages. It was written in ancient Sumerian. The title roughly translated to “The Book of Lilith”. Whoever the sender was knew what he was tasked with.
 
   Rufus was familiar with Sumerian, but it wasn’t the most flowing of languages. It didn’t help that he wasn’t completely fluent in it either.
 
   Rufus studied the ancient text until he reached one part that concerned him gravely. Lilith’s first lover and a gift he had bestowed upon her. His hands began to shake as he continued to read. “Non. This is not good.”
 
   “What is the problem, brother?” Paul asked as he stepped into the library.
 
   “Somebody has sent us this book. I do not know who, nor do I know why, but it is The Book of Lilith.”
 
   “Excellent. Anything new in there we might can use?”
 
   “Oui. There is something new, but I do not know if it is something we can use or not.” His voice took on a tremor that unsettled Paul.
 
   “What is it? What’s wrong?”
 
   “Here. Lilith’s first lover and the gift.”
 
   Paul gave him a quizzical look. “Her first lover? You mean Adam?”
 
   “Non. She and Adam never…” he looked away, terror painted across his features.
 
   “What’s wrong? Tell me.”
 
   “Lilith first lay down with Samael,” his voice barely a whisper.
 
   “Samael? Why does that name sound familiar?” Paul stared off as his mind searched for the meaning of the name.
 
   “Samael, dear brother, is the Chief of all Demons. Some say that it is another name of Lucifer himself.”
 
   “Holy shit. You’re kidding me.”
 
   “Non.” Rufus found his mouth suddenly dry. “And the gift that he bestowed upon her…is most dire.”
 
   “Don’t tell me. A child?”
 
   “Non, not a child.” Rufus quickly stood and poured himself a cognac then took a large pull from the glass. When he turned back, he was visibly more pale than normal. “He gave her power over the dead. And ability to control demons.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “It’s not like that, Mick.” Jennifer’s voice was barely a whisper. “You know I don’t have any control over this.”
 
   “Right.” Mick continued to fly, his eyes straight ahead, a death grip on the stick.
 
   “What? Did you really think that the Fates would allow me to mate with a werecat?”
 
   Mick groaned and shook his head. “I don’t know what I thought, Squeak. I just…” he trailed off, the words escaping him.
 
   “Besides my father, the Fates decide who I mate with. You know this. I’ve told you this for decades.”
 
   “Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”
 
   “I’m not like you. I’m a wolf. Wolves mate for life. Once we’re bound…”
 
   “I know,” he hissed. “It’s forever. You’ve told me.”
 
   Laura leaned forward and had to yell to be heard, “Hey, what do I punch to make international calls? I can’t get through to my people.”
 
   Mick held his hand out and she handed him back the brick phone. He punched in a series of numbers and then handed it back to her. “I set it for North America. Just dial as though you were calling from your house or cell phone.”
 
   “Thank you.” She sat back and began dialing again.
 
   Jennifer watched her a moment then reached a tentative hand out to Mickey. “I’m hoping that this is all a mistake. But I need to know.”
 
   Mick simply nodded but he took her hand and squeezed it gently. “I’ve got your back either way.”
 
   “Put me through to Colonel Mitchell.” Laura had to yell to be heard over the sound of the engines. She waited just a moment before he came on the line. “Yes, sir, it’s me. And yes, I’ve made contact.” Although Jennifer couldn’t hear both sides of the conversation, she could almost guess what was said. “It’s really a long story, Colonel, but the short end is, I’m on my way to Brazil with Miss Simmons. She’s agreed to meet with you but only on neutral ground. I thought Pablo’s would be good. Close to what she considers home, yet somewhat familiar territory for you.”
 
   Jennifer cringed at the idea of being anywhere that the man might have any kind of advantage but a deal was a deal. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply, trying hard not to let her emotions get the better of her.
 
   “Yes, sir. We are en route now. If you can get away to meet us then…yes, sir, I do realize the full moon is right around the corner, but I’m sure if you let Pablo know then he can…no sir. I didn’t know that,” Laura sighed and rubbed at her eyes. “Well, sir, it is Brazil. There should be plenty of space for you to run wild. Either that or we could tranquilize you.”
 
   Jennifer raised a brow then realized what Laura was getting at. The full moon, the man would need to shift. Nobody would be safe.
 
   “Copy that, sir. I’ll pass it on. See you soon.” Laura punched the end call button and handed the phone back to Mickey. “He said he’ll be on the first transport to Brazil but it has to wait until after the full moon. In the meantime, he’s going to make a few calls and get things set up so we’ll have transportation, room, and board when we arrive.”
 
   “And what about the full moon?”
 
   “He’ll deal with that first. He wants to be able to give all of his attention to you after he gets here. Talking with you is the most important thing to him.”
 
   Jennifer felt the air physically thicken after Laura made that statement. One look at Mick was all she needed to know why.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Apollo stepped out to the parking lot and pulled his cell phone out. Dialing Sheridan’s number he waited for the man to pick up. “That was quick.”
 
   “Yeah, well, shit’s getting real here.” Apollo looked around the parking lot to ensure that nobody was watching him. “I got the coordinates for the island. They was right there in the computer like you said.”
 
   “Excellent. Have you decided if you’re going to stay or come with us?”
 
   “I’m going with you. My boys are going on an op with Jack on the full moon. They’ll be out of the country at that time.”
 
   “You don’t say?” The tiny little gears in Sheridan’s mind were racing.
 
   “I’m thinking that would be a perfect time to hit that island stronghold of theirs. Flatten it. Level it to the ground.”
 
   “I couldn’t agree more.” Sheridan sounded pleased. “In fact, a two pronged attack might be in order.”
 
   “How’s that?”
 
   “Our new benefactors have an axe to grind with your ex-employers. I think we’ll let loose the dogs of war and wreak a little havoc with them as well.”
 
   “You mean you want to hit the squads here at home at the same time?”
 
   “Why not? Odds are, most of them will be in the field, right? You said that some of them would be out of the country with Jack, so…what better time than when they’re at their weakest?”
 
   “What good will it do if we hit them when there’s nobody here?”
 
   Sheridan tsk’d at him. “You’re not thinking militarily at all, Apollo. We need to denigrate them. Knock the wind from their sails. Rub their noses in it. Destroy their morale. What better way to do that than to strike while they can’t defend their stronghold and level their home base? Give them no ‘home’ to return to?”
 
   “You do realize that this facility is a lot bigger than just some rusty old hangar, don’t you?”
 
   “And you do realize that we have more than just a small handful of disgruntled ex-employees. Trust me. When the time comes, we’ll have more than enough personnel and firepower to burn their base of operation to the ground.”
 
   Apollo smiled broadly. “I like the way you think.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Matt hung up the phone relieved to have heard from Laura and excited that things were finally coming together. He couldn’t help but smile at the thought of finally getting to talk with the elusive Ms. Simmons, and it completely amazed him that Laura was able to set up the meeting so quickly. He only wished that the timing had been better. The full moon was simply too close for him to risk a trip that far.
 
   His wolf tugged at his insides, and Matt could almost feel the anticipation, the joy…the elation that their reckoning was so close at hand. He sat quietly and did his best to calm his nerves, to calm the beast within and found that the wolf had reverted to an over-excited puppy. The energy flowing from it was endless.
 
   With an exasperated sigh he pushed away from his desk and headed to the gym. Maybe he could burn off some of the excess energy before he became a nervous wreck.
 
   Passing by Mark’s office, Matt stuck his head in the door. “Laura checked in.”
 
   Tufo looked up from his computer and nodded to him. “Did she have anything?”
 
   “Actually, she did. She located and made contact with Ms. Simmons. They’re on their way to Brazil. Apparently she didn’t want to come back here for obvious reasons. Laura said that she’d meet on neutral ground so we’re going to meet at the Brazilian squad compound.”
 
   “Makes sense. When do you leave?”
 
   “Not until after the full moon.”
 
   Mark pulled his reading glasses off and gaped at him. “After all this time you’re not going to rush down there and…I dunno, sniff each other’s butts?”
 
   “Jeez, Mark, could you be any more uncouth?”
 
   “So couth me,” he snickered. “Seriously, though, why aren’t you hauling tail down there…literally? You’ve been chasing this little gal all over the world.”
 
   “The full moon is just too close. I want more time. I don’t want to rush this.” Matt searched for the right words. “I know this is a total fustercluck, but this girl is important to me.”
 
   “She must be. You shot her in the head,” he deadpanned.
 
   “Exactly.” Matt let that word hang for a moment, catching Mark off guard. “See, this is why I need to use kid gloves. I need to do this or my wolf is going to drive me bananas. But the human side of me…” he trailed off, unable to find the words.
 
   “Say no more. If some crazy bitch ate my wife and kids and then somebody told me I had to marry her? I think I’d eat the business end of a .45.”
 
   “Blunt like a bulldozer.” Matt turned to leave.
 
   “Hey, I’m nothing if not honest.” Mark stood and caught Matt’s eye. “Look, I can’t imagine what you must be going through. I remember what we went through to track her down and drop her. Remember? I was there. And for somebody to twist the situation around on you like this? I think it sucks. Totally.” He placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “But I want you to know that I’m here for ya if you need me.”
 
   “To say I told ya so?”
 
   “Naw, that comes after. For now, I’m here to help you get buried enough in the situation that saying ‘I told ya so’ will have more meaning.”
 
   “You’re all heart.”
 
   “Yes, I am, aren’t I?”
 
   “Remind me to return the favor someday.” Matt smirked as he turned to leave.
 
   “No way, buddy.” Mark shook his head. “You couldn’t pay me enough to get sucked up into your supernatural soap opera.”
 
   “Like I said, all heart.”
 
   Matt turned to go but Mark stopped him. “I need to ask you something. I know you’re distracted with this deal with Laura and the Simmons woman, but…” he paused to consider how best to approach the subject. He knew that Apollo was the senior squad leader and one of Matt’s favored operators. “Have you noticed anything different with Apollo?”
 
   “You mean lately or…?”
 
   “Yeah, lately. I know he had a rough time getting over Maria’s death and some of the psych guys have even questioned if he should be in the field, much less being a Team Leader. But his behavior over the last week has just been strange.”
 
   Matt stepped back into the office and shut the door. “How so?”
 
   “Well, he came to me about one of the new recruits. He had reservations about the guy. Said he was ‘too efficient’ at killing, or some such. Then he was one of the first to volunteer to help Jack, but just a little while ago when I asked him about it, he said he was going to stay back and help out here because things get wonky on the full moon.” Tufo scratched at the stubble on his chin and shook his head. “Doesn’t that sound a little off to you?”
 
   Matt considered what Tufo was telling him. If he were honest with himself, he’d admit that with everything going on, personal problems with Apollo were a minor inconvenience and he didn’t really want to consider the possibility. But what Mark was describing sounded minor considering what the guy had gone through in the past six months.
 
   “I really don’t know, Mark. All things considered, his losing Maria, Dom being kidnapped, the battle in the desert, making vampires our allies…I can see how that paradigm shift could change anybody.”
 
   “No, I realize that. I’m not saying we haven’t all seen some pretty drastic changes. I’m talking just recently. Like in the past few weeks?”
 
   Matt had to be honest. “I haven’t noticed.” He lowered his eyes in shame. “But then, I’ll be the first to admit, I’ve been distracted.”
 
   “That’s understandable, too.” Mark went back to his desk and plopped into his chair, rubbing hard at his eyes. “Maybe it’s fatigue, maybe I’m getting worked up over nothing, maybe…” he shrugged. “Maybe I’m just worrying about nothing.”
 
   “Oh, I wouldn’t go that far.” Matt leaned against his desk and picked up the autographed baseball from its stand. “I’ve come to trust your gut feelings. If you think something is off with him, maybe we ought to have him check in with the docs?”
 
   Mark reached around him and plucked the ball from his hand. “That’s a team autographed, 2004 World Series Red Sox baseball, thank you.”
 
   “Pfft.” Matt waved him off. “I’d understand your concern if it was a Yankees ball.” Matt had no interest whatsoever in baseball, but he knew it would send Mark’s blood pressure through the roof to even mention the ‘damned Yankees’. Especially after having touched his coveted baseball.
 
   “Out!” Mark shoved him from the corner of his desk. “Out, out, out, out…now. Before I chop off something that won’t grow back.”
 
   Matt laughed under his breath as he was physically pushed out of the office. “Don’t forget about Apollo,” he muttered to the slamming door.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jack went through the dual-purpose tactical uniforms that he’d had developed. Once he’d taken over as commander of the Lycan forces, he knew that they would need something other than simply their skin to operate in. Lycans are formidable warriors, but even the best warriors could use lightweight body armor. 
 
   Jack had worked with the same textile manufacturers that developed A4 and a new material that was heavier, but with more stretch was tested. Although slightly loose on a human frame, once that person shifted to their Halfling form, the material became very much like a form fitting body suit. Molded leather and Kevlar gave the ‘uniform’ a bit of an armor effect to help deflect blows, knife attacks and small caliber weapons fire.
 
   By attaching reinforcements at the hands and feet, the body suit was guaranteed not to ride up the arms and legs and helped disguise those wolves with lighter colored Halfling forms. The first time Jack saw it in action he had to stifle a laugh. The words, ‘Werewolf Ninja’ came to mind, but he didn’t dare say it aloud or his men wouldn’t adjust to it. 
 
   Now that he would be required to escort Rufus and his dimwitted brother to Geneva on the full moon, Jack intended to make full use of the body suit. He donned the uniform and tried it on under a loose fitting tear away suit. Pulling on the suit and then shifting allowed him to see just how restrictive the body suit might be. He was pleasantly surprised that the leather and Kevlar armor plates fit well under street clothes and molded to his Halfling form quite nicely. He tested his range of motion and found that he had more than enough mobility.
 
   Satisfied with his dry run, he shifted back to human form and began packing away the body suit until it would be needed. He wished he knew of a way to fit weaponry to the suit, but there would be no way to conceal it, nor could he guarantee that his Halfling form could handle them properly. He had always counted on brute strength while a Halfling.
 
   A knock at the door caught his attention and he quickly answered it. Mueller stood just outside in the hallway and Jack opened the door wide to allow him into his and Nadia’s private quarters. “I was just trying the body suit. It felt pretty good.”
 
   “Glad to hear that. We spent a lot of time testing it.”
 
   “Yeah, but I never tried one on. I just wanted to get a feel for it before leaving out for Geneva.”
 
   “Yeah, speaking of Geneva…” Robert trailed off, leaving the sentence unfinished.
 
   Jack tossed his things into a go bag and turned to the younger man. “Something on your mind, Bob?”
 
   “Why are you leaving me behind, boss? I thought I was your Second?”
 
   Jack tossed the bag into the corner and began pulling on his BDU uniform. “You are my Second, Bob. That’s why I need you here.”
 
   “No, you don’t need me here. Anybody could run this place while you’re gone. Nothing ever happens here.”
 
   Jack paused and gave him a serious look. “You don’t get it, do you? We’re walking into the Lion’s den there, Bob. There’s a very good chance that they’re setting a trap for us that even I can’t second guess. We might not be walking out of there. I need you here to carry on if I don’t make it.”
 
   “If you don’t make it, then Thorn doesn’t make it. I’m still not needed here.”
 
   Jack’s mouth formed a tight line. “You and I are Thorn’s people now. If they decide to take him out, they may not stop there. They may well take out everybody associated with him. That’s me, you…Barbara. Do you really want to leave her and Bobby’s fate to the Lycans if something should happen to both of us?”
 
   Robert considered the possibilities and shook his head. “No, I guess not.”
 
   “I didn’t think so.” Jack finished pulling on his boots and laced them. “That’s why I need you here. If we’re lucky, nothing happens, we meet with the council, they see things our way and we come home. Easy-peasy.” Jack finished dressing and stood up, meeting Robert’s gaze. “But if I’m wrong and the shit hits the fan? You’re going to want to be here. For your family if nothing else.” He pulled Robert close and lowered his voice. “If we don’t check in at the appointed times, you pack up the family and get the fuck out of here, you read me?”
 
   “Roger that.”
 
   “I’m serious, Bob. No heroics over a pile of rocks on a sandy island. It’s not worth it. Order an evac and get as many people out of here as you can.”
 
   “Where would we go that they couldn’t find us? I mean, you’re talking about the council here.”
 
   Jack shrugged. “I’ll be dead, I won’t care. Go back to the squads and tell them what happened. You know Colonel Mitchell would love to have you back.”
 
   “I guess we could.” Robert scratched at his chin then finally smiled.
 
   “What are you grinning at?”
 
   “Nothing. I just…well, I was afraid you’d lost confidence in me.”
 
   Jack gave him a wide eyed stare. “Wow, Barbara’s right. You really are dense.”
 
   “Thanks, boss.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jay Wolf walked from the shop back to his house and paused at the rear door. I wonder if… He stepped to the corner of the house and peered past the bushes that lined the fence. He couldn’t see the dark sedan that had been so out of place earlier. Satisfied that the vehicle was gone, he tried to shake off the peculiar feeling that he was being watched. 
 
   He went back to the rear door of the house and stepped into the kitchen. “Hi, home, I’m honey.” His booming voice reverberated through the empty rooms. He looked around the dim kitchen and was rather shocked that none of the kids or Lisa yelled at him for being so loud. “Well ain’t that just a hell of a thing.”
 
   He marched into the living room to see why the house seemed so silent and was stopped dead in his tracks. His wife was bound and gagged, her eyes wide with fear. None of the children were to be seen but two large men dressed all in black and wearing balaclavas stood on either side of her, weapons drawn and held on her. “What the hell is—”
 
   “Mr. Wolf,” the voice came from his side and Jay fought the urge to snap his head around, his eyes glued to Lisa’s frightened form. Slowly he turned his head and found a third gunman standing in the hallway. “As long as you cooperate, your family won’t be harmed.”
 
   “Exactly why am I supposed to believe you?” Jay hissed through clenched teeth.
 
   The third gunman slowly strode down the hallway, a short barreled rifle pointed at Jay’s middle. “You can believe me or you don’t. Cooperate and you all live. Don’t cooperate…” The black clad man shrugged.
 
   Jay looked to Lisa who shook her head, defiance raging in her eyes. The rage swelled in him and he was about to seal their fate when one of his kids called out. “Daddy?”
 
   Jay looked to the man in the hallway. All he could see were a beady pair of eyes staring back at him. “There’s nobody in there. Yet.”
 
   Jay shook with frustration. He stared up at the ceiling and prayed a silent prayer. “It’s okay, baby, go back to bed. I’ll be there in a moment.”
 
   It was a tense few moments as both parents waited to see if the child listened. Luckily, nobody entered the hallway. Finally Jay turned to the intruder. “What do you want?”
 
   He could almost see the man smile behind the mask. “I need you to escort some of my associates back out to your shop, disarm the alarm system and then simply stand aside until we are through.”
 
   “There’s nothing out there but some ammunition. You’re risking all of this for—”
 
   “Then you have nothing to fear, correct?” The man waved the short barreled rifle at him. “I believe your shop is that direction, yes?”
 
   Jay blew a nervous breath out then turned slowly and headed back for the door. “Don’t try to be a hero, Mr. Wolf. Heroes only exist in the movies.”
 
   Jay paused at the doorknob and shook his head. “That’s where you’re wrong. They’re on the streets of every city, wearing a uniform of one kind or another. They answer their nation’s call and—”
 
   “Yes, yes, that’s all nice. “Apple pie, mom, God, and country. I get it.” He shoved Jay into the back door. “Disable the alarm now, or your children may wake up orphans.”
 
   Jay squared his shoulders and slowly turned to face the man. “I think I could live with that.”
 
   The man flicked the safety off his rifle. “Fine, then maybe I’ll up the ante. The entire Wolf clan ends here, tonight. Is that enough to motivate you? Because I assure you, our employer has no qualms with us removing children along with their troublesome parents.”
 
   Jay ground his teeth together so hard that he feared they’d crack. He turned and opened the door and headed back across the yard. As he approached the shop, four more black clad men appeared from the shadows and stood on either side of his shop door. “Fucking ninja wanna-bes.”
 
   “The alarm, Mr. Wolf.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah. Give me a second.”
 
   “And, we are monitoring the police bands, so if you try to trip the alarm, we’ll know it.”
 
   Jay paused mid-keystroke, then hit the reset button. He entered the correct code and an audible click sounded as the door unlocked. The man with the gun pulled him aside as his associates entered the shop. Moments later the men exited carrying cases of silver tipped ammunition. 
 
   Jay turned and stared at the black clad thief. “Silver? You’re doing this for the silver?”
 
   “In today’s economy, any precious metal is worth its weight in…well, in this case, silver.” The man chuckled at his own joke.
 
   Jay stood to the side and visibly shook with rage. How could anybody have known that he even had the silver? He knew that his employees wouldn’t say anything. Mitchell shipped it to him in ammo cans, so it wasn’t marked. The bullion came directly to his house and not the shop so nobody knew exactly how much he had except Lisa, himself and the squad administration.
 
   When the last of the ammunition had been pulled out of the shop the men began carting it around the corner of his house while Jay was held at gunpoint. “What about my wife?”
 
   “She’ll be released as soon as we’re loaded and ready to go.”
 
   Jay watched the man who diligently held the gun on him. As his associates carried the last of the ammunition away from the shop he slowly began backing away. Jay moved for the back door of the house and the man stepped in his way. “Not until we’ve left.”
 
   “She’s my wife!”
 
   “And you can wait fifteen more seconds.”
 
   Jay waited until the man started moving again before taking off at a sprint for the back door. He never heard nor saw what hit him, but everything went black just before he hit the ground. 
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   Rufus heard the cell phone vibrating in his desk drawer and quickly removed it. The text was short, simple and to the point. He slowly smiled at the idea of receiving a rather large package shortly. 
 
   “Good news, I take it?” Paul asked absently.
 
   Rufus snapped back to the present and simply nodded. “Yes, it would seem so.” He quickly put the cell phone away and came back to the table he had been sitting at with Paul. “Where were we?”
 
   “We were discussing Lilith and her ability to control demons.”
 
   “And the dead, oui.”
 
   “That was something I meant to ask. By ‘dead’, do you mean us? Or are we talking zombies or ghouls or…”
 
   “It simply says ‘dead’. It does not specify.”
 
   “Because I don’t feel dead, ya know.”
 
   Rufus pushed the book aside. “You know as much as I do at this point, brother. It simply says, ‘dead’.”
 
   “This is enough to make me want to hide in a bunker rather than try to deal with this.” Paul sat back and crossed his arms. “If there’s even a remote chance that she can control vampires, we don’t stand a chance.”
 
   “This is once she is complete, brother. We hold the key to that never happening.” Rufus stood and poured a mix of blood into a large goblet. “Without the heart, she will never be complete.”
 
   Paul accepted the goblet and waited while Rufus poured himself one then reclaimed his seat. “I don’t want to be a wet blanket here, brother, but how can we be certain that the heart you have is actually hers?”
 
   Rufus paused and swirled the blood in the goblet. “We cannot.” Paul began to become distressed when Rufus held his hand up, stopping him. “I paid entirely too much money for it not to be real. We went through verified channels to claim it. I feel most certain that it is authentic.”
 
   “Is there some kind of test? Maybe we should simply destroy it?”
 
   “Non. It is Lilith’s heart. It cannot be destroyed. Removed? Oui. Sealed away for centuries, oui. Destroyed? Non.”
 
   “Then let’s put it to the flame. If it’s destroyed then we know it isn’t real.” Paul was on his feet, his nervousness causing him to pace. “If it’s real, then no harm, no foul. If it’s not real, then we know we’re in trouble.”
 
   Rufus shook his head. “I do not think that we should—”
 
   “We have to know!” Paul’s breathing was rapid and his eyes were like a frightened animal’s. “We need to know if we truly have the key to stopping her or not.”
 
   Rufus placed his goblet on the table and rose. “Very well. Let us test the heart. Then we shall both rest easy.”
 
   “I’ll get a blow torch.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Colonel, priority call,” a muffled voice called through his radio. 
 
   Mitchell was still fighting the anxious effects of his wolf’s expectations and the pull of the upcoming moon. The weight machines and steel plates just weren’t cutting it. He wiped the perspiration from his brow and grabbed his BDU shirt from the hook on the wall. Pulling his radio from his belt he called back that he’d take it in his office.
 
   He took the stairs two at a time and nearly slammed the door behind him before he pulled the receiver from the cradle. “Mitchell.”
 
   “Matt, this is Jay. We have a problem.”
 
   Matt could hear the distress in the man’s voice and knew it took a lot to shake up the old tank soldier. “What’s wrong? Is Lisa okay?”
 
   “We got hit tonight. A group of…I don’t know what to call them. Ninjas? They stole all the silver ammunition and the bullion.”
 
   Matt walked over to the wall he shared with Tufo and beat on it, hoping his XO was in his office. “Okay, slow down and tell me exactly what happened.”
 
   “I was coming in from the shop and these guys had Lisa hogtied and gagged. They were dressed in black tactical gear.”
 
   “The same guys that have been watching your house?”
 
   “If I had to guess, yeah.”
 
   Mark tossed open Matt’s office door. “What the hell? You scared the piss out of Hank. Literally.” Matt held up a hand to stop him, then waved him in.
 
   “I’m going to put you on speaker, Jay, hold on.” Matt studied the phone a moment before Mark reached over and mashed the correct button.
 
   “We have you Jay. What’s going on?” Mark asked.
 
   “We were robbed tonight, Major. A group of guys in tactical gear and automatic weapons hit us and took every round of silver ammo we had. And almost all of the bullion.”
 
   “Almost all?” Matt sat at his desk and poured a cup of coffee, wishing it were scotch instead.
 
   “I had a bit on the other side of the shop ready to melt for dipping your .30s. They didn’t think to look over there.”
 
   “How many were there?” Mark leaned against the desk, raising his voice as he spoke.
 
   “No idea, Major. Enough. They had two holding Lisa and five out back with me. I don’t know how many others there may have been.”
 
   “Did you notice anything about them, Jay?” Matt studied Tufo as he spoke. “Anything that stood out? An accent, a tattoo, anything out of the ordinary?”
 
   “Negative, Colonel. They wore balaclavas and all I could see were eyes. Every inch of them was covered in black.”
 
   Mark shook his head. “Jay, what about their boots? Were they military issue or did you notice?”
 
   “It was too dark and it happened too quick. To be honest, Major, I was scared to death for Lisa, and I just wasn’t thinking along those lines.”
 
   “That’s okay, Jay. I’m going to send a couple of the techs from our clean-up crews to your place. They’ll be there first thing in the morning. They’ll go over everything with a fine tooth comb. If there’s a scrap of evidence, they’ll find it.”
 
   “I read you, Colonel. We’ll confine ourselves to the rooms they weren’t in.”
 
   Mark chimed in again, “Jay, I’m sorry this happened. I’m sure Lisa is wishing you’d never taken our contract.”
 
   “Actually, Major, she’s wishing she’d had her weapon on her when they came through the front door. I keep telling her that they were wearing armor. Her pistol wouldn’t have done much good, but she’s pretty hard headed.”
 
   “Copy that.” Tufo stifled a smile. “I can relate.”
 
   “Jay, get me an inventory of what was lost. Or a close approximation. We’ll make sure you’re credited for it.”
 
   “Colonel, I’m not so much worried about that as I am something I noticed when I stuck my head back into the shop.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “They took the molds for making the silver bullets, too.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Laura collapsed in the rear seat of the plane, fatigue and the constant adrenaline rushes finally taking their toll. While she slept fitfully through the slight swaying and light turbulence of the trip, Jennifer and Mick sat up front silently. After what seemed forever, Mickey finally broke the noise that passed for the silence of the trip. “What will you do?”
 
   “I don’t know yet.”
 
   “If he’s the same one that attacked you? That kept you prisoner for all of those years?”
 
   Jennifer gaped at him in surprise. “How could you know of that? I never said anything.”
 
   Mick turned and stared out of the side window. Jennifer tugged at his arm, “How did you know?”
 
   “Your father.”
 
   It was her turn to stare out the side window. “How could you speak with him?”
 
   “At first, he thought you were with me. He sent his men for me. They took me to him and he…asked me if I were hiding you.”
 
   She gave him a suspicious look. “He ‘asked’ you?”
 
   “Very vigorously.”
 
   “Oh no…Mickey, I’m so sorry.” She reached for him, but he pulled away. 
 
   “I had no answer to give him. When the full moon came and went and there were no reports of you shifting…he found it in his heart to eventually release me.”
 
   “You said eventually. What do you mean?”
 
   “Four months.” Mickey continued to stare out the windows at the terrain. “He waited four months.”
 
   “I wasn’t even in Belize. I had gone to America to see friends. Then I traveled. And then…”
 
   “And then you were pursued. I know.”
 
   “How? How did you find this out?”
 
   He turned to her again and she couldn’t read his emotions through his sunglasses. “Your father told me. He hired investigators that followed your trail. They tracked you to where a girl matching your description was witnessed being chased by soldiers…” he trailed off, his voice cracking. Mick took a deep breath and continued. “I thought you were dead.”
 
   “For all intents and purposes, I was.”
 
   “What did they do to you?” his voice was barely a whisper, but it came through her headset clearly enough.
 
   “They had me on ice. Literally. Frozen in a dreamlike state. I can’t explain it really.”
 
   “And you’re willing to go back to these monsters?”
 
   She shook her head and stared out the window again. “You can’t understand. Cats aren’t fated to their mates the way wolves are.”
 
   “No, you’re right, we’re not. Thankfully we have the ability to choose.” The bite in his voice wasn’t missed.
 
   “I wish I could choose.”
 
   “You could.” He didn’t mean to sound desperate but he had only these straws to grasp at. “I could turn us around, we drop the human off at some airstrip in the middle of nowhere, I give her the satellite phone and we just point the plane in a random direction and go. Never look back. Who cares about Fated anything.”
 
   She gave him a sad smile and scooted close enough to lay her head on his shoulder. “I wish I could.”
 
   “You can. Simply choose not to meet this guy. Choose not to give it a try. What if you do? What if you gave it a shot and in a moment of weakness, you mate yourself to him forever? Then you’re stuck. Your life is literally tied to his.”
 
   She inhaled deeply and let it out very slowly. How could she make him understand that the Fates don’t choose randomly? There was a reason for their choices. No Fated Mate had ever been unhappy in their mating. Ever. In the history of wolves. At least, not that she knew of. Some even had human marriage ceremonies so that they could ‘legally’ be husband and wife in whatever country they lived in. It was the dream of all wolves to one day find their fated one.
 
   “What do you say, Squeak? I find an airport, we land, we dump the Amazon in back, and you and I fly off into the sunset.” He flashed her a winning smile.
 
   Sadly, Jennifer shook her head. “I can’t, Mick.”
 
   Her stared at her for a moment before finally nodding. “I knew you’d say that.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    Apollo carried a small duffle bag with him as he walked out of the hangar. Nobody noticed his leaving. Nobody questioned what he was doing. Nobody asked what he carried. There were perks to being Team Leader for First Squad. Lots and lots of freedom to do whatever you wanted in your down time was one of them.
 
   He strode purposefully to the end of the parking lot and tossed the bag into the back of his pewter H2 Hummer. Sliding in behind the wheel, he started the engine, opened the sunroof and turned up the radio. Taking a deep breath, he smiled to himself. “Freedom, baby.”
 
   He pulled out of the parking lot like it was any other day and drove off the base, hoping to never have to look at the place again.
 
   Apollo headed west on I-40 until he hit the downtown exit. Taking it, he navigated his way through town and back through Bricktown, past the baseball stadium, and to a somewhat remote McDonald’s across from Bass Pro Shops. Sheridan waited in the same dark minivan.
 
   “Nothing like being inconspicuous.” 
 
   “Hey, man, these is my wheels. I ain’t leaving this behind. Especially if y’all gonna be burning the place to the ground.”
 
   “Yeah, right.” Sheridan shook his head. “Just follow me.”
 
   Apollo followed Sheridan to a rough part of town, then into an industrial area that appeared abandoned. They pulled to a tall chain link gate and Sheridan honked the horn of the minivan. A moment later, the gate began opening and both men drove through and around to the rear of the large industrial building. The rear doors were open and Sheridan pulled the minivan inside. Apollo pulled his sunglasses off as soon as they crossed the threshold so that his eyes could adjust to the gloom. He wasn’t expecting what he saw inside.
 
   Vans were parked along one wall of the building and men in coveralls were working on all kinds of machinery. People hustled and bustled to get work done as Sheridan exited the minivan. “Welcome to the heart of chaos.”
 
   “What the hell is this?”
 
   “This is where we’re going to base our own little squadron attacks.” Sheridan used his cane and walked toward an office on the far side of the building. “Follow me, I’ll introduce you to some people.”
 
   Apollo fell into step behind the slower man and studied the area. Men were working on filling O2 tanks with something while chemical labs were in full swing. A small smelter was in place and in the process of melting something down, the acrid smoke rising to the ceiling. Another man was hand loading ammunition at a workstation along the wall. One man was applying decals to the sides of the vans while another came in behind him and tried to purposely ‘age’ them by scuffing them and peeling corners and edges from the advertising.
 
   “What the hell’s going on here? What are they doing?”
 
   “Working on our disguises. And our weaponry. And our ammunition. And our uniforms. And…” he turned and smiled at the larger man. “What? You didn’t think we’d just roll up in your Hummer and ring the bloody doorbell, did you?”
 
   “Well, I…I dunno. I just figured we’d hit them at night.”
 
   “And so we shall. Probably.” Sheridan opened the office door and escorted Apollo inside. “We have people watching them as we speak. Once we have a better idea of how weak their forces are, we’ll decide if it will be a day or night operation.”
 
   “Oi, isn’t this the chap that beat you to a bloody pulp?” A short and solidly built man with a short trimmed red beard asked.
 
   Sheridan patted Apollo’s shoulder. “No worries, Big. He’s with us, now.”
 
   “That still won’t keep my foot out of his arse, now will it?” The little man had spirit, but Apollo wasn’t sure if that was enough to endear the little loudmouth to him.
 
   “Better check yo’self.” Apollo squared off, and Sheridan stepped between the two. 
 
   “Easy there, chaps. We’re all on the same team, right?” He pointed to the red bearded fellow. “This fellow is Bigby. We just call him Big.”
 
   “Don’t look so big to me,” Apollo muttered.
 
   “Big enough.” Bigby turned back to his work, occasionally glancing up at the intruder.
 
   “Easy, boys. Apollo here is going to help us with our ‘Jack’ problem.”
 
   “The Yank knows where the mongrel is hiding, does he?”
 
   “I’m more of a Tigers fan, if you catch my meaning.” Apollo waded into the room and took it all in. Although the office itself was rundown, the equipment inside rivalled that of the OPCOM. “You got yourself a pretty nice little setup here.”
 
   “Aye, that we do. And you best keep your booger hooks off it, too.”
 
   “Little man, I’m about to shove a size eighteen right up your—”
 
   “Okay, that’s enough.” Sheridan pointed his cane at Bigby. “I mean it. No more. We need you two to work together.” He shifted and gave Apollo a knowing stare. “No in-house fighting. Got it?”
 
   “Put a leash on your boy there and we good.”
 
   “Oi, is that a wolf joke?” Bigby swelled for another confrontation.
 
   “One more and I’m going to let him have at you,” Sheridan threatened. “Is that what you really want?”
 
   Bigby studied Apollo then sat back down. “He just saved your life, he did.”
 
   Apollo let the little man have the last word. Something told him that if he didn’t, it would just keep going. “So what’s the plan?”
 
   “The plan is a two-pronged attack. Just like we discussed. You’ll lead an attack squad against Jack’s outpost and Big here will lead one against your boys at the base.”
 
   Bigby bristled. “Why does he get to lead the attack against the—”
 
   Sheridan interrupted, “Because he’s been there before. He may not have the bloody place memorized, but at least he’s familiar with it. Plus, he has the coordinates to the island. Do you want to take a small fleet of boats and just go cruising in the Atlantic until you bump into it?” Big sat back and harrumphed. “I didn’t think so. At least you know where the bloody hangar is. So be quiet and listen. You’ll get your chance.
 
   “Now, where was I? Oh, yes. You’ll take a squad to the island and cause merry mayhem while Big takes another squad to the hangar and does his best to bring it down around their bloody ears.”
 
   Apollo nodded. “Who’s my squad?”
 
   Sheridan pointed out the office window. “Some of those chaps. They may not be up to Monster Squad potential, but they’re all wolves and they’ve had their share of fight training. Enforcers of our benefactor.”
 
   “He got the same peeps on his crew?”
 
   Sheridan nodded. “For the most part, that is affirmative. You see, once I left, I approached a few good men from my squad and convinced them to come with me.”
 
   “Like you did me?”
 
   “More or less.” Sheridan patted the large man’s shoulder. “You see, Big here is dead.”
 
   “Dead and buried I am. Rotting in the ground as we speak.” The red bearded little man laughed as if he were the only one privy to a joke.
 
   “There were a couple of others that I tried to convince to come with. Only one did. He faked his death, and now he’s here with us.”
 
   Apollo wrinkled his brow and gave Sheridan a puzzled stare. “What about the other one?”
 
   “Well, I couldn’t very well have the man rat us out, now could I? Let’s just say he didn’t have to fake his own death.”
 
   “Silver bullet to the noggin’. Clean and simple. Called it a suicide, they did.” The red bearded guy seemed a little too excited about that fact.
 
   “What you gonna be doing during all of this?”
 
   Sheridan tapped at his leg. “Bum foot. I’m afraid the only useful thing I can do is shift and tear stuff up. So, I’ll be going with Big.”
 
   “And who’s running these shows?” Apollo wasn’t sure he was going to like the answer to this question.
 
   “Well, in our case, I will be until I shift. Then Big will be directing the action. Seeing as how I’ll lay out the plan as best I can beforehand, he’ll really only be supervising the slaughter.” Sheridan placed a pen and paper in front of Apollo. “And we’d really appreciate it if you could give us a detailed layout of the internals of the hangar.”
 
   “I can do that. But answer me this. Who’s gonna be running the show on the island?”
 
   Sheridan gave Apollo a reassuring smile that definitely left him feeling greasy. “You will be, mate. It’s your show there. You will be the senior monster in charge.”
 
   “I can dig it.” Apollo picked up the pen and began drawing.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   John stepped off the back of the Raptor and patted the side of the truck. “I think I’m going to like this.”
 
   “Evan did a hell of a job, didn’t he?” Spalding unhooked the harness from the back of John’s tactical vest and placed it in the cargo compartment next to the gun mount.
 
   “I’m loving that swivel harness. If you drive like an idiot and bounce the gunner off their feet, they can free float and still shoot.”
 
   “What do you mean if I drive like an idiot?”
 
   John paused, unable to backtrack. “What I meant was, if the driver…drove like…um, hit a bad bump and…”
 
   Spalding laughed and waved him on. “You take stuff too serious sometimes.”
 
   “Note to self, do not call the boss an idiot.” 
 
   “I’m not the boss, just the Team Leader.” Spalding held the door open for John as he went through. 
 
   “Why do you that?”
 
   “Hold the door for people? It’s polite.”
 
   “No.” John searched for the right words. “Belittle your accomplishments. You are the Team Leader. Your squad looks to you for direction. That makes you the boss.”
 
   “Negative. That makes me responsible, but not the boss.”
 
   John stopped walking and shook his head. “That isn’t right. If you give an order, we’re expected to obey it.”
 
   “Because I’m the Team Leader.”
 
   “And you earned that.”
 
   “Yes, John, I did. I’m the second most senior operator, so they made me Second Squad Team Leader. But that doesn’t make me special.” Darren pulled him aside so they weren’t blocking the hallway. “Look, you have better shooting scores than I do. Ing and Ron both have much higher hand-to-hand scores than I do. Donnie…well. He’s Donnie.”
 
   John snorted. “Okay, yeah, but you…what branch were you?”
 
   “I wasn’t.” Darren let that sink a moment. John stared at him with disbelief. “I was a CIA operative before I came to the squads. 
 
   “Now, true, I had field experience and I was a prior Marine. But being a sniper in the Marines does not equate to being a NAVY SEAL or a Delta Force soldier or a Combat Controller.”
 
   “Wow. Really? A spook, huh? I never would have guessed.”
 
   “Most don’t. And I keep it that way.” He gave him an expectant look. “Most of these guys were bad asses before they ever got here. Before the augmentation. Before the special training. Me? I was just a CIA field op.”
 
   John narrowed his gaze. “Somehow I feel like you’re holding a lot back when you say that.”
 
   Spanky shrugged. “Maybe…maybe not. The real question is, do you still trust me to cover your six in the field?”
 
   John didn’t hesitate. “Hell yeah.”
 
   “Then that’s all that really matters. Trust your squad mates.” He tapped his breast pocket where he kept Brooke’s picture. “Trust them. They’re better at understanding than you might think.”
 
   Darren turned and walked off leaving John alone with his thoughts. He instinctively reached for the picture in his pocket and felt the satisfying crinkle of the photo paper under the material. 
 
   “Trust my squad mates.” He nodded to himself as he fell into step.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Colonel, we have something you need to look at.” Jericho Jones waved a sheet of paper just outside his door.
 
   Colonel Mitchell groaned. “What else could possibly go wrong?”
 
   “Not necessarily wrong, sir, just…different.”
 
   “Different?” Mitchell waved the man in and Jericho quickly closed the space between them. 
 
   “Hot off the press, sir. I have no earthly idea what it is.”
 
   Mitchell looked at the hot sheet and shook his head. “Me neither.” He glanced up at Jericho. “Where’s Tufo?”
 
   “Not in his office, sir.”
 
   Mitchell pushed up from his chair and grabbed his hat. “Activate whoever’s up next.”
 
   “Third Squad, sir.” Jones fell into step behind him as he marched toward the OPCOM.
 
   “Sweet Jeebus, this is already seconded? How did that happen? We didn’t even see the first report.” Mitchell glanced at his watch to see how much time was already lost.
 
   “Both spotters were together, sir. They verified at the same time.”
 
   Matt paused. “Can they do that?”
 
   Jericho shrugged. “I don’t know, sir. You wrote the rule.”
 
   Matt shook off the conundrum and headed for the OPCOM again. “Activate the squad. I want them gone ten minutes ago.”
 
   “Aye, sir.” Jericho took off at a dead run, tapping into his ruggedized PDA at the same time.
 
   Mitchell pulled his radio, “Mark, we got a live one. Third Squad is going active now.”
 
   “Copy that. On my way.” The static filled reply indicated he was probably top side.
 
   Matt pushed open the door of the OPCOM and flipped the breakers, bringing the room up to full power. Technicians and monitoring personnel began filtering into the room and assuming their stations. When the room was manned and Tufo stood at the door, Matt addressed the group. “We have a Class II sighting in Louisiana. Unknown hominid.”
 
   “Unknown?” Mark raised a brow.
 
   Matt punched some buttons on the console and a digital photo came up on the big screen. What people saw could only be described as ‘unknown’. “My best guess is it’s some kind of goblin or ogre.”
 
   “Negative on the ogre, sir. They usually travel in pairs or more,” a tech responded.
 
   “Agreed, but since we only have a picture of the one, we have an unknown quantity until we can verify otherwise.” All eyes fell to the creature that appeared to have scaly skin, but with patches of brown hair across the top of its skull and down its back. Thick muscular arms and legs ended in three fingered hands with thick, claw like nails. A short, thick tail extended behind it, almost like a vestigial tail, but thicker, as if the butt simply hadn’t stopped growing. The most striking features were the red bulbous eyes that sat nearly atop its head. The flat nose below it sat atop a very wide mouth with short razor sharp teeth. 
 
   “That mouth reminds me of a frog,” a voice from the rear stated.
 
   “Ever see a frog with teeth like that?” another replied.
 
   “Okay, hold the conjecture.” Matt raised his hands to stifle the outbursts. “I know things have been a bit slow lately, but it’s not every day we come across a new species.” He turned to Mark. “Contact the clean-up crews. Make sure that we get samples back to the doc. I want to know what the hell this thing is.”
 
   “Roger that, Colonel.”
 
   “Okay boys and girls, batten down the hatches and saddle up. It’s time to make the doughnuts.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Damien slowly closed on the villa and listened intently before approaching the door. He paused his breathing and strained his hearing. Nothing stirred within the walls. He extended his nails and prepared for attack when the door slowly opened. Rachel stood silhouetted in the doorway, her form nearly taking his breath away. “You’ve returned.”
 
   He withdrew his nails and slowly closed the distance between them. Something sounded ‘off’ in her voice. “Yes, I just got back.”
 
   “Took you long enough.” She turned and disappeared within, leaving him watching and waiting.
 
   Damien entered the villa softly, his guard up the entire time. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I ate a family.” He turned quickly to see her sprawled out on a lounger in the family room; blood splatter could be seen on nearly every wall.
 
   “So, you should be good for a trip home then.” He stepped inside and over the prone body of a woman dressed in a housecoat.
 
   “I don’t like this.”
 
   He did a double take. “Don’t like what?”
 
   “This.” She indicated the bodies scattered about. “This taking of so many lives just because…well, because we need to live.”
 
   Damien gave her a confused stare. “Are you okay? Are you feeling yourself?”
 
   She rolled her eyes and turned away from him. “I feel fine.” She suddenly stood and was in front of him before he noticed the movement. “Other than the remorse for killing so many people.”
 
   Damien placed a hand on her forehead. “I don’t think it’s possible you could be feverish.”
 
   She pushed him away violently and stalked passed him. “You aren’t listening. You never listen. You only hear what you want to hear.”
 
   Damien watched her storm out of the villa and into the darkness. He quickly went after her, his hand wrapped around the stone heart in his jacket pocket. “Wait, I have something.”
 
   “I know what you have. I can feel its presence on you.” She turned and he didn’t recognize the ferocity in her eyes. “I don’t want it. You should throw it into the ocean and forget you ever laid eyes on it.”
 
   He stared at her with amazement. “I thought this was what you wanted? I thought—”
 
   “You shouldn’t think, lover. It’s not your forte.” She pushed passed him and began walking down the lane.
 
   Damien felt his anger rise. He had gone on this mission…this quest on her behalf. When she first made herself known to him, this was her calling for him. She convinced him that it was his purpose in life. It was his calling. He was the one who was supposed to bring her back to her full glory. Him! 
 
   He moved so suddenly that she didn’t hear him, and he tackled her to the ground. In her younger vampire body, she was no match for his stolen strength and power. He pinned her to the cold, damp ground then spun her over to face him. 
 
   “You started this,” he hissed. “You started me on this stupid search to find all of your missing parts and now that we have the final piece you suddenly want to call it quits?” He pulled the petrified heart from his jacket and held it in front of her. He actually took great pleasure in seeing the shock and fear in her eyes as he rolled the withered husk around in his hands over her face. “I should ram this down your throat and watch you try to hack it up.”
 
   Rachel suddenly went limp under him and turned her eyes away. “Go ahead,” her voice barely a whisper in the misty night air.
 
   Damien sat upright and stared at her, unsure what to do or say next. “Do what?”
 
   “You heard me. Go ahead.” She finally met his shocked gaze. “If it means that we can finally be done with this, then I won’t resist. At least I won’t have to wonder where you’ll find enough pure blood to revive my corpse.”
 
   Damien sat back and studied her through narrowed eyes. “Is that what this is about?”
 
   “Partly.”
 
   “You’re worried about…” He tossed his head back and laughed a deep, hearty laugh. “The Lilith I know wouldn’t give two shits about where the blood came from. She wouldn’t care about killing an entire town if it meant she got a single meal from it.” He stood and brushed the dirt from his pants. “You’ve been trapped in that body too long. The humanity is still fresh in it.”
 
   Rachel made no effort to stand. She lay on the ground and watched him tower above her. “You say humanity like it’s a bad thing.”
 
   “When they’re our food, it is.” He held out a hand to help her up, but she ignored it.
 
   “You haven’t fed from humans in so long you’ve probably forgotten what they taste like.” The attempt at a barb had little effect.
 
   “No matter, darling.” Damien shoved the heart back into his jacket then pulled her to the waiting car. “We have a plane waiting to take us back. Once we’re there and we have you safely tucked back into your body, you’ll thank me.”
 
   Rachel said nothing as he shoved her into the passenger seat, but she sent up a silent prayer to any God who would listen to a vampire as he drove them to the private airport.
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   Mark hung up the phone and typed the commands into the keyboard, pulling up what little stats he could glean from the spotters on the ground near Lake Charles. Both spotters had been on a fishing trip together and followed up on the report of a ‘swamp critter’. Hearing reports of everything from a walking catfish to a giant mudskipper, the two men finally found the tracks of the beast and followed it along the edge of a bog before spotting the creature emerging from a wooded area near Lake Charles and making its way north. One of the spotters had the foresight to tag the creature with a radio frequency tag in the event it took to the water before the squads could respond.
 
   As more cell phone photographs came through, Mark transferred them to the teams PDA’s and updated their intel with the radio frequency ID. “They’re saying it’s a slow mover, but it looks pretty stout. Remember, gators move slow out of the water, but they’re still strong. Don’t try to manhandle this thing.”
 
   “Copy that, OPCOM. Do we want it live or simply dealt with?” The sound of the helicopter’s blades chopping through the air cut through the background of the transmission.
 
   Mark looked to Colonel Mitchell who watched the dot of the approaching craft close on the location of the spotters. Mitchell glanced over his shoulder and shrugged. “Your call.”
 
   Mark exhaled long and slow as he mulled over the possibilities. Had they asked six months ago, he would have told them to simply tag it and bag it. Bring the cold body back for the techs to dissect. But after their experience with other sentient species, he wasn’t so quick to kill something just because it wasn’t comely to the eye. “Try to make some kind of contact with it. See if it’s intelligent. If it shows any hostility, drop it.”
 
   “Affirmative, OPCOM.” 
 
   Mark turned to the countdown clock and noted the time in his log as Dr. Peters stepped into the OPCOM. “You summoned me, Colonel?”
 
   Mitchell motioned to the screens above his head. “Ever see anything like this?”
 
   Evan studied the creature and shook his head. “Not exactly.” He shuffled through the digital images and paused at the one that showed the clearest side view. “It has definite aquatic features. Too large to be Elven in nature, so that rules out a goblin.”
 
   “Goblin?” Matt moved closer to look at what Evan was pointing at. “What do you mean goblin?”
 
   “They’re a type of malicious elf. Loners, really. Judging by the anatomy of this creature, I’d say it is most probably an aquatic troll. Note the three fingers, three toes. Quite indicative of a troll. The broad head, wide set eyes.”
 
   “An aquatic troll?” Matt pulled the photo up to the larger screen to enhance the details. “I’ve never heard of a water troll.”
 
   “They’re rare, but they exist. I’d not heard of any outside of Scandinavia. That doesn’t mean they couldn’t be here though. They’ve been known to travel with aquatic bands of goblins.”
 
   “Goblins again.” Matt ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “What’s the deal with the goblins?”
 
   Evan reached for a keyboard and punched in his access code. Pulling up his personal files he accessed a fuzzy photo and placed it alongside the troll on the big screen. “Aquatic goblins are mean little bastards. Rumored to even ride sharks and are basically tiny little pirates. They like to sneak aboard water craft at night, rob them of valuables and food stuffs. Some lore even lean toward them eating those aboard and setting the ships adrift.”
 
   “Could they be the cause of the ships in the Bermuda Triangle?” Mark asked.
 
   Evan rubbed at his chin as he considered the question. “I suppose it’s possible, but there are a lot more plausible explanations for many of the lost ships in that area.”
 
   “Back to the troll, Doctor.” Matt pointed to the screen. “Any chance there’s intelligence behind those bugged eyes?”
 
   Evan shook his head. “No. They’re like any other troll. Basic instincts. Eat, shit, sex, destroy anything that gets in its way.”
 
   Matt took a deep breath and gave Mark a knowing look. “Better give the boys the heads-up.”
 
   “On it.” 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Paul held the blow torch in shaky hands while Rufus picked up the withered heart with the metal tongs. “Are we ready?”
 
   Rufus nodded. “Go ahead.” He shifted his grip and held the heart in front of him. “But I think we are wasting our time.”
 
   Foster adjusted the flame until no more smoke came from the end of the bottle then turned it toward the shriveled mass of muscle. “Here goes nothing.” He touched the flame to the brown mass held in the tongs and watched as it blackened, then slowly caught fire. Acrid smoke rose in the air as the desiccated muscle slowly burned, a popping noise occasionally snapping a small piece from the heart and sending it across the room.
 
   Paul’s worried gaze turned to Rufus who had visibly paled. His hands shook as he held the torch to the muscle and watched as it slowly blackened completely and turned to ash. “We’re screwed.”
 
   “Non.” Rufus placed the remains of the heart upon the ashes. “Just because it burns does not mean it cannot be reanimated.” He turned and motioned to the servant girl by the door. She quickly brought a pitcher of blood and Rufus slowly poured it over the ashen remains. “We simply wait to see if it—”
 
   “You said it could not be destroyed.” Paul’s voice had risen an octave in his panic. “This can’t be her heart!”
 
   “Calm yourself, brother.” Rufus continued to pour blood over the charred muscle. “Just give it a little time.”
 
   Paul paced the small area and occasionally glanced at the ashy goop in the steel bowl. “It’s not doing anything.”
 
   Rufus watched intently, praying that the heart would begin to regenerate. When it became evident that it would do nothing, Rufus lowered his head in defeat. “We were misinformed.”
 
   “We were duped!” Paul turned for the door.
 
   “Where do you go?”
 
   “I’m leaving. There’s no way to stop her now. It would be death to try.”
 
   Rufus stepped between him and the exit. “Non, you cannot go.”
 
   “We can’t stop them, Rufus! We have no way of reining her in. If Damien is a revenant, there’s nothing I can do, especially if he’s under her spell.” He tried to push past Rufus only to be blocked again.
 
   “We have to try, brother.” Rufus held up both hands and placed them gently on his brother’s shoulders. “Calm yourself and listen.”
 
   Paul felt himself instantly calm, his attention turned to the sound of Rufus’ voice. “I’m listening.” 
 
   “We have faced much worse than Lilith. We faced the Sicarii, and where is he now? We must remove the edict from our heads, and this is the only way. You know this. You must accept this and come to terms with what we must do.” Rufus stared deeply into his brother’s eyes and watched as he slowly nodded his head.
 
   “But how, brother?”
 
   “There is more than one way to accomplish any goal. If we must, we can draw and quarter her again. If we cannot do that…I have a weapon that should work.”
 
   Paul slowly looked up, his eyes wide. “Weapon?”
 
   Rufus nodded. “I’ve been working on it in private. It will be ready and delivered shortly.”
 
   Paul sighed audibly. “Why did you not say so?”
 
   “Because it is a last resort. The ramifications of using it are…dire.”
 
   “If it will stop Lilith, who cares?”
 
   Rufus smiled sadly and patted his brother’s cheek. “Exactement.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Laura jostled awake as the small craft landed and began slowing on the ground. She lifted her head and winced at the crick in her neck. Her eyes squinted to see into the gloom of twilight, the outline of dense trees and perhaps even jungle or rainforest edging along the sides of the small airport. 
 
   She stretched slightly and sat upright in the small seat. “Where are we?”
 
   “About halfway, stopping for fuel,” Jennifer replied as she tossed her headphones aside. “Are you hungry?”
 
   “I could definitely swallow something, but I’m more thirsty than anything. My mouth feels like I was chewing cotton.” She pressed her tongue against her teeth and tried to force her mouth to water. “Please tell me I wasn’t snoring.”
 
   Jennifer shook her head in reply. “We couldn’t have heard it if you were.” The engine slowed and sputtered to stillness. Mick quickly unhooked his restraints and exited the plane. “There’s a small terminal over there. If we’re lucky, the grill is still open.”
 
   “You’ve been here before?” Laura waited until Jennifer stepped out then flipped her seat up so that she could exit. 
 
   “Once. A long time ago.” 
 
   Jennifer stretched and Laura slowly worked the kinks from her neck and shoulders. “Will he be joining us, or do you want to bring him back something?”
 
   Jennifer glanced back at the brooding Aussie. “I don’t know if he’s in the mood.”
 
   Laura glanced back at the man, his face stoic. “Something I said?”
 
   “Something I said.” Jennifer motioned her toward the small terminal building and held the door for her. The smell of fried foods and stale beer hit them as soon as the door opened. “Any idea what sounds good?”
 
   “Anything but guinea pig.”
 
   “I don’t think cuy is on the menu. How about a burger?”
 
   “And a drink, please.” Laura excused herself to tidy up while the food was ordered. She wasn’t sure she wanted to see the state of the kitchen or the staff. She definitely wasn’t ready to see the state that the plane ride and short nap had left her in. She splashed cold water across her face and ran her fingers through her hair in an attempt to make herself appear more human. When she stepped back out, Jennifer was placing a tray on the table of a booth.
 
   “Smells good.”
 
   “Right now a fried shoe would smell good.” Laura took her seat and picked up the soda. The cold liquid coating her throat felt wonderful. “Thank you.”
 
   Jennifer picked up her burger and poked through the stack. “So tell me more about this boss of yours.” She studied her burger, purposely avoiding Laura’s eyes. “Just so I have an idea of who it is I’m going to be meeting.”
 
   Laura chewed a french fry, nodding. “Technically, I don’t think he’s still my boss. I technically quit about six months ago.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “It didn’t stick.” Laura smirked. “We were in the middle of something big and I…” she sighed and shook her head. “My heart just wasn’t in it anymore. I wanted out. We had my replacement ready and really I had no part to play in what was about to happen.”
 
   “Your heart wasn’t in it? Somehow I think there’s more to the story than just your heart not being in it.”
 
   Laura lowered her head, her mind going back over all of the things that had slowly worn her down. “It was a lot of things. We had lost people over the years. Well, one or two over a few years, anyway. But then in one fail swoop an entire team was wiped out. Then we had a run in with a politician and the things I did…” She lifted her face and Jennifer saw the haunted look in her eyes. “He committed suicide because of it.”
 
   “Holy shit.”
 
   “Yeah, holy shit is right.” Laura picked at her food, her appetite suddenly gone. “Then Matt, my boss, he starts really getting more and more aggressive. His wolf is having more of an effect on his everyday life. And he wants me to be his conscience.” She grunted a snort of derision. “Like I have nothing better to do than be Jiminy Cricket for him.”
 
   “Is he still…?”
 
   “No. He met somebody that helped him calm his inner wolf. At least, for a little while.” Laura pushed the food away and took another drink. “But I think the final straw was when we lost one of our operators on a mission. He was my responsibility.”
 
   “You did something to get him hurt?”
 
   “Well, no. But I was in charge and he was taken from us and tortured. I should have deployed…”
 
   “Wait, so it really wasn’t your fault?”
 
   Laura inhaled deeply and let it out slowly. “It doesn’t matter. The buck stops with me. I was in charge.”
 
   Jennifer patted her hand. “It sounds like you tend to hang a lot of unnecessary crap on your shoulders.”
 
   “I guess.” Laura shrugged. “Maybe.”
 
   Jennifer set her hamburger down and smiled at the taller woman. “And you still haven’t really told me much about your boss.”
 
   “Yeah, look at me twisting everything around to make it about me, right?” 
 
   “Wrap it up ladies. The plane’s fueled.” Mick stood near the door wiping his hands on a rag.
 
   Jennifer’s face fell then she stood and began wrapping her food. “We can take this to go.”
 
   Laura placed a hand on her arm, stopping her. “Is everything okay?”
 
   Jennifer gave a furtive glance at the closing door then nodded. “Yeah, just a little tense. It’s fine, really.” She picked up her food and motioned to the door. “Let’s not give him any more reason to be grumpy, eh?”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Apollo observed the men he was supposed to lead into battle as they went about their tasks, preparing their equipment and weaponry, checking their gear and sharpening their blades. Sheridan approached and nodded to the team, “They may not look like much, but they’re supposed to be quite lethal.”
 
   “There’s a flaw in your plan,” Apollo deadpanned, his eyes never leaving the men as they worked.
 
   “Nonsense, we’ve calculated for every contingency. The teams will be disbursed doing what they do best, Jack will be off playing butt buddy to Thorn, both places will be left with a skeleton crew.”
 
   Apollo considered attacking Thorn’s compound with Jack not being there and it ate at him. He wanted the man to suffer as much as he suffered. It was Jack, after all, who continually told him to relax. Maria wasn’t up to anything with the Padre. They were just friends. They were just student and teacher. They were just…lying to him. And Jack knew. Jack hid it from him to keep him on target until the end of the op. Jack played him. Now Jack had to pay.
 
   “We got two squads of wolves, right?”
 
   “Of course. They have the strength of ten men. We’ll need that strength to—”
 
   “And you want to attack both places on the night of the full moon?” Apollo raised a questioning brow. “Can these wolves shoot a weapon? Can they throw grenades? Can they tell who is who in a battle if they’re surrounded by other wolves?”
 
   Sheridan took a half step back and gave him a wide eyed stare, his smile slowly fading. “I can’t believe I didn’t consider…”
 
   “Like I said, there’s a flaw in your plan.” Apollo turned and crossed his arms. “We either have to attack the night before or the night after.”
 
   Sheridan’s mind raced as he considered the possibilities. “If we attack the night before, they’ll still be anxious from the coming full moon.”
 
   “True dat, but a lot of them will be in transit, too. At least some of them will be on their way to help Jack. Others will still likely be in the field.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder to the men working in the warehouse. “And if we wait ‘til the day after, we have to figure out what to do with these guys when they shift and then they’ll be on the downhill slide afterward. Both sides being fatigued makes for sloppy shooters.” He turned back and stared at the men he knew little to nothing about. “I ain’t so sure I want to be in a shooting match under those circumstances.”
 
   “Point taken.” Sheridan considered Apollo’s advice then nodded. “We attack the night before then.”
 
   “Sounds like a perfect plan to me.” He turned back to Sheridan, “But I want two boats taking these guys out there. Not just one. I want to hit that island from two different sides at once. No chance of them taking all of us out with one shot.”
 
   “Of course. Whatever you think is best.”
 
   “Fast boats, too. None of that slow assed crap. We want them sport boats like the drug runners use.”
 
   “Cigarette boats?”
 
   “Cigarette, cigar, pipe, I don’t give a shit, as long as it’s fast.”
 
   “Consider it done.” Sheridan gave the larger man a weak smile. “We’ll steal them if we have to.” He paused and glanced away. “You have considered that Jack will be there if you attack early, haven’t you?”
 
   Apollo nodded knowingly. “I’m counting on it.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   After disembarking the helicopter and forming up on high ground, Dom gathered his squad. “We have a signal on this thing and it’s moving slow. We got lucky that one of the spotters tagged it for us.”
 
   “Let’s just hope we don’t have to chase this thing through the swamps.” Marshall swatted at a mosquito that had already decided he tasted good.
 
   “Tag shows that it’s headed inland.” Dom transferred the data to their ruggedized PDAs and highlighted the terrain. “If it stays on its current heading, it will be emerging from that tree line. Just beyond that ridge.”
 
   “Want us to set up pairs on either flank?” Hammer was already scoping the area for a good ambush area.
 
   Dom nodded. “Chad, take overwatch. Try to get to a high enough area that you have a good view on this clearing. I don’t want it slipping past us. Dave, you and Hammer take the west side and put about twenty yards between each other. Make sure you stay in visual contact, but maintain radio silence. Doc thinks this thing is some kind of troll, but we don’t know how tight its hearing is. Me and Ben will do the same on the east side. Everybody, make sure you stagger, and be aware of your field of fire if we have to open up on this thing.”
 
   “Copy that.” Dave slapped Hammer on the shoulder and the two men broke off for the edge of the tree line.
 
   Dom pulled Ben aside and pointed out a rock outcropping. “Stage behind there. I don’t think this thing will be much problem. If it is a troll, it’s a lot smaller than most that we’ve dealt with. Doc is estimating the height at about eight foot.”
 
   “Tiny little buggar. Think it might be a juvenile?”
 
   Dom checked his weapon once more. “Your guess is as good as mine. They want samples if we can’t take it alive.”
 
   “Alive? They sent us out with rifles and hand grenades and they want it alive?” He snorted in derision. “If they wanted it alive, they should have given us a net.”
 
   “Roger that.” Dom turned and broke away to set up his own location along the edge of the clearing. He could just make out Ben’s head between two of the larger boulders, the barrel of his SCAR hidden between the limbs of a bush. He keyed his radio, “Mac, you set up?”
 
   “Wait one,” came the whispered reply. “Had to take to a tree, boss. Not much in the way of high ground with good visuals around here.”
 
   “Copy that. Report when ready.” Dom peered across the clearing and could barely make out his men on the other side. He sent up a silent prayer that whatever this thing was didn’t have natural night vision.
 
   “Overwatch is set.”
 
   “Okay, boys, you know the drill. Radio silence until bingo.” Dom waited and listened. The waiting was always the hardest part. Let the monster come to you if you could. Out here in the woods, away from any form of civilization, this was the best option. Let it break into the clearing and drop it. He checked his PDA and saw that the creature hadn’t altered course. It was still headed straight for them. He watched as the red dot drew closer to the map overlay. Before the dot broke the edge of the artificial tree line, he could hear the creature stumbling in the woods. Twigs snapped and limbs broke as it made its way through the dense growth. Whatever it was, it wasn’t going to be deterred from its path.
 
   Dom waited until the red dot on his PDA was right on the edge of the tree line. What he saw break through the scrub brush definitely took him back. “OPCOM, we have visual,” he whispered into his mic.
 
   “Copy that, Team Leader. Use extreme caution. This is still an unknown hominid.”
 
   “Are you certain of that, OPCOM? It looks more like a mutated salamander.”
 
   “A troll is a troll, Sierra One.” 
 
   Dominic heard the tone being used and decided that regardless of how unorthodox the creature may be, it was still an unknown. It could breathe fire like a dragon for all he knew. “Copy that.”
 
   He watched carefully as the creature stumbled out of the berry vines and scrub brush and into the clearing. The creature paused for a moment and stared up at the evening sky. It seemed to study the position of the moon for a moment, cocking its wide head first one way, then another before slightly adjusting its course and stumbling off again. Dom didn’t feel right just opening fire on it. Although it had a wide flat head with large bulging red eyes, its lack of size made him think that just possibly this troll might have more common sense than its larger cousins. 
 
   “Hold fire.” Dominic stepped out from his position and walked slowly toward the slick-skinned monster. He noted a short, thick tail behind thick, muscular legs. It walked upright, but had shorter, heavily muscled arms. As the doc noted, three wide fingers on each hand ended in sharp curved claws, much like a bird’s. He slowly approached the creature from the side and noted that the eye closest to him seem to shift slightly and focus on him, but only for a moment. It quickly went back to scanning the area around itself as it trudged along.
 
   Dom positioned himself in front of the creature and stopped. The troll, if it truly was a troll, paused for a moment and seemed to assess him. It cocked its wide, flat head first one way, then another before stepping aside, attempting to go around him. Dom stepped in front of it again and held his hands out, his carbine extended in his hand. “I don’t want to hurt you, big guy, I just want to talk.”
 
   The creature paused again and stared at him. Dom heard static across his earpiece as one of his men keyed their mics. “Boss? Are you sure about this?”
 
   “Negative. But I’d rather find out for sure before we just shoot the damned thing.” He held his hands out and the creature sniffed the air around him. “That’s it, I’m not going to hurt you.”
 
   As the troll leaned forward and sniffed again, Dom barely had time to register the multiple rows of razor sharp teeth inside the mouth that snapped down on his carbine. He could feel the warm drool of the mouth sliding down the stock of the weapon and coating his hand as the creature tried to bite through the offering.
 
   Dom pulled as hard as he could, but the weapon was jammed tight, caught between the multiple rows of teeth. “Dammit, give me my gun back.” Had the creature not been grunting so loudly, he would have heard Hammer break into laughter and Marshall utter a string of swear words that would make any well-educated sailor blush. His men quickly converged on the two as they stood off in the middle of the clearing.
 
   Dom pulled and the troll pulled back, trying its best to wrench the weapon from his grip. The troll finally lifted its head, taking Dom from his feet before opening its mouth and bellowing into the night air. The sound reminded Dom of something like a cross between an elephant and a fog horn. Only louder. 
 
   Dom found himself on the ground, staring up at the troll, its blank stare and bulging, blinking eyes making it obvious that the wheel was spinning but the hamster was dead. The creature bent down again and gripped the carbine in its powerful jaws once more.
 
   Dom was lifted from the ground as the creature tried to shake him loose. During the shaking process, Dom fired three rounds, creating a unique and gently smoking blowhole in the top of the creature’s head. The troll paused and smacked its lips, dropping Dom and his weapon back on the ground. He quickly rolled away and noted that the creature seemed to quiver abruptly and blink rapidly a few times before a thick, smelly, white ooze began sweating from its skin. The creature fell to its knees then collapsed to the ground in front of them.
 
   “I think I want to read that write up,” Hammer commented as he watched the troll convulse slightly on the ground.
 
   Dom tried to wipe the thick, slimy saliva from his hand. “That was nasty.”
 
   “Smells like rotten fish.” Ben held his nose.
 
   “It didn’t before it started oozing that white stuff,” Dom noted.
 
   “I was talking about you.” Ben pointed at Dom’s arm, covered in goo. “I think it threw up on you.”
 
   “So much for taking it alive,” Mac chimed in over the radio.
 
   Dom sighed and pulled his knife. “We still have to get samples. Somebody get me a pouch to seal up part of this.”
 
   “I don’t get why the clean-up crews couldn’t—” Dave was interrupted by Dominic suddenly swearing and wiping his hand against the grassy ground.
 
   “That white stuff is like acid. It fucking burns!” Dom held his hand out while Ben poured fresh water from his canteen over his palm. The reddened skin began to bubble and blister even as the cold water soothed the wounds. 
 
   “Great.” Hammer leaned down and inspected the creature. “It’s covered in that stuff. How are we supposed to…” he was cut off by a familiar howl in the night. It was soon echoed by another.
 
   Dom looked to his men and shook his head. “This thing wasn’t alone.”
 
   Mac’s voice came across the radio. “We got a lot of thermal activity in the woods, gentlemen. I suggest you take some kind of cover.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Thorn stood just inside the foyer and out of the lowering sun as the men carried the wood crate into the castle. It had been delivered by boat after an overnight flight from Europe and Rufus felt like a child about to open a new gift. He directed the men to place the crate inside his study where the package was opened and Rufus pulled the polished stainless steel device from inside. It resembled a rifle in many ways, but was much heavier. The men quickly gathered the remains of the crate and the packaging and removed it from the area.
 
   Paul stood by, staring at the new device. “Is this the weapon you spoke of earlier?”
 
   “Oui, it has just been finished.” Rufus ran a hand along the gleaming side of what could only be called the barrel. Radiation and biohazard emblems were engraved into the sides of the metal.
 
   “How does it work?”
 
   Rufus shook his head. “I assume you merely pull the trigger. It did not come with instructions.”
 
   “Should we test it?” Paul’s excitement was nearly as heightened as his brothers.
 
   “Non!” Rufus pulled the device away from Paul and held it protectively. “You do not understand. This is not merely a weapon.”
 
   Paul gave him a questioning stare. “What do you mean?”
 
   Rufus carried the weapon to the far wall of his study and set it on the table. He pulled back a book shelf and began working the tumblers on a large safe. “This…device. It has properties that could be most dire.” Rufus pulled the door open on the safe and placed the weapon inside. “My engineers tried to turn a Doomsday weapon into a…” he searched for the right words. “A precision instrument.”
 
   “What do you mean ‘Doomsday’ weapon?” Paul’s concern was not easily masked.
 
   “Just as I stated. The original plans intended this device to be a weapon to kill all natural born supernatural creatures.”
 
   Paul’s mouth fell open. “How could you allow such a device to ever see the light of day?”
 
   “It was not an easy decision.” Rufus shut the door of the safe and spun the tumblers. “But after seeing how easily the Sicarii rose to power, I knew that one day such a weapon could easily be needed.”
 
   “At the risk of us all?” Paul’s voice was near hysterics.
 
   “Non.” Rufus held a hand to try to keep his brother from becoming too loud and attracting the attention of others. “Not at all. That is why I had it redesigned to be a precision instrument. To be fired like a gun. Point and shoot.”
 
   Paul was now pacing, his head shaking vigorously. “No, this isn’t right. Think about it, brother. In the wrong hands…that thing could take out an entire familia. Remove the head and all created vampires under him go with him.”
 
   Rufus nodded. “If the lore is true, oui, But I believe that part of the lore to be false. It would only be the first generation of directly created vampires.”
 
   “Like that would matter?” Paul pleaded with his brother. “You could still be talking about potentially hundreds if not thousands of other lives.”
 
   “That is why it will only be used on Lilith.” Rufus’ gaze bore directly into his brother. “She will be the only one to taste the effects of this weapon.”
 
   Paul continued to shake his head. “How could you ever dream up such a monstrosity?”
 
   “It was not I who designed it. I only developed it.”
 
   “Regardless, how could you allow it?”
 
   “It was a necessary evil.” 
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   Mark noted the thermal readings from Mac’s helmet cam. He quickly pushed his chair from the console he was manning and punched in the commands on a neighboring keyboard to send a drone as backup for the five man crew. What first seemed as a quick and easy operation may have just turned into a shit storm. 
 
   “Somebody order up air support. Those thermals are huge,” Matt barked from his command chair.
 
   “Already on it.” Mark mashed the enter button, knowing that the crews topside would have the drone airborne in moments. The sick feeling in the pit of his stomach tightened into a knot as he realized that it was entirely their fault for not planning this op through. “Reaper being prepped.”
 
   “ETA?”
 
   “Unconfirmed yet.” He rolled back to his station and punched up the commands to put the drone feed onscreen. “They’re about to launch.”
 
   “It’s going to take at least an hour for that thing to reach them.” Matt was speaking more to himself than to anybody in the OPCOM. He keyed the coms, “Team Leader, we have a Reaper headed your way. You’re gonna have to hold those things until they show.”
 
   “Copy that, OPCOM.”
 
   “Do you have a visual yet?” Matt still had McKenzie’s helmet feed on the main screen and it was set for thermal. Making out specifics was nearly impossible with the swaying tree branches and thick foliage.
 
   “Negative, sir. Just a lot of movement in the trees.”
 
   Matt turned to Tufo. “Mark, make a note in that running logbook of yours.”
 
   “What’s that, Colonel?”
 
   “Something I want to add to my Christmas wish list. A stealth helicopter.”
 
   Mark pulled his notebook from his breast pocket and scribbled in it. “Copy that, sir.” 
 
   Matt continued watching the screen and felt the color drain from his own face. “Holy…” He quickly turned to the logistics officer, “Do we have anything available at Barksdale? Anything we can get in the air now?”
 
   “Negative, sir.” The logistics officer was scrolling through the list of possible airbases nearby.
 
   “Why did they have to shut down the Chennault base? This is right in their back yard. Literally.”
 
   “Colonel, we have a Predator that we can commandeer.” The logistics officer was quickly punching commands into his computer. “It’s at a Joint Reserve Base in New Orleans. A Naval Air Station just outside—”
 
   “I don’t care if it’s the fuckin’ Boy Scouts. If they have an armed drone we can borrow, do it!” Matt turned quickly and nodded to Mark who was already on the horn while the logistics officer began patching their codes through to NAS JRB New Orleans. “Split lickety, Lieutenant.”
 
   “On it, sir.” 
 
   Matt turned back to the screen and manually changed the screen from thermal to night vision. The images that came through and onto the big screen over his head made his blood run cold.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jack had finished sending the email to the operators that had volunteered to assist him and requested their early arrival. He asked them to show up a day early so that they could spend an extra day training with his own people and going over the plans he had laid out. He didn’t know exactly how to explain to them that during the operation he would be in his Halfling form and unable to directly communicate with them, but he knew that once they arrived and he went over the plan, they’d appreciate the extra day to go over the nuances of the plan.
 
   He had just closed his laptop and was about to leave his office when his phone rang. Reaching for it, he never got a chance to say hello. “Jack! Are you alright?” Nadia’s voice sounded beyond concerned.
 
   “I’m fine, sweetheart. What’s wrong? Are you okay? Is the baby alright?” Jack rounded his desk and sat back down. He knew this wouldn’t be a short call.
 
   “I’ve had another vision, Jack. You were in danger.” He could hear the panic in her voice and being unable to hold her and calm her, he knew that she would easily work herself into a tizzy.
 
   “Whoa, calm down a moment. What kind of vision? What exactly did you see?”
 
   “You and the others, Jack. You were in extreme danger. From your own people. I saw it.”
 
   “Hey, now…calm yourself, Nadia. What do you mean, ‘my own people’?” Now his curiosity was piqued.
 
   “I saw your own people shooting at you, Jack!” Her voice cracked and she stifled a sob.
 
   “Hey, easy there. My people? You mean the Lycans or the squads?” He tried his best to soothe her with the sound of his voice.
 
   “Yes, the squads were…oh, Jack. The look in their eyes. They were so angry and…”
 
   “Okay, honey, easy now,” Jack soothed. “You know as well as I do that my own people would never try to hurt me.”
 
   “I saw it, Jack. It was real!” Her insistence took most of his argument from him. “Please tell me that you have nothing planned with your people?”
 
   Jack exhaled long and hard into the phone. “Well…”
 
   “No, Jack! You mustn’t!” Her voice went up an octave. “They will try to hurt you.”
 
   “No, Nadia, I can’t believe that. My own people would never do such a thing.” His mind raced, but he couldn’t imagine how to convince her he was right. 
 
   “Jack, I know what I saw.” 
 
   “And I know my squad mates. They’d never do that. Besides, Nadia, it’s only a small handful of them coming to help me and Rufus. I really need their help.”
 
   “Please, Jack…no.” She fought back the tears as she pulled the phone from her mouth.
 
   “Nadia, I trust these guys with my life.”
 
   “But do you trust them with mine? And your unborn child? Because that is exactly what you are doing now. If they turn on you as I have seen…”
 
   Jack shuddered at the thought and felt his blood turn cold. “I’d never allow anybody to harm you, Nadia.”
 
   “I know this, my love. Please, send them back. Do not allow them close to you.”
 
   Jack mulled over her words as he considered how many times her visions had been right. He could only think of one time she had been wrong. Was he willing to risk all of their lives on her being wrong a second time?
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Who all is aware of this ‘weapon’ of yours, brother?” Paul stared hard at Rufus as he placed the device securely away.
 
   “As of now, only you and I.” Rufus spun the dial on the lock then placed a tapestry back in front of the safe. “And the engineers who actually put it together, of course.”
 
   “Of course.” Paul fell into the chair across from him and watched him carefully. “You do realize that you’re playing with fire, don’t you? Actually, you’re playing with nuclear weapons. As far as natural born vampires are concerned, it may as well be a nuclear bomb.”
 
   Rufus nodded knowingly as he took his seat across the table from him. “I understand your concerns, but you must understand that this is a necessary evil in order to…”
 
   “It is not necessary!” Paul was back to his feet and pacing. “This super weapon of yours, if it falls into the wrong hands, we’re all doomed. Well, perhaps not you.”
 
   Rufus gave him a hurtful and deadly stare. “That is not fair. I have no idea if the physician who turned me used natural born blood or not. I may well be a first generation offspring.”
 
   “But I am most definitely a natural born.” Paul sat on the corner of the table and lowered his voice, his eyes furtively glancing about the study. “Is this just an elaborate ruse to be rid of me once and for ever?”
 
   “Sacrebleu! Non!” Rufus quickly went to the door to check that none were within hearing range. “You of all people know that if I wanted you dead, I’d need no such device. As I have told you, this is for the creature, Lilith. That is all, nothing more, nothing less.”
 
   “It would seem to me that we could find something more effective and less threatening to our own kind than a weapon of this nature.” Paul hung his head as images of scores of vampires falling to the polished steel weapon flashed through his mind. “I wish you would reconsider.”
 
   “Oui, I would. But you should also consider that this weapon is viable against other natural born creatures as well. Not just vampires.”
 
   Paul’s eyes slowly met his brothers and appeared to measure him. “How so?”
 
   “This weapon is effective against ‘natural born’. Not just vampires.” Rufus smiled and patted his brother’s shoulder. “Wolves, elves, ogres, orcs...”
 
   “All manner of natural born?” Paul asked expectantly.
 
   “Within a small measure of reason, oui. There are some creatures that do not have the…whatever it is that makes the weapon effective.”
 
   Paul continued to consider his brother’s words. “And how often do you have to recharge that thing?”
 
   “It is powered by a radioactive core. It will last for many hundreds of years.” 
 
   “So, an inexhaustible fuel supply and a weapon that can destroy entire species?” Paul nodded to himself. “I can see why you might want such a weapon.”
 
   “Non, I do not want it. It is a necessary evil, I assure you.”
 
   “Potato, po-tah-to.”
 
   Rufus lowered his voice once more. “Do not be flippant. As you have said, this would be a nuclear option for us.”
 
   “Yet, you had it built.” Paul felt the corners of his mouth tightening against his will. “I’m thinking you had other designs in mind when you placed this order, no?”
 
   Rufus sat back down and turned from his brother. “I can’t imagine what you mean.”
 
   “Oh, come now, brother, you make a horrible liar.” Paul turned and pulled the crystal bottle of cognac from the tray. “With a weapon like this at your disposal, none would dare stand against you. Not even a vampire council.” He waited a moment while the words sunk in. “Nor the father of all wolves.”
 
   Rufus watched him with hooded eyes as Paul placed the snifter in front of him. “I would never.”
 
   “Of course you would.” Paul sat gingerly across from his brother, his realization of just how powerful he could be still settling into the recesses of his dark and twisted mind. “Whoever held such a weapon could demand that any and all fall to their knees before him.”
 
   Rufus sighed softly and rubbed at his eyes. “That is not the purpose of—”
 
   “Oh, I know it’s not the purpose,” Paul interrupted. “But you know the old saying? Absolute power corrupts absolutely. It’s not just a saying.” The smile he gave made Rufus’ stomach tighten into a knot.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Laura did her best to sleep on the next leg of the flight. Mick had taken the newly refurbished plane to an even higher altitude in hopes of smoothing the ride and even Jennifer sat up front with her head lulled to the side. The steady drone of the engine had become white noise and combined with the darkness and gentle rocking of the plane, Laura found her eyelids growing heavier and heavier as the flight wore on. 
 
   She couldn’t pinpoint exactly what woke her. There was no sound that she was aware of. Her eyes slowly fluttered open in the darkened interior of the plane and she slowly took in her surroundings. She didn’t know why, but she didn’t move. She took in everything that was within eyesight though and assessed the situation. Mick continued manning the controls. Jennifer was still leaning against the starboard bulkhead, her head tilted at an odd angle, obviously sleeping. Yet, something seemed amiss.
 
   Laura kept her breathing steady and her eyes constantly scanning. She finally noticed movement toward the front of the plane that didn’t seem ‘normal’ even though she wasn’t a trained pilot. Mick would cast quick glances toward Jennifer as his right hand punched a button on the dash. Laura had to shift her head slightly to see exactly what he was doing and prayed that he didn’t catch her movement from the back. She continued to watch him from the darkness and soon realized…he was punching a code. Morse code!
 
   She watched as he punched in short and long sequences. Dots and dashes. Laura nearly panicked as she tried to remember the old code from her past. At one time she had the code drilled into her mind so intently, she thought she could write her life story using nothing but dots and dashes. Her eyes focused on his hand movements and her brain raced to recall the meaning.
 
   .-- .. .-.. .-.. / .- .-. .-. .. ...- . / - --- -- --- .-. .-. --- .-- / .- -- .-.-.- / .--. .-.. . .- ... . / .- -.. ...- .. ... . .-.-.-to her faded memory read as: ‘will arrive tomorrow AM. Please advise.’ Laura’s mind raced as she considered who he could be signaling. Was he truly taking them to Brazil? Was he taking them to a different location? For what reason? Would he sell them out? Surely if he planned to do that, he could have just held them up at his place until Walter Simmons’ men arrived.
 
   Laura struggled to keep her breathing under control as she considered her options. When it all came down to it, she was trapped in an aircraft that she couldn’t fly with shape-shifting people she wasn’t sure if she could trust or not, without a weapon to defend herself. Not exactly the best of circumstances.
 
   She allowed herself a mental kick in the ass. At least the colonel knew that she was with the escapee and that they were supposed to be headed to Brazil. If they actually landed there and she could make contact with Pablo and his group, she could rest a bit easier. Whoever Mick was talking with, odds were not in their favor if it came down to going head-to-head against a trained Monster Squad.
 
   Laura closed her eyes and tried to convince herself to sleep even though she knew it couldn’t happen. Not with what she knew now.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Apollo went over the details of his plan for the assault on Tinker methodically. Using satellite imagery, he used X’s and O’s to indicate good staging areas and places to use for cover when on approach. He then switched to his own hand drawn internal diagrams. Many of the men for the assault team found it hard to believe that the old beaten down hangar could be as state of the art on the inside as Apollo was describing and even more disbelieved the levels built underneath the curved metal shell. 
 
   “Oh, it’s there, Sheridan can vouch for that.” Apollo pointed to Sheridan who simply nodded. “All of the primary systems have secondary redundant backups. If you cut the power, there’s now a secondary source located onsite that can keep the place running for days. If you try to cut the water supply, they have their own well. Data is backed up to servers located on site. Hardly nothing goes out through the web and even that is wireless.”
 
   “It sounds like the moment we come close, they’re going to know it and they’ll be ready to repel borders.” Apollo didn’t look up to see who asked. He didn’t really care as he wouldn’t be leading this team.
 
   “They’ll know, and yes, they’ll be ready to kick your ass.” He slapped the diagram hard with his pointer. “That’s why you got to blind them and cut off their communications.” He pointed to the three small dishes outside the hangar and the single large one behind the building. “Sharpshooters take out the smaller dishes and either blow this sucker up or run it over with a truck? They’re blind and deaf.”
 
   “What about telephones?” another voice asked.
 
   “No hard lines. They can be tapped.” Apollo turned back to his diagram. “Here on this wall? This box? This is the fire system. There are two different kinds in the hangar and the floors below, water and Halon. Both are controlled through this box. Probably the one thing that doesn’t have a backup. Take this sucker out and the whole place can and will burn.”
 
   “Suppressed sniper fire for the dishes, RPG for the fire control box. The rest is what? Close-quarters battle?”
 
   Apollo shrugged. “That’s up to you, man. I ain’t running this show. I’m just showing you what you need to do to cripple them the hardest. If you want to hack at ‘em with swords, I don’t give a shit. If you want to drop a bunch of poison gas into the ventilation system, that’s your call.” He turned off his projector and placed a stack of copies of his diagrams on the table. “If it were me, I’d stage on either side of the stairwells in the main hangar once I cleared it and mow ‘em down as they came out. Two ways down, two ways up. Drop some tear gas down the elevator shafts and wait for the rats to abandon ship.”
 
   The wolves looked to each other with evil smiles and murmured their agreement. “Well, this is my show. I’ll be calling the shots on it.” Bigby stood up with his chest swelled. “Sherry’s going to be out of this one, lads, so it’s up to us to make sure we leave a big enough mess that they can’t recover. We’ll stay long enough to make sure the fires can’t be put out and whoever is trapped below…” He chuckled to himself. “Well, let’s just say they should have called in sick that day.”
 
   “Tinker has fire crews. Won’t they respond?” Apollo’s back was turned so he didn’t see who asked the question. He finished wrapping the overhead projector up then turned to address the crowd again.
 
   “Y’all need to start thinking. Somebody needs to call the base first and give them a BS story. Tell them you’re doing your own fire training at that location first. Tell them there’s going to be drills using blanks and simulated explosives.” He shrugged again and shot them a sarcastic grin. “Hell, tell them you’re all werewolves and you’re there to kick their asses. I don’t give a shit what you tell them. Just tell them something so that if anybody calls in weapon’s fire or smoke or explosions, they’ll be expecting it.”
 
   Sherry finally stood up and limped to Apollo’s side. “No worries there, boys. I’ll be with you, even if I’m not in the fight. And Apollo’s right. We’ll have to do a few things to make sure the base doesn’t send support in before we’re done. I’ll take care of that, and I’ll do my best to field any calls we get trying to verify what we’re doing. You just make sure that you’re in and out as quickly as possible. We have enough weaponry and manpower to overthrow a third world government I think we can handle one hangar full of overstuffed military brats, don’t you?”
 
   The men laughed and hooted agreement before Apollo brought his hand down on the table hard enough to startle most of them silent. “Don’t for one second underestimate any of these men.” His voice was low and menacing. “That’s the easiest way to get yourself killed.”
 
   “Now hold on there, gov. I think we can—” Bigby didn’t get to finish his interjection as Apollo stood up straight and squared his chest. 
 
   “Any of you dogs ever been trained by the best? You ever been pushed to your absolute limit and come out stronger for it?” He turned a menacing eye to Bigby, warning him that now was not the time to chime in. “Yeah, some of you might have been, but not all of you have. If you think for one minute that you’re just going to stroll in there and start shooting fish in a barrel, you got another thing coming. These boys are the best there is, and they will fight back. You’re taking this to their home turf and nobody gets meaner than when somebody comes kicking they door in and swinging a gun in they face.” He paced the room and stared each man in the eye as he tried to drill his point home. “Make no mistake. You about to crawl your happy ass into the belly of the beast. You about to go face-to-face with the meanest of the motherfuckers there is. These are men all trained to be just as bad ass as I am, except you going into their house and you pissing on their carpet.”
 
   “True, but they aren’t expecting it,” Bigby added. “We have the element of surprise.”
 
   Apollo nodded. “True. But you won’t have that for long. So you better play it smart. Use every dirty trick you got. Play every advantage you can. Because if there’s an opening, you can damned sure bet they gonna pull it from your hand, shove it up your ass and break the handle off.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Holy mother of…” Ben gasped as the figures shook the treetops.
 
   “Now that’s a troll.” Dominic stepped aside and began backing up. “Let’s clear a path, gentlemen. These thing are large and in charge and dumber than a bag of dog shit.”
 
   Another yell came from deep in the woods and the men turned their attention in unison toward the noise. “That sounded like the old Godzilla movies,” Mac stated as the sound finished echoing off the nearby hills.
 
   “Yeah.” Dominic continued to stare toward the source of the sound. “And if I didn’t know better, I’d think that it didn’t come from these two here.”
 
   “What’s the ETA on the drones again?” Hammer asked sarcastically.
 
   Static filled their collective earpieces for a moment, “Team Leader, OPCOM. We’ve commandeered a drone that’s closer. It’s not a Reaper, but the Predator is armed and inbound.”
 
   “Copy that, OPCOM. ETA?” Dom began waving his men further back up the hill, attempting to put as much room between them and the creatures about to enter the clearing.
 
   “Twenty minutes, tops. Fifteen if the winds are with us,” the static-filled reply stated.
 
   “Peachy.” Dom turned and double timed up the hill. “You heard the man. We have to hold these things until the Predator can pull our fat from the fire.”
 
   “Can we call in a couple of Apache gunships to go with that Predator?” Marshall didn’t sound like he was joking as he ran alongside Dominic. “I’d feel better knowing we had a little more air support than a remote-controlled unmanned aircraft with extremely limited armament.”
 
   Dom shrugged. “You never know ‘til you ask.” He keyed his mic, “OPCOM, requesting additional air support.”
 
   “Go ahead, Team Leader. What type support are you requesting?”
 
   Dominic jumped over a large outcropping of rocks then fell in behind them and set his carbine up downrange on the tree line. “How about some nuclear tipped Tomahawks? I’m no expert and we haven’t verified anything on thermal yet, but my mark 1 mod 2 ears have detected at least one other tango, and it sounds even bigger.”
 
   There was brief delay while administration tried to verify Dom’s report. “We’re scrambling air support now. Try to hold them in your area, Sierra One.”
 
   “Copy that, OPCOM.” He turned to his men who were staged directly behind him and on either side. “How many heavy rifles do we have out here?”
 
   Mac held up his SCAR 17. “308 here, boss.”
 
   Marshall and Hammer both held up their SCAR 16’s. “556 on this side.”
 
   Dom stared down at the smaller P90 he chose to bring on this op. He silently cursed himself for not having been better prepared, but with the intel that they had, he truly thought that the lighter weapon would be more than sufficient. “Fine. Mac, take up a high ground position. Dave, you and Neils find flanking positions that will give you as clear a shot to their melon as you can find.”
 
   As each man broke off from the group, the trees shook and some crashed to the ground as the first of the two beasts broke into the clearing. Ben Charmichael slid in next to Dom and motioned toward the monsters. “Looks like the party started.”
 
   “Keep down until we figure out where they’re headed.” Dom flattened himself to the rock and sighted down the short barrel of the P90. The two men watched as the first creature slowly stepped into the clearing and bellowed into the night air, great clouds of mist escaping from the wide mouth as it smacked its lips afterward. The wide side eyes seemed to search the clearing for movement and finally settled on the still form of the much smaller troll lying in the grass.
 
   The much taller beast paused and sniffed the air before bellowing into the night once more, a long, low, mournful sound that reverberated off the hills and nearby trees. It slowly stepped forward, followed by its compatriot. The first of the two trolls approached the still body and bent to retrieve the body. 
 
   “Wonder if that milky snot will burn them, too?” Ben whispered.
 
   Dom shrugged but kept quiet as he watched the beast easily pick up the dead troll and lift it gingerly to its face. It took a long, deep sniff of the still body then dropped it unceremoniously to the ground. The troll’s mouth tightened into an even tighter line and its eyes darted about the clearing looking for whatever could have taken the life of the smaller beast. Tilting its head back it let loose with another longer, louder and deeper cry that nearly had the men holding their ears. 
 
   In the distance, much further away, the squad heard a reply and a sudden crashing through the woods. Whatever was coming, it was in a hurry. Dom slipped a hand up and keyed his throat mic. “On your toes. It’s about to get ugly.”
 
   A series of clicks came as replies as each man targeted the monsters across the clearing. Their scopes set on the softest part of the monster’s skull…the eyes. Experience had taught them all that trolls had some of the thickest skulls out there and often times, even depleted Uranium shells had difficulty puncturing them. When they did, they rarely if ever flattened and usually made surgical punctures, leaving the tiny brains intact. The orbital sockets were where the skulls were the thinnest and these things had huge, bulging eyes. Each man prayed that those huge red eyes would be their Achilles heel, their weak spot that could be exploited.
 
   The second creature that emerged from the woods sidestepped the first one and sniffed the air as well. It noticed the dead smaller troll on the ground and scooped it up, mimicking the actions of the first troll. After sniffing the lifeless body, this troll extended the widest tongue any of the squad members had ever seen and ran it down the side of the slime coated body.  Shaking its mighty head, the troll scraped its tongue across its wide lips and spat away the milky slime coating the body before tossing it aside. Dom watched the action in stunned amazement and fought back a grin. Apparently they could smell ‘death’ but not the acidic slime that the body oozed out. How it kept from burning their skin, he couldn’t be sure.
 
   The crashing in the woods grew closer, and although Dom couldn’t see the beast yet, it almost sounded like multiple creatures stomping through the underbrush. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, his red dot centered on the closest bulging red eye. “Hold fire until they advance.”
 
   Mac’s voice broke through on the coms. “I’ve got a lot of thermal activity on my scopes. There’s more than one coming through the woods, boss.”
 
   “Copy that. Do you have an exact count?”
 
   “Negative. But they appear smaller.” 
 
   Dom contemplated the potential shit storm that a swarm of acid sweating smaller trolls could toss into this well-oiled fuckfest. He suddenly felt outgunned against a brainless enemy. It fully reminded him of a particular zombie horde that they weren’t expecting in lower Alaska a few years back. “Get me the number ASAP.” He continued to watch the larger trolls who kept cocking their heads and scanning the clearing.
 
   “They’re about to break through,” Mac reported.
 
   “Number?” Dom nearly shouted.
 
   “Too many. Their heat signatures are crossing over each other. It’s just one big wave of…wait one.” Mac switched to another piece of hardware then came back on the radio. “I’m switching to Active IR.”
 
   As soon as he activated the laser and pointed it in the direction of the tree line, the larger trolls turned their heads in his direction and stared into the large tree that he had set up in. Dom immediately took note of their attention being honed in and felt bile rise up in his throat. “Turn it off!” he shouted into his mic. “They can see the laser!”
 
   The second troll broke its attention from the laser and began scanning for the yelling voice. Mac got his screen shot and began counting heads. “Holy mackerel. You’re not gonna like this, boss.”
 
   “Clear your position!” Dom yelled as the lead troll took its first step toward Mac’s station. “All units, open fire!” Dom centered his red dot back on the pupil and squeezed the trigger as the staccato of weapons’ fire erupted around him.
 
   The lead troll tried to blink its bulging eyes rapidly as hot, high speed projectiles pierced its corneas and entered the gelatinous goo that made up its visual organs. Large, three fingered hands swung up to swat away at whatever creature it was that continued to sting it about the face, but the stings continued. 
 
   Dom chanced a glance over his shoulder but couldn’t see Mac. “McKenzie, clear your station. They saw your location.”
 
   “Almost there, boss.” Mac’s voice sounded hurried as he scurried down the mossy oak tree. “But you gotta know, active IR gave me a screen shot of at least a dozen more of those smaller ones working their way here.”
 
   “Great,” Dom muttered. “All units engage the smaller trolls as they break the tree line. We need a body count of each one you drop. We can’t let anything get past us.”
 
   “On it, boss. Repositioning,” Marshall replied. Dom could just make out the shadow of his form as he broke from behind a large willow and made for a position closer to the tree line to his right.
 
   Hammer catapulted over Dom’s position and zig-zagged between smaller trees until he slid in behind a smaller rock outcrop and resumed firing on the second troll. “In position.”
 
   Ben tapped Dom’s shoulder letting him know that his six was clear and Dom jumped to his feet, backtracking up the hill. “Mac, cover us.”
 
   A flash of light and a loud explosion behind the retreating men both stunned and temporarily blinded the trolls as Ben and Dominic retreated up the hill and found new positions behind thick trees. Mac’s voice came across the radio, “I think that got their attention.”
 
   “Good man, but save the rest of those in case we need them for the smaller ones. We can’t let them break away from us.” Dom reloaded his P90 from behind the tree then did a quick glance to ensure his point men on the flanks were still clear. “Try to keep their attention out this way so Sierra Two and Three can get clear shots at those big assed eyes of theirs.”
 
   Ben shot him a smirk then stepped out from the tree he was using as cover. He raised his P90 and put five rounds into each side of the lead troll’s face. “Hey! You! Yeah, you big, ugly fish smelling piece of shit!” He waved his arms until the giant slow moving creature focused on him. “Yeah, that’s right. Come and get it.” He raised his carbine again and sent five more rounds down range, peppering the hide of the giant creature and hoping that the sinus cavity was a tender meat area.
 
   The troll paused as it tried to study the little creature yelling and stinging it. It made the mental connection that the smaller creature was somehow responsible for the pain it was feeling and the death of its own. Ben watched as the troll’s face twisted up and started its advance, huge feet shaking the ground with each stomping step.
 
   Dom yelled from behind the tree. “Get your ass to cover! Now!”
 
   Ben felt the blood drain from his face as the troll advanced and bore down on him. He knew that no matter which way he went, it was only a matter of seconds before the monster would be right on top of him. “Son of a…” He turned and began to run for the top of the ridge as fast as his legs could carry him.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The screeching of the tires on the tarmac reminded her of the sound of someone torturing kittens. Or worse, the short, frantic screech of a child as its throat was being ripped out. She didn’t know why the sound conjured these images, but it did. 
 
   She turned slightly in her seat and tried not to think of what might come next. She couldn’t explain her feelings as of late and knew that Damien’s anger only grew when she spoke of giving up on their adventure. With each step closer to reaching their goal, the colder her feet became and the less she wanted to see it through. 
 
   Was it simply her grasping at some shred of humanity? Had it really been so long since she felt something like this? Rachel attempted to contemplate the depths of her feelings and found herself even more thoroughly confused.
 
   She looked up to find Damien standing before her, a smug smile painted across his face. “It’s time.”
 
   She could only bring herself to nod as he pulled her from her seat.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   18
 
    
 
    
 
   “Where’s that drone?” Matt couldn’t hide the urgency in his voice. The helmet cams from the ground team in Louisiana indicated a small army advancing on his squad and he knew that they didn’t have the firepower to complete the mission, much less overwhelm the much larger creatures that came up out of nowhere.
 
   “Inbound, sir,” a tech responded as he punched up the visual from the Predator as it closed in on Sierra Team. Dark treetops could be seen zipping by underneath the Predator as it quickly closed the distance. Meandering creeks, bogs and waterways jetted by as the drone maintained a steady altitude.
 
   “ETA?” Tufo barked.
 
   “At this rate, approximately five more minutes, sir.”
 
   Mark turned to Mitchell and shook his head. “With what’s coming out of that tree line, they’re going to need more firepower than what this Predator has to offer.”
 
   “Is the Reaper still inbound?” Matt’s eyes never left the multiple screens above him.
 
   “Affirmative. ETA twenty minutes.”
 
   “Push it to its limits. I want it there as fast as we can get it there.” Matt’s eyes bounced from feed to feed as he assessed the situation. “Take it to higher altitude if it will buy us time.”
 
   “Sir, we can’t break into civilian traffic lanes with…”
 
   Matt spun in his chair and cut the tech off mid-sentence. “I don’t care if we piggy back it off a Pan-Am flight. Get it there!”
 
   “Y-yes, sir!” The tech began punching commands into his keyboard and the operators for the Reaper pushed the drone to its physical limits, increasing altitude and air speed in response.
 
   Mark stood from his chair and slipped in behind Matt. He glanced around the room to ensure nobody was paying too much attention and with a hushed tone, whispered, “I know you’re stressed, but let’s not bite the heads off the people who are trying to make things better.”
 
   Matt turned slightly and considered his words before barking at his second in command. With a quick nod of his head he agreed. “You’re right. I’m just really not liking what I’m seeing down there.”
 
   “Neither am I, but they’re working as fast as they can to get support there. Let them do their jobs.”
 
   Matt lowered his eyes and nodded. “Lieutenant? ETA for the Predator?”
 
   “Closing now, Colonel.” The young officer punched some commands into his keyboard and indicated the large screen. “There, sir.”
 
   Matt looked up to see the red dot that was the borrowed Predator close in on the red dots that was his operators. “Gain altitude and get me some visuals. I want a thermal sweep of those woods.”
 
   “On it, sir.”
 
   All eyes not otherwise engaged were glued to the big screen as the Predator increased in altitude then panned left, indicating heat signatures for everything in the immediate area. “Sierra One, air support on sight. Paint your targets.”
 
   “Roger that, OPCOM. Wait one,” Dominic’s voice responded amidst the mixed report of gunfire on the ground. “We’re having a bit of a problem with the lasers.”
 
   Mark switched his coms to mute. “We could attempt a manual shot. It’s not like we’re trying to hit a small target.”
 
   Matt rubbed at his chin as he studied the multiple images on the screen. “Not yet. We can’t be sure which heat signature is what down there. I wouldn’t want to drop one of those things on top of our boys.” He motioned to Mark to reopen the coms. “Sierra One, we need your targets designated.”
 
   “Just choose one!” Dom yelled into the coms. “Um, I mean, sir.”
 
   Matt shrugged and motioned to Tufo. “Make it happen.”
 
   Mark sent the commands to the drone operators who switched the targeting to manual. “Take out the biggest one in the front.”
 
   “Copy that, OPCOM.”
 
   The room watched as the drone lined up for the shot and saw the white hot trail of the Hellfire missile shoot out in front of the craft. The entire scene washed out in white as the thermal camera was overloaded then a static feed came across the big screen. Matt was on his feet in moments. “What happened? Did we lose the drone?”
 
   All hands scrambled as they tried to reconnect the Predator’s camera to the screen in the OPCOM. One of the techs had the bright idea to switch to a helmet cam and caught the last moments of the troll falling…and the helmet cam blanked out, to be replaced with static once again. “Oh no…”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Pedro ‘Popo’ Gonzales stepped into the lounge and tapped Gus Tracy on the shoulder. “I just got an email from Jack. He wants us to show up early so we can go over stuff with him.”
 
   Tracy nodded and ran a hand over his short cropped hair. “That works to our advantage.”
 
   Popo glanced around the lounge, and convinced that nobody was within hearing range, sat beside the larger man. “Yes it does. I think we need to take him up on it, ASAP.”
 
   Gus glanced at his watch and kicked his feet off the table in front of him. “I think the major is still in the OPCOM. No way we can get clearance for an early departure if there’s an op on the ground.”
 
   Popo nodded, rubbing his chin. “We could still pack our gear and be ready. Once they give us the go-ahead, we bail.”
 
   “If this notebook is as important as they’re letting on, I’m surprised they didn’t think of it first.” Gus stood and stretched his massive frame. “I’ll grab TD and have him pack his stuff. Be ready to bug out.”
 
   “I’ll email Phoenix and let him know that we’re on standby.” Popo stood then turned back to Gus. “I don’t guess you know if we’re supposed to supply our own weaponry?”
 
   Gus paused and thought about it. Shaking his head he answered, “I don’t think so. Technically, we’re all on leave.”
 
   “Yeah, that makes sense. I would just ask…” Popo paused and looked around the lounge. “Have you seen Apollo lately?”
 
   Gus shrugged. “I’m sure he’s around somewhere. You know how he gets sometimes.”
 
   “Yeah, but even then, he’s usually down in the gym bench pressing small trucks and shit. I haven’t seen him in a while.”
 
   “We may not see him again until we get back,” Gus said as he turned and headed out of the lounge. “If we’re lucky.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Your friends arrive before you leave for Geneva,” Loren’s eyes twinkled with mischief as her reflection addressed Jack. “They were most eager to take part in this…endeavor.”
 
   Jack stifled a smile as he took in her news. “Thank you, Loren. You can’t know how much I appreciate your acting as go-between for me.”
 
   “It was definitely my pleasure, Chief Jack.” She quickly glanced aside and nodded to somebody that he couldn’t see. “I am late for an elder council meeting.”
 
   “Excuse me, Loren. I apologize for keeping you.” Jack suddenly felt guilty for having taken her time.
 
   “Do not think of it, Chief Jack. I would have the elders wait longer if I could inquire of you.”
 
   “Anything,” Jack offered. “Whatever you wish is yours.”
 
   “What made you think of asking Grimlock and his brothers to assist you in this matter?” she asked, a smile forming at the corners of her mouth as she spoke. She knew how much the gargoyles hated vampires and simply keeping them from destroying every one that they met would keep Jack busy.
 
   “Honestly?” Jack shook his head as he remembered reading the email that Major Tufo had sent him suggesting the additional ‘air support’. “A friend suggested it. He knew that we were going to have trouble getting into this location and I needed troops that had experience with parachutes and since gargoyles can fly…it just seemed a natural fit.”
 
   Loren considered the basic logic of his words and nodded. “Yes, I can see how it would seem that way. Although…you might have difficulty reining in Grimlock and his people.”
 
   Jack could almost picture the mayhem that the huge gargoyle could unleash. “Understood. And yes, I realize that it’s a risk. But Grimlock is a warrior. Warriors know how to take orders. Even if those orders go against their nature. I think they’ll be more than trustworthy.”
 
   “I hope, for your sake, that you are correct, Chief Jack.” Loren again looked to the side and nodded to an unseen person then returned her attention to him. “I fear I must take my leave. Good luck to you, Chief Jack.”
 
   “Thank you, Loren. Peace be with you.”
 
   “And with you.”
 
   Jack watched as the stone slowly dimmed and became simply a stone once more. He felt the familiar longing of wanting to see her face one more time as he carefully wrapped the stone and placed it back into the box then slid it under his bed.
 
   He stood and stretched then stared out of his window. “We have an air force,” he chuckled. “God help the council.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Dominic watched as the troll continued its advance toward Sierra Five. Ben was moving as quickly as his legs could carry him and he soon crested the top of the hill, glancing over his shoulder only long enough to see if the creature still had him in his sights. As Charmichael ran full out down the back side of the hill, he slid into a shallow ravine that rainwater had washed out at one time and flattened himself against the ground. At some point during his trot over the hill and down the other side, he’d lost his helmet and shucked his excess gear to lighten his load. With the creatures not firing at him, he knew that the tactical gear was non-essential.
 
   A flash and an explosion later and Ben slowly raised his head from the ravine to see the now headless troll teeter first one way, then the other, before toppling forward and crushing his discarded gear. “They better not take that out of my paycheck.”
 
   “Sierra Five, report,” Dom ordered.
 
   “Sierra Five, five by five, boss.” Ben climbed up from the ravine just as the briny funk from the troll washed down the hill and hit him like in a wave. “Scratch that. I think fish breath here is trying to gas me out.”
 
   “Get back in the game!” Dom barked.
 
   Ben choked back the bile that rose in his throat and began trotting back up the hill. As he passed the headless troll, he was awed by just how large the neck of the beast was. Ben saw the Predator circling in a stand-by pattern and couldn’t figure out why the machine wasn’t coming around for another pass. Did they expect them to drop the other big one with small arms fire? “Did somebody break the drone?”
 
   Mac keyed in as Ben crested the hill. “I think it got caught in its own blast. Probably fried something in its little electronic brain.”
 
   “Great,” Ben muttered as he slipped in behind the first large tree he spotted. He watched as the second troll continued to swat at invisible insects that were stinging its eyes. The smaller trolls were just beginning to crawl out of the woods and make their way to the feet of the larger creature.
 
   “Concentrate your fire on the smaller ones. We aren’t doing any damage to Godzilla there.” Dom slipped out from behind his own tree and began working his way back down the hill toward the tree line. “OPCOM, ETA for the Reaper?”
 
   All Sierra members continued fighting but paid special attention to their ear pieces as they waited for the reply. Nothing came across the broad wave and Dom shrugged. “OPCOM, this is Team Leader, over.”
 
   “We may be on our own here, boss.” It was Marshall’s turn to play Captain Obvious.
 
   “Thank you for that astute observation.” Dom switched magazines and concentrated on the closest trolls to his position. “Switch to frags. Let’s see if we can scatter pieces of these suckers.”
 
   The gunfire stopped long enough for each member to hurl a single fragmentation grenade into the slowly advancing line of frog faced creatures. A series of concussive explosions later and those closest to the line were covering their heads from falling clumps of dirt, debris and fish flavored chunks of flesh.
 
   “Somebody get me a head count!”
 
   “On it, boss,” Mac chimed in. He shoved the Active IR back into his pouch and pulled the thermals out. Scanning the tree line, he counted six creatures still on their feet and advancing slowly. “We got a half dozen slow movers.”
 
   “Easy-peasy,” Hammer sing songed. “We can snipe them from here.”
 
   “Negative, Sierra Three,” Mac corrected. “There are still live ones on the ground. They just aren’t able to advance.”
 
   Marshall sighed into his mic. “Damned brains are too small to be scrambled by the frags. They’re just like their bigger counterparts, only…smaller.”
 
   “Again with the Captain Obvious. You’re on a roll today, Dave.” Dom spun out from one tree and shoved his P90 directly under the chin of the troll that had worked its way up the hill. He squeezed the trigger on the bull pup and watched the top of the creature’s head spray upward in a dazzling display of bone and flesh. Like its sibling earlier, it staggered slightly before falling onto its face and immediately oozing the same white snotty liquid from its skin.
 
   Dom ran toward the advancing line, firing into those who continued to push their way past their fallen counterparts. The large troll hovering above him jerked its head like a bird as it tried to take in all of the action around it, each eye on either side of its wide head trying to focus on the different warriors darting to and fro, wreaking havoc. It bent and tried to grasp one only to find the men in black much faster than first judged. 
 
   Dom stood in the moonlit shadow of the large troll and continued to fire into the advancing line. “I’m getting low on ammo,” he warned.
 
   The troll raised a mighty foot and started to bring it down on top of Dom’s head. “Heads-up!” Ben shouted as he tackled his Team Leader and rolled him away from the giant stomping foot. Both men felt the earth tremble under the impact as they rolled to safety.
 
   “Holy smokes.” Dom lay on the ground and stared at the goo now stuck to the bottom of the troll’s foot. “That coulda been me.”
 
   Ben patted his shoulder. “Not as long as I’m around, boss.” He gave the larger man a wink then offered a hand to pull him up.
 
   Dom looked past Ben and saw the foot raised in the air once more, ready to come down on the both of them. He took Ben’s hand and pulled him to the ground, rolling them both to the side just as the monstrous three-toed foot impacted where they had been.
 
   Ben shook his head as he rolled to his feet. “Son of a bitch don’t give up, does he?”
 
   Dom smiled at Ben and pointed to the advancing smaller trolls. “I got an idea.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “And that’s why I didn’t hesitate to join up with the squads.” Little John sat quietly in the main hanger, the rest of his squad mates surrounding him, listening intently.
 
   “How old were you when this happened?” Donnie asked.
 
   “I was just a kid. About ten.” John shrugged. “That whole period of my life is kind of a blur. My folks had me put on some medication and…” he trailed off, shaking his head.
 
   “That’s some heavy shit right there,” Lamb said. “I mean, seriously, I thought I had issues.” Ing punched him. Hard.
 
   “Don’t mind him. He’s a dick.” Ing pushed Lamb out of the way. “His heart’s in the right place though.”
 
   “Yeah. In my chest.” Lamb stated goofily, trying to break the tension.
 
   “I can fix that,” John offered. Lamb didn’t see the humor.
 
   “Okay, so, I have to ask, bro. What would you do if you ever ran into her? I mean, like if we were on a mission or something?” Donnie asked. “Would you try to make contact?”
 
   John nodded solemnly. “With a high velocity silver bullet.”
 
   That response sent a round of gasps, murmurs, and muffled comments from the squad. Finally Ing settled them down. “Dude, that seems a bit brutal.”
 
   John’s voice was quiet and low. “I don’t think so. I’d hope that she would do that same for me if the situation were reversed. I wouldn’t want to live like that.”
 
   “But, Little John, she’s your sister.” Lamb’s eyes were pleading with him. “I couldn’t pull the trigger if it were somebody from my…okay, well, yeah. If it were somebody from my family, I probably could. Bad example.”
 
   John stood and held his hands up. “Look, fellas, I can’t expect you to understand. Just know…I’m there for you. Even if we run into her out there somewhere, my head is in the game.”
 
   Donnie placed a hand on John’s shoulder and squeezed. “Bro, we never doubted that.” He turned John toward the stairwell door. “But before you go etching your sister’s name on a bullet, you need to go downstairs and talk to Doc. He’s proof that not all bloodsuckers are bad.”
 
   John chuckled. “You think I haven’t thought of that? Do you really think that I haven’t considered all the possibilities?” He sighed heavily and leaned back against the table. “Whether she can be saved or not, I can’t say. But I can say that I’m not going to risk my team trying to find out.”
 
   Spanky stepped up from behind the group, his arms crossed over his chest. “There are less than lethal means of dealing with vampires,” he stated. “I mean, you’re right, John. The odds of us ever running into your sister are pretty slim. But in the off chance that we did…there are other ways of dealing with her. At least until you could decide if she was salvageable.”
 
   John shook his head. “I couldn’t do it.” He raised his eyes and met Darren’s. “If I ever got the chance to actually ‘talk’ with her again? She could probably convince me that she was the next Pope.” He pushed away from the table again and waved the squad off. “I appreciate the offer, guys, I really do. But my mind has been made up for years. If I run into her again, I have to bring her down.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Laura heard the plane’s engine rev down and the murmuring of voices in the front of the cockpit. She sat up and went through the motions of waking. She stretched and yawned, realizing that nobody was paying her actions any attention. Leaning forward and raising her voice, she asked, “Are we almost there?”
 
   “Prepping to stop for fuel again.” Mick worked the controls of the plane and Laura squinted against the darkness, noting the flashing lights of a runway ahead. “I doubt you’ll find much more than a bathroom here, though, especially at this hour.”
 
   Laura stared at her watch in the dim cabin light and noted that it was still late in the evening. “When will we be arriving in Brazil?”
 
   Mick didn’t bother to look back at her. “Some time in the morning. We could probably make it on the fuel we have, but I’d rather be safe than sorry.”
 
   Laura sat back in her seat and buckled her seatbelt as they prepared to land. She debated confiding in Jennifer what she witnessed earlier and weighed the woman’s reaction. Would she believe her? Mick was a very old friend and had supposedly suffered at the hands of her father upon Jennifer’s disappearance. Who was Laura to her compared to that? Still…
 
   She felt the plane sink in the atmosphere and her stomach went with it. Feeling the craft shake and dance on the air currents she suddenly was happy she wasn’t able to eat much when they stopped. 
 
   When the craft finally settled down, she watched Mick more carefully. He handled the plane like a true professional and she knew that if she dared confront him with what she knew, there was a distinct possibility that he’d simply leave her stuck out here in the middle of nowhere. The realization struck her that this stop on this leg of the trip may well be for that purpose. Dump her in the middle of nowhere for Walter Simmons’ men to pick up and dispose of.
 
   Laura closed her eyes and forced her mind to calm down. As hard as it might be, she’d simply have to pretend that nothing was going to happen to her, and if Mick tried anything, Pablo and his men would immediately begin search-and-rescue operations.
 
   Laura nearly yelped when the plane touched down and she forced her hands to let go of the death grip she held on the armrest of her seat. Lack of sleep, adrenaline burn out and anxiety was all taking its toll on her. “And Matt wondered why I wanted to quit,” she mumbled to herself.
 
   “I got the bathroom first,” Jennifer announced as she unbuckled her seatbelt.
 
   Laura gave her a wan smile. “Right behind ya.”
 
   As soon as the plane finished its taxi to the fuel station, Jennifer had the door open and was duckwalking to the main building. Laura couldn’t help but notice Mick watching her as she walked away. Hedging her bet, she leaned forward, “She’s pretty special, isn’t she?”
 
   Mick seemed genuinely surprised that he’d been caught and dropped his eyes back to the instruments before opening his own door. “She’s one of my oldest and closest friends.”
 
   “Yeah, I can see that.”
 
   Mick paused as he was about to step out of the plane. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   Laura slid over to the side door and opened it, stepping out and stretching her legs in the humid night air. “I’m a woman, Mick. I can tell when a man is interested in more than friendship.” She closed the door and walked around the plane to where he was pulling the fuel hose to the tanks. “Does she know that you love her?”
 
   He stopped and stared at her for a moment before resuming his activities. “I don’t suppose that denying it would get you to drop the subject would it?”
 
   “Not in the slightest.” She leaned against the plane and watched as he topped off the tanks.
 
   Mick wiped his hands on a rag as the fuel pumped. He stared off in the direction that Jennifer had walked and his eyes glimmered in the darkness. “I’d die for that girl. But it wouldn’t matter. I’m a cat, she’s a wolf. Water and oil.”
 
   “Phooey.” Laura pushed off the side of the plane and clapped his shoulder. “She’s a woman and you’re a man. That’s what matters.”
 
   Mick gave her a sideways look. “I thought you were here to take her to your boss so they could be mated?”
 
   She shook her head. “I’m a realist. I’m here to take her to talk to him. They may be ‘fated’, but…”
 
   “But what?”
 
   Her eyes met his and he saw something there he didn’t expect. Understanding. “Just because someone else says you are supposed to be together doesn’t mean that it’s the right choice for you. I believe in love.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I’m not the one that needs convincing of that.” He checked the fuel level then turned back to her. “This whole fated thing means something to her. I have to respect that. I may not like it, but I have to respect it.”
 
   “You’re a better man than I would be.” Laura turned and headed toward the main station. “I wouldn’t let anybody get between me and the person I loved.”
 
   Mick pulled the fuel nozzle from the tank and screwed the cap back on. He watched Laura as she walked toward the station and saw Jennifer push her way out the door looking as brilliant as ever. “If you love something, set it free…”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “I ain’t going back,” Apollo announced defiantly. “I don’t care what kind of intel they need, I ain’t doing it.”
 
   “Look, mate, we need to know exactly when your chums are taking off. We need to know when each group will be at their supposed weakest.” Sheridan limped toward the board and tapped it with his knuckled. “Once your chaps take off from here, we have a four hour window to what needs to be done. We need to have our people staged.”
 
   “And I’m telling you, set up the contractor truck and watch for them.” Apollo shook his head and practically fell into his seat. “I ain’t going back. I’d go off on ‘em, and they’d know something was up.”
 
   Sheridan inhaled deeply and let it out slowly. “Then how are you supposed to get the drop on them at the island?”
 
   “You got me them cigar boats, didn’t you? They’ll be going out in a standard Monterey. Top speed in open ocean is maybe fifty knots.”
 
   “And if the water is choppy or the seas are too rough for the fast boats?” Sheridan tapped the board again. “We need as much heads-up as we can get.”
 
   “Then we take a damn chopper, I don’t care, I ain’t going back.” Apollo crossed his huge arms over his massive chest and glared at the man across from him.
 
   Sheridan finally sighed and collapsed into the chair opposite. “Fine, we’ll do it your way.” He pulled a radio from his hip and ordered a surveillance team to the base. “I don’t like this. We’ll have to be on alert from now on.”
 
   “Then so fucking be it.”
 
   “Right. So fucking be it.” Sheridan pushed up and out of the seat. “Pack your gear. Be ready to bug out at a moment’s notice.”
 
   “Already on it.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Rachel purposely kept her thoughts to herself as she and Damien drove through the city. She knew exactly where he was headed. The same worn down warehouse that they had called ‘home’ before they departed for Europe. 
 
   As the van pulled to the doors and Damien hit the opener, she could feel the collected body parts calling to her. She fought the urge to jump out and run as fast as she could. She knew that it would do her no good. He would simply run her down and drag her back. Regardless of what she may think she wanted now, he was operating off the idea she had stuck in his head so very long ago. 
 
   She watched the girders go by as he drove the van deep into the building and the resonating thud of the doors shutting behind them caused her to jump slightly. “We’re home,” he announced as he opened his door and nearly bounced to the back of the van. She stayed in her seat while he opened the back and began pulling their things from the rear. Slowly she opened the door and slid from her seat, her feet feeling foreign as they made contact with the concrete floor.
 
   Damien hurried past her, their collected goodies in his arms as he nearly raced deeper into the warehouse. “First thing tomorrow we’ll start gathering everything we need to revive you.”
 
   She stared at him as he laid the body parts out on the stainless steel table, her heart sinking as he hummed to himself, giddy beyond recognition. Carefully, he placed each piece where it belonged then ran a rubber seal along the edge of the table. Stainless steel sides were then lifted into place and bolted into place, then the ends, creating a shallow tub.
 
   Rachel found herself standing beside the table, staring at the moldy, dusty and rotting remains within. She sighed slightly and shook her head. “We don’t have to do this, ya know,” her voice barely a whisper; a plea in the night.
 
   Damien paused and glanced at her. “What? What do you mean? Now? We’re almost done.” He stepped back to the tub and motioned to the parts within. “That’s you in there. The real you.”
 
   Rachel continued to stare at the remains, her mind elsewhere, her eyes not truly seeing what they were staring at. “I know, But we don’t have to do this.”
 
   Damien dropped the rubber sheet he held and walked toward her, his eyes narrowed. “You can’t possibly be serious.”
 
   She finally broke her gaze from the body and turned to plea to him. “Damien…this isn’t right.”
 
   “What the hell do you mean?” He grabbed her arm violently and all but dragged her closer to the tub. Reaching within, he pulled the heart from the remains and held it in front of her face. “This is you! You wanted this, remember?”
 
   Rachel shook her head and turned from him. “You don’t understand.”
 
   “I don’t understand? What’s to understand? We just spent the last six months crawling all over the world digging up pieces of your carcass so that we could do this and now that we are this close, you want to back out?”
 
   Rachel pulled loose from his grasp and stepped away from him. “You don’t understand what you’re doing.” Her eyes narrowed and she suddenly stiffened, her demeanor changing. “You really think you want this?” 
 
   “Hell yes. You want this too, you just don’t remember.”
 
   Rachel gave him a frightening smile and stepped closer, her nail running down his chest. “You think you know what I want, do you? You think this is what is best, don’t you?” She stepped around the tub and picked up a piece of arm, holding it up and examining it nonchalantly. “You have no idea what you’re about to unleash little man.”
 
   “Little…?” Damien took a step closer and studied her. “What the hell are you talking about now?”
 
   She dropped the arm and continued around the tub until she was once more facing him. “When I’m restored, who do you think will be in charge around here, hmm?”
 
   Damien stammered a moment then collected his self. “Well, you will be.”
 
   “Of course I will be.” She placed her hand flat against his chest and shoved him down to the ground. “And you? What will I do with you?”
 
   “You promised I’d rule by your side. That’s why I’ve been gaining strength…”
 
   “You?” She lifted her chin and laughed. “You truly think I need a man to help me rule?”
 
   “But you promised me…”
 
   “I promised you could be my slave, little vampire.” She placed her foot on his chest and pushed him the rest of the way to the floor. “Don’t you remember?”
 
   Damien’s eyes widened as a flood of memories came back to him. Memories of their first encounter and her promise to make him her love slave. After their first time together he would have agreed to anything. “Fine, I’ll be your love slave.”
 
   “Love?” she laughed again and the evil hidden within it made his blood run cold. She finally lowered her eyes to him and shook her head. “You’ll be whatever I want you to be.”
 
   Damien lowered his eyes and nodded. “Yes, m’lady.”
 
   Rachel smiled and lifted her foot from his chest. “Get up off the floor and finish preparing my body.” She looked into the tub and caressed the side of the skull. “You have a lot of work ahead of you. Lover.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   19
 
    
 
   “Reaper sitrep.” Matt’s eyes never left the static filled screens as he paced back and forth in front of his command chair.
 
   “Inbound, Colonel. Minutes away.” Mark continued tapping commands into his keyboard as he tried to bring something up on the screens.
 
   “Why the hell are all the helmet cams dead? And what happened to the coms?” Mitchell asked for the third time. “I need to know what the hell is going on down there.”
 
   A tech finally threw his hands up in disgust. “The only possible explanation is that the main transceiver is destroyed, sir. That’s the only thing that could cause all of them to go out like that.”
 
   “Who had it?”
 
   “Charmichael, sir.” The tech suddenly turned and began typing new commands into his station. “I’m going to try satellite.”
 
   “ETA for Reaper, forty-five seconds,” Mark announced.
 
   “Check the thermals and see if we can get anything on these screens.” Matt finally stopped and hovered near his chair. He slowly lowered himself into the seat and stared at the static filled monitors.
 
   “Satellite is online, sir. Repositioning.”
 
   “I need it yesterday, Lieutenant.” 
 
   Mark punched in the command then stood, “Reaper feed on main screen.”
 
   Matt’s eyes looked up and everybody gave a slight sigh of relief as the scene unfolded. The large troll could still be seen in the clearing, a handful of the smaller ones meandering around its feet while operators fired from a distance. Near the feet of the troll, two operators zigged and zagged under foot. “What the hell are they doing?”
 
   “Working on coms, sir. Trying to port through the Reaper.”
 
   “Make it work, LT.” Matt leaned to the edge of his seat as he watched the scene unfold and the Reaper quickly lose altitude and fly overhead of the squad below. “Surely they would have heard that thing, wouldn’t they?”
 
   “Affirmative, OPCOM, we have you,” a staticky voice filled the overhead speakers. “Good to have you back.”
 
   “Sierra One, get your men clear of that thing. We’re about to go live with the Reaper. Cleanup crews are inbound as we speak.”
 
   “Copy that, OPCOM. You’ll have clear shooting in thirty.”
 
   The OPCOM crew watched as the Reaper turned and brought the scene back into view. The two operators were running up the hill toward the approaching drone. The giant troll slowly advancing on them.
 
   Matt shook his head. He didn’t like the close proximity but there was no sense in wasting any more time. “Light it up.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Dom rolled back and forth under the large troll, careful to avoid the huge foot that continued to stomp down toward him. He did his best to entice the smaller trolls closer until they were within smooshing range, then when the foot began its downward arc, he’d deftly roll to the side to avoid the spray of blood, bone and guts that would squirt out from under the giant three-toed hammer. The few that wouldn’t come closer to him found themselves either being pushed or tackled and rolled closer to the large troll and it’s brainless action. There weren’t many of the smaller trolls left when the familiar sound of the drone approaching broke the night air.
 
   “On your six, boss,” Mac called through his earpiece.
 
   Dom spun and rolled out of the way of the troll, turned and looked behind him. He could just make out the shadowy outline of the drone as it dropped from the sky and began its approach. “Surely they would have heard that thing, wouldn’t they?” He heard Mitchell’s familiar voice break in and out over his earpiece. 
 
   “Affirmative, OPCOM, we have you,” Dom replied. “Good to have you back.”
 
   “Sierra One, get your men clear of that thing. We’re about to go live with the Reaper. Cleanup crews are inbound as we speak.”
 
   “Copy that, OPCOM. You’ll have clear shooting in thirty.” Dom turned and, using hand signals, informed his men to make a wide path or get the hell out of the way. He and Ben began making for the top of the hill as quick as their legs could carry them. A loud thump vibrated the ground followed by a familiar scream. The men knew that the troll wasn’t happy and as Dom suspected, the larger one was following them as they tried to put distance between them.
 
   “Looks like we’re gonna have company, boss,” Ben called as he continued humping up the hill. 
 
   “He’d better be quicker than us. Look up!” Dom motioned upward with his chin and Ben saw the Reaper coming back in for a shot. The sound of a sidewinder being released and fired from the Hunter/Killer caused both men to pour on one last sprint to try to get a little extra distance.
 
   The troll noted the semi-active radar homing in on it and paused from its chase long enough to look up and stare at the incoming missile. It opened its mouth to yell when its head suddenly exploded, showering the immediate area in a spray of thick bone, ooze, blood, and chunks of flesh.
 
   Dom and Ben crested the hill and dove for a short outcropping of trees just as the body of the beast hit the ground, causing another dust up and small tremor. A staccato of weapons fire later and the few smaller trolls still standing were quickly dispatched leaving the squad with just a few minutes to rest, burn off their extra adrenaline and then set a perimeter.
 
   The stench of dead marine life in the area was nauseating and Marshall found a few smaller chunks that weren’t oozing that milky acid that he was able to bag for the doc. As the men scattered to set up their perimeter, Hammer noted that the acid had dissolved the smaller trolls to nearly nothing. “Cleanup crews are going to have a helluva time finding enough to clean up.”
 
   “Not my job code, brother.” Dave patted his shoulder as he headed off to set his perimeter.
 
   Hammer continued to study the beasts and the area where they had their show down. “Why here?”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jack waited outside along the edge of the tree line. The large boulder that he felt for sure would be the portal soon vibrated and he stepped back. A soft glow came from a crack along one edge and soon a twilight filled light filled the area near him. He stood in awe as Horith and Kalen stepped through. 
 
   Kalen immediately grasped Jack’s hand and pulled him to an embrace. “Is it true? We get to kill more vampires?”
 
   Horith leaned back through the boulder and waved others through. Grimlock and two other gargoyles crawled through the large opening. Where the two elves had walked through without difficulty, the gargoyles had to squeeze through, pulling their massive bodies through the opening with much struggle. Grimlock stood at his full height and Jack once again was awestruck by the massiveness of the being who stood in his presence. The two others were dwarfed by Grimlock yet were much larger than your average human. The smallest of the gargoyles made Apollo look small.
 
   Jack had to shake his head and remember Kalen’s question. “Uh, no, not necessarily. We’re going to have a force ready, but we’re hoping we won’t have to kill them.” 
 
   Jack saw Kalen’s face fall but Horith quickly slapped his brother’s shoulder. “Not to worry. Vampires are quick to anger. They will surely do something unwise.” His eyes met Jack’s and he gave a quick wink. “We are here for you, Chief Jack.”
 
   “I appreciate that, fellas, I really do. But to be honest, I wasn’t expecting you.” Jack didn’t notice the smaller creatures crawling through the boulder behind the gargoyles and quickly surrounding the group.
 
   “The Wyldwood stated that you were in need of warriors. My brother and I volunteered immediately,” Kalen stated matter-of-factly. “We told you that if you ever needed us, we would be there for you. You are considered a part of our tribe now, Chief Jack.”
 
   Jack felt a pride swell within that he couldn’t describe. He knew how selective the Greater Elves were in who they allowed into their world, but to be adopted into the family?
 
   “My kin and I are at your disposal as well, Hunter.” Grimlock’s deep, gravelly voice seemed to reverberate in his very bones. 
 
   Jack looked up at the huge ebony skinned gargoyle and suddenly felt that no matter what the council might throw at them, this force would be enough to handle any…his eye caught the smaller beings surrounding them. “And who is this?” 
 
   The three smaller beings stepped into the moonlight and Jack finally got a chance to see who had crawled out with the other warriors. They appeared to be gnomes, but unlike any he had ever seen. “I am Kissum. This is Bartholomew.” The gnome pointed to the smallest of the group. “This is Gnat.”
 
   Jack eyed the three gnomes a moment then turned to Kalen. “And they are?”
 
   “Warrior gnomes.” Kalen didn’t seem to be joking.
 
   “Warrior…” Jack’s voice trailed off as his mind rolled the idea around of anything that small being a warrior.
 
   “Gnomes,” Kissum reiterated. “And ye’d be best to keep it mindful.” The set of his little jaw reminded Jack of a pissed off midget wrestler.
 
   “Uh…look, guys…”
 
   “Do not prejudge, Chief Jack,” Horith interceded. “Gnomes are not known as a warrior race, but the few who are, are fierce.”
 
   “And well trained,” Gnat squeaked.
 
   Jack squared his shoulders and eyed the motley crew. “Well then.” He scratched at his chin as he considered the new addition. “It would appear that I’d better rethink my plans.”
 
   Grimlock pulled his two associates to the forefront, “My brothers, Gideon and Azrael.” 
 
   Jack looked up at the two gargoyles and fought a shiver. Gideon had a thick, red hide that almost appeared like saddle leather. Azrael almost appeared human but with large bat like wings and huge claws. His pointed teeth and oversized facial features gave him away as something other than human, as if the wings and claws weren’t enough to dissuade the idea. “Good to have you with us gentlemen.”
 
   “A pleasure to serve,” Gideon bowed. Azrael eyed Jack warily before giving a slight nod.
 
   “Why don’t I get you guys settled in for the night.” Jack turned and headed for the castle before Horith stepped in his way.
 
   “Chief Jack.” Horith nodded toward the gargoyles. Jack shook his head in confusion. “They can only be out at night. During the day, they sleep the stone sleep.”
 
   Jack quickly turned and looked to the gargoyles who all had expressions of impatience. “My apologies. Truly…I wasn’t thinking.”
 
   “Think naught of it.” Grimlock pushed passed the others and headed toward the castle. “Let us retire to a more comfortable area and go over your plans.”
 
   Jack watched the gargoyle for a moment then fell into step behind him. “Right. Straight to business.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Surveillance still reports that it’s all quiet.” Sheridan fell into the seat across from Apollo. “Have you decided which you’d prefer? A night or day attack?”
 
   Apollo seemed to ignore him as he continued to wire the radio detonators. He slowly tweaked the connections then set the unit aside. “Whenever they’d least expect it,” his reply seemed as absent as his interest in dealing with Sheridan at the moment.
 
   “How will you know when that is?”
 
   Apollo stopped what he was doing and placed the device aside. He gently set the small screwdriver down and turned his full attention to Sheridan. “They have a team out now, correct?”
 
   “Yeah, but we don’t know when or if they’ll…”
 
   “Then as soon as the other team departs to go to Jacks’ sounds like a good time to me, don’tcha think?” Sheridan stared at him a moment before realizing what he was saying. 
 
   “While they’re physically drained and at their lowest in manpower.” He nodded. “But I thought you wanted to take out as many of them as we could.”
 
   Apollo gave him a toothy smile that made Sheridan’s blood run cold. “Oh, we will. Your team will have it much easier because the hangar will be running a skeleton crew.” Apollo twisted in his seat and pointed out the window of the office. “That tall wolf out there? The one with the Yankees’ ball cap? Yeah, well he’s a pilot and can handle a chopper. So guess what I plan to steal as soon as I send the crews out to the fast boats?”
 
   Sheridan smiled and nodded. “Hit them by sea and by air. Bloody brilliant.”
 
   “Not really.” Apollo picked up the device again and slid the rear cover back on. “Simple tactics. Hit them big and hit them hard. Flatten the bastards fast and easy and get the hell out of Dodge.”
 
   A knock at the door brought both men’s attention to the man standing there. “Surveillance crew just radioed in. A team of three individuals just left with large packs and they were making like they were leaving the base.”
 
   Apollo winked at Sheridan. “That’s our cue. Get your crew together.”
 
   Sheridan pushed up from the chair and nodded to the man at the door. “Prepare both assault teams. We leave in fifteen minutes.”
 
   “Aye, sir.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Gus, Pedro and Jimmy had their gear packed and ready to go. Once the red light outside the OPCOM went out, Pedro stuck his head in and pulled Tufo aside. With a quick ‘good luck’ the three men were on their way.
 
   Gus volunteered to drive the Humvee to the helipad where the unit pilot was standing by to take the three to Texas. A quick trip by air, and with luck, the men would be standing on the island by daybreak. 
 
   Pedro sent Jack a quick email to let him know that they were en route and requested that their ride and the boats be standing by upon their arrival. He hoped that Jack checked his email before they got there or they might have a long swim.
 
   “Not sure what happened on that op, but the colonel was sweating. I’ve never seen the man sweat before,” Pedro commented.
 
   Gus gave him a sidelong glance as the helicopter lifted from the ground. “You sure it wasn’t just hot in there?”
 
   Pedro shook his head. “No, they all looked pretty frazzled.”
 
   TD had settled in and was leaning against the bulkhead. “Frazzled. Now that sounds like a psychobabble term if I’ve ever heard one.”
 
   Pedro kicked his feet out from under him. “You know what I mean. I think something on Third Squad’s op might have gone south.”
 
   Gus sat forward and looked concerned. “Any losses?”
 
   Pedro shook his head. “They didn’t say, but they weren’t running any helmet cams on the screens.”
 
   Marshall grunted. “The op was over. They probably took them off.”
 
   Pedro grunted. “Right. How often do you remove your helmet in the field?”
 
   Marshall shrugged then thought about it. He suddenly opened his eyes. “The major didn’t say anything?”
 
   Pedro shook his head, his headphones shaking loosely. “Nope. He just wished us luck.”
 
   Jimmy looked to Gus who shrugged. “I don’t think they would have let us go if there had been anything serious.”
 
   Jimmy sighed and settled back in for the flight. “I hope not.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Paul sat upright in his chair and sniffed the air. “Do you smell that, brother?”
 
   Rufus was already up and to the door of his study. “Wait here. I’ll find out what’s going on.” He slipped out the door and went silently down the hall. He could hear multiple voices coming from the library and the light bouncing against the hallway wall sent a chill through his veins. When one of the occupants turned to the side and Rufus saw the silhouette, he froze. Gargoyles! In his castle!
 
   He forced himself to slowly withdraw back down the hallway until he heard Jack’s voice rise above the others, trying to get them all to settle down. Rufus paused and forced himself to calm. Slowly he approached the double doors leading to the library and pushed them open, making himself known. 
 
   Immediately, the smell of the elves hit him and he felt his mouth begin to water. To his credit, Rufus showed no emotion. Nor did he react when he saw the three very large gargoyles standing in his library. “Good evening.”
 
   Jack quickly stepped between Rufus and the others. “Everybody, this is our benefactor. Mr. Rufus Thorn.” He watched the expression of the others and was satisfied that there would be no trouble here.
 
   “Thank you for receiving us in your home, Mr. Thorn.” Grimlock bowed at the waist.
 
   “We are here to assist, sir,” Horith added.
 
   Rufus calmed nearly instantly and allowed Jack to escort him deeper within the library. “Thank you, gentlemen.” He noticed the gnomes sitting atop the table and Rufus immediately bowed to them. “Your presence honors me.”
 
   Kissum stood and returned the bow. “We are the honored ones.”
 
   Rufus took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Please forgive me. I wasn’t expecting you or I would have seen to your needs before your arrival.”
 
   “That’s my fault,” Jack interjected. “I didn’t know that the elves or gnomes were coming. I thought that only a few gargoyles would be assisting in the operation.”
 
   Rufus raised a brow at that announcement. “The ‘ace’ you mentioned?”
 
   “Actually, no. The teams are on their way. Consider these guys another ace.” Jack couldn’t help but smile.
 
   “Hmm,” Rufus excused himself, but asked for Jack to step out with him for a private word. Once in the hallway, Rufus narrowed his gaze. “I would very much appreciate it, if in the future you might give me foreknowledge before bringing a mortal enemy of vampires into my home,” his voice was a whisper, but the anger he felt could not be disguised.
 
   Jack stepped back and gave Rufus a confused look. “Rufus? These guys are volunteering to come to our aid. To face the Vampire Council, not you.” Jack hooked a thumb over his shoulder, “The gargoyles are the air support I needed to get men on the roof. The others? They volunteered because they consider me family. They’re here to fight for you. They believe in the Lamia Beastia’s message.”
 
   Rufus squared his shoulders and rolled his head across his neck trying to work the tension from it. “Very well, just please, mon ami, in the future, give me some kind of notice. It makes me a very bad host to have not prepared for them.”
 
   Jack nodded. “Gotcha, no more surprises. Full disclosure.”
 
   “Thank you.” Rufus turned and headed back to his study, an uneasy feeling settling in his stomach.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Laura’s body ached from the lack of rest, but her mind refused to shut down enough for her to get any sleep. She continued to watch Mick through narrowed eyes. Every now and then she would shift and reposition herself to get more comfortable and hoped that she gave the impression that she was asleep. So far, he’d sent no more messages, nor had he done anything else that seemed suspicious. She began to wonder if perhaps she might have just imagined the entire thing when she watched him lean over in the seat and study Jennifer. She was apparently asleep again.
 
   Laura relaxed her eyes once more and could just make out him glancing at her as she breathed behind him. He continued to fly as though nothing was wrong, and Laura continued to watch him.
 
   It took him another twenty minutes before his hand slipped down and she noticed that he was working the switch again. She felt like kicking herself for allowing him to literally get the slip on her. She had been lying right behind him and watching him and she still didn’t notice him doing it until he was nearly finished.
 
   She didn’t even get a chance to figure out what he had sent before he pulled his hand back up and gripped the wheel again. It took everything she had not to simply sit up, grab his headphones and choke him with the chord. She even contemplated pulling him to the carpet and just asking him flat out, ‘who are you messaging?’ but if he didn’t deny it…then what? Would he get violent? Would he land at the nearest small field or flat road and boot her out of the plane?
 
   She sat up and stared at him. She said nothing and made no covert moves. She waited. Boring holes into the back of his head with her eyes paid off. He turned and glanced at her. “Oh, you’re up.”
 
   “Yeah, I have been. I couldn’t sleep since we left.” She couldn’t hide the tone in her voice so she didn’t try.
 
   “Oh?” He shot her another quick glance. “Well, we still have a few more hours before we land.”
 
   “I couldn’t sleep if I had to.” She continued to bore holes into the back of his head. He continued to ignore her.
 
   Laura could feel the adrenaline flowing through her and couldn’t decide if she should confront him or not. She had just opened her mouth to accuse him when the light on the panel began lighting up in response. “Ah, your people are sending their coordinates.”
 
   “My…what?” Laura’s brain couldn’t quite absorb what he was saying.
 
   “I thought you both were asleep, so I messaged them using Morse code. They sent me coordinates to the closest private field and they got us permission to use it.” He gave her a lopsided grin and Laura suddenly felt sheepish. “The closer we can land to them the less of a car ride over very rough terrain.”
 
   “Oh…” her voice trailed off as she suddenly felt even more foolish. “That was nice of you.”
 
   “Nobody wants to sit in a plane this long and then have their butt bounced all over on a rough Brazilian dirt road.”
 
   “No. I suppose not.” Suddenly, she felt very tired. “You know, I think I might try to catch a little sleep before we get there after all.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll wake you if we crash.”
 
   She smiled as she laid her head on the armrest again. “You do that.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Feel any better?”
 
   Little John looked up to see Spalding leaning against the doorway of his quarters. “I dunno. I guess.” He shrugged. “Maybe.”
 
   “I dunno. Maybe?” Spalding stepped inside and pulled the chair from the desk, spinning it around and sitting in it backward. “I can tell you that your squad mates feel a lot closer to ya.”
 
   “That’s a good thing, right?” John smirked. “Do you want us to sit around a campfire now and sing Kum-Ba-Yah? Maybe hold hands, do some team building exercises?”
 
   “The smart ass runs deep in this one,” Spalding teased.
 
   “Sorry, boss, I’m just not a touchy feely type of person.”
 
   Spalding ran a hand through his close cropped hair and nodded. “I understand. But getting the whole sister thing off your chest? That didn’t help any? Even a little?”
 
   John sat on the edge of his bed and placed the book he was reading on the nightstand. “Honestly?” He considered the situation and nodded. “Yeah, I guess so. I mean, I feel better knowing that they don’t feel like there are any secrets. They know what I’m thinking when I’m out there. But really? When you look at the big picture, it doesn’t really change anything does it?”
 
   “I think it changes a lot. The guys have a better idea of where you’re coming from and what you’re dealing with.”
 
   “No, I mean, it doesn’t change the fact that I’m still going to do my job. Regardless of what private demons I may be dealing with, I would always do my job.” Little John sighed softly and stared down at Spalding. “They do realize that, don’t they?”
 
   “I think they do. Heck, I’m sure they do. We all know that you’re a professional, John. That was never in question.” Spalding pulled a photo from his breast pocket. “This was her.”
 
   “Her?” John took the photo and stared at the dark eyed beauty.
 
   “Maria. The woman that was killed in the desert. She wormed her way into all of our hearts in one way or another.” Spalding remembered the hot blooded little Latina that could fight as well as any of the men on the squads. “To some of us, she was like a little sister. To others, she was a lover. To others, she was just a friend. But she was a friend that would kill to protect you and vice versa.”
 
   “She’s pretty.” John handed the photo back. 
 
   “You can see how Apollo got so messed up over losing her then.”
 
   John nodded, his mind trying to imagine loving someone who was in his line of work. “It must have been hell.”
 
   “It wasn’t easy. For him or for us.” Spalding put the picture back into his pocket. “Losing her and Hank was like…well, it drove home just how quickly any of us can go.”
 
   “You said you lost an entire team before?”
 
   Spalding nodded and leaned back against the wall behind him. “Yeah, before she was brought on.” His mind raced back to the op in Texas that cost them nearly all of First Squad. “We had our best out in the field and they got ambushed by wolves. That was when we first discovered that natural-borns could shift at will. They attacked during the day.”
 
   “Wow, a daylight attack. That’s ballsy.”
 
   “And effective.” Spalding pushed off the wall and tried to get out of the negative mindset that reminiscing about loss pulled him into. “And it wasn’t just us. Almost every team across the globe got hit at the same time. They all lost people.”
 
   “A global attack?” John’s eyes were wide. “That doesn’t seem possible.”
 
   “Normally, no, but this was all being coordinated by a very bad dude. He was trying to bring on the vampire Armageddon and…” Spalding’s voice trailed off.
 
   “What happened?” John was more than just curious now.
 
   “Well, we obviously beat him.” Spalding stared at the floor. “We lost a lot of good people. And a lot of vampires volunteered to fight with us.”
 
   “No shit?”
 
   “Yeah, the Lamia Beastia. The ones that feed off of animals. Anyway, that was what happened in the desert. The big bad ass forced his way through his own forces and got into our control room and that was where Hank and Maria got killed.”
 
   “But you stopped him.”
 
   “Yeah.” Spalding stood and turned for the door. “Too bad we weren’t allowed to kill the son-of-a-bitch.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Rachel watched from the upper levels as Damien worked around the clock gathering the necessary items to complete the ritual to revive her. She could feel the shreds of humanity slipping from her as each item was collected and brought to the warehouse. She felt the warmth that had wrapped itself around her earlier slip away and the cold grip of hate and anger slip back into her host’s heart. Whatever the previous spell was that had weakened her was rapidly fading as he cleansed the area and painted the pagan symbols upon the walls and floor with goat blood.
 
   He placed the unlit black candles in their proper places and set up a silver bowl with herbs and incense. Everything was falling into place and the excitement within her grew as the time grew closer. She knew that only two critical pieces remained. The elder vampire to be sacrificed, and the blood of virgins to restore her physical form.
 
   She paused and remembered how she had been sickened at the idea of him collecting the blood. The idea of innocents dying to bring her back to the physical world had disturbed her and now, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t remember why it had bothered her so. She truly couldn’t care if a hundred nuns or a thousand infants were sacrificed to her cause. Many more would die before she was done.
 
   Rachel stretched her arms out and closed her eyes. She sent psychic probes out into the physical world. She needed to be sure that all of her dismembered body had been collected before he began otherwise the experiment was for nothing. She could feel the strings of life that was interwoven across the planet and with her psychic feeler she strummed individual threads, feeling the vibrations of the resonating thread. The harmonics of life vibrated, giving her a resonant tone. A tone that reassured her that there were no stray pieces left behind. Everything that mattered was right here. 
 
   Rachel stepped down from the upper level and appeared to float to the floor below. “It is time.”
 
   Damien nodded. “The blood is coming.”
 
   “The elder?”
 
   “Being prepared.” Damien gave her a sideways smile as he drew the silver bladed dagger that would end the elder’s life. “Apparently there are those on the council who were ready to be rid of him.”
 
   “Did they know our intentions?” She pranced around the stainless steel tub and stared at her remains.
 
   “Of course not, they never would have turned him over.” Damien fell into step behind her, his desire to touch her overwhelming. “They just wanted him removed and didn’t have the guts to do it themselves.” He closed on her and whispered in her ear, “I promised them that his death would be slow and agonizing.”
 
   She nodded slowly as she stepped away from him. She suddenly turned and dropped the robe, exposing herself. “Then we should prepare.”
 
   Damien felt a familiar ache in his groin as he took in her form. “Yes, m’lady, we should.”
 
   She immediately noticed the effect she was having on him and laughed. “You can eat this body once I’m done with it, lover. What little power is within her young form will be yours.” She held a hand out to keep him at bay. “But not until the spell is cast.”
 
   Damien practically shook with anticipation. “As you wish, so must it be.”
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   Mark fell into the chair behind his desk and ran a hand through his close cropped hair. “Jesus, that was a close one,” his mumbled voice complained as he pulled his trusty notebook from his breast pocket. He began making his notes in the pages while trying to recall the ideas he had to prevent such a clusterfuck from ever happening again when he saw the lights dim slightly then brighten again.
 
   “What the…” He stood from his chair and went to his office window. Pulling the blinds he didn’t see anything that looked out of the ordinary. Most of the personnel were either in other areas or in their bunks. He glanced at his watch and noted the time. “Christ, it’s late.”
 
   He slipped back into his chair and pulled up his computer. As he began transferring his notes to his electronic files a loud rumble vibrated through the walls of the underground facility. “Son of a bitch!” Mark was on his feet and running for the door as the emergency claxon sounded and the lights went out, immediately bringing up the emergency red lights.
 
   Pulling his two way radio, he called for Mitchell. “What the hell is going on?”
 
   “We’re under attack!” Matt responded, his voice frantic. “Tangos topside.”
 
   Mark ran down the hallway and hit the door for the stairwell rather than even attempt the elevators. As soon as he was in the stairwell, he was nearly run over with security forces swarming topside, weapons in hand. “How many?”
 
   Most of the black clad men ignored him, but one responded over his shoulder absently, “No idea, Major.”
 
   Cursing under his breath, he jumped the handrail and landed on the next flight of stairs down. He had to get to the armory and arm up. He fought against the flow of men working their way topside. Matt met him in the stairwell and practically dragged him aside. “They took out the main communication dishes. We’re blind and deaf.”
 
   “Who the hell is it?” Mark yelled above the noise. A steady staccato of weapons fire could be heard from the floors above.
 
   “No idea yet. The cameras have been taken out.” Matt ground his teeth as he watched the security forces continue to flow past them. “Whoever it is knows this place.”
 
   Mark shook his head. “I can’t accept that.” He pushed past Matt and fought against the flow of bodies. 
 
   “Where the hell are you going?” Matt yelled.
 
   “Armory!” Mark yelled back as he continued to push past rapidly moving men. “We need weapons.”
 
   Matt waved him back. “This way.” He pushed across the stream and into the gym. Mark gave him a cockeyed look, but fell into step behind him. 
 
   “Where the hell are we going?”
 
   “Evan’s lab. I know for a fact that he has weapons there.” Matt hit the door running and came out on the other side. Evan’s lab was across the expanse, the good doctor approaching them slowly.
 
   “Please tell me that isn’t weapons fire I hear…”
 
   “We’re under attack, Doc. What kind of weapons do you have here?” Matt pushed past him and stepped up onto the laboratory platform.
 
   “Lethal or non-lethal?” Evan asked. Matt gave him a deadpan glare. “Er,..yes. I should have assumed as much.” Evan quickly went to the end of his lab and kicked open the door of a metal locker. “.308 Lapua. Depleted Uranium rounds. I was testing the…”
 
   “I don’t care.” Matt pulled the rifle from his hands and slammed a magazine in and racked a round. “What else?”
 
   Evan shook his head. “Standard P90s, FiveseveNs…I was testing different rounds through them. Do you have any idea what we’re facing?”
 
   “Just give me a mix, Doc.” Mark pulled two pistols from the metal locker and held his hand out for magazines. “Lots of mixes.”
 
   In a fluster, Evan handed Mark a handful of magazines. “Try them all, Major. I have no idea what is what. If one won’t work, switch to another. There’s silver nitrate, silver mixed with essence of garlic, silver with a holy water bubble at its core…”
 
   “As long as it goes bang and makes a hole, that’s all I’m worried about right now.” Mark slammed a magazine home and racked a round into the chamber. He looked to Matt. “Ready to rock and roll?”
 
   “Let’s do this.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jack stood at the table explaining his original plan and taking suggestions from his new volunteers when one of his Lycan warriors stuck his head in the door. “Boat approaching.”
 
   Jack looked at his watch and raised a brow. “Wow. They made good time.” He stepped out from the table and excused himself. Following the Lycan out to the beach, Jack stood at the end of the dock and watched the boat approach. Using the binoculars with night vision, he verified it was their Monterey. He saw someone in the bow wave and he returned the motion. “Light ‘em up.”
 
   The Lycan pulled a lever and the dock lights came to life, a large strobe at the end blinking rhythmically, showing the way. Jack put the binoculars back in their case and listened to the motor throttle down as the boat pulled up and the line cast to the men standing on the dock. 
 
   He watched as his three former team mates grabbed their gear and hopped from the bobbing craft. “A little further and I’d be green,” Pedro joked as his feet hit the wood of the dock.
 
   “You Army guys never were worth much on the water,” Jack teased as he pulled the man into a quick embrace. “Good to see you again, Popo.”
 
   “Good to see you too, Chief.” Popo turned and motioned to his two compadres. “You remember Gus and Jimmy.”
 
   “Hell, yeah.” Jack extended a hand to both. “Glad you agreed to this mission fellas.”
 
   “Wouldn’t miss it.” Gus shook his hand and moved past him to get back on dry land.
 
   “Chief.” Jimmy took his hand and shook it. “I hear we’re making a HALO jump.”
 
   Jack grinned and turned toward the castle. “Actually, our plans may have changed a wee bit, but that’s still an option. We’ve had a few more volunteers that have agreed to assist on this mission.”
 
   “Squad members from other teams?” Popo asked.
 
   “Not exactly,” Jack paused at the stone gates. “But I think you may remember them. They helped us in Nevada.”
 
   “Incoming!” A voice yelled from near the water. All four operators turned as one and stared out toward the water. Jack could see two watercraft leaving a white trail in the ocean. Whatever they were, they were moving fast. Jimmy patted his arm and pointed up. Then the sound of the approaching helicopter hit them and Jack felt his blood run cold.
 
   “Everybody, gear up!” Jack began pushing the squad members past him and into the castle. “Marco! Get them weapons! Robert! Go to the library and warn them that we’re about to have unwanted company!”
 
   Mueller jumped off the wall watchtower and ran past the other operators, sliding to a stop at the library doors. He had a horrible feeling about what was about to happen. He also knew that he had to warn Barbara and Bobby.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Laura nearly jumped when the plane screeched on the tarmac. She quickly got her bearings and sat up, a soreness in her neck that she wasn’t expecting. “Where are we?”
 
   “Please put away your tray tables and put your seats in their full upright position. We’d like to thank you for flying with us today here at Pterodactyl Airlines and hope that you truly enjoy your stay at Jurassic Park.” Mick motioned outside to the dark jungles slowly coming to life as the sun threatened to rise in the distance.
 
   “I take it we’re here?” Jennifer sat upright and pulled her headphones off, stretching.
 
   “We are most definitely here. Wherever the hell ‘here’ is.” Mick looked about for a safe place to taxi the craft. He slowed the plane and pulled it in as tight as he could to the only building he saw. It was obviously too small to house the craft. Shutting down the engines, he tossed his own headset aside and reached for the door. Men in black uniforms seemed to appear from the surrounding jungle, weapons pointed at them. “Bloody hell!” Mick stared at them then turned quickly to Laura. “Tell me these are your friends.”
 
   Laura stared out the window and couldn’t tell. From the darkness and the mist she couldn’t make out any faces. She took a deep breath and opened the door. “I’m going to find out.”
 
   “Wait!” Jennifer called, but it was too late. 
 
   Laura stepped out into the darkness and called into the dampness, “Pablo?”
 
   “Miss Youngblood.” A figure appeared out of nowhere and quickly closed the distance. “I am here.”
 
   Laura sighed heavily and felt a sudden heaviness on her bladder. “What the hell? Why the guns? You knew we were coming, didn’t you?”
 
   “You do not know?” His face was painted with concern and she suddenly worried.
 
   “Know what?” she asked cautiously.
 
   “Your people, they have been attacked,” his voice was metered and unemotional. “You did not know?”
 
   Laura felt her knees weaken. “Which people, Pablo? Where? When?”
 
   “Just a moment ago, I’m assuming they still are.” Pablo lowered his eyes then quickly spoke in Portuguese to his men. They all lowered their weapons and relaxed somewhat. “I was on the radio with one of your people. There was some noise and they said that they were under attack. Somebody was going after their communications arrays. Then…silence.”
 
   “Oh no…” Laura felt a pair of strong hands take her by the shoulder just before her legs went out from under her.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Sheridan sat in the van marked as a telephone repair service vehicle across from the hangar and watched as his wolves attacked. They performed nearly flawlessly. He would have expected better reactions and better timing from his crew with Team One, but considering these men weren’t trained like they were, he was more than satisfied.
 
   He watched as the lights went out and the emergency lighting came up, just as Apollo said it would. He almost felt sad for the security personnel in the guard shacks. They never suspected the sniper rounds that shattered their skulls and sprayed their brains on the inside of the shacks. The people working ‘topside’ as they called it didn’t expect the invasion and were quickly mowed down.
 
   How any military group could allow their people to work unarmed, he didn’t understand; especially a group like this one. Every man, woman, and technician should be armed at all times, but then, he wasn’t in command. Mitchell was.
 
   Sheridan radioed contacts that he could see to the wolves attacking that they might not be aware of. When two men came around from the outside and tried to enter from a side door, they were shot through the thin metal walls of the hangar without missing a beat. Sheridan simply smiled as he continued to coordinate the attack. 
 
   Once the hangar itself was secured, he stationed his men on each side and toward the rear in a funnel formation. Then as troops exited the lower levels, it was literally like shooting fish in a barrel. They didn’t stand a chance.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “That’s odd,” the Chinook pilot stated as he continued to flip through different frequencies.
 
   “What’s that?” Dom asked as he leaned against the chopper, bored out of his skull.
 
   “The OPCOM. It went off the air.”
 
   Dom nodded. “Yeah. We’ve had com problems all through this op.”
 
   “Well duh.” The pilot pointed to the hillside where the larger troll laid slowly dissolving in its own acid secretions. “Bigfoot over there stepped on one of your guys’ rucksack.”
 
   Dom shrugged. “So.”
 
   “He was the guy carrying the transceiver.” The pilot continued to try different settings on his radio. “But we had coms from the time we left until…well, just a moment ago.”
 
   Dom stared off at the dead troll and shook his head. “Well I’ll be.”
 
   “This isn’t right.” The pilot turned his attention fully to the radio. “They should be right here.”
 
   Dom turned and glanced over his shoulder. “Somebody probably kicked a cord or something.”
 
   “No,” the pilot shook his head, “it doesn’t work that way. Our coms are both radio and satellite. In order for us to lose both…”
 
   Dom suddenly sobered. “Wait. You have both?”
 
   “Yeah. Well, we did. We don’t now.”
 
   “So…” Dom waved him on.
 
   “In order for us to lose both, OPCOM would have to go dark.”
 
   “They can’t go dark anymore. Colonel Mitchell had backups installed just so that couldn’t happen again.” Dom suddenly became worried.
 
   “Exactly.” The pilot shook his head.
 
   Dom stared up into the sky to see if the drones were still in the air. “Where is our air support?”
 
   “Sent back as soon as we landed.”
 
   Dom ground his teeth together then keyed his mic. “Sierra Group, converge on me.”
 
   “What are you doing?” the pilot asked. “The cleanup guys aren’t done yet and—”
 
   “And you said it yourself. If the OPCOM is off the air, something is wrong. You’re taking us back. Now.” Dom crawled into the back of the chopper and pushed the door all the way open.
 
   “Now hold on just a cotton picking minute. You don’t have the authority to—” Dom leveled his weapon at the pilot and released the safety. “I mean…uh…right. We should investigate.”
 
   “Sierra Three, notify the cleanup crews that they’re on their own until we return. It may be nothing, but there may be trouble back at base.”
 
   “Copy that, Sierra One.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Apollo stared intently out the front windshield of the stolen helicopter as the two cigarette boats raced across the water. They had followed from a safe distance the tracking device that had been planted on the hull of the Monterey when it came to pick up the squad members. Apollo really thought he’d have mixed feelings about rushing in to kill his own squad mates, but he thought wrong. He felt nothing. He was empty inside.
 
   As the chopper approached the island the copilot came across the coms. “I think they’ve made us. They’re scrambling.”
 
   Apollo patted the man’s shoulder. “Secure running dark.” 
 
   The chopper suddenly flipped on all lights, including a brilliantly bright search light. Both boats did the same a moment later. “Give me a good side view. I have a few surprises for them.”
 
   “Roger that, sir.”
 
   Apollo hooked his cable to the overhead track and slid open the side door. Kicking a lever, a machine gun mount flipped out and ready. Apollo grabbed the handles and began firing wildly at the stone castle below. Any window that had light behind it was a fair target. Tracer round indicated that his aim was right on and the damage the .30 caliber rounds made seemed phenomenal.
 
   He could feel the heat blowing back off of the weapon and actually feared overheating it. He forced himself to let go of the trigger and step back. He pulled one of the RPG’s from the back wall and fired for what appeared to be the front doors. He watched the trail from weapon burn a streak into the night before splintering the massive wood double doors. “Hoo-yah!” 
 
   Wolves disembarked from the two boats and scattered across the island, firing wildly at the buildings. Return fire from all directions found their target with some, dropping them in the soft white sand, their blood staining it red. The defenders were smart enough to stay hidden and Apollo cursed as he continued to fire blindly, praying that his bullet would find Jack if nobody else. He was the one who placated him the most. Pretended to be his friend and keep him on an even keel while the Padre played slap and tickle with the woman he loved. 
 
   Apollo’s vision turned red as he thought of the Padre and Maria…caught in each other’s embrace. Sweating, touching…kissing. He screamed as he pulled the trigger, spraying the area again with hot stolen silver rounds. “Stick your head out here and take it like a man!” 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Robert Mueller slid in the soft sand at the back door of the bungalow that he and his family shared. The lights were all out and the small building was mostly obscured by the decorative palms and the woods of the area. Robert was turning the door knob of the back door as it suddenly lurched open, a gun barrel shoved into his face. “Don’t move!”
 
   Robert froze his hands in the air. “Babs! It’s me,” he whispered.
 
   “Oh, my God, Robert!” She pulled him inside and wrapped her arms around him. “I nearly shot you!”
 
   “Shh, we don’t have time right now.” He pulled her to the back door and popped his head up to ensure it was clear. “You need to take Bobby and get into the woods. Go all the way to the far side of the island if you have to, but get to safety!”
 
   “No, Robert, we’re going to stay here and—” her words were cut short as a series of rounds ripped through the front of the house and shattered a glass vase.
 
   “You will, and you’ll be damned quiet about it,” Robert insisted. “Go! Now!”
 
   “What about you?” He could just make out her tear streaked face in the pale moonlight.
 
   “I have a job to do. I have to stop these sons of bitches so you and Bobby can come back.” He pulled her close and kissed her quickly. “Now…go. Please. Don’t look back. Just run. Now!” He pulled the door open and watched Barbara duck walk out to the rear porch, Bobby in tow.
 
   “Dad, I can help you,” he pleaded.
 
   “I know you can, buddy. You can help me most by keeping mom safe. Please,” Robert begged his son. “Keep mom safe. I’m counting on you.”
 
   Bobby set his jaw and nodded. “You can count on me.”
 
   “I knew I could. Now go. Fast.” Robert all but pushed the pair out the door and watched them disappear into the moonlight. He glanced up to the night sky and crossed himself. “Please? Keep them safe.”
 
   He pulled the pistol from his waistband and shot back out the door and into the fray.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Little John was nearly shaking with anger as he got second hand reports about the situation topside. Security was pinned down in the stairwells and communications had been cut off. He looked to Spanky. “There has to be something we can do. We’re fucking operators.”
 
   Darren nodded as he sat and thought. “We’re pinned down. Weapons locker is down there. Bad guys are up there. We’re stuck in the middle.”
 
   “You seem awfully calm about this.” Little John paced nervously, clenching and unclenching his fists.
 
   Darren nodded again. “Well, getting upset won’t do much at the moment. I’m trying to think of what we have at our disposal.”
 
   John paused and pointed over Darren’s shoulder. “We have that.”
 
   Darren stared at the large black, armor clad truck with the .30 caliber machine gun mounted to the rear. “Yes we do. But, and this is a really BIG but…how do we get it from down here, back up there?”
 
   John shrugged. “How the hell did they get it down here?”
 
   Darren pointed to the platform it rested on. “The lift.”
 
   “Then we use the damned lift again.”
 
   Spalding pointed up. John looked and saw a solid roof. “We don’t know how to open that.”
 
   “Who does?” John was ready to jump out of his skin wanting to retaliate.
 
   Spalding shook his head. “I have no…wait. Doc.” He stood and walked to the phone. Dialing Doctor Peter’s lab he waited. Darren was actually surprised when Evan answered. “Doc, this is Spalding. How do we open the floor to get the Raptor topside?”
 
   “You want to do what?” Evan was suddenly confused.
 
   “It’s the only weapon we have and it’s a way to get past those asshats without fighting our way through the stairwells. How do we get the truck up through the floor?”
 
   “Oh…um…just start the lift. The floor will open as it approaches. It’s on a switch.”
 
   “And the lift switch is where?”
 
   “On the wall, big red lever that says, LIFT.”
 
   Darren hung up. “Flip that red lever and get your ass back over here.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “That’s our ride topside.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Rufus stumbled as an explosion rocked the wall and bits of debris flew inward. “Who the hell is it?” Paul screamed through the noise. “It can’t be the council.”
 
   “Non, even the council is not that dishonorable.” Rufus got back to his feet and leaned against a doorway, attempting to get his bearing. “When they agree to something, they stick to it. If they truly wanted to kill us, they would wait until we came to them and then kill us.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s the honorable thing to do.” Paul stumbled to a window and leaned against a wall trying to peek outside. “They’re everywhere. I can’t tell who is who.” Suddenly the attackers began shifting and leaping the great stone wall. “Oh my…they’re wolves.” He turned worried eyes to Rufus.
 
   “Wolves?”
 
   “Wolves!”
 
   Rufus inhaled deeply and nodded. “We have wolves of our own. They will take care of this threat.”
 
   A helicopter hovered near the window and the room erupted with weapons fire. Rufus flattened himself as silver shards rained down upon his prone body, burning his skin. Paul flattened himself against the stone wall and prayed that none of the rounds could penetrate the thick rock. A flaming hiss shot through the room and hallway engulfing the room across the hall in a fireball and shrapnel. 
 
   “RPG I assume,” Rufus shouted from the floor.
 
   “I don’t know. My eyes are closed,” Paul cried. “Does God listen to vampire prayers?”
 
   “Oui, but mostly He says non.”
 
   “Fucking great.” Paul slid down the wall and wrapped his arms around his knees.
 
   The helicopter worked its way down the side of the castle, firing into more and more windows as it did. Rufus slowly pulled himself to his feet and pushed the debris of the room out of his way. He looked out the window at the carnage below and mayhem taking place. “This must end.”
 
   “I agree!” Paul tried to slither under what was left of the bed but found the way blocked.
 
   Rufus huffed and turned to Paul. “Come. We must end this.”
 
   “We? You didn’t just say ‘we’, did you? Because I think all of my bravery just ran down my leg. I wouldn’t want you to slip in it…”
 
   “The weapon.” Rufus held his hand out for Paul.
 
   “The…the…wait. You mean, the weapon? The nuclear option?”
 
   “Oui.” Rufus thrust his hand out again and Paul saw his own hand grab his brothers. He had no memory of telling it to do so, but it did it. Damned, traitorous hand…
 
   Rufus pulled him to his feet and the two set off down the hallway for the study.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
     Horith stepped in and out of the anywhere, his bow singing in the night. He had taken a position near the main gate of the rock wall and suddenly wished that he had tipped his arrows in silver. He mistakenly thought the men attacking them were simply men until they began shifting. “Kalen! Beware! They are wolves!”
 
   Kalen nodded from the watchtower, his knives flying in the darkness, the soft moonlight reflecting and glinting off the razor sharp edges. While few of them had silver, they could still do damage and it would take the wolves time to heal.
 
   He watched a man run from the docks and leap into the air, shimmer and shift only to disappear before he could hit the ground. A large black shape lifted the dark haired creature up and into the night air. A screaming growl came from high overhead before two wet and sickening thumps hit the rooftop behind him. Kalen knew that Grimlock had struck, even if he couldn’t see him.
 
   Three small creatures scurried across the sand, chasing a wolf that was about to leap on a uniformed soldier. As the wolf launched itself at the human hunter, it was suddenly tackled in midair. The four tumbled to the side and through the slashing teeth and claws, the three warrior gnomes emerged from the fray carrying a bloody axe and a wolf head. Kalen smiled as he observed the bravery of the gnomes and the efficiency of the kill.
 
   A large gust of wind beside him caused Kalen to slip back into the anywhere. Gideon landed deftly next to where he had been standing in the watchtower. “They’ve scattered but they are still fighting. There were more than I thought.”
 
   Kalen slipped back out from the anywhere and pointed to the flying machine. “That is causing more damage than should be allowed.”
 
   Gideon nodded and whistled to his brothers. “We’ll kill it.” With a great push of his legs and upbeat of his wings, he took to the air.
 
   Kalen watched as two wolves hovered near the tree line. They seemed to be watching him…no. They were watching Horith. “Brother! The tree line!”
 
   Horith glanced toward the trees and spotted the two dark shapes. Drawing two arrows, he nocked them both and let them fly. Although the distance made it difficult to tell for sure, the yelp of one of the wolves told him that he’d hit at least one mark.
 
   Kalen scanned the area then looked to the rear of the tower. He spotted a wolf descending on Horith. His blood ran cold as he saw the animal’s haunches lower and prepare to strike. “Behind you!” He tried to throw a blade but it was short. The wolf had already leapt. 
 
   Horith heard Kalen’s warning and immediately slipped into the anywhere. The wolf tackled him and slipped into the anywhere with him. Kalen stood dumbstruck for a moment as he tried to process what just occurred. He immediately slipped into the anywhere and searched for his brother. In the anywhere, their distance could be mere feet or hundreds of meters. Proximity in this plane didn’t correlate in the anywhere.
 
   Kalen heard the struggle and the growling of the wolf as it stuck his brother. He ran as fast as he could to close the distance. The mist and twilight of the anywhere made it difficult to see and Kalen called out. “Horith! Where are you?”
 
   A gurgling sound and a thump caused his heart to skip a beat and Kalen quickly closed the distance. He found the wolf standing over his brother’s body and Kalen immediately pulled another blade. With a primal scream he leapt, ready to pierce the beast’s heart but the wolf slowly teetered and fell over, an arrow through its eye socket and sticking out the rear of its skull.
 
   Kalen slid to a halt near his brother’s body. “Horith? Please be unharmed.”
 
   Horith leaned up on his elbows and shook his head. “I wish it were so.” His voice sounded weak and Kalen had yet to see the extent of the damage. 
 
   “Let me help you stand.” Kalen took his hand and Horith pushed him away. 
 
   “Not this time.” He pushed the legs of the wolf off of him and Kalen saw the ragged tear that began at his chest and ended at his navel. His intestines were visible and Kalen felt a hitch in his throat.
 
   “What do I do?” He dropped to his knees and grabbed his brother’s hand. “Tell me, Horith.”
 
   “Send me to the Wyldwood. If I can be saved, it will be through her.” Horith reached for his wrist band and pulled it off. He handed it to his younger brother. “You are the gatekeeper now.”
 
   Kalen shook his head slowly. “No…I’m not ready to…”
 
   “Send me to the Wyldwood.” His voice was nearly a whisper and Kalen knew he had little time. He inhaled deeply and nodded. 
 
   He quickly placed the wrist band on his arm then placed a hand over his brother’s head. Tapping the stone on the wrist band, he chanted the incantation and pressed as Horith’s body evaporated into the mist. “Good travels, brother.”
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   Mitchell slid to a stop at the group of security forces bunched together near the stairwell. “What’s the hold up?”
 
   An angry staff sergeant turned and responded through gritted teeth, “They’re covering the exits. Nobody can get through without being ripped to shreds.”
 
   Mark pushed in next to Mitchell. “How many have we lost?”
 
   “No idea, Major. If I were to guess, I’d say all of them that bolted through the doors before we realized what the hell was going on.”
 
   Matt clenched his jaw then glanced to the side. “Has anybody tried the elevators?”
 
   “They shut down when we went to emergency power, sir.”
 
   Mitchell looked to Tufo. “The emergency override.”
 
   “I’m on it.” Mark took off at full speed down the hallway.
 
   “Colonel, the elevators come out right next to the stairwell. It’s still in the kill zone.”
 
    “We can use it as a distraction if nothing else. I don’t guess anybody has tried their cell phones?”
 
   “Without the coms, the Wi-Fi isn’t working so cells are useless down here.” The staff sergeant slapped the concrete wall, “Too thick.”
 
   Mitchell groaned and waited for Tufo to return. It had already seemed like too long, but shortly the man rounded the corner and gave him a thumbs-up. Mitchell grabbed the staff sergeant and pushed the button for the elevator. “We’re going to be the distraction.”
 
   “Negative, sir, not you. You’re a high value asset.”
 
   “I’m not.” Mark pushed past Matt and entered the opening doors. 
 
   “The hell you say!” Matt was already pushing past the staff sergeant as Mark stepped up onto the hand rails and began pushing the access hatch open. “What are you doing?”
 
   Mark turned and gave him a lopsided grin. “I may volunteer to be a distraction, but I’m not going to throw myself into a wall of hot lead to do it.” He hooked a thumb up over his shoulder to the top of the elevator. “We ride up there and pray that they’re stupid enough to step close enough to inspect it when the doors open. We can plug them through the access. Meanwhile, you stage troops at the door and have them ready to bolt to some kind of cover.”
 
   The staff sergeant nodded behind the colonel. “This might work better if we ran both elevators at the same time, sir.”
 
   Mitchell shook his head at Mark. “This isn’t a good idea, Mark. You don’t have the…”
 
   “Time is wasting, Matt.” Mark stared at his CO and waited for the man to make an executive decision.
 
   Matt squared his shoulders then turned to the staff sergeant. “Prepare your people and make it happen.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” The staff sergeant took off running while yelling into his radio.
 
   Matt stepped closer to the elevator and motioned to Mark. “We have security specialists who can do this.”
 
   Mark snorted and shook his head. “You’ll have to drag me out of here, buddy. I haven’t seen any real action in so long…” He stared off down the hallway and watched the security forces prepare the other elevator. “Look, Matt, I need to do this.”
 
   Mitchell ground his teeth so hard he knew the men in the stairwell could hear it. He grabbed the closest security specialist and pulled him close. “You! Cover his six. Nothing happens to the XO, you read me, soldier?”
 
   “Roger that, sir.” Matt nodded then pushed the man into the elevator with Tufo. 
 
   Mark looked down from the top of the elevator and shook his head. “There’s room for me in here, but if you expect me to pull your heavy ass up here, you better shed some of that gear.” He shot the man a wink.
 
   “Greene, Kowalski!” The security specialist waved over two more men and began hoisting them up into the overhead of the car. “Keep the XO safe.”
 
   “Ready on the east side.” Reported through the security radios.  
 
   Kowalski pulled his own radio. “Ready on the west side. Let’s do this.”
 
   Personnel pressed the button for topside then stepped out of the elevators. Watching the doors shut, Mitchell whispered a silent prayer for all of the men.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jack rolled in the soft sand and came up firing. Small wisps of dirt and sand puffed up around him as weapons fire erupted around him again. With another dive and roll he came up behind the stone wall surrounding the castle and quickly changed magazines. “Where the hell are these guys coming from?”
 
   Azrael landed softly beside him, pieces of bloody meat hanging from his claw like hands. “One of the boats circled the island and they are attacking from both sides at once.” He grabbed Jack and leapt to the side of the watchtower just as the spot they both had been standing in erupted in heavy weapons fire. “That infernal machine must be stopped.” He pointed to the helicopter hovering above.
 
   Jack wiped the sweat from his face and stared at the machine, the lights from it attempting to blind him. “I can’t get a bead on the shooter. Those lights are just too…” his voice trailed off as he finally caught a glimpse of the man within the belly of the beast.
 
   A shrill whistle from above caught Azrael’s attention. “I am being called. Be careful, Chief Jack.” With a push from his legs and large beats of his wings, he was gone.
 
   Jack stepped out from the cover of the tower to see if he could get a better look at the shooter. He couldn’t believe what his eyes just told his brain. It looked like Apollo, but…
 
   Jack saw the three gargoyles circle the craft then one dove under the rotary blade and grasped the landing strut. With a great heave and a push, he pulled the helicopter off balance, tilting it to the side. In a flash Azrael glided into the front of the machine and sunk his toenails into the metal skin of the nose. He drew back his arm and punched through the acrylic, grabbing the pilot by his harness and ripping him out. He dangled the broken body away from the machine for a moment before tossing it up and into the blades of the craft. 
 
   As the chopper tilted and began its rapid descent, Azrael pushed off and caught wind, rising up and away from the inevitable crash. He barely caught sight of another human leaping from the machine before it collided with the ground. He debated for just a moment before allowing others to deal with him. The machine was disabled and that was his goal.
 
   Grimlock lifted the remains of the craft and threw it out over the water before the fires could spread to the surrounding plant life. There was enough to deal with without having to deal with fire as well. 
 
   Jack slowly stepped out from the base of the tower and stared at the large man wiping sand from his face. He watched as Apollo pulled a pistol from his thigh holster and began marching across the sandy beach toward the castle proper. Jack stepped out and made his presence known. “Apollo?”
 
   Apollo quickly turned and glared at the man who was once his best friend. “You,” the venom in his voice was unmistakable.
 
   “Apollo, what the hell is going on?” Jack asked, the wind knocked from his sails. “Why would you do this?”
 
   “You traitorous son of a bitch.” Apollo tried to run in the soft sand, his intention plain.
 
   “Why?” Jack asked, slowly backing.
 
   “You never told me about Maria, you bastard. You should have told me about her and Hank!” Apollo jumped in the air and swung at his head. Jack ducked and rolled away from the larger man. 
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?” He was honestly confused and was still trying to come to terms with why his friend would attack and try to kill them after all they had been through.
 
   “You knew!” Apollo swung and connected a glancing blow with Jack’s shoulder, spinning him. “You knew she was fucking the Padre and you didn’t tell me!” He attempted a flying kick that Jack avoided by leaping face first into the sand.
 
   “Apollo, I have no idea what you’re talking about!” Jack rolled to the side just as Apollo brought a heavy booted foot down.
 
   “Don’t try to lie to me, you little skinny bastard!” Another stomp would have crushed Jack’s chest had he not caught his foot. Jack strained to hold the larger man’s weight then pushed for all he was worth, throwing Apollo off balance and backwards.
 
   “I swear to God, I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Jack flipped back to avoid Apollo’s flying foot then did a kick up to land on his feet. “This is stupid, Apollo! If I had known anything about Maria and the Padre, I would have told you.”
 
   Apollo froze and literally growled at him. “You wanted me to stay focused on the mission. You couldn’t risk me being distracted.”
 
   “Bullshit!” Jack dropped his hands and pointed at the man. “You were my friend. Brothers first! Always!” The glare that Jack shot at Apollo shook the larger man. For the first time since Sheridan came to him with the revelation of Maria and Hank, he questioned everything.
 
   Apollo shook his head slowly. “No, no, this isn’t right. You had to know.”
 
   “I didn’t dammit. If I did, I would have said something—”
 
   “You KNEW!” Apollo screamed, catching Jack off guard. “You had to.” His jaw trembled and his eyes threatened to cry as he considered what he’d done. He felt his knees weaken and the fight left him as he realized what he had done.
 
   He was the traitor. He had turned against his own people. He gave Sheridan’s men intel that would help them take down the teams. He had drawn out detailed plans. He told them everything. Everything. 
 
   Jack stepped closer and shook his head, “Apollo, I have no idea who planted this shit in your head, but—”
 
   “Sheridan,” his voice was hoarse, his throat dry as he considered the consequences. Traitors deserve a traitor’s death.
 
   “Sheridan?” Jack couldn’t be sure he heard correctly. “From Team One? That Sheridan?”
 
   Apollo nodded as his legs trembled and his knees went out from under him, sinking his large body in the sand. “He showed me video of them.” His eyes rose and met Jack’s. “Marshall knew…he caught them.”
 
   Jack stepped closer his shoulders slumped. “Oh, God…buddy. Sheridan is a snake. You can’t believe anything he says. He’s supposed to be in witness protection. It was part of the deal for turning in those who hired him to kill Thorn.”
 
   Apollo lowered his face and sobbed. “I killed them, Chief. It’s all my fault.”
 
   Mueller ran up from behind Apollo and slid to a stop. “The attackers are coming back for another hit! They’ve taken out most of the Lycans!”
 
   Jack growled deep in his throat and fought the desire to shift. He stared down at Apollo then up to Mueller. “Get him out of here. I’ll deal with them.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Mick lifted Laura upright as she reached out and caught herself on the side of the airplane. “I’m sorry.” Her voice was barely a whisper as she tried to catch her breath. “Did you say that they’re under attack?”
 
   “We pulled stills from a satellite, Ms. Youngblood. They are indeed.” Pablo lifted his arm and allowed her to scroll through images on his ruggedized PDA. “We haven’t been able to identify any of the attackers. They aren’t wearing uniforms.”
 
   “Wait…” Jennifer pushed her way forward and reached for Pablo’s arm. “You said that…” 
 
   Pablo pulled his arm away rudely, interrupting her. “This is classified material.” 
 
   Laura reached out gently and took his arm. “She’s with me, Pablo. Besides, she sounded like she may know what’s going on.” Her expectant eyes met Jennifer’s.
 
   “It was something my father said before we left.” She shrugged and glanced away. “He said that they were preparing to attack the people responsible for taking me.”
 
   Laura felt her chest tighten. “Oh, no.”
 
   “Who is this man?” Pablo questioned. “Does he have such resources?”
 
   Mick stepped forward, “Walter Simmons. Based out of Belize.”
 
   Pablo nodded. “There are rumors that he harbors werewolves.”
 
   Jennifer quickly turned to stare at Laura who gave her a subtle shake of her head. “He has a lot of financial resources.” Laura stepped forward and wrapped her arm through Pablo’s. “Can you escort us to our quarters? We’re all exhausted and I’d like a chance to try to reach my people.”
 
   “Their communications are down, Ms. Youngblood.”
 
   “But maybe a cell phone is working. Or a hard line to someone else at the base and they can send support?”
 
   Pablo nodded and motioned them to a waiting truck. “We’ll get you settled and then I’ll see to getting you to a phone.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Kalen slipped back out from the anywhere near Jack. “Horith is gone,” his voice wavered as he spoke. 
 
   Jack slid to a stop and stared at the elf. “He’s dead? Oh no…I’m so sorry, Kalen.”
 
   “Not dead. At least, not yet.” He lowered his eyes, his jaw ticking. “A wolf has done great damage to him. I sent him to the Wyldwood.”
 
   “Sent him?”
 
   “Through the ether. If he can be saved, it will be the Wyldwood.”
 
   Jack inhaled deeply and clasped the Greater Elf by the shoulder. “My prayers go with him.” 
 
   “How goes the battle?”
 
   Jack turned back and pointed, “They’re circling back this direction. I have no idea where the gargoyles are or the gnomes.” He stared Kalen in the eye. “I understand if you want to drop out. This isn’t your fight.”
 
   Kalen scowled at the man. “Hold your tongue, Chief Jack. Your battle is my battle.” He pulled his bow and nocked another arrow. “To battle.”
 
   “To battle.” Jack took off at a dead run and rounded the edge of the castle. He was tackled by a wolf that immediately yelped with the piercing of an arrow in its ribs. 
 
   The pair rolled and Jack pushed the creature away just to see it disappear into the dark sky. Jack stared upward and watched as two pieces fell behind him. He could barely see the shape of Grimlock gliding through the sky, diving for another. “Found the gargoyles!” 
 
   “Be alert!” Kalen fired another arrow and Jack ducked as another wolf leapt over his head. “They’re everywhere.”
 
   Gnat came alongside Kalen wiping blood from his axe. “Bartholomew has fallen.” He didn’t look up at the elf before diving into battle once again.
 
   “Did he say…” Jack began before another wolf appeared from nowhere. 
 
   It launched itself at Kalen from the rear. Jack jumped toward the pair, shifting in midair, and intercepted the wolf. The two great beasts hit the ground in a mass of slashing teeth and claws. Kalen dropped to a knee and took aim. He wasn’t sure which beast was who until he realized, all of the wolves they had battled so far were great hair covered animals. Of these two, only one was hair covered. The other wore a battle suit with armor. Kalen smiled as he aimed his arrow and let it loose.
 
   The arrow wasn’t silver plated, but it was enough of a distraction that Jack removed the creature’s heart while it slapped at the stick stinging its haunches. He shifted back to human, his body suit hanging looser around his shoulders and legs. “Thanks.” 
 
   “Be grateful you wore your armor.” Kalen advanced into the fray again.
 
   Jack watched the warrior elf and shook his head. “A simple, ‘you’re welcome’ would have sufficed.”
 
   “Wolf!” a voice called.
 
   Jack stiffened until he realized that he was being called. He looked around and saw the gnome, Kissum near his feet. “What?”
 
   “Throw me into the battle.” The little gnome squatted and prepared for flight.
 
   “Throw you?”
 
   He looked up at Jack and nodded. “They won’t expect it. An air attack.”
 
   “The gargoyles are attacking from the air. I think they might expect it.”
 
   The gnome stiffened and glared at the much larger man. “They’re expecting gargoyles from the air. They’re NOT expecting a gnome. Now throw me, damn you, before I chop you down to size!”
 
   Jack hiked a brow at the mouthy little runt. “Fine. One fighting football, coming right up.” He reached down and grabbed Kissum by his tunic. “Thank you for flying Fur Air. Enjoy the trip!” He hefted the smaller creature for all he was worth and watched as the gnome went head over tea kettle, landing directly into the middle of the fray.
 
   “Let’s kick names and take ass…”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Rufus pulled open the safe door and reached inside. “Check the hallways,” he snapped at Paul as he pulled the weapon out and switched it on. He watched the meter on the side as it slowly climbed up to a full charge.
 
   “They’re clear. But we might want to hurry. There’s some serious noise downstairs.” Paul clung to the doorway, his eyes wide.
 
   “Get behind me. Anything that presents itself becomes extinct.” Rufus hefted the heavy stainless steel weapon to his shoulder and peeped through the site glass.
 
   “For the love of all that is holy, be careful where you aim that thing.” Paul kept a hand on Rufus’ back as they worked their way down the hallway.
 
   Gunfire from the base of the stairs drew Rufus’ attention and he leaned over the edge of the railing. Gus Tracy was on one knee and firing around the corner down the lower floor hallway. Jimmy Wallace was on the opposite wall in a standing position and covering his team mate. Rufus leaned back. “Jack’s friends are defending the lower level hallway.”
 
   “We could work our way outside.” Paul really didn’t like the idea and actually hoped Rufus would veto it, but instead he watched his brother nod and began working his way down the stairs. 
 
   Gus glanced upward, his weapon sweeping the stairs then falling back to the hallway when he saw the two vampires. “We got you covered here,” he stated as he fired down the hallway again. “They’re concentrated on the other end. I wish I knew where these sons of bitches were coming from.”
 
   “I saw some boats approaching but seriously, how many people can fit in those things?” Jimmy asked.
 
   “If they are smuggling boats, more than you’d think,” Rufus replied. He rounded the corner at the base of the stairs and chanced a glance down the hallway. Men in civilian clothing and automatic weapons fired randomly down the hallway. He looked to Paul and shook his head. He pulled Paul close, “I won’t risk using the weapon on them in human form.”
 
   “The ones outside shifted. I saw them before the chopper tried to turn us to swiss cheese.”
 
   Rufus motioned toward the door and the two men darted across the short opening and toward the front doors. “If you see a wolf, point him out to me.” Rufus shifted the weapon on his shoulder and moved to the front again.
 
   “Oh, you can count on that.” Paul slid back in behind his brother and allowed him to be a shield. “You can bet those bastards are using silver bullets.”
 
   “Oui, you can feel it in the air.” Rufus stifled a cough as he moved closer to what used to be the front doors. He kicked at the shattered timbers and moved them out of his way. Stepping over the remains of door frames, he stepped out to the stone steps and swept the area with the weapon. Nothing.
 
   The pair worked their way down the length of the house, following the sound of battle and rounded the corner to see wolves and other supernatural creatures slashing and dashing, swooping and clashing. The battle raged furiously as he leveled the weapon and took aim.
 
   Paul rested a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Aren’t you afraid you might hit some of our own wolves?”
 
   Rufus shook his head. “Acceptable losses.”
 
   “Hey!” Pedro yelled as he turned toward the pair of vampires. “Is that the doo-hickey that Doc…” Rufus spun and aimed the device at Pedro. Gonzales saw the movement and dove to the side just as Rufus squeezed the trigger. 
 
   The ensuing blast lit the night sky and paused the fighting for only a moment as all eyes turned to the corner of the house. The second story veranda creaked as it teetered and fell at the site, collapsing at the corner. Pedro got to his feet and ran to where the pair of vampires had been standing. There was a large blackened crater filled with pieces of the second story deck and bits of stone debris. “Son of a…” A bullet whizzed by grabbing his attention once more. “Time to end this…” 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Sheridan slipped in behind the wheel of the van and drove it closer to the hangar. He sat in the front seat and watched as his men would slowly approach the stairwell entrance and set up on either side of the steel doors. One would snap the door open and another toss a grenade inside just before the door was slammed shut. The men waited for the flash bang to report then throw open the door and mow down any unlucky soul close enough to take a bullet. Sheridan laughed with the giddy glee of a school girl, beating on the dash and steering wheel as he watched his people slice the squads to ribbons. 
 
   Something caught his men’s attention as they turned to the side, their weapons brought to bear. He soon realized that the lift doors had opened. Surely nobody was foolhardy enough to try to storm the upper level by elevator? He watched as his men slowly advanced on the lift car.
 
   The men closest turned to the others and shrugged. Apparently the lift was empty. Sheridan shook his head, unable to comprehend what the purpose of…then he watched in horror as the men closest to the lift doors erupted in bloody gunfire. Shreds of meat and blood flew outward and downward, their bodies falling to the floor. The other men hit the floor or dove for cover.
 
   The moment the firing began, the steel doors flew open and security forces flowed out, running and diving for cover of their own. Then the ceilings of the lifts fell out and men poured from the lift cars. Sheridan screamed into his coms. He barked orders to the wolves in the hangar but most fired recklessly from cover, their rounds hitting far above their targets.
 
   “No!” he screamed as he slammed against the steering wheel. “They’ve got people in the hangar now!” He clenched his jaw so tightly that he could feel his molars crack. “Use the flash bangs! Disorient them!”
 
   Before his men could react, the floor began to vibrate and the middle of the hangar floor actually split in half and lifted up and away. A large black pickup with a machine gun in the back rose from the floor like a phoenix from the ashes. From his vantage point, Sheridan could see two very large men inside the vehicle as it rose higher into the hangar. “Take them out! Don’t let them get away!” 
 
   The weapon in the back of the truck came to life and began moving, targeting individuals. Short bursts from the .30 caliber machine gun shredded flesh and bone, sending sprays of blood against the metal barricades they used to protect themselves from the small arms of the men on the other side of the hangar. Sheridan felt his guts tighten into a knot as he watched his troops being sliced down before his eyes. “Get out of there! Get out now! Shift if you have to, but get out!” his voice screamed so loudly into the coms that he was hoarse before he was done.
 
   He watched as the squad members, emboldened by the reinforcement of the assault vehicle began pouring from their own hiding places and advancing on his men. Man after man shifted and made for an exit. One jumped onto the hood of the large black truck and tried to tackle the motorized machine gun. He wrapped his large, hair covered arms over the hot barrel and lifted, unable to render it from the mount in the back. The operator inside the vehicle moved the weapon again, trying to shake the new attacker and the wolf braced one arm against the weapon’s base, another against the barrel and pushed with all of his might, bending the barrel just slightly. The wolf then leapt from the back of the truck and made for the large double doors and the parking lot where Sheridan was now backing out of.
 
   When Little John aimed the cross hairs of the targeting screen on a fleeing wolf and pulled the trigger on the joystick, the machine gun in the back of the truck destroyed itself. Bullets jammed in the barrel and the backpressure destroyed the receiver. He slumped his shoulders and turned to Spalding. “I think I broke it.”
 
   “I think the wolf broke it,” Spalding corrected.
 
   “Maybe we could run them down? Put a wolf-shaped splatter on the front bumper?” John offered.
 
   Spanky shook his head. “Unless Doc put a silver bumper on this thing, it wouldn’t do much good.”
 
   The two men watched as their ground forces advanced, trying to take out as many of the fleeing wolves as they could. Those who were wounded or dying fought to the bitter end. Some dragged useless rear legs as they tried to bite or tear into the humans they had been sent to destroy.
 
   Tufo pushed his way to the front of the crowd, putting silver bullets into the heads of anything he ran across. “Spread out. Make sure they’re all truly dead.”
 
   He came across a pair of bloody wolves, their mangled bodies still smoking and he placed the barrel of his pistol to the head of one and squeezed the trigger. As he lifted the pistol to put down the other wolf for good, he noticed the slide locked back. He ejected his magazine and slid another home, racking a round as he did so. He straightened his arm, taking aim on the second wolf when a large hairy arm grasped his wrist and lifted the weapon up and away the bullet ricocheting off the girders.
 
   “Live one!” Mark yelled as he struggled to pull his second pistol. The wolf pulled him down to face level, the smell of blood and bodily fluids strong as it growled directly into his face. Spittle mixed with blood splattered his face as he tried to wrestle his second pistol from its holster.
 
   The wolf rolled to the side, taking him with it and pinning him underneath its massive body. Mark struggled with his pinned arm, but it was like trying to pull an appendage from a vice. He could feel the bones of his wrist being crushed as the wolf stretched his arm further away. He distinctly heard the clatter of his FiveseveN hitting the concrete floor of the hangar as the beast loomed over him. Rounds exploded over and around him and he heard someone scream to ‘Hold fire’, ‘Don’t hit the XO’. 
 
   Tufo tried to get a knee up and between the beast and himself, but it sunk into the ruined remains of the beast’s abdomen. He felt the hot blood of the monster soaking into his uniform pants and down his thigh as he pushed harder to lift the creature from his body. “Get off me you son of a bitch!”
 
   The beast roared one long loud scream in his face, blood and spittle flying into his eyes and nose before it dragged a clawed hand across his torso from neck to navel. 
 
   Mark’s eyes shot wide as the most intense pain he had ever felt shot through his body. He swore he felt the bastard’s fingers shred through his intestines as it dragged across his body and his throat tightened to the point he couldn’t suck in air. He lost all strength in his upper body and couldn’t push back against the beast as it pressed against him. 
 
   He didn’t hear the point blank gunshot that splattered the wolf’s brains across the floor next to him. 
 
   He didn’t even notice as his troops pushed the beast to the side and they circled him. 
 
   He heard somebody scream for a medic. 
 
   He suddenly felt very tired. 
 
   So sleepy. 
 
   God, it was cold on that floor…
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