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Prologue

Jessica walked with purpose, determined to locate her prey. This was her second attempt of the day at completely canvassing the campus. Her target was somewhere near. She could sense something unusual in the area. Focusing, she expanded her aura several more feet. It would deplete her energy reserves faster, but she was running out of options. She had to find the creature before it killed again. Judging by the information she had thus far, it was most likely ready to feed. Too many days had passed.
There — something was close. She stopped, trying to figure out what had triggered her senses. Turning, she noticed a small group of people several hundred feet in the distance, moving down the sidewalk away from her. She used what little remaining energy she had to shift her vision into the spirit realm. The boy on the right near the back of the group — there was something unusual about his aura, but she was too far away to analyze him properly. She moved quickly to catch up to the group, but her energy reserves were depleted. She wouldn’t be able to determine anything else about him using her chi senses.
She slowed once she caught up to the group. Now she’d appear to be just another student heading to class.
“You going to make it to Karate Club tomorrow night, or are you going to wuss out and sit in your dorm sulking again?” the boy on the left asked.
“Yeah, I guess. Not like I’ve got anything better to do,” the one on the right answered.
She now had her target. She would spend tonight replenishing her energy, while keeping him under surveillance. Tomorrow night, she would lure her target away from any innocent humans and eliminate him as quickly as possible.




CHAPTER ONE

She might have been the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen — at least in person. Although the same thought had crossed his mind on dozens of other occasions since he’d started school weeks ago. Of course, that didn’t rule out the girl he’d seen from across the quad the other day, but that was at a distance of at least five hundred feet. What is the maximum distance you could view a person and consider it seeing them “in person”? he wondered. Distracted by his thoughts, he failed to notice that his nose was suddenly confronted with an elbow. There was a slight crunch as the two body parts became intimately familiar with each other.
“Ow!” he cried out as tears filled his eyes. Hunched over, he held both hands over his face to mask his embarrassment.
“Dude! I’m sorry! What the hell were you doing just standing there like an idiot?” Josh exclaimed as he leaned over to assist his friend. He patted the injured young man on the back as if that would alleviate the pain.
“I dunno, wait until I say ‘I’m ready,’ maybe?”
“Um, you did say that.”
“Wait until I mean it next time?” Sverre said, now smiling. Tears still streamed down his face.
At this point, the rest of the class had paused as Sensei Johnson went over to make sure his students weren’t seriously injured.
“You okay, Sverre? Let me take a look at it.” After a quick wiggle, he determined it wasn’t broken and went back to his instruction. “Just put some ice on it and lean your head back,” he offered while walking away from the duo.
“Ugh, I think I’m going to sit this one out. You go spar with those guys a bit,” Sverre said, wiping the remaining tears from his face. He moved to take a seat on a bench on the wall. Despite his dismissal of the incident, the impact had given him a pounding headache. He contemplated packing his gear and leaving. He didn’t want to seem like a wimp, especially around the new student. He could have sworn he’d caught her looking at him several times earlier in the class. He’d only been a member of the club for three weeks, and he wasn’t quite sure the Karate Club was shaping up to his expectations. Maybe he was the one who needed shaping up. It appeared easier in the movies, and the workouts were rigorous.
Besides Josh, I don’t know anyone in here. I’m sure they won’t miss me, he thought, packing his bag. He glanced again at the new girl. “Well, I’m sure that made a fabulous impression on her...” he muttered.
“Made a fabulous impression upon whom?” he heard as he slowly sulked toward the exit. He turned, only to come face to face with the girl he had been thinking of.
He tripped over a loose gym bag strap, falling backward onto his rear. Hadn’t she been across the room seconds ago? How had she heard him?
The entire class paused again, but this time there were random stifled chuckles. “Are you sure you’re okay, Sverre?” the sensei called out from the front of the room. Sverre jumped up quickly to prove he was fine.
“Yes, sir! Just heading out for some fresh air!” he said, inching backward toward the door. He was beet red from embarrassment and simply wanted out of the room, which seemed to have shot to over a hundred degrees in a split second. Casting a pained glance at the girl standing in front of him, he quickly made his way out.
Once outside the room, he darted down the hallway. Well, I can hope that I never see anyone from that class for the rest of my life.
***
The cool rush of the fall night air embraced his flushed face. The full moon illuminated the campus as small groups of students wandered the dark paths and sidewalks. Low conversations and laughter sprang from various directions. He inhaled the surrounding scents deeply and instantly felt better.
“Ah, well, there are other clubs where I’m sure not to make a total jackass out of myself,” he said as he began to walk back to his dorm. A light hand on his shoulder caused him to turn. Once again, he stood before the girl from class. She smiled.
“You’re the girl...” he stammered.
Her smile broadened, and she replied, “Why, yes, I am a girl. I am flattered you’ve noticed.”
He shook his head and started again, “No, I mean you’re the girl from upstairs...” He stopped, avoiding further discussion of his humiliation.
“You can call me Jessica. I was coming over upstairs to check out your nose. I’m a nursing major, and I can probably tell better than the sensei if you need treatment.”
“Oh, I see,” he said, disappointed. He had hoped she was interested in something besides his red nose. “Okay, well, do your thing, Nurse Jessica,” he said with a wan smile.
She seemed confused by his sudden change in disposition, but pulled him over to the nearest street lamp, where the lighting was better. After a few seconds of inspection (longer than he would have suspected was needed to simply check for a problem with his nose), she smiled and informed him, “It’s not broken. It will be swollen for a bit, and it’ll probably look pretty bad tomorrow, but it’s fine.”
“Thanks for the clean bill of health, Doc, but I should probably head back to my room,” he replied.
“I think the class is about over by now, or will be soon, so there is no reason for me to head back up there. Would you like to walk a lady back to her room on this perilous night?” she asked.
“Sure, I guess.”
“Great! It’s over off of Main Street.”
“You live off-campus?”
“Duh, I’m a junior. I can’t live in these non-air-conditioned dorms! Plus, there’s no ‘quiet time’ regulations when you have your own place.”
He thought back to his freshman dorm room that had easily reached eighty degrees at night only a few days ago. “That’s awesome. I’ll probably move off campus soon,” he countered, trying to appear self-sufficient.
“Well, you know you have to wait until you spend at least a semester on campus first.”
“Oh, yeah, I meant after that,” he covered.
“So, what made you choose N.C. State?” she asked.
“Oh, I don’t know. It was the best college I was accepted to out of the ones I applied to, and I hope to maybe be an engineer or something one day.”
“‘Or something’?” she asked.
“Well, I don’t know exactly what I want to do, but I figure I’ve got time to figure it out.”
As they walked and chatted, he glanced sideways, attempting to inspect her without notice. In the soft glow of the moonlight and the passing overhead lights, he pieced together a better picture. She had light brown hair, straight and flowing past her shoulders. She glanced at him with warm brown eyes. She was about five-foot-five, with a slender build. She walked gracefully, with poise, as one might expect from an athlete. She had the air of a young woman, while he felt like a little boy tagging along on an errand.
“Are you usually so clumsy, or was there something distracting you?” she asked, not looking his way or giving him a hint as to what she meant.
“Um, yeah, I think I had something in my eye — maybe a vision of an angel,” he said, hoping she’d been flirting. He regretted saying it as soon as the words were out of his mouth.
“Oh, really? And let me guess, are you an agriculture major? Because that line was CORN-Y!” She laughed and gave him a push. He was puzzled by her sudden playfulness.
“Come on, it wasn’t that bad.”
“Yeah, not bad for a freshman trying to hit on a junior, I suppose. It might have even worked on the high school girls back home, but somehow I doubt it,” she replied, looking up at the moon. “I guess martial arts isn’t your thing?”
“Yeah, maybe not. I just went to Club Day a few weeks ago and made a list of the clubs that seemed the coolest, I guess.” He noticed they were moving farther away from campus. She must be taking the long way around in order to chat, he gleefully thought.
“Oh? I’ve studied a bit myself. I could give you a few pointers, if you like.” She looked around and spotted a shaded area behind a nearby abandoned building. “Come over here and I’ll show you a few moves.” He was suddenly very excited at the prospect of heading to a secluded area so she could put some “moves” on him. He couldn’t believe his luck.
“Okay, assume whatever stance you learned in class,” she said.
He assumed the basic stance. She jabbed directly at his face with no warning. He barely blocked.
“Wow, you’re fast!” he exclaimed.
“Yes...” she said, staring intently at him. A solemn, almost anguished look came across her face. She walked slowly backward, fading into the darkness.
He peered into the shadows, but she’d disappeared completely. He heard no movement.
“Hah! That’s a good trick!” he shouted, expecting her to reappear. There was no answer. “Jessica?”
A whistling sound was the only warning he had before he was struck from behind by what felt like a sledgehammer. He rolled to the ground, feeling the cold, wet grass greet his face.
“What the hell?” he shouted, holding his head. He thought back to stories of people lured by strangers into groups of muggers.
“Look, jerks, I don’t have any money on me. I don’t even have my wallet!” Starting to stand, he fell back down as his knee buckled from an unseen strike. Panic crept into his mind. He wasn’t sure how many of them surrounded him, or if they were armed. He glanced around to see if there was anyone close by. “Hel —” His shout was cut off by a blow to his windpipe.
“If you don’t start fighting back, you will very soon be dead. I know you aren’t human. If you want to roll over and die, it would make my job much easier, but I’d prefer to see what you are before your demise,” he heard Jessica warn from the darkness.
Wheezing and coughing, he tried to catch his breath. He lunged from his squatting position in the general direction of the voice, throwing a punch at nothing. She caught his arm, bending his wrist violently. The bone fractured with an audible “snap.” He started to cry out, but a blow to his solar plexus choked it off. He went down to his knees again, winded.
“I am not sure what you are. You are certainly not who I thought you were, so you’d better start explaining quickly,” she demanded. Another whistling sound directly in front of his face preceded the next attack.
Without conscious thought, his left hand moved of its own accord and intercepted her fist. He stared in amazement as his eyes focused to reveal that her knuckles were mere inches from his face. She attempted to pull her arm back, but it was like trying to pull a tree from the earth. Few humans were this strong. He stood up, wondering how he had even known the direction from which the blow was coming.
He moved without thought, matching her movements. He heard the wind of her next blow before he saw her leg appear out of the darkness. She was attempting to free her hand with a kick to his head. Bowing his head slightly, it passed harmlessly overhead. Jumping, he avoided her attempt to leg-sweep him. Her other fist launched directly at his face again. He caught it with his free hand. He wasn’t quite sure how he accomplished that, as he was pretty sure that wrist was either broken or sprained, but it held. With a quick yank, he pulled her close, out of the shadows and into the beam of moonlight in which he stood.
Her face was a mixture of shock and fury. She wasn’t accustomed to being manhandled so easily. “What are you?” she whispered.
“Kind of pissed,” he replied. “So, what’s up with the whole ‘Let’s flirt, but then I’m going to kill you’ bit?”
“I will tell you nothing. Surrender and die,” she spat.
“What about option ‘C’?” he responded, a grin spreading across his face. He pulled her close, forcing her hands behind his back, and kissed her. She muffled a protest as her eyes opened wide in surprise. A second later, she pulled away just as he let go of her hands. She stumbled a bit, and this time, it was she who fell upon her rear.
“Why did you do that? How dare you assault me!” she demanded, her face flushed. She was more flustered from the kiss than any attack would have accomplished. It worked: she stopped her assault on him.
“I don’t know. It just felt right. Are you really going to cry sexual assault after you just tried to murder me in cold blood for no reason at all?” he asked, looking down at his injured wrist while rubbing it. The pain had subsided. From the earlier snapping sound, he had expected the injury to be worse, but he now barely felt any pain at all.
She noticed his concern and said, “I broke that wrist. You shouldn’t be able to move it at all, much less fight.”
“Maybe you just popped it, like cracking someone’s knuckles,” he replied. He wasn’t sure why he was having this conversation with someone who had just tried to kill him. For that matter, he wasn’t sure how he was still alive. She probably could have kicked Sensei Johnson’s butt easily.
She noticed that he was just as bewildered by his actions as she was. The boy did not seem like a supernatural predator, but her expert senses told her that he was not human. Was he a doppelgänger or mimic, imitating a human?
She nimbly hopped to her feet. “You avoided my blows without a hint of thought or skill. I do not recognize your techniques from any other fighting style I am familiar with. You are not who you are pretending to be. Where are the missing people? What have you done with them? Tell me, and I will offer you a quick death. I know that bone was broken, not ‘popped.’ You aren’t human.”
“Girl, I’m as human as you are. Wait, I take that back. I don’t know what the hell you are, but I am definitely a regular person.” At least, he thought he was a normal person. He mentally asked himself how he was doing the things he was now capable of doing. Too many martial arts movies over the years? “So, do you want to tell me why you just decided to kill a nice guy like myself that you have just met?”
“As I said before, no.”
“Okay, well, I guess I’ll be heading over to the campus cops, then. We can’t have psycho women running around at all hours of the night offing unsuspecting but dashingly handsome men.”
She stared at him, unsure of how to proceed. At first, he had seemed inept and bumbling, but he had just easily bested her in combat. Despite his demeanor, she wasn’t sure she could trust him, and telling him the truth was absolutely out of the question. She had the authority to eliminate anyone who was not human, and even humans who threatened her mission. She pulled up one of her pant legs, revealing a holster strapped to her calf. She slid a slender, dull gray cylinder from the holster.
“What’s that? A Taser? Going to Taser me now?”
She replied in a resigned tone, “No, I’m afraid not.” She whispered as she pointed the unknown weapon at him, “Casca: dissect.”
He backed away as a soft red glow emanated from the tip of the device. It was growing longer, as if a mass of metallic sand were climbing ever higher and solidifying as it went. The movement emitted a faint slithering sound, like a powerful wind was blowing over sand dunes. At a length of two feet, the movement stopped. The particles solidified and flattened. She now held what appeared to be a slender two-foot-long sword. On the edge of the blade, the motion of the particles continued, increasing into a frenzied blur. The blade begun to hum lightly.
“Again, I am sorry. I don’t believe you are evil, but I can’t have my mission jeopardized. You are not human, so you must die. I shall pray for forgiveness tonight, and pray for your soul as well,” she apologized before lunging at his chest with the blade.
Instead of backing away as she had expected, he dashed forward, turning sideways at the last instant, pushing her as he tripped her with his other foot. She rolled without pause, returning to her feet. She turned to face him, blade readied. Except he was now gone.
She scanned the area without moving or breathing. A leaf fell from a nearby tree, blown sideways by a gentle breeze. She looked up into the tree, noticing him sitting on one of the middle branches, observing her.
“Look, I don’t want to fight. I’m not even sure how I am fighting, although it’s pretty damn cool. Why don’t you put that thing down, and we can get to know each other a little better?” he asked with a wink.
She sprang forward, slashing repeatedly at the tree. To his amazement, there was no sound from the strikes, just a faint vibration throughout the limbs. Again and again, her blade emerged from the opposite side of the tree without slowing. She reversed her hold and swept through the trunk a final time. It had to have been at least thirty inches around, yet she cut through it faster than any chainsaw. A loud crack echoed across the area as the sliver of the remaining trunk begin to splinter.
The mammoth tree toppled forward. She raced to meet where he would fall. As the tree fell, he braced himself against the largest, most flexible branch. As soon as the tree impacted the earth, he used the rebound of the trunk and the branch, along with tensed muscles, to catapult himself out of the tree just as her blade swung. It sliced through air and wood with the same indifference, but missed its intended target. He sailed high into the air in an arc over her head, looking down on her with a grin on his face.
She gasped in amazement at the feat. He was as graceful as any acrobat she had seen. He landed as softly and quietly as a bird, rolling forward to disperse the momentum, despite his size and weight. The height and distance of his jump were impossible for his mass — unless he wasn’t human. She broke out of her reverie when she noticed he was now running at a remarkable pace for the nearby forest. She dashed after him.
He wasn’t sure what this was about, but he had decided he was done playing around with this crazy girl. His primal instinct to survive had just gone into overdrive, and he planned to rush into the trees to try to lose her while he called the cops on his cell phone. He leapt over the surrounding brush and crashed through the trees at breakneck pace. Branches snagged on his clothing and skin, but he ignored them. Putting as much distance as possible between Jessica and himself was his only thought.
***
After a short period, he stopped and listened. He heard no following footsteps through the brush. The only sound was a light breeze blowing through the treetops. Looking up, he could make out the outline of branches swaying hypnotically against the sky. Fumbling for his phone, he covered the screen so the light wouldn’t give away his position. He punched in the digits for emergency services. No service. What the...I always have full bars on campus! He tried again, moving the phone about, but it was useless.
“Your phone won’t work. I’m passively jamming it,” Jessica stated, emerging silently from his right.
“Jamming? But...how?” he asked.
“I think the time for questions is over. Just stand there, and I swear you will feel no pain. The chase is done. There is no one coming to help you, and you are exhausted. Your abilities are remarkable, but I do not have time to explore them further.” She was so calm and cold compared to the girl he had just flirted with while walking just minutes ago. How the hell could he have been such a poor judge of character?
His eyes darted around the forest for an escape route. He was lucky to have been able to survive when it was just hand-to-hand combat (and his mind was still reeling from the things he had done), but there was no way he was fighting her barehanded against whatever she was wielding at the moment.
She started to move toward him, leveling the sword horizontal to the ground, keeping him lined up in her sight. He felt he had no choice but to fight for his life. He wasn’t going to just stand there and get sliced in half. Squatting down, he frantically searched the ground for a makeshift weapon. Rising to his feet, he now held an apple-sized rock.
Her pace didn’t slow as she strolled forward, a look of admiration on her face. “Don’t move, and I’ll make the cut clean,” she said, as if that was supposed to make him feel better. He launched the rock at her head. Surprisingly, his aim was deadly accurate for a change. If it hit her, it would probably kill her.
“Duck!” he shouted, wondering why he’d said that as soon as he had spoken.
She aligned the blade with the rock, holding her arm straight in front of her. It bisected the rock evenly, both pieces splitting off and around her head. Continuing forward without stopping, she drew her blade back for a killing blow. Sverre bent down, patting the ground in an attempt to find a tree branch to use as a weapon. There was a loud crash from her right as something massive exploded in and out of view. Leaves, dirt, and branches erupted around them. Sverre shielded his face from the debris with his arms. Then there was silence. She was gone.
He stood still, holding his breath for long seconds, listening. He could hear crashing to his left, but it was growing faint. A rustling at his feet caused him to look down. Her strange weapon slowly retracted back into the hilt. He opened his phone to shed more light on the phenomenon and studied the device. Metallic particles slowly moved into the hilt. Soon, it was just a basic cylinder again.
He kicked it with his foot, but it lay unmoving. He grabbed the bottom end with the tips of his fingers, half-expecting pieces of his fingers to fly off. When they didn’t, he switched his grip to mimic hers, waiting for the blade to extend again.
Maybe it’s broken or something. Unable to find any buttons or switches, he pocketed it, pondering his next course of action. Something big, scary, and powerful had carried her away, which was good for him and presumably bad for her. The problem now was that he wasn’t sure of his location or the proper direction to get back to school. What if there were others like her back there, searching for him? What if there were more of those giant things prowling around in the woods? He couldn’t be more than a few miles from campus, but that wouldn’t help him if he started walking in the wrong direction.
He looked up at the moon, hoping it would give him some clue as to which way he should head. “Now, is it the moon rises in the west and sets in the east? Or is that the sun...damnit, I’m such a moron!” he muttered.
“I think moss grows on the north side of a tree?” He got down on his knees at the base of a tree and inspected it with his phone light. “Is this lichen or moss? What the hell good does it do me if I don’t know which direction I ran in the first place!” he stated, exasperated. He’d never been camping or in Scouts, so he had no knowledge about what to do in the wild. This was pathetic. He thought he heard a faint shriek from his left, although it might have been a bird crying out. He felt a pang of guilt.
Why the hell should I care about her? She tried to freakin’ kill me! Thinking about it further, he realized something was amiss. At first, it had seemed like she had genuinely enjoyed the brief moments with him as he walked her home, and then it was as if she was required to test him, then eliminate him. He couldn’t detect any malice in her actions. It was like she was duty-bound to attack him.
“She mentioned a ‘mission.’ I wonder what the hell that was about?” Divided by self-preservation and the desire to help someone in need, he wavered. “Aw, hell!” he exclaimed, heading off in the direction she had been taken.




CHAPTER TWO

Farther ahead, Jessica confronted her assailant in the pitch blackness of a dingy underground den. She knew exactly what the creature was, and she also knew her situation was dire. Weaponless, exhausted, and injured due to the beast dragging her a mile through the brush by her shoulder, she’d have to be quick-witted to survive. Warm, sticky blood soaked through her shirt from deep puncture wounds. Bruises, scrapes and cuts screamed out in pain from almost every limb.
With her back against the rear of the cave, her eyes strained in the darkness, searching. Concentrating on her ability to see auras, the faint roiling energy of the beast coalesced twenty feet ahead. The creature was silently observing her, believing her to be blind in the darkness. Long seconds ticked by until it realized she was watching it. It moved closer. Two faintly glowing yellow orbs faded into view. The werewolf regarded her with amusement.
“Oh-ho, Stalker! So tasty your blood is, just as the rumors said. I watched your combat with the boy from afar. A grave mistake on your part, lowering your guard. I believe you mistook him for me, whom you have been tracking for the past few weeks? Not sure why you pressed your assault when it became obvious he was not. Regardless, I’ll investigate him further after I am done with you. Mayhap he’ll make a welcome addition to the Master’s slaves, or simply dessert. I am happy with either outcome,” he said with a chortle.
Her eyes narrowed as she retorted, “Cur, you’re correct that I mistook the boy for you. His aura was unusual, although not what I am accustomed to from your kind.” She hoped to buy some time to formulate a plan. She knew now that this was the beast she’d been stalking originally.
With such a large student body, no one questioned her presence around campus, carrying what appeared to be a backpack full of books. Impersonating a student to walk freely throughout the campus was one of the easiest assignments she’d had, at least as far as blending in. Tracking and locating her prey was another story entirely.
Two students had disappeared in as many weeks. Besides the missing college students, there were unconfirmed reports of several homeless residents in town missing. A long-distance aerial drone had picked up evidence of something supernatural in the area, but whatever it was, it was far too cagey to be pinned down by any satellite, long-range scanner, or cameras. That necessitated an agent’s personal investigation.
She had discovered the subtle hints of a werewolf around campus, but he was an expert at covering his tracks. That meant he was probably experienced in dealing with her kind. If she had called in backup, it would have spooked the creature. He’d escape to another area and start his rampage again. Most of the time, a predator like this would have already moved on by now, but this one was different.
Although she had the equivalent of a post-graduate degree herself, she’d never gone to college. Most of her assignments were usually wrapped up in a day or two, but this one was difficult, both on a psychological and a technical level. She had enjoyed submerging herself in the college life — going to parties, talking with others her age. Her grandfather wondered if one reason this mission was taking so long was because she was enjoying herself a bit too much. Insulted by his accusations, she had denied it all. However, he wasn’t angry. If she hadn’t known better, she might have thought he wanted her to stay a bit longer. She wondered if her complacency had led to her current predicament.
She needed to get the beast talking to see if he was alone or if there were more enemies in the area. If she hadn’t reported in within forty-five minutes, someone would come looking for her. In the meantime, she would have to play it by ear. She berated herself for not reporting her situation and position before engaging the boy. She’d be hard-pressed to win a fight with the creature out in open space, in perfect condition and armed. She could possibly hold her own against him if she didn’t make him angry, but that would prove difficult. Victory required one or two precise strikes that were powerful enough to render the creature unconscious.
He noticed her contemplation. “You are correct — this is your last day. Either alive or as a free woman. One less of your kind to hunt my kind. Although, from your weapon and demeanor, I surmise you are the Daughter herself. I may have to convey you to the Master for further study. It would be a shame if I destroyed such a grand bargaining piece.”
He appeared inches from her, jumping the distance between them in a heartbeat. Slamming her against the wall, his massive weight and strength bore down upon her like a boulder. She had lost her ability to see in the dark along with her night-vision contacts. Her aura-vision required concentration. His vision was as accurate in the night as in the brightest day.
“I was quite shocked to find you this night. My senses told me someone was attempting to hunt me in these past days, but he was hidden from even my abilities. My instincts told me to flee such a worthy opponent, but my curiosity prevailed. I remained to see if I could eliminate this threat. Imagine my surprise to find a Stalker of some renown was my adversary. What a prize I have won. You know, Daughter, I have been rather lonely these past few weeks. I haven’t had company since the last girl I brought here from the school. If you had arrived in a more timely manner, you might have saved her.”
His glowing eyes turned to the side, peering at something she could not see. She followed his gaze. The heavy scent of decaying flesh assaulted her nostrils. Disgusted, she recoiled from the rotting odor. The malicious glowing eyes fell upon her again.
***
Sverre crashed through the brush. What the hell am I doing? Chasing after some crazy girl who was attacked by some…thing. Actually, after thinking about it, I think I’m the crazy one.
No further noise guided him, but he sensed he was heading in the right direction. A faint glowing object on the ground caught his eye. Reaching down, he picked it up and examined it with the light from his phone. “What the...a contact lens?” he exclaimed.
He held it up to his eye, peering through it. Though his vision was tinted red, the forest was visible, despite the absence of any light besides the moonlight trickling through the tree branches. The reverse side of the lens appeared normal in every respect. “An infra-red contact lens?” he marveled. He spat on the lens and rubbed it between his fingers to clean it, then popped it into his eye. He was relieved to find that it wasn’t a prescription lens. With his now enhanced vision, he noticed a slight path torn through the brush. “Badass,” he whispered before trudging on.
***
Jessica could feel his hot, rancid breath upon her cheek. His eyes burned into hers.
“Oh, yes, my sweet, you are extremely tempting.” She could feel his tongue slowly slide across the drying blood on her face. Inhuman arms held hers to the wall like iron manacles. “Your blood is like nectar. I am very excited this night!” he gloated. His panting became heavier.
“Your master would be extremely upset if his gift was delivered in such a sorry state, wouldn’t he?” she asked. “The Daughter of the Creator himself, and granddaughter of the great Bilford Luvkrafft, bleeding out as we speak. I’m not sure I even have the strength to make the trip you plan.”
“Oh, my sweet, I suspected your identity, and you confirmed it. I shall not further damage you. My master has sought you for many years. Once he is done with you, you may even join him as a concubine.” Visibly excited by her admission, his tail practically wagged. “Yes, I am sure he will wish to reward me for bringing you to him!”
“You know I will never join your master, monster. It is not possible,” she responded, disgusted by the idea.
“I see. You do not know everything, Stalker. The Master can defeat your protections. Others also thought they could not be turned, but they were.” He padded away a short distance, conjuring up images in his mind of the rewards his master might heap upon him.
“I will bind your wound, then we will go!” he exclaimed.
If she had had her sword, this grinning idiot would have been dispatched by now. He kept speaking of “the Master.” She had no idea who that was, so it was best to keep him talking and keep him alive. Bare-handed against a werewolf was a losing proposition for any human. Fortunately, there was a reason she was a Master Stalker.
“Oh, I don’t know. Why don’t we get to know each other first?” she asked. The big lug wasn’t very bright. Perhaps he could be tricked.
“No, no more talking.” He shuffled off to the edge of the cave, searching for scraps of clothing he could use to bind her wounds. It looked like she’d have to try to escape first, then track the creature down afterward, once she had proper backup. If he bound her wounds, he might decide to hobble her hands and feet while he was at it.
She followed as closely and silently as she could manage. Sensing her presence, he turned only to meet her rushing knee, which connected under his chin. She brought down her elbow at the same time, cracking it across his dense skull. Shaken, he stumbled backward. She kicked his knee from the inside, tearing the ligaments, then swung around with her other leg, striking him directly in the nose, blurring his vision and causing him to howl in pain. She turned to dash for the doorway.
His speed was greater. Despite being blinded by the pain he was in, he managed to snag her foot as she ran. He slung her across the room into the wall of the cave, stunning her. She collapsed to the ground, dazed.
Furious now, he moved toward her, but paused, sniffing the air. “The boy you were fighting has come. I will take my rage and pain out on him so as to spare you.”
***
Sverre thought he had heard a faint cry up ahead. Increasing his pace, he raced forward. Again, he questioned the wisdom of his actions.
“Not sure what I am supposed to do against whatever just trounced her. She was about to kick MY ass,” he muttered.
He bounded out of the brush and into a small clearing. Something out of the corner of his eye caught his attention. If not for the night-vision contact lens, he wouldn’t have noticed it. The ground was disturbed, indicating something large had passed. The trail led to a small opening in the brush, terminating in darkness. A cave? Even in the daytime, the cave would have been difficult to detect if the foliage around it hadn’t been upset.
Upon closer inspection, it was obvious the sticks and shrubbery were arranged in deliberate camouflage; however, they had not been rearranged this night. Something had entered the cave in a hurry and hadn’t bothered covering its tracks.
Okay, so...I’m supposed to stroll into that tiny cave and cuddle up to the girl who just tried to slice my head off and the “whatever” that tried to bite her head off?
He looked around for a weapon — a stick, rock, grenade, anything. A low sound from the cave caught his attention. Inching closer, he hunched down, attempting to peer into the darkness. The world was growing darker around him. The contact lens faded. After a few seconds, his vision returned to normal.
“Great,” he muttered, removing it. The wind kicked up, causing the shadows from the tops of the trees surrounding the clearing to dance around him. Then all was still. He turned back to the cave, which was now completely engulfed in shadow.
Approaching the cave, he whispered inside. “Jessica, are you in there?” Two glowing eyes popped open in the darkness a few feet away. A smile emerged into view, similar to how he pictured the Cheshire Cat’s grin — if the Cheshire Cat’s mouth was full of daggers. A deep growl rumbled from the creature’s throat.
“Boy, you are meddling in affairs that do not concern you,” the visage thundered.
“Um...s-send the girl out, and we won’t have to blow your little love shack to kingdom come!” Sverre stuttered, scrambling backward. “Don’t fire yet, men!” he shouted over his shoulder.
A low chuckle erupted from the cave. The canine face looked from Sverre to the rest of the clearing before resting upon Sverre again. “I can see you, boy. I see you are alone. I smell you are alone,” the voice stated as the creature plodded up from the mouth of the cave. With each step, its height grew half a foot, until it towered into full view.
Sverre braced himself, gripping Jessica’s weapon tightly. In a blur, the beast leapt upon him. He fell onto his back, extending his legs, catching the beast in the chest. Using its own weight against it, he kicked out, flipping it over him. A thunderous crash arose from the underbrush as it impacted the ground out of sight. The beast was inhumanly fast, despite its size. He estimated its weight at around three hundred pounds, judging by the pain that now wracked his body. It didn’t seem possible for it to move that quickly.
“Very good, boy. I obviously leapt before I looked and underestimated you. I do not enjoy being made a fool, however,” the creature called from the shadows.
Without the contact lens, he couldn’t see it. It was moving among the trees, using them as cover. With its speed, if he blinked, the fight could be over before it started. He could tell where the creature was from the location of its voice, but only that noise, because it made no sound otherwise.
“Look, buddy, I’ve got this weapon here, and if you come back, I am going to slice your nuts off!” Sverre shouted into the night.
Deep laughter erupted from the shadows. “You do not even know what that is. It will not work for you, only for her. You are entertaining, but I have far better entertainment lined up after your corpse lies steaming on the earth this night. In fact, I now hunger.”
With that, the beast bore down upon him again. Moving slowly, it now attempted to intimidate him with its size and appearance. It was a few inches taller than he was, even hunched over. Its frame was thick and muscular. Legs that were a twisted combination of man near the top and large padded and clawed feet near the bottom carried it forward. Its arms were arranged similarly, except the claws were over an inch long and attached to hands that resembled a man’s. The entire creature was covered in thick brown fur. A massive wolf’s head that was mostly fangs, pointed ears, and wild eyes studied Sverre.
It paused for a second, letting him observe it longer. “Magnificent, am I not?” it asked. “You are one of the few of your kind who has seen. Of course, all of the others who have seen have died.”
“Well, I guess that winning streak ends tonight, dog-face.” He felt he should have been paralyzed with fear, or at least running in the opposite direction, but he felt loose, ready to fight. For that matter, he couldn’t believe he was cracking jokes.
“You jest? When you meet the beings that await you in the afterlife, fool, let them know Rilus sent you!” the werewolf snarled.
“Come on, then!” Sverre taunted, suddenly wishing he had some kind of battle plan. He felt surprisingly confident, considering the aberration of nature that was rushing him.
In an instant, the beast was toe-to-toe with him, moving almost too fast to be seen. First, it slashed at his stomach, attempting to disembowel him. Next, its fangs were at his throat. Each attack was met with a block or miss as he deftly danced in and out of the beast’s reach. It lunged forward, snapping at his hand. Driving his hands down upon its head, he cartwheeled over it, sending it crashing headfirst into a tree. It turned slowly, its fangs bared in fury.
His attacks hadn’t harmed it. His tactics were buying time, but he could see no way to defeat it.
It bounded at him again, this time on all fours. He attempted the same maneuver again, but this time the monster was ready. It snagged his ankle as he started the flip, spinning him in a circle, then releasing him. He slid across the ground and bounced through the opening of the cave, tearing the rest of the plant matter around the cave mouth as he attempted to slow his speed. He came to a stop when he rolled into a pile of debris.
Stunned for a few seconds, he checked to see if anything was broken. His head reeled from the overwhelming stench of decay. He grabbed at an arm that was lying across his chest, gasping when he realized it wasn’t his arm, or even attached to a body.
Jumping up in disgust, he then noticed he was standing in a pile of rancid body parts and skeletal remains. Moonlight now poured in from the mouth of the cave, where he had inadvertently cleared away the covering vegetation.
The cave was smaller than he had expected. He saw Jessica lying a few feet away and inched over to check on her. As far as he could determine, she wouldn’t be of any help, but she appeared to be only unconscious. He looked around, but the cave was empty except for her, him, and the bodies in the corner. The creature hadn’t followed him in yet.
Rilus stood outside the cave, analyzing the situation. He had seen the boy fend off the Stalker, and he had done the same to Rilus himself. There was a strange scent about him, and he was far more dangerous than Rilus had anticipated. No normal human should even be able to track his movements, much less avoid them. Was he another Stalker?
Perhaps the two of them were in league, setting a trap for him, and the battle earlier had been a ruse to draw him out. Rilus was confused by the apparent ineptitude of the boy, yet his combat prowess was beyond his years. Warily, he inched his way toward the mouth of the cave.
Slowly, the giant form entered the cave, blocking out the little light available. Keen eyes surveyed the surroundings. He noticed the girl where he had left her, the walls and the remains of his last few meals in the corner. The boy was gone. Impossible! Perhaps some kind of invisibility? Teleportation? He sniffed in several directions. The boy’s smell was heavy in the air. The scent led from the entrance to the girl, then past her. He cautiously approached the back wall, keeping his nose to the ground.
He made his way to the pile of bodies, but the varying smells of rot, perfumes, and detergents temporarily overwhelmed him. From the very bottom of the pile, covered in blood and gore, Sverre burst forth, stabbing Rilus in the throat with a forearm bone. The creature emitted a howl of pain which chilled Sverre to his core. He pressed the attack with all of his might. To his surprise, he shoved the man-wolf out of the cave and back into the open air. He knew his only hope for survival was getting out of the cramped confines of the cave. He’d have room to maneuver in the clearing.
With a growl of fury, Rilus struck back. The rear of his hand knocked Sverre away. Sverre hit the ground, tumbling to a stop in a jumbled heap. It felt like his entire ribcage had collapsed. He couldn’t catch his breath. He pushed up from his face-down position in the dirt, looking over his shoulder, hoping to find the creature dying. Instead, it stood calmly. The bone had entered the front of its neck and exited the rear.
Rilus gingerly grabbed the bone and slid it out the back of his wound, regarding it with feigned interest. He quickly bit the thin bloody bone in half, then returned his gaze to Sverre. With a garbled voice, he said, “And now, you die.” Sverre attempted to run, but the beast leapt upon him, pinning his arms to the ground.
Sverre struggled with all of his might, but whatever superhuman strength had possessed him in the cave had departed. The weight of the beast crushed the breath from him. Sharp fangs encircled his throat, closing slightly. He went limp, like a rabbit caught in the predator’s mouth. He gasped as the pressure increased slowly, cutting off the supply of blood to his brain. Rilus toyed with him, savoring the kill. The world grew darker as his consciousness faded. He wondered if he would end up in the back of the cave as another pile of rotting bones.
A familiar swishing sound preceded a cloud of red mist exploding in his face. He gasped for air as the jaws on his throat eased their grip, but choked on a cloud of vaporized blood. The beast’s body rolled off of him; its head went in another direction.
Looking to his left, Rilus gazed at him, unblinking. To his right, the rest of the large body rested. It took a few seconds to realize what had happened. He looked up to see Jessica staring down at him, blade in hand. He glanced at Rilus’ neck, noting the perfect cut through bone and muscle. The stump glistened in the darkness, but there was no blood. He glanced at her blade. It was bloodless.
“Phew. Thankfully, you —” he began, attempting to rise, but she forced him back to the ground with her foot, cutting him off. Slowly, she lowered the blade towards his already-tender throat.
“What the — I just saved your life. Well, at least I tried to. I could have left you for dead!” he argued, trying to sit up again, but a quick kick to his head rendered him unconscious.




CHAPTER THREE

He awoke a few hours later with a jolt. Grabbing his throat, he was relieved to find it was still intact. The pain in his side removed any notion that he had been dreaming. He was in a padded cell, with a cot, a mirror, and a stainless-steel toilet. Apparently, someone had washed most of the filth from him and replaced his clothing. He now wore an outfit more akin to gray prison duds. The room had no visible door or windows.
He called out, “Hello?”
There was no answer. Lying back on the cot, he listened and waited.
***
In a room far removed from his, multiple monitors and displays recorded his every movement. Some were basic audiovisual displays. Others outlined his body in varying colors. Certain devices recorded his voice. Even the toilet was set up to monitor waste product. Sensors analyzed the very air filtered out of the room.
“Why the hell is this guy here, Peach?” a stout man asked, leaning on the edge of the table. “Looks like a normal kid to me,” he said, dismissing the monitors with a wave of his hand.
She grimaced at the mention of that nickname. “I told you to stop calling me that. He was attacked by a werewolf and —”
“That’s it? You shoulda whacked him on the spot if he was bitten,” he replied, removing the gun from his holster.
“No! Wait, Sam. He wasn’t bitten. He helped me defeat the werewolf. The werewolf was the threat we were searching for over at the school,” she admitted, staring intently at the monitor.
“How the hell could he help you, and why would you need help in the first place, with a normal werewolf?” Sam asked.
“I don’t know how… Look, it is complicated. I misread his aura and assumed he was the creature I was searching for. He is something different. His combat prowess matched mine, but I do not believe he has had any formal training.”
“That punk gave you a hassle?” Sam exclaimed, using his gun as a pointer toward the monitor. “Hell, I think my Aunt Petunia could take that guy!”
“We need to figure out what he is. I am getting a few abnormal metabolic readings from the instrumentation, but other than that, he seems human. I wish I could get a reliable reading from the SA equipment, but it seems to be malfunctioning,” she stated. The screen displayed a myriad of colors swarming within Sverre’s outlined form. A normal reading was a single color of low intensity. “The feats he performed tonight were far beyond the scope of an ordinary human. With apparently no training at all, he fought both myself and a mature werewolf and survived.”
Sam looked away from her and back to the screen, a look of disbelief upon his face. “Well, these gizmos ain’t tellin’ us jack shit. You’d better get the Old Man down here to take a look.”
“He is on his way. Although it may be some time before he arrives,” she responded, the soft glow of the monitors illuminating her face in the dim room.
On monitor three, Sverre was staring intently into the camera, as if he knew she was watching. He lay on his back with his arms behind his head, gazing up at the ceiling where the monitoring equipment was hidden. Barely audible words escaped his mouth. She turned up the gain on the microphone.
“Can’t you feel the weight of my staaaare. You’re so close, but still a world awaaay. What I’m dying to say is that I’m crazy for yooou,” he sang, off-key.
“He knows we are watching?” she asked. “What is that he is singing?”
“I think that’s Madonna’s ‘Crazy for You’? Before your time, girl,” Sam replied. “Way before his time, too. Kid has some weird taste in music for one of you millennials.”
“This man gets stranger by the minute,” she muttered.
Night passed into morning with no further incidents. Jessica slept far later than she normally would, sleeping almost until noon. She awoke with a start, the image of Rilus leering at her as he stood over her. The scene was burned into her mind. Sitting up, her injuries protested. It felt as if she had been run over by a forklift. Checking the cameras, she was dismayed to see the room was dark. The Spectral Analyzer screen showed two people in the room.
Grabbing the microphone, she shouted, “Sam, intruder in the cell!”
The door to the security room opened. Sam walked in with coffee and a box. “Relax, Jess. The Old Man came in while ya were sleepin’. He wanted to visit the kid personally.”
“Why wasn’t I notified?” She leapt up and rushed to the door, but he grabbed her arm.
“He said he don’t want to be disturbed,” Sam answered.
“He could get hurt! I’m going down there.”
“Look, he’s been doin’ this longer than either of us has been alive. He’s probably forgotten more war stories than I can remember. Trust him,” Sam said, sitting down. He waved her away from the door and gestured toward the empty chair. “Have a donut. I don’t think you’ve eaten since you got in.”
Reluctantly, she sat back down, taking the offered donut. Staring at the only monitor that displayed anything in the blacked-out room, she puzzled at the images. The Spectral Analyzer was a simple name for a very complex machine. It could analyze the basic energies emitted by all living beings. In other words, auras. She’d been trained from a young age to sense and feel those auras. It was a painstaking process that took many years. Detecting a foreign aura was akin to hearing a pin drop in a crowded restaurant. Of course, now it was second nature to her. The machine analyzed the energies in much greater detail, whereas she could only determine if an aura deviated from human. If her ability was a magnifying glass, the SA was an electron microscope.
On the left side of the screen, she saw her grandfather. His aura was a brilliant, intense white. She should have recognized it instantly. Such an aura was very rare. On the right sat Sverre. Last night she was sure the machine was malfunctioning, but the fact that her grandfather’s energy signature displayed normally meant Sverre’s aura was something alien and unknown. It should have been one color. The intensity varied by how much life energy he contained.
His energies were more turbulent than when she had last observed them. They were light shades of blue, red, dark green, and…black. She worried at the last color. Dark auras were reserved for otherworldly beings, usually evil.
***
In the cell, Sverre continued his conversation with the elderly man who had arrived an hour ago. The man looked to be perhaps eighty but was incredibly alert. Sverre was quickly put at ease by the man’s wit and humor. His hair was white, long and shaggy. He had an unkempt beard and comically thick glasses. He wore flip flops, cut-off jean shorts and a heavy metal t-shirt. His walking cane leaned against the wall in the corner of the room.
The man sat cross-legged in front of Sverre, on the floor. The absence of light was at the insistence of the visitor. Sverre’s hands rested on the palms of the old man as he “communed with the spirits,” as he said. He seemed harmless enough, but Sverre had grown bored as time passed. Not only that, but he had to take a leak, but he sure as hell wasn’t doing that while being filmed by these perverts.
When he had first entered, he had introduced himself as Bilford Luvkrafft, and cut Sverre off as soon as he had opened his mouth, saying, “No, no relation to that man.”
He explained that he worked for a special agency dealing with delicate matters involving the supernatural — like the incident that had occurred last night. Sverre figured that was the case, but he had about three hundred questions waiting for the first person who appeared in his cell. Bilford had held his hand out, stopping Sverre mid-sentence.
“I know you have questions, but please — I must verify a few things with you first. All mysteries will be revealed in the end. Patience, my boy.”
That began Bilford’s questioning session, as the old man asked about Sverre’s family, what had happened last night, and, interestingly enough, his grandparents. Sverre didn’t know anything about his grandparents. They were gone before he was born. Bilford also had many questions about his father and seemed somewhat disappointed by the answers. That was when he suggested the séance, or whatever he was doing now. He could hear the old man muttering and feel him swaying in the darkness.
“Ahem, not to be rude, but if I don’t go to the bathroom soon, the only ghost you’ll be ‘communing’ with is the ghost of that giant soda I drank last night,” Sverre said, his eyes narrowing at the old man. He was sure Bilford could see him despite the darkness.
Bilford’s eyes flashed open. “Lights,” he commanded. Slowly, the room was illuminated.
“That’s bett —” Sverre started just as the old man’s hand shot out like a serpent, directly toward the young man’s eyes. Sverre tilted his head slightly, instinctively avoiding the blow without thought. The hand passed harmlessly through his hair. The old coot was surprisingly fast.
“Interesting! Just as I suspected,” Bilford said, now smiling.
“Jeez, what is with you people randomly attacking innocent people? Is that how you greet each other? Glad to meet you too, Gramps!” Sverre exclaimed, sending a playful punch toward the elderly man.
Bilford was surprised — not by the halfhearted punch, but by the humor of the young man. He’d been through a lot in the past night, but he seemed unaffected by the ordeals.
Bilford burst out laughing, struggling to his feet. “Very well. Come with me, my young friend!”




CHAPTER FOUR

Jessica was waiting in the hallway as they exited the room. She began to question her grandfather, but paused when Sverre followed him out of the room.
“What are you doing, Grandfather? He should remain confined! He’s dangerous, and we know nothing about him!”
The old man looked over his shoulder at Sverre, who appeared anxious. “I suspect you may find out how dangerous he is if you impede his progress to the restroom. It is down the hall and to the left. I understand your hesitation at using the one in the cell.”
“Thank you!” Sverre said, squeezing past Jessica. He winked as he walked past, just to agitate her. She reached out to grab his arm.
“Jessica,” Bilford said in a firm voice, “I said, let him be!”
She looked from her grandfather to Sverre. She released her hold on him.
“Look, Jess, I know you can’t wait to get your hands on me again, but there are urgent matters that need to be attended to,” Sverre responded with a smirk, continuing down the hall. She blushed, remembering the kiss from the previous night. He was insufferably arrogant. Bilford puzzled at her reaction.
What had happened to the awkward boy who tripped over his own feet? Had it been an act? The revelations of the past night and morning had no discernible effect on him mentally. Perhaps the combat from last night had inflated his ego. She’d have to remind him later that it was she who had saved his life.
Later, in the observation room, she stood silently as her grandfather again observed the videos recorded of Sverre last night.
“Curiouser and curiouser,” he stated.
“What have you learned, Grandfather?” she asked.
“I am not completely sure. I need to consult some of my books first. Why don’t you show him around the building while I do a little reading?” he suggested.
“What? I am not showing him around the compound! He doesn’t have the required clearance! It would be foolish to show an unknown stranger our —” she protested.
He regarded her with a look of disappointment. She stammered a reply. “I mean, we don’t know anything about him. I saw black in his aura on the SA. We can’t trust him.”
“Dear girl,” he said with a smile, “I helped design the machine. I think the prototype was being tested two years before you were born. Of course I know what a black aura signifies. Take my word for it. He can be trusted.” As he left, he gently patted her on the head. She rolled her eyes at the gesture.
***
Sverre left the restroom and wandered down the corridor that led to his cell. The walls of the hallway were perfectly white and smooth except for slight indentions indicating doorways. An elevator awaited at the end of the hall. The only option was up, indicating that this floor must be the facility’s lowest level. Entering, he was dismayed to find a numeric keypad instead of buttons indicating floor options. Are there two floors or twenty? He doubted they’d be on the ground floor; that would most likely be reserved for a reception area or something.
He selected “two” on a whim. The door closed silently. He couldn’t be sure of how many floors passed, as there was no display. The ride was over in seconds, so he assumed there were probably only a handful of levels.
When the door opened, he gaped at the enormous room before him. It was some sort of training area. There were climbing walls, trampoline floors, pommel horses, and ropes hanging from the ceiling. Along the walls, various weapons racks held just about every weapon he had ever seen, and quite a few for which he had no clue of their origin. Neatly arranged on the racks were swords, staffs, guns, knives, whips, batons, and many other training implements.
Sverre jogged across the padded floor, making a beeline for the trampoline area. Leaping onto it, he bounced high into the air. Too high, in fact, as he was thrown off balance by the magnitude of the rebound. He grabbed out for something and found himself clinging to one of the ropes, twenty-five feet off the ground. Laughing, he started swinging.
***
In the observation room, Jessica watched him. The frown on her face deepened. The weaponry in the gymnasium was too dangerous for a civilian. She’d told her grandfather he was a security risk. She stormed out of the room, heading toward the elevator.
***
Sverre swung from rope to rope in the same manner he had seen in the old Tarzan movies. It was so effortless now. Maybe it was the residual adrenaline from the previous night. The pain from his injuries was gone as well. Lost in thought, he failed to notice Jessica entering the room.
She immediately approached the weapons racks, arming herself with several items. She didn’t know his intentions, nor did she care. He was in an off-limits area. He could have armed himself while she was making her way from the observation center. Rearing her arm back, she let a weighted throwing disk fly. It was like a shuriken, except far deadlier. It sliced through the rope Sverre was swinging from. He let out a yelp as he fell to the ground, impacting the padded floor on his back.
She approached cautiously, but he did not move. She couldn’t be sure he was breathing. What if he had broken his neck in the fall? Her grandfather would be furious. Worried, she moved to inspect him. Placing the back of her hand near his mouth, she could detect no breath. She leaned forward until her ear was inches from his open mouth.
“I’ll always fall for you, Jess,” he whispered with a grin.
“You ass!” she cried, shoving him away. He rolled onto his knees, pleased with his joke. She responded by leveling a Taser at him.
“Oh, so now you bring out the Taser,” he quipped.
“Let’s go,” she commanded.
“But I just got here. I think I want to play some more.”
“Stop acting like a child and come with me. This area is restricted to authorized personnel only.”
The smile faded from his face. “You know, this prissy attitude is really getting old. You beat the crap out of me, almost killed me, then kidnapped me, probably had your way with me while I was passed out, and now you are bossing me around like you own me. I think I’ve had enough,” he said, standing.
“I would never... That didn’t happen. Hilda was the one who changed your clothes.”
“See you around,” he said, heading for the exit.
“Stop!”
Ignoring her, Sverre continued toward the elevator.
“You brought this on yourself,” she said with a sigh as she fired the Taser.
In one movement, he spun, stretching his shirt out several inches in front of him. As the barbs penetrated, he slipped out of the shirt, twisting the cloth like someone wringing out a wet towel. The barbs were embedded deep in the material. The gun clicked in her hands, but the electrical current dissipated harmlessly into the insulated cloth. He dropped the shirt to the ground and folded his arms across his chest.
“What else ya got?” he taunted.
She stood speechless, replaying in her mind what had just happened. The barbs traveled at almost two hundred miles an hour, yet he had caught them with ease. She suddenly wished she had brought more items from the weapons rack.
He followed her gaze to the rack and shook his head. “I don’t think that’s going to happen.”
He charged her just as she whipped out an extending baton. She swung it downward, forcing it to extend to its full twenty-one-inch length. By the time she brought it back up, he was standing before her.
“Now, look, if you don’t cut this out, I’m going to grab one of those whips and —” he threatened.
“Why, you disgusting…” she growled, bringing the baton to bear on his legs. He somersaulted away from the blow, his foot knocking the weapon from her hand. She thrust a hypodermic weapon loaded with a sedative at him as he landed. Swiveling to the side, he caught her arm between his elbow and ribs. Twisting in the opposite direction, he forced her to drop it.
A palm strike from her other arm nailed him squarely in the jaw, knocking his head back. He slowly lowered his head, forcing her arm back, his smile returning.
Tearing her arm free, she leaped backward, pulling the last item from her belt. It launched a bolo-like device that wound through the air in an entangling mass. Designed to ensnare a target with an almost unbreakable strand, she wasn’t sure if it would slow him down long, but it might give her time to reach the rack. Turning, she sprinted for the weapons rack immediately after firing.
Sverre snatched the weighted end of the rope out of midair. Swinging it above his head without slowing its momentum, he redirected it back at her. She had made it about four steps before she tripped, the rope winding around her legs. He was on her in an instant, pressing his knee into her back.
“Get off of me, you…you…whatever you are!” she ordered.
Clapping from the far wall interrupted the scene. Bilford moved out from the doorway. “Bravo, my boy. Bravo. I don’t believe I’ve seen anyone in our ranks best Jessica like that.”
“I didn’t want any trouble. She started it!” Sverre said, clambering off Jessica’s back.
“No worries, my boy. This is a gymnasium, after all,” the elderly man stated, walking over to the two of them. “Nothing wrong with a vigorous workout!” He paused as if waiting for something, then finally nodded toward Jessica on the floor.
“Oh! Sorry, I thought...” Sverre stammered, helping her untie the rope around her leg.
“I don’t need your help. If I wasn’t injured from last night, you’d be the one on the ground,” she said, getting to her feet. Bruises and scrapes marred her face, evidence of her ordeal from the previous night. She placed her hand on her shoulder. Sverre could see a bulge under her shirt where her hand rested, which he now realized was bandages. He suddenly felt very guilty for making sport of her in her current condition.
“Yes, but you brought it upon yourself, Jessica,” Bilford pointed out. “He was merely enjoying himself, and you attacked him. If you’d followed my order to leave him be, this would not have occurred.”
“But —” she started, but she was cut off by Bilford. The man could be infuriating.
“Let’s retreat to my study and let bygones be bygones. Nothing is resolved by harboring ill will. I will have Hilda bring up some proper food, and we can discuss our new friend, here,” he offered.
Sverre’s face lit up at the mention of food.




CHAPTER FIVE

The elevator door opened to the smell of old musty tomes, soot, and a myriad of unidentified scents. The study stood in stark contrast to the rest of the building. It appeared to have been pulled board-by-board from a giant colonial-era farmhouse. Dark wood floors and tall plastered walls encapsulated a spacious area. Bookcases twenty feet tall lined the walls, with several built-in sliding ladders so that one could reach the upper racks. Various trophies, paintings, awards, degrees, and certificates were displayed in the small areas that didn’t contain books. Expensive dark red leather furniture adorned the open floor space, along with hand-crafted rugs from dozens of countries. A bar located in the corner contained an extensive stock of high-end liqueurs. An inviting fire ebbed in a white brick fireplace. The blinds and heavy curtains were drawn, so that the only light was from the dancing fire and a few old electric lamps.
Sverre wandered over to the fireplace, reaching out to warm his hands. It was as if he’d stepped into the past. He looked to Bilford for an explanation, but the old man simply pulled the curtains open without providing the answers to the questions he knew were bubbling within the young man. A lush countryside awaited just outside the windows, past a large porch. Rocking chairs and a porch swing invited one to take a rest. Sverre moved to the windows, peering out at the beautiful scenery.
“Is this real?” he questioned. “I figured this was some kind of recreated fake room or something.”
Bilford chuckled. “No, no, my boy. The house is real. As are the facilities beneath it. This is indeed a well-guarded government installation. I believe in hiding in plain sight rather than barbed wire, spotlights, guard dogs, and all of that hullabaloo.” He shuffled over to the bar and poured himself a glass of bourbon. “Hilda should be bringing some refreshments soon.”
Jessica sat in a large, plush chair to work on a tablet, reviewing notes her grandfather had logged on Sverre earlier.
Sverre wandered slowly about the room, exploring the various books and relics. Most of the books were written in languages he could only guess at. Others were half as large as a man. Scattered notes and scribblings on slips of paper littered the top of a giant polished oak desk. Bilford sat at the desk with a slight grunt.
“Don’t get old if you can help it,” he said, smiling at Sverre and Jessica. “So! We have a mystery here that I believe I have found a bit of information on. You might want to have a seat, my boy.” He motioned toward the couch.
“First, some things about us. Jessica and I are both part of an organization called the Order of Mankind. Originally, it was called the Holy and Righteous Order of Mankind, but for political reasons, and for the sake of brevity, we are simply the Order now.
“This organization was formed around 1350 A.D. Of course, the Middle Ages were a turbulent time for all of humanity, but at this time, there was a particularly malevolent assault on humanity by otherworldly forces. The world governments and religious leaders had managed to keep it quiet for years, but the general populace was increasingly becoming agitated by supernatural events. Whole towns vanished overnight. The people looked toward their leaders only to discover some were inhuman creatures. Churches were razed to the ground as religion was questioned, and it seemed like much of civilization could fall if matters continued to deteriorate.
“So, in the year 1349, a secret cabal of the most powerful world leaders met, along with their trusted advisers. Even nations that were at war with each other put aside their differences for the good of their countries. It was one thing to fight another nation. It was another to fight something from beyond our knowledge. During this meeting, under the guidance of Blacwin Wright, our organization came into being. It had the support of almost every world leader at the time, and virtually unlimited resources. Blacwin was named organizational leader, while each nation developed its own respective branches. The purpose of the organization was to make sure mankind remained the dominant species on the planet.”
“I’m no history major, but I seriously do not remember anything like that from any of my history books,” Sverre interrupted.
“I’m sure you are aware of the old adage, ‘History is written by the victors’? Well, that has never been truer than in this case, my boy. This organization is the most well-kept secret on the planet. Whole years of history have been rewritten to protect us. Thousands of men, women, and children have died to make it so,” Bilford explained, sadness creeping into his voice.
“Why all the secrecy? Wouldn’t people be happy to know that their government is looking out for them?” Sverre asked.
“The matters dealt with are far too sensitive in nature. How would the world react to learning werewolves are real? That demons, ghosts, and poltergeists lurk among us? That otherworldly creatures stalk us in the darkness? Whole religions would be negated by the presence of such things. Our entire civilization depends on the work we do here, and that means keeping what we do secret. If the truth was ever uncovered, there could be widespread chaos and anarchy.”
“So, how could these things be kept a secret all this time?” Sverre asked, stretching out on the sofa after removing his shoes. Jessica rankled at his unearned familiarity.
“We have access to every governmental and police database on the planet. We have moles who work for us without even understanding what we do. It is a pyramid of knowledge, with each lower level only knowing as much as they need to.”
“Surely, some people have seen things they weren’t supposed to or taken pictures over the years,” Sverre reasoned.
“Oh, yes. Hundreds of thousands. As I said, we have many, many agents. Some alter news stories; others tamper with court evidence. We have perfected the science of memory implantation and alteration. Even world leaders are subject to our tactics. We have complete immunity from all governments, and our reach stretches around the world. Of course, many of the adversaries we handle aren’t exactly media-friendly to begin with. It works to their advantage too, to stay hidden.”
“So, what if those tactics don’t work or aren’t available?” Sverre asked, although he was pretty sure he already knew the answer.
Bilford sighed deeply and stared into the fire before replying. “There are great sacrifices that have to be made to protect our secret. Even within this organization,” he answered, casting a sorrowful glance at Jessica. She caught his gaze and turned away.
“You know,” Sverre said, rising from the couch, then slipping his shoes back on, “I think this is pretty awesome, and I’m glad you guys are out there kicking monster butt every night.”
He slowly moved toward the door. Reaching it, he turned to face them.
“But I think I’d best be going. My friend Josh is probably worried about me, and you know, college and all that,” he said, turning the doorknob. “Thanks for the hospitality and all…oof,” he exclaimed as he bumped into a hulking figure that stood on the other side of the doorway. He reeled backward into the room, off-balance. The large form stepped through the door frame. It had to duck slightly to enter the room.
“You stay for dinner!” it bellowed.
Sverre started at the feet and worked his way up. It was about six feet eleven inches and probably a good three hundred and fifty pounds. It wore tight stockings, an apron, and a maid’s uniform. The ample bosom visible at his eye level looked as if it could conceal a small child. His gaze moved upward past the thick neck, strong jaw, and the large cheek mole that looked like a tadpole growing fur. Higher up was a unibrow that looked like one of those spiked caterpillars he’d seen back home in the basement. Above the brow was a small maid’s cap, white and ruffled, which contained an unruly mass of dirty blonde hair.
It pushed past him, bringing in a cart full of silverware and dining implements. Delicious aromas wafted from the cart as it rolled past.
“Ah, Hilda. I see you’ve met our guest!” Bilford said, rising from his desk.
Hilda cast a cursory glance at Sverre as if she had just noticed him and hadn’t bowled him over. “Sit. Eat,” she commanded in a deep voice, pulling the lids off various dishes. She began preparing plates.
“Hilda has been with us a good thirty or so years,” Bilford explained. She looked at the old man and spread a wide smile of crooked, yellowed teeth. “After an incident in Switzerland, she chose to remain with us.”
Sverre cast a wary glance at Hilda and sat back down. “She’s a stunning vision of Swiss beauty, to be sure,” he muttered.
“I believe she had similar praise concerning you after she was done changing your clothes and cleaning you up last night,” Jessica remarked.
Hilda looked at him, smiled, and turned away, her cheeks reddening. A small noise exploded from Jessica’s direction that might have been a sneeze or a snort. Sverre grimaced, fighting like mad to prevent himself from blushing.
***
After the delicious dinner, Sverre decided it was time to see what Bilford’s plans were for him. Dusk approached, and he didn’t want to spend another night in that uncomfortable cell. He couldn’t believe he had slept so long. The worldwide conspiracy theory seemed far-fetched, and if it was true, he wasn’t sure he liked the implications. Were they planning on erasing his mind — or worse?
“Okay, so why are you telling me this? I’m a civilian. You wouldn’t tell me all of this just to mindwipe or imprison me.”
“Blunt and to the point. I like that. To be honest, I want to offer you a position with us,” Bilford explained, lighting a ridiculously large pipe.
Jessica leapt to her feet to protest. Bilford continued, not giving her a chance to speak.
“This organization has many special agents within it. These ‘enhanced’ humans may be telepaths, scryers, telekinetics, warborn — they represent the epitome of human evolution. Despite their abilities, they remain human at their core. We believe such gifts come about through divine will, to aid in humanity’s war for survival with the otherworldly forces allied against it. Such gifts have proved invaluable to our success.”
“Why me? Do you understand what is happening to me? How I did those things last night?”
Bilford looked to Jessica, then back to Sverre, inhaling deeply before replying, “I believe I do. One of my many abilities is communication with the dead. I’m able to parlay with spirits in the immediate area. You’ve probably heard the term ‘medium.’ I’ve spoken to thousands of spirits in my lifetime. Not for the brief moments you see on TV, but for hours on end. I’ve spoken to philosophers, politicians, scientists — even those called witches, warlocks, and sorcerers.”
“You call them up and talk to them? Like a spirit hotline?”
Bilford shook his head, smiling. “No. It isn’t as simple as that. I can call out to a certain spirit, but rarely do they hear. It is like shouting into an ocean. The majority that I’ve conversed with come to me. They have unfinished business in life — loved ones left behind, or they wish to tell me things that aid our cause.”
As he explained, Hilda cleared away the leftovers and dishes, attempting to not disturb the conversation. It was like watching a moose attempt to tiptoe through a nursery.
“So, you know if there is a heaven and a hell?” Sverre asked.
“I can merely state that there is an afterlife. There are realms beyond ours. Perhaps two, perhaps two billion. Many of us in the Order are devout Christians of various denominations. We hope for the Lord to reveal Himself to us one day, but for now, we have our faith. Just as I am a medium, you have similar abilities,” Bilford explained. “You too have a connection to the afterlife, but yours is far more complex. You are, for lack of a better term, a Soul Warrior.”
“A Soul Warrior?” said Jessica. “You’ve never mentioned that descriptor before.”
“That’s because there has never been an officially recorded incident of such a being in all of the history of our organization,” her grandfather stated excitedly. “There is one mention about three hundred years ago by another high-level medium, in his diary. The being disappeared before he had a chance to gather much information.”
“What is a Soul Warrior, exactly?” Sverre inquired, unconvinced.
“From what I’ve been able to determine from our instrumentation, and from the moments we spent in communion, along with the transcripts I’ve gathered, your body is host to numerous souls in addition to your own,” Bilford exclaimed, seemingly unable to believe it himself.
“Sooo…I’m like, possessed?” Sverre asked, looking at his hands as if they would suddenly strangle the nearest person without any input from him.
“No. You are yourself. Your soul is in control, and it will remain so. Think of it as: you are the bus driver, and everyone else is along for the ride. Except they are not merely riding. They also assist you. If you become stuck in the mud, they can help push the bus out. They augment your knowledge, your abilities, your power,” Bilford said.
“What do you mean, ‘power’?”
“Your chi. Your life force. Your soul energy. Some people have trained for years to be able to channel their chi. Doing this, they can perform remarkable feats. Precognition, lifting a car off a family member after an accident, breaking bricks with bare hands, being run over by a vehicle without injury. The most elite warriors within our organization have focused theirs to the utmost of human ability. You have your own chi, and you also have access to those of the souls within you. They can enhance your own strength, will, and abilities. Jessica stated you had several injuries from last night. They are not as noticeable now, are they?”
“I guess not,” Sverre admitted, working his wrist around, then rubbing his ribs. The pain was almost completely gone.
“In addition to enhancing your abilities, the power may block pain or help offset injuries. Our scanners showed us that you had several fractures last night, but by morning they were reduced to mere hairlines. While you slept, your recuperative energies worked impossibly fast. They focused almost entirely on healing your body, resulting in healing injuries in sixteen hours that should have taken sixteen weeks. Of course, while you are awake, they work far more slowly. I believe it’s why you slept so long.”
“So, I can’t die or be hurt?” Sverre asked hopefully.
Bilford chuckled. “Oh, no, my boy! Quite the opposite. You are hardier than most people, but a gunshot or knife wound would end you like anyone else. It’s just that if you are injured, and the injuries aren’t too severe, the souls will mend you in remarkable time if you allow them the opportunity.”
Sverre walked to the window. A fog had rolled in after darkness fell, creating a glowing shroud in the moonlight.
“Who are these souls within me? Just random people?” he asked, his voice cracking. He wasn’t sure if he was buying this mumbo-jumbo, but he was reminded of the impossible things he had done and the new emotions and feelings flooding him. He didn’t feel like himself. He felt more reckless and confident. It was both exciting and terrifying at the same time.
“My boy, that is the most remarkable thing about this. They are not random people. They are, as far as I can determine, the greatest heroes who have ever lived since the dawn of man. From great leaders, barbarians, martial artists, soldiers, gunslingers, and military minds to a simple farmer who died protecting his homestead from invaders. From what I can gather from those I spoke to, after a great injustice befalls a people and a hero is cut down before he is able to right the wrongs he feels he was destined to stop, his soul wanders the globe in torment. The ones with the most desire, love, and” — he paused before continuing, as if breaking bad news to someone — “rage and hate continue to search for justice for many years. They may give up eventually and pass on. However, at some point, a receptacle came into being that cried out to these despairing spirits. They were drawn to this being, and this being has always gone on to strive to right the injustices in our world, appeasing the souls within.”
“So, why have we never heard of this superhero running about doing superhero things?” Sverre asked.
“We have. From a soldier protecting his platoon singlehandedly from twenty enemy, to firemen running out of buildings carrying two or three people at once when most men would have died. However, you have to realize the nature of the beast. The vessel that attracts the souls will be enticed to the most dangerous lines of work. Death comes early and often, despite whatever assistance the souls provide. Usually, the host is struck down just as the power begins to manifest,” Bilford continued, crossing the room to stoke the fire.
“Why me? Why now?” Sverre asked, searching for meaning from the elderly scribe.
“I believe you were born as an heir to the souls. The souls sensed greatness within you. The souls travel together, as a group. True, new ones may be added, perhaps once a generation, but none leave. I believe the ability to receive them is passed on at birth. When the original host dies, they may travel to his progeny. If there is no heir, they wander until they find a worthy host. You most likely inherited the abilities as a child, but they lay dormant until last night. When you were in mortal danger, the souls awoke and worked through you to combat your enemy. It may even be a self-defense mechanism. Of course, that is just my theory,” Bilford explained.
“So, you are saying my dad or mom must have had this as well?” Sverre asked.
“Yes, according to what I have determined thus far.”
“Then I know your information is bad, because my dad is a foreman, and my mom is a teacher, and neither one did anything remarkable, and not only that, but both are alive and well today,” Sverre countered.
Bilford shuffled slowly over to the window. Placing a wrinkled hand on the young man’s shoulder, he said, “I know that is what you were led to believe. I wish I was not the one telling you this, but it is time someone did. I’m sorry, son. Your real father was also a host. My suspicions were raised while communing with the spirits within you. While you slept last night, I ran some queries on your family. According to our data, your mother remarried when you were very young. Too young for you to remember.”
Sverre looked from Bilford to Jessica, then back to the fire. “I — I’m having a hard time believing all of this.”
Bilford retrieved a folder from the desk and handed it to him. Sverre sat on the edge of the couch and began flipping through the pages. “No. No, this can’t be true. My dad wasn’t...”
For long minutes he read, becoming more distressed the deeper he delved. Finally, he stated, “I want to be alone for a while.” He walked through the door into the kitchen, then out the back door into the night, rage and uncertainty burning within him. Jessica rose to follow him, but her grandfather motioned for her to sit.
“Let him be. We must earn his trust. We’ve just destroyed everything he was — everything he thought he knew about the world. We must be here to help him rebuild himself into the man he must become.”
Jessica looked once more toward the door, then walked toward the hidden elevator, heading for the surveillance room.
“Jessica — wait. There are important matters to discuss concerning him.”
“Yes, Grandfather?”
“His gifts are remarkable. There is only one being like him on the planet, and he would make a powerful agent for the Order.” Bilford paused, considering how to continue. “But his power is also a curse. The previous soul warriors did not merely die from their occupations. In addition to gaining parts of their strength and courage, he will gain their vanity, their desire for combat, and... their fury. Thousands of years of pent-up rage caused by the injustices suffered by all in the world. Part of what makes a person a hero is his courage. Another word for courage is arrogance. To have the self-confidence that you can succeed where others will fail. Heroes can be wild and reckless. These emotions are being channeled into him constantly. It will be worse on the battlefield. It is one thing to believe in yourself and your mission; it is another to be foolhardy and die needlessly.”
Jessica pondered the matter, thinking back to the changes that had come over Sverre. It all made sense now. He had been timid and boyish at first, but she saw the transformation since the moment of their combat. He was almost a completely different person after the spirits had manifested during their fight. Brash and arrogant, but without the worldly experience to warrant such an attitude. As an ally, he could be as dangerous as any foe if his reckless nature increased.
Her grandfather followed her train of thought. “Yes, we must convince him to join. Work with him to make him see the good we do. Temper and hone him into a weapon for justice. The alternative is…something I don’t want to consider right now.”
Nodding in agreement, Jessica continued to the surveillance room. She would have to trust her grandfather’s sage judgment, despite her own concerns.




CHAPTER SIX

Outside, Sverre sat beneath a large oak tree. He knew what Bilford had said about his father was true. He’d suspected it for the past few years. The bond he shared with his mom felt different from the one he had with his father. Over the years, he’d attributed that to his theory that men didn’t share emotions as readily as women. Her eyes beamed with tears at his graduation; his dad simply seemed happy. There wasn’t the same level of pride on display.
He was grateful for the years of upbringing he had received from his adoptive father, but to know that the majority of his life was based on a lie, even if that lie was crafted with love, stung bitterly. He wanted things to continue as they had, but would he still react to his father the same way, knowing what he knew now?
It became clear that if his mom hadn’t told him by now, she hadn’t intended to. His heart sank at the idea that she considered him too fragile to bear the news. He fought back tears at the thought of her trying to break the news to him. His emotions flipped between rage, sorrow and love in a jumbled mess. He flopped backward, staring into the night sky, feeling more alone than ever before.
He awoke the next morning lying in the dew-wet grass. The blinding rays of the sun burst through the treetops into his groggy eyes. Someone had put a blanket over him while he slept. The sky was crystal blue with faint traces of white puffs, tinted pink around the edges. The air was crisp and cool. Looking around, he surveyed the area that made up the Farm.
An immense three-story white farmhouse sat at the center of the plot. A red barn with white trim stood in the background, in stark contrast to the house. Farmhands walked about with purpose, nodding in his direction when he caught their gazes. Each went about his or her daily duties. A standard farm in the country — except for the military compound hidden beneath it all, like a high-tech termite nest loaded with advanced weapons and enhanced humans. His stomach growled at the exact moment the scent of bacon wafting from the house reached him.
Inside, everyone he had met last night was gathered around the kitchen table. There were two men he didn’t recognize. One was slim, of medium stature. He wore an expensive tailored suit, navy blue in color. Sverre estimated the man to be in his forties. An air of impatience hung about him, as if he was annoyed to exist. Perhaps a high-ranking military officer or government official, Sverre surmised. He instantly didn’t like that one.
The other man was large, with wide shoulders and a paunch. He might have been in his mid-to-late fifties. The hints of gray hair in his thick black mustache matched the hair on his head, although his temples were completely white. Dressed in a dark uniform, he reminded Sverre of an ornery police captain in the movies. The big man was hastily filling his plate with large portions of everything at the table.
Bilford sipped coffee while reading from a tablet. He looked up as Sverre entered, exclaiming, “Ah, Sverre! We were just talking about you. I hope you slept well. I instructed Hilda to lead you to your new room last night, but you were so exhausted, she had trouble waking you. She stated you were sleeping like a baby and tucked you in on the spot.”
Sverre glanced at Hilda, who looked over her shoulder at him from the stove and waved. Her expansive grin was unsettling. He raised his hand slightly to wave, giving her a weak smile in return.
He pulled up a chair across from Jessica. Observing the bountiful breakfast on the table, his mouth watered. Bilford motioned for him to help himself.
“Are you feeling okay?” she asked. She was curious as to what personality traits would manifest upon his awakening. The way his demeanor had changed almost overnight was astonishing.
“Yeah, I’m dandy, so you can rest easy,” he grumped while filling his plate.
“Sverre, this is John Davies and Sam King. John is our liaison with Washington, and Sam is our Chief of Security for this compound,” Bilford said.
“Nice to meet you,” Sverre said, partially rising as each leaned over to shake his hand.
John wiped his hand on a handkerchief. “Mr. Luvkrafft was going over your case with us briefly before you entered. We have no previous data on any entity that is similar to your case. I know our boys in the lab can’t wait to begin testing.”
Sverre almost choked on his food. “‘Testing’? I haven’t agreed to anything. And I sure as hell didn’t agree to be a guinea pig.”
Annoyance crossed John’s face. He responded, “Some things do not need to be agreed upon. Especially concerning our organization and its security. In fact, you have little —”
“Mr. Davies,” Bilford interjected, “I believe I said I was handling this case personally. I am glad for your support and interest, and I trust we will have everything we need.”
Mr. Davies was not used to being admonished, especially in front of others. He started to protest but held his tongue. “Yes, you will have all you need. My superiors will be extremely interested in this development. Please have the proper documentation and research forwarded to my office immediately.” With that, he nodded and left.
“Well, that could have gone better,” Sam muttered, biscuit crumbs rolling off of his mustache.
“Mr. Davies likes things to go according to plan. New phenomena and unpredicted security breaches are never on his itinerary,” Bilford stated, taking a small sip of coffee.
After breakfast, they gathered on the front porch. Sam’s rocking chair groaned in protest under his weight. Bilford noticed Sverre staring at a few straggling cows lounging under a tree. “This is an actual working farm just outside of Farmville, Virginia. Every hand you see has duties to perform. Hay to bail, chickens to feed, pigs to slop. Each one is also an armed security agent on Sam’s team.”
“So, that’s it? Just a few mall cops protecting the whole place?” Sverre asked.
Bilford smiled, then answered, “No, no. There are myriads of other security measures in place, varying from security drones to automated turrets to mystical wards.”
“Mystical? As in magical?” Sverre asked, arching an eyebrow.
“You seem surprised. After the things you’ve seen, you have doubts about mysticism?” Bilford asked, leaning back in his chair and lighting a pipe.
“I... don’t know. I don’t really know anything. This is your party,” Sverre murmured.
“Jessica, why don’t you show the boy around the compound?” Bilford suggested.
“Of course, Grandfather,” Jessica replied. Sverre noticed that her defiance from yesterday had faded overnight.
They rode the elevator down to the bottom level.
“We will start at the bottom level and work our way up,” Jessica said.
The door opened at the holding cells. Jessica motioned for Sverre to exit, but he remained in the elevator.
“I don’t think I need to see any more of this level, thank you very much,” Sverre complained.
The next floor up was the barracks, with showers, living quarters, and recreational rooms with large TVs, table games, and computers. There were even some older arcade games in the corner. A few guards meandered about and greeted Jessica.
“Yo, Jess, when are we going to have that rematch?” one of the guards shouted from across the room as they passed. He wore only jockey shorts and was extremely well-muscled with glistening dark skin.
“Antonio, you need to work on your fundamentals before we have another sparring match,” Jessica shouted back, continuing toward the door.
“That’s cold, babe,” he said with a smile.
Sverre found himself jealous of Antonio’s familiarity with Jessica. “So, you’re like a big deal around here?” he asked when they had exited the room.
“You could say that. I’m the head Stalker for this compound. Every compound usually has two Stalkers in addition to the regular guards and soldiers. Although some have a Slayer in place of the duo of Stalkers. We are currently down to one.”
“What’s a Stalker?” Sverre asked.
She hesitated a moment before answering. If her grandfather wanted to give up all of their secrets, he was going to have to suffer the consequences. “Stalkers are elite fighters in our organization,” she stated with pride. “Just as others have trained for years to hone their abilities in future-scrying, telepathy, and other areas, Stalkers are trained in combat and tracking. We excel at focusing our body’s energies into combat abilities, enhancing our strength, speed, and dexterity.”
The elevator brought them up to the next floor, the gymnasium. They did not enter. Sverre kept his mouth closed, unwilling to bring up their fight.
A few seconds later, the doors opened to a floor made up of rooms that comprised a well-stocked armory.
Sverre recognized some weapons from various military video games he had played, but others were almost alien in design. He picked up a small orb, holding it up to the light. Jessica turned and immediately snatched it from his grasp.
“Do not touch anything,” she commanded, putting the object back on the shelf. “Some of these devices could bring this entire building down on our heads.”
“I don’t see anything like that sword you had last night,” Sverre observed.
“No... you would not find that. There are only a few weapons like that. Only Stalkers, Slayers and a few select others can wield those.”
“What was it? I don’t understand the principle behind it.”
“It’s rather complex, and that’s one reason we only have a few. Her name is Casca. Millions of small mobile robotic particles work in unison to form the blade on my command. We call them God Particles — GP for short.”
Sverre scoffed at the explanation. “I know what nanites are, but those are just in theoretical stage, from what I’ve read. There is no way to power them to do what you are saying.”
Jessica sighed. It was tiresome explaining everything to an outsider. “They are powered by my body’s energy. Just like my contact lens you found. A Stalker can use chi to power our weapons in addition to enhancing our natural abilities. We crafted this weaponry specifically to run off the spirit energy generated by our bodies. It is one reason the devices only work for us. After being removed from our person, the power will fade. The more energy it takes to power a device, the faster it will power down.”
“That explains the contact lens losing power,” he said.
“Yes.”
“So, how does your blade even cut anything? It seems impossible to be that sharp.”
“There are few substances Casca can’t cut,” Jessica said, bending down and removing the handle from its holster on her leg. “Extend,” she commanded.
The blade formed almost instantly. She pulled out Sverre’s arm and started to lower the blade to it. He jerked away, startled.
“Relax,” she said. She lowered the blade against her own arm, where it rested without harm. Sverre leaned in close and looked at where the blade contacted her flesh.
“See? Now, watch. Casca: Dissect,” Jessica commanded. The edge of the blade became a glowing blur. Pulling a military baton from a stand, she handed it to Sverre. “Hold this.”
Before he could react, she sliced her blade across the baton. The only evidence of contact between the two objects was a small puff of smoke. The severed top half of the club clanged loudly against the floor. The contact generated no resistance as her sword hit the baton.
“When I command it, the particles on the edge of the blade reach a hyper-agitated state, moving very quickly. This creates a vibration that disrupts the bonds of the molecules of anything it moves against. The process is powered by my energy. The more energy I focus, the faster they move.”
“It works a bit like a chainsaw,” Sverre theorized.
“I supposed that is a good analogy, if a bit crude,” she admitted. “Some particles are also laced with various materials like silver to better combat the supernatural, as some creatures cannot be harmed with conventional materials. The chi energy flowing through the blade is also able to disrupt ethereal beings.”
Sverre picked up the cut baton piece. There was no trace that it had been sheared by anything. The cut surface was so perfect. He was reminded of Rilus’ head the previous night. “Just like with that werewolf.”
“Yes, the silver particle components and the precise nature of the blade sealed those cuts in the beast’s flesh. It makes for less evidence to clean up afterward, which is a nice side effect.”
“Why wasn’t he injured when I stabbed him with that bone?”
“He was injured and furious. His kind heals quickly from any wound not caused by silver or silver alloys. Even then, you have to strike a mortal wound to kill them. Shooting him multiple times with silver bullets would not kill him if none impaired his vital functions. The metal disables their function to heal, to a degree. The overwhelming difficulty with werewolves is that their strength and healing abilities are directly related to their anger. The madder they get, the harder they are to kill. So, it’s best if you can take them by surprise and not drag out the fight, which was apparently the opposite of your strategy last night.”
“How was I supposed to know that?” Sverre objected. “Why are they called God Particles, anyhow?”
“That was the name my father gave them when he developed them. He said they were like a miracle. Technology to assist humans in their war against the supernatural, powered by our own spirit. He said they were a gift from God.”
Sverre noticed she beamed with pride when speaking about her father. He chose not to ask any more questions.
After a moment, she turned from her pleasant thoughts to address him. “About the other night... I’m sorry. It is my duty to eliminate supernatural beings. I knew you weren’t my target after inspecting your aura, but I mistook you for something nonhuman. In this business, it’s best to ask questions after the threat has been eliminated.”
“Hey, happens to me all the time,” Sverre joked.
“I doubt that.”
“I’m kidding,” Sverre stated. “You don’t get out much, do you?”
“I’ll have you know that I’ve been expertly trained in infiltration. My areas of study have been subterfuge, sociology, psychology, multiple languages, dialects, speech patterns, military strategy, and history. You are correct, however, that I don’t go out and socialize or participate in any other useless activities beyond my training.”
“What? That’s just sad! You’ve never had any friends?” Sverre asked.
“I was the only child here as our guards have no families, and visitors are not permitted,” she admitted.
“Well, what did you do for fun? Video games, comic books? Toys?”
“I certainly had many books to read, although they were usually based on philosophy or history or science, not rubbish like science fiction and fantasy. Why anyone would waste their time reading that is beyond me,” she stated defensively.
“I’m beginning to think you are a bit like Rapunzel, locked in an ivory tower. Your life story sounds tragic. No other kids your age? I’m guessing you’ve never had a boyfriend? What about the other night? You seemed friendly enough — as if you really were interested in me,” he asked.
“The fact you were misled is a credit to my training and observational skills. You were easily duped into believing my feigned interest in you until I had enough time to analyze you properly. Our mission here supersedes any trivial matters such as interpersonal relationships. We sacrifice everything so that humanity survives.”
Sverre shook his head. “How can you fight for others when you don’t even know what you are fighting for? Love and happiness are what drive mankind to greatness. I don’t see how your ‘training’ can provide you with the proper motivation to succeed. The entire situation is stupid. Sounds like brainwashing to me.”
His words hurt her. She lost her calm composure, slapping him across the face. He didn’t budge or attempt to block it. “How dare you mock me?” she hissed in fury. “Do you know the sacrifices I’ve made? You know nothing of me or this organization!” She stormed out of the room.
“You’re right. I don’t,” he said, walking back out to the hallway, rubbing his face.




CHAPTER SEVEN

After dinner that night, they gathered in the study. Bilford puffed on his pipe, deeply engrossed in a moldy tome. Jessica reviewed something on a tablet, periodically casting glances at Sverre. Sverre once more peered out into the night from the window.
“I’ve made up my mind,” he said abruptly, interrupting the silence.
“Oh, yes? What have you decided, my boy?” Bilford asked, looking up from his book.
“I want to go home,” Sverre stated.
Jessica looked at her grandfather with alarm, but he did not look her way.
“That’s fine, my boy. I’m sure you’d like to get back and see your friends and maybe get some more suitable items and clothing, or maybe check in with your professors,” Bilford said.
“No. I want to go to my real home. I want to see my mom,” Sverre said. “There are some things I need to know before I make any decision. I want to ask her about my biological father, and why she never told me the truth.”
“Yes, as you wish. I’ll have Jessica drive you out in the morning. The trip will only take a few hours, and it will give you a chance to get to know each other a bit better. Maybe find out a bit more about what we do here.”
Sverre looked at Jessica, who shot him an icy stare. He had a feeling the ‘few’ hours might seem a lot longer.
His room in the upper part of the house was much nicer than his original cell. The antique furniture had a musty smell that reminded him of old books and furniture store basements. The sheer white curtains undulated slowly due to a light breeze. He leaned on the edge of the windowsill and looked out over the Farm. Would he call this place home one day? He wasn’t sure. He liked his freedom, and the story of Jessica’s upbringing smacked of indoctrination.
Would he be able to have friends, see the world, or find love? He was far too young to give all of that up just for some paramilitary organization. Maybe he could arrange some amicable terms with Bilford where he was a part-time guy or something.
The following morning, after another humongous breakfast and a quick shower, Sverre and Jessica climbed into a nondescript black van and set out. Jessica drove while Sverre pestered her incessantly.
“Do you government guys just get these generic menacing vans from a mega warehouse and have FBI or CIA or whatever stenciled on the sides?” he asked, attempting to make amends with Jessica. He knew it was going to be an uphill battle after his previous comments.
“No,” she replied coldly.
He thought for a few minutes and decided to go with a direct, no-tact approach. “This is going to be a really long trip if you are going to play it that way. Look, I apologize about what I said. I really don’t know much about you. I was just angry at what I perceived to be your horrible childhood, that’s all.”
She glanced his way, then back to the road, and replied, “Apology accepted, although that apology was utterly terrible. I understand you are probably having a hard time with all of this, but lashing out at me will not make things easier for you.”
“Fair enough. So, can you explain a few things about the Order? Like, how do the living arrangements work? What kind of money are we talking about, here? I assume we are talking about some big bucks, considering the unlimited budget and all that.”
Jessica glanced his way, unsure if he was joking, before responding. “Our mission goes beyond such petty concerns as money and compensation. You should consider it an honor Grandfather is as accepting of you as he is. Most people have to be handpicked and go through months or years of observation and scrutiny before even being approached to join. Never has someone just shown up and been offered a place overnight. Personally, I believe it to be a grievous mistake.”
“Well, see — I’m in school. Although I have no idea what I want to do with my life, I do know I want to live comfortably and retire early. Now, this organization sounds a bit like the military to me. I feel like I’m being drafted, and I’m not getting a warm and cuddly feeling from the higher-ups, if you know what I mean. I think we are going to need to come to an agreement on some terms before I even consider whatever is being proposed.”
“You’ll have to talk to Grandfather and Mr. Davies concerning those matters. I may be able to help answer any questions concerning what you will be doing,” she said.
“Okay, so what do you do, exactly?” Sverre asked.
“As a Stalker, my job is to analyze threats in the field and neutralize them using the utmost discretion. We aggregate data on a worldwide scale, and if an area is flagged, we have local agents determine if a relevant threat is developing. If it meets certain criteria, a Stalker or another agent is sent to investigate. Most threats can be handled by a single agent, although sometimes a duo or even a squad is required.”
“What kind of threats? I’ve seen the werewolves for myself. You deal with vampires, too? What about ghosts?”
“Obviously, the werewolves are always a concern of ours. They can breed and spread at an alarming rate compared to other creatures. Ghosts are rarely a concern. Most are lost spirits that can be guided to the afterlife by a proper medium. Some are powerful and dangerous, and must be dealt with by a team. Full-fledged vampires are also rarely a problem, which is a good thing,” she replied. “We may see some of the lower-ranked vampires such as familiars, minor vampires, or V1s or V2s. The V5s and vampyr are when they really start to get dangerous — about on par with that werewolf we fought.”
“Why are you so relieved that vampires are that uncommon? Do their dashingly good looks and charm send your heart fluttering?” he teased.
“They are nothing to be joked about. We have no account of success of any single agent against a mature or elder vampire. Our knowledge is limited on the powerful vampires, but entire bases of operation have been wiped out by an upper echelon vampire, like a vampire lord.
“From our intel, I can only say vampires of that level are incredibly rare and powerful beyond belief. All we have to go on are fragmented notes and sketchy video, from hundreds of years of research. Most of what we run into are minors and familiars. They are servants of the actual vampires and about one-tenth of their strength. These are the ones you are probably familiar with from popular legend.
“Fortunately, the vampire groups have kept their own numbers in check so far, but we are working on better methods for handling them as new information becomes available,” Jessica said.
“I think I prefer the sparkling version,” Sverre muttered.
“There are hundreds of other cataloged entries in our Creature Cryptofile. You should familiarize yourself with each one,” she stated, handing him a tablet. “You’ll have to have clearance to see many of them, but the basics are in there.”
The various entries of what were thought to be legends and myths excited him. The rest of the trip went by quickly as he studied the information. He dozed off for about an hour and a half. Jessica was grateful for the silence.
Later in the day, they approached his parents’ house. The house was a small, average one-story ranch in a dull suburban neighborhood. It would be at least two hours until his mom got home and another hour until his father arrived.
“Let’s go hang out at the mall for a bit,” he suggested.
“The mall? I was supposed to bring you here and bring you back. Not dawdle at shopping centers.”
“C’mon, it’ll be fun. We can check out the stores, grab a bite to eat. They won’t be here for a while yet,” he pleaded.
They spent the next few hours walking in and out of shops and eating junk food. Sverre noticed that Jessica seemed to enjoy herself despite her initial reservations. At one point, he was surprised by her request for him to wait while she tried on some clothes. He figured she probably had government-issued clothes, like jumpsuits or something. His jaw dropped when she emerged from a dressing room in a red dress that accentuated her curves perfectly.
“That dress looks really good on you, Jess,” he remarked.
She twirled in front of a mirror, oblivious to the effect her appearance had on him. “You think so?”
“Sure. Why don’t you buy it and wear it out?” he said, unable to look away.
“I’m not sure.” She hesitated, wondering what the soldiers at the base would think of it. “I think I should put it back. It’s not me.”
“Forget it. I can see you like it. I’ll buy it. It’ll take just a second, then we can head back to my mom’s,” Sverre said, pulling out a credit card. He was only supposed to use it for emergencies, but he could make up some excuse later.
She smiled and said nothing, looking down at her new dress. On missions, she had worn a variety of outfits to blend in with her environment, but she had very little clothing that she had picked out for herself.
When they returned, Sverre noted that both of his parents’ cars were in the driveway. This is going to be a nightmare. He was not looking forward to the discussion he had planned. He probably should have called ahead, but he didn’t want to try to explain over the phone, and it was something that needed to be discussed in person anyway. He asked Jessica to wait in the van while he headed in.
Jessica watched him trudge up the path into the house, wondering what emotions stirred within him. It wasn’t every day someone learned that mankind was under threat by supernatural forces and their biological father was an elite soldier killed in the line of duty. As far as his mother knew, he was simply a government contractor who had been killed in the Middle East while inspecting facilities for the military. Jessica reviewed the notes on his final mission.
Derrick Walker was part of an elite unit deployed in Iraq to eliminate weapons of mass destruction before the possibility of a U.S. invasion. Military intelligence knew Saddam would just as likely nuke or gas his own people to wipe out thousands of U.S. troops. In the weeks leading up to the U.S. expelling Iraqi forces from Kuwait, crack teams were secretly deployed deep inside Iraq to eliminate the nuclear and biological weapons depots in the event that authorization was given to proceed with military force against Iraq directly.
On his last mission to destroy Saddam’s only working nuclear device, Derrick almost single-handedly brought down Iraq’s most secure facility. He sacrificed himself to detonate the device and destroy the underground bunker, along with most of the research contained within. There was only one survivor from his unit, who died shortly after returning, due to radiation exposure. If Sverre had even half the courage of his father, he would be an invaluable asset.
She received an urgent call from her grandfather while she waited for Sverre. The agents sent to clean up and investigate the Rilus site had not reported in. He warned her to be careful while out traveling, as the werewolf might not have been acting alone. He warned her to get a hotel room for the night and remain cautious.
After a few hours, Sverre emerged. He hugged his mom and walked back to the van. His puffy red eyes betrayed his stoic front.
“Did it go well?”
“About as well as expected. It’s just all part of growing up, I guess. It really doesn’t matter who my biological father was. Frank is my real dad, and he’s been good to me, and he and my mom love me. I know why she didn’t tell me, even if I don’t agree with it. I’m fortunate to have parents like them,” he admitted. “My mom hid the truth from me because she knew my dad had died a hero. She didn’t know the specifics of his mission, but she knew enough. The thought of me idolizing him and maybe joining the military terrified her, so she hid everything. It makes a lot of sense now. Growing up, she discouraged me from play-fighting with other kids or watching violent shows, especially anything dealing with the military. Only recently did she start to lay off me a bit. She was just overprotective because she’d lost him and didn’t want to lose me the same way.”
His words dredged up memories that she’d long buried. She slammed them back down, focusing on the situation at hand. “Grandfather wants us to get a room for the night and travel back in the morning.”
Sverre’s left eyebrow rose slightly.
“Separate beds,” she responded in an exasperated tone.
About forty minutes outside of town, they stopped to eat. After dinner, they checked into a hotel across the street from the diner.
They had packed a change of clothes and some overnight items, despite planning on returning to the Farm that night.
Sverre thought about the day that had passed. “Jess?”
“Yes?”
“Thanks for driving me to see my parents.”
“You are quite welcome. Contrary to what you may believe, I do know a bit about what you are going through,” she offered.
Staring into the darkness, he thought about her words. He vowed to remind himself at a later date to ask her what she meant. Now, his weary eyes wanted the peace and oblivion of sleep.




CHAPTER EIGHT

He awoke in a panic, grabbing for his alarm clock that wasn’t there. It took almost a half-minute before he realized where he was. He finally located his phone, which was beeping from the missed call from his mom, logged at 3:45 a.m. Something was wrong if she was calling so late. He played back the message.
Loud noises exploded in his ear, like objects being slammed against one another. He heard his father yelling for someone to get out of the house while his mom screamed hysterically. The violent ruckus continued for a few seconds, followed by eerie silence. “Mom? MOM?” he shouted into the phone.
“What is it?” Jessica asked, flipping the light switch.
“We have to go, NOW. Back to my mom’s house — they’re in trouble!” he cried, pulling on his jeans.
“What did you hear?”
“It sounded like they were being attacked. We have to get the hell over there!” he shouted, almost ripping his shirt as he wrenched it over his head.
“No, we need to call this in and have a team head over. You aren’t combat trained, and I don’t have the proper armaments,” she said, dialing her phone.
He grabbed her wrist, looking her in the eyes. “Jess, I need to go. I can’t wait an hour for backup to arrive. We are close. We can get there in less than twenty minutes if we floor it. Jess, if it was your father, wouldn’t you go?” he said pleadingly.
She returned his gaze, angry at his ploy of using her father’s death as a bargaining chip, but Sverre didn’t know what had happened to her father. She calmed herself. They could at least check it out. She’d call it in, regardless. Finally, she responded, “Okay, but when we get there, you let me handle this. It’s what I do. Hopefully, Command can get a copter on the way and meet us there. If it is an attack by werewolves that somehow followed us or knew about your parents, we are not equipped to handle them.”
“Fine. Hurry, please!”
The van rocketed down the highway at almost triple the speed limit.
“God, I hope we don’t get pulled over,” he said, worried.
“All Order vehicles are equipped with technology designed to confuse detection devices. They absorb radar and laser and send back pulses that will coincide with whatever the current speed limit is. We are also running without lights using the windshield HUD, so they should not be able to see us. I’ve called ahead, and we should arrive slightly before the intercept squad arrives. My grandfather warned that Rilus may not have been acting alone. Maybe they were stalking you at school and know who you are and are trying to get at you through your parents,” Jessica theorized. Sverre became visibly paler at the suggestion.
“Shouldn’t we call the cops? They could get there in five minutes,” Sverre suggested.
“One thing you need to know about us: we are the first and only response to situations like this, Sverre. Do not ever call local authorities or military to assist you. You will only send innocent men and women to their deaths in addition to complicating matters for us. Either succeed on your own or die and wait for someone else to arrive and clean up the mess,” she replied sternly, her grim visage illuminated by the various readouts on the windshield.
“Are there any weapons in this thing?” he asked, rummaging through bags in the back.
“Those are supplies. Slide the fourth bolt in the second rail on the right upward.”
He found the bolt and triggered it. Slowly, a metal cylinder rose from the center of the floor, pushing the various knapsacks and bags to the side. Inside were a compact shotgun, a stun rod, a handgun, some small orbs, and manacles. Several slots were empty, indicating that items were missing.
“We took a van that was in for service and restocking because the other two were out,” she explained. “Those are generic rounds that have trace amounts of silver in them. You would have to do extreme damage in crucial areas to kill a werewolf with those weapons, but that’s all we have, and they are better than nothing. The balls are stun and flash grenades. Those might be helpful against their enhanced senses. Pass me those and the pistol, and you take the shotgun.”
Although he had never fired a gun before, Sverre sensed how to load and handle the weapons. Jessica was impressed by his inherent knowledge.
“I suppose those are your souls’ instincts kicking in,” she said, thinking back to what she had read about Derrick and wondering if perhaps he was one of the souls inhabiting Sverre. Her grandfather could possibly say for sure.
They arrived in sixteen minutes. Jessica parked the van down the street, and they quickly ran to Sverre’s house. She was extremely concerned about his mental state and whether he would get them both killed. She pulled Casca from her sheath and commanded the blade to form while holding the pistol up at shoulder level.
Sverre walked behind her, checking his targets through the sights on the shotgun. Despite her doubts, it felt almost as if she had backup from one of her teammates behind her. He moved silently while using cover, and he kept to the shadows. Perhaps this wouldn’t be the complete disaster she feared it would be.
She motioned for him to head to the back door while she peered in the front windows and door in an attempt to ascertain the situation. She had outfitted him with an earbud transmitter from the van so they could communicate, but told him not to speak unless spoken to. Werewolves had hearing that was more acute than most dogs’.
Around back, Sverre deftly jumped the fence surrounding his yard and pulled up beside the back door, listening. The screen door was ajar, and the frame to the back door was splintered, the door ripped from its hinges. He could hear low guttural voices whispering inside.
“He’s not here,” one stated.
“We have been led astray. We must report back to Varulf,” the other replied.
Sverre quickly peeked inside, then ducked back around the corner. Two of them, similar to the one in the forest, except smaller. He could see the kitchen was in shambles, but he couldn’t see his mom or dad.
He could hear whimpering from the far end of the hall, followed by timid growling and barking.
“The dog has found his courage. He should keep quiet, but he is intent on defending this hovel,” the one on the left said with a chuckle.
“I’m not sure I would even call this insignificant creature a dog,” the other responded.
Chewy! Sverre thought, peeking around the corner.
At the end of the hall, his dog scampered and barked, attempting to ward off the intruders while battling his instinct to flee. Chewy was a small, ten-pound chihuahua his mom had rescued from the pound years ago. Sverre’s heart skipped a beat when the figure on the right grabbed Chewy by the scruff of his neck and brought him up to eye level, muzzle to muzzle. The small dog whimpered.
“We are two elite scouts of the Cen’Ful clan, dog. To challenge us is death, regardless of size or shape,” he growled, his lips pulling back to reveal rows of inch-long teeth.
Suddenly, his hand was caught in a vise-like grip that slowly constricted. Bones creaked and popped as the force increased. The werewolf howled in pain, dropping the dog, who scampered off, sliding across the hardwood floors. Both werewolves turned to see Sverre standing between them.
“How? A human snuck up on us?” the one on the left cried.
“THAT’S. MY. DOG!” Sverre shouted in rage as his other fist whistled through the air, connecting under the werewolf’s chin. Sverre’s blow lifted the creature from his feet and through the ceiling into the attic. Wood, dust, and drywall rained down, clouding visibility down the hallway. The deafening explosion of Sverre’s shotgun reverberated through the house, followed by a howl of pain.
Jessica burst in through the front door. Peering down the hallway, she could not make out the shapes in the dust cloud, but she could hear blows and fighting.
“Get back here!” she heard Sverre shout in frustration from the rear of the house.
Dashing to the back door, she arrived in time to see both werewolves leaping across neighbors’ back yards into the darkness. She looked up at the side of the house, noticing the wall of the attic had been ripped open, allowing the beast to escape.
Sverre ran across the yards in an attempt to follow, but even wounded, they were far faster and more agile than he was. Lights were popping on in the surrounding houses.
“Sverre. Sverre!” she whispered into her microphone. “Get back here! The neighbors are awake!” She noticed him pause and look around. He then ran back in the direction of the house.
“What were you thinking —” she began, but he brushed past her and into the house, shining a flashlight into rooms frantically. Finally, he paused at the living room and walked in slowly.
Sprawled on the floor was his father, a look of terror frozen on his face. There were slash wounds from his neck down past his rib cage; his entire chest was flayed. Blood pooled around his prone form. Sverre knelt down and arranged his limbs in a more natural pose as his tears welled up. He gently closed his father’s eyes and grabbed a nearby blanket from the couch to cover the gruesome wounds.
“This is my fault,” he sobbed. Chewy moved beside his master, licking his arm. “Oh, Chewy, I know you tried your best,” he said with a slight smile which almost immediately faded back into a look of grief. Rising, he looked around the room again for any indication of his mother.
Shouting for his mother, he dashed upstairs. The noise of furniture being overturned and doors slamming thundered from above. After a few moments, he rushed back downstairs.
“I can’t find her, Jess!” he shouted, rummaging through the living room closet. He looked again through the rooms downstairs before returning. “She’s not here!”
Jessica whispered some commands into her headset, then joined Sverre. She looked down in pity at the scene before her. Memories she had long suppressed resurfaced against her will. She shut them out and put her hand gently on Sverre’s shoulder.
“We have to go. The cleanup squad is outside,” she said gently.
“I’m not going! This is my home! We have to find her!” he shouted, leaning down to touch the blanket his father’s body rested under.
“I’m sorry,” she said, sliding the needle into his neck. He instantly slumped over.
Men streamed into the room from the back door. Chewy barked at the new intruders.
“Load him into the van, and... the dog, too,” she said, gathering up their weapons and tools.
Sverre awoke in his room at the Farm. Someone had changed his clothes again. “Will people stop undressing and dressing me while I’m passed out?” he exclaimed. Rising, he felt numerous bruises and aches throughout his body from the night before. He ran downstairs to the kitchen.
“Where is she? Where’s my mom?” he demanded.
Bilford lowered his paper, revealing Chewy in his lap, happily licking eggs from the elderly man’s plate. “We were unable to locate your mother. I’m sorry for your loss, my boy. Your kin and friends were notified. The service for your father is tomorrow night. The funeral is the following morning. Our mortician will remove any evidence of what happened.”
“Just like that, huh? How did you explain this away? Why were those things there?” Sverre started into a tirade but was cut off by Bilford.
“I understand your anger. We are investigating how this could have happened. This may have been retaliation for Rilus. They may have been sent to your school to retrieve you. We don’t know if they somehow followed you, or...” Bilford paused.
“Or what?” Sverre asked.
“Or if perhaps we have a leak,” Bilford stated, looking around the table.
“Well, let’s go get them. Right now!” Sverre shouted, slamming his hands on the table, leaning over to stare Bilford in the eye.
Bilford returned the look without blinking. “I know you want revenge, Sverre. But this is a highly organized operation with hundreds of lives at risk. You do not simply barge into a pack of werewolves and ‘get them.’ In addition to your parents, two agents were killed while investigating the Rilus site the other night. We could have a major situation on our hands, here. Until we’ve figured out what’s going on, we need to wait and gather intelligence. We have several teams out looking for your mother, and the local authorities are also searching. As far as they are concerned, it was a home invasion gone wrong.”
Sverre looked at everyone gathered, pulled out a chair, sat down, and ate in silence. He wanted to smash the table to bits.
Sverre remained in a daze as the visitation and funeral came and went. He was aware of relatives and the few friends he hadn’t spoken to in ages patting him on the back or hugging him repeatedly. He must have heard, “I’m so sorry,” a hundred times.
The image of his father peacefully arranged in the soft confines of the casket was in stark contrast to the horrified visage on his face when Sverre had initially found him. That image kept popping into his mind. If only he had stayed the night, he might have prevented this. If only he hadn’t met Jessica, this might never have happened. He kept running through scenarios, attempting to find a solution that could have saved his parents. He wanted to immediately avenge his father and find his mother.
He vowed that whoever had done this would pay, and he would use the Order’s resources to find them.




CHAPTER NINE

The werewolf scouts pounded through the underbrush at a dizzying pace. After long minutes, they finally emerged in the clearing that they called home.
Several dozen primitive shacks huddled together in the center of a clearing in the woods, making up a small village. Vast mountain walls reared up behind the village, forming a natural barrier of protection. Barefoot, half-clothed children played in the dirt or chased each other between the huts. Villagers carrying deer carcasses and other prey turned to greet the two returning warriors. Several men worked to patch roofs and mend walls. Young ones carried wood and water. Pots of stew simmered over open fires, while whole racks of meat smoked in homemade smokers, tended to by the elderly.
The scouts bounded up to the largest dwelling. Two large guards barred their path.
“Move, fools! We must see Varulf!” one of the scouts shouted.
“Watch your tone, stripling. I do not take orders from scouts!” one of the guards said, his voice dripping with condescension. He moved to the side in order to block the door more completely.
“Let them pass,” said a voice from inside the house.
“You’d best watch yourselves. I don’t see Rilus with you,” the guard said as the two passed. He snapped his jaws close to the cringing scout’s ear.
The shack was modest inside. Basic cloth curtains, an old mattress and frame and a wood stove made up most of the contents. Various skulls adorned the walls, ranging from large wildcats to an enormous wolf’s skull. Two figures rested in the darkness, juxtaposed in their differences. A menacing werewolf larger and stronger than all the others rested peacefully against the slender human form of his mate.
On the mattress lay Varulf, leader of clan Cen’Ful. His huge frame bulged with muscle. He had light brown fur with gray intruding around the edges in areas. Dozens of scars lined his tough hide, evidence of hundreds of battles. Stories of his legendary strength were whispered throughout the village.
Many recalled that before the village was built, he had cleared the area himself. Towering trees were felled and huge boulders smashed to bits with his bare hands. If there was anything more terrifying than his physical form, it was his temper. To anger Varulf was to risk your life. Yet the scene in the hut was one of a beauty who had tamed the beast. Varulf’s large head lay across the lap of a beautiful woman.
Her hair was as pitch-black as night. Eyes that gleamed an iridescent blue looked fondly upon the creature that she caressed. The woman’s skin was as pale and brilliant as the moon. She ran her tongue over ruby-red lips that the guards knew might have been from lipstick or from a recent meal. It seemed his weight would crush her smaller form, but the guards knew she was far stronger than her human form would lead one to believe. Tarja was the second strongest wolf in the clan. The scouts bowed their heads and came down upon one knee in the presence of their lord chief and his mistress.
“Report, Janir,” the immense werewolf commanded.
“He was not there,” the scout stated, his head remaining bowed. He knew the look of rage he would find glaring back at him and decided to not tempt fate with eye contact. He heard Varulf stand, each foot thudding to the ground singularly, the echo reverberating off the shack’s walls and floors. He felt the pack leader’s gaze burning into the back of his skull and held his breath.
“So, the anonymous tip was a lie. I thought as much,” Varulf said calmly. The scout softly exhaled. “What did you find, Janir?”
“There was a human there, freshly killed. The marks looked to be from…a wolf,” Janir said, looking at his fellow scout with a sideways glance.
The sound of the roar reverberated throughout the village. Every member paused in their activities. Some of the younger ones darted for the nearby brush or behind their parents.
“You are stating a wolf killed the humans?” Varulf growled as he stood over the two trembling before him.
“T-the wounds looked to be from claw and fang… There was a scent…” Janir stuttered.
“Was it Rilus? Does he further shame our clan?”
“I-I don’t know. We did detect his scent, but it was very faint. He must have left hours before we arrived.”
“So, the traitor remains on the loose. The last thing we need is a stray pack member drawing attention to us,” Varulf stated, stroking his chin.
“Do not act hastily, my love,” Tarja said, getting to her feet and wrapping a pure white fur-lined cloak around her shoulders. “We do not want to do something rash that may attract the attention of Order agents. There may be more afoot than a simple Wild One. We need to tread carefully.”
“There is more...” the scout started. He knew his next words could determine whether he lived or died, but to withhold information from the pack leader guaranteed death.
“What more could there possibly be, Janir? You failed to bring me Rilus on two occasions, and instead you bring news that a problem we thought resolved could be rekindled,” Tarja asked, annoyed.
Janir trembled as beads of sweat gathered on his scalp. He swallowed a large breath of air before replying, “I’m sorry. There were two humans at the house. We think they were agents of the Order. They saw us. Th-the man bested us before we could react. His strength was unbelievable.”
Varulf spun on his heel and glared at the two. Before Janir could move, there was a flash of pain and suddenly he was outside, fifty feet from the cabin. The two guards quickly moved away from the door as the pack leader emerged into the light. “Janir, you have failed me for the last time.”
Janir attempted to move, but his body merely spasmed in response. He suspected his neck was broken. Whimpering in the dust, tears streamed down his cheeks. Given time, he could heal, but he suspected he was out of time. Varulf started to move toward him, but a pale, slender arm emerged from the darkness of the shack and rested upon his shoulder.
“Love, let him be. You have punished him in front of the pack. Janir is loyal. We have too few skilled wolves left in the pack as it is. Killing a healthy pack member will not help us. The news he brings is grave. If it was the Order and they discover us, we will need every warrior we have to defend the pack. Do not let rage guide your actions. There will be time enough to let the fury consume you in combat,” the soft voice whispered from the darkness.
“You...are correct,” Varulf stated, visibly attempting to rein in his rage. “See to him,” he said to no one in particular.
One of the young women ran over and pulled Janir from the dirt and into the shade of a tree as another brought some water. They knew the best thing they could do for his health was remove him from Varulf’s sight.
Varulf stormed back into the hut and sat on the edge of the mattress. The frame creaked under his immense weight despite the reinforcement of numerous cinder blocks under it.
Tarja leapt behind him and began to massage his neck. She realized if the tension was not eased quickly, disastrous consequences could result. “They will be coming for us now,” she stated. “We should begin packing tonight.”
“I will not run again. What use is it? They will know where we are. They have their satellites and mystics and other ways. The Master promised to keep us hidden, but with so many humans dead, they will not ignore us any longer. It may be days, it may be weeks, but they will come. Our best chance of survival is to fight. I am not prey; I am the hunter.”
She thought frantically as she kneaded muscles that were literally as strong as steel cables. She knew that if they were led to combat, it would be the end of the pack. A few might escape, but they would be hunted down eventually. It didn’t matter if they killed the first agents that came; more always followed. Their weapons grew more fearsome each time. In the past, they’d had nothing to fear. Swords and pitchforks were no match against the fury of fangs and claws. That was long ago. The Order specialized in eliminating their kind. “We could ask the Master for help,” she offered.
Varulf leapt to his feet and spun upon her, his muzzle and bared fangs inches from her face. “Him? You’ve seen that he can’t be trusted. I suspect this was his design from the start. To ask him for help would mean becoming a slave again. It is better that we all die!”
She had feared that this would be his reaction. It would take careful planning to lead Varulf and the pack in the direction she wanted them to go. The events had been set in motion. There was no turning back now.
Varulf rose and paced the room, his clawed fingers clenching and unclenching involuntarily. The thought of combat thrilled him, she knew. It set her heart pounding, too. It had been years since the pack had fought in unison. Her fangs and claws grew at the thought, and her eyes began to glow. She calmed herself and let the hunting instincts flow out of her.
No, it would take cunning to come out of this alive, not battle fury. She removed her cloak and lay back in bed, staring at the ceiling, deep in thought. Varulf stopped his pacing and stared at her supple form stretched across the bed. The thoughts of battle had set his heart racing. She turned her head to regard him and knew the look upon his face. She shifted into her wolf form and motioned for him to join her. Strategy could wait.




CHAPTER TEN

Sverre slowly exhaled as he took aim. His breath condensed into a thick cloud in the cold morning air. He pulled the trigger and rocked back slightly as the gun’s bark echoed across the landscape. One thousand yards down the range, the bullet sailed through the target.
“That’s friggin’ amazin’,” Sam exclaimed, peering through binoculars. “Another damn bullseye!”
“He seems to be adept at most every weapon we give him,” Bilford stated, peering out from the house toward the firing range.
“Some of us have to work to be that good,” Jessica muttered, turning away.
Bilford chuckled before breaking into a light cough. “Don’t be so sour, my girl. You could give him a run for his money in most any contest.”
Jessica knew he was just humoring her. Still, it made her feel good that Sverre had made so much progress over the months under her and Sam’s tutelage. He had pushed himself daily, exhausting his trainers and sparring partners before himself most days. At night, he worked on his own in the gym. It was his time not spent in training that worried her.
He secluded himself and avoided contact with other members of the facility. She was sure there were several soldiers on the squad that Sverre could befriend if he gave them a chance, but he had shunned all attempts at friendship. Of course, any friends he’d had before joining were left behind after he had started his new life as an agent of the Order.
As far as the world was concerned, he had disappeared. He had also become cold and distant from her as well, although she had surmised that had to do with the fact that she’d become friends with Antonio. Sverre was the jealous type. He no longer tried to gain her favor, but she knew he still held affection for her.
Not that it mattered. They were there to serve a greater purpose, not entertain childish fancies. She worried about his long-term wellbeing. Even she had several acquaintances, as well as her grandfather, Sam and Hilda, although no one she would call a close friend. Sverre had no one now. More worrisome was that he didn’t seem to care.
It was as if he wasn’t planning on staying and was using the Order to hone himself for his vendetta. If he left the facility, it was to go back home to investigate the disappearance of his mother. He’d spent hundreds of hours traipsing through the woods surrounding his house, and dozens more searching through law enforcement reports. She’d tried to let him down gently, but he wouldn’t listen. Werewolves would not take a human prisoner. Just as Rilus had done with his prey, she would have been taken back to the pack’s den and devoured.
Jessica couldn’t figure out what the werewolves had been doing there in the first place. Revenge for killing Rilus made sense, but they were hundreds of miles away from where Rilus had been found. How had they tracked her and Sverre down so quickly? It was illogical.
“I’d like you to take Sverre out on a mission,” Bilford said.
“A mission? He’s still a recruit! He needs far more training before —” she started.
“No, not a real mission. Simply an investigation. Something to get him out of the compound and give him a break from training. You need to get out and stretch your legs as well. It’s been weeks since your last mission. I’d like you to take a small team to an abandoned asylum. There have been reports of unknown elevated activity, and one of the caretakers has been missing for several days.”
“You can’t be serious, Grandfather. A haunting? I haven’t done one of those in years,” Jessica complained.
“Yes, and as I recall, you thoroughly enjoyed it,” her grandfather pointed out, a smile inching up on his face.
She then smiled as well, because he was right. She did like wandering through the abandoned relics of history while spirits taunted her from the shadows. It was also their duty to help disruptive entities reach the afterlife if they became bothersome for the living. She didn’t have any aptitude for speaking to the spirits, but the unknown realm of the dead fascinated her.
“I’ll let him know you’ll be departing tonight.”
***
Close to midnight, a soundless helicopter swooped in low, landing outside the abandoned sanitarium. There were four of them: Sverre, Jessica, an elderly woman, and a technician. Jessica had explained that the unfamiliar young man was there to document the experience with recording equipment and the medium would serve to communicate with any spirits, much like her grandfather did. There really wasn’t much for her or Sverre to do besides observe and help document with the recording gear they wore.
If not for the disappearance of the caretaker, she doubted they would have been there in the first place. She knew from past investigations that the most likely scenario was that he’d wandered off in a meth-fueled haze and died in the woods or run off with a mistress.
She glanced over at Sverre anxiously unpacking supplies and smiled. He’d beamed at the thought of investigating a haunting as soon as she’d told him. Apparently, it was an interest of his, probably fueled by a recent spate of television shows on the topic. It was the most spirited she’d seen him since the day before the night his family was attacked.
“Come on, guys, these ghosts aren’t going to bust themselves!” he said, hustling up the steps, carrying a large duffel bag in each hand.
“Young man, the spirits deserve our respect and assistance,” the medium said.
“Sverre is just joking, Maggy,” Jessica responded, giving Sverre a disapproving stare. “He knows what we’re here to do. “
“So, let’s do it!” Sverre shouted, bursting through the doors into the dimly lit sanitarium.
After an hour, they were set up. Each member was wirelessly transmitting back to the hub, where the technician monitored various screens and readouts.
“Now, we split up and methodically scour the building section by section. Gregory will monitor everything and let us know if any of his sensors trigger. He’s also launching some RSUs to cover areas that we can’t traverse,” Jessica explained for Sverre’s benefit. Everyone else had participated in dozens of similar operations.
“Remote Scouting Units?” Sverre asked.
“I’m glad you’ve at least read up on field tactics for haunting investigations,” Jessica chided him.
“Hey, I’ve been studying,” Sverre replied, walking up a set of steps. “I’m taking this wing.”
“I’ll take North and Maggy —” Jessica started before being interrupted.
“I’ll go where the spirits lead me,” the medium stated, stepping carefully around some rubble, her eyes closed.
Jessica started to proceed through a doorway, but before she could open the door, a mechanical arm intercepted the knob and opened it for her.
“Allow me, Master Stalker Luvkrafft.” She looked down at the small RSU unit at her feet, its red camera eye looking up at her. It was a scouting robot on tank treads, able to go just about anywhere a human could. The Order used them to investigate areas that were too dangerous for humans, like Chernobyl.
“Why, thank you,” Jessica said with a smile, glancing over at the technician. “I see Gregory has been making AI improvements.”
The RSU followed her through the doorway and began scanning the hallway. She stepped gingerly past it and continued alone through the dust and cobwebs. The power to the facility was shut off, but her harness included lighting as well as the paranormal monitoring equipment. Dust covered everything, although there was evidence that loiterers and looters had used the facility for illicit activities. Drug paraphernalia, beer cans, and condom wrappers provided vulgar evidence that humans had recently defiled the old facility.
She paused to focus her senses. Besides the quiet whirring of the RSU far back from where she had come, she could detect no sounds. She deepened her focus and let her energy emanate out from her. She could sense consciousnesses on the fringe of her awareness, but none nearby.
Odd, she thought. Facilities like this were known to be haunted by many of the former tormented patients, but most would leave for another plane of existence after their anguish burned off. She could detect no spirits close, but she knew they were there. It was like they were hiding. There was a brief flicker of something ahead of her that felt extremely unusual.
“I’m heading deeper in, Gregory. Something doesn’t seem right,” she whispered into the microphone in her headset.
She continued carefully, looking at the readouts on her equipment. Nothing. But there was something ahead of her that she had briefly detected. The temperature began to plummet. She noticed her frozen breath against the light shining from her shoulder. Spirits attempting to make contact with living beings absorbed energy from their environment, often resulting in a drop in temperature. She’d come to the end of the hallway, yet there was nothing there aside from a door, which proved to be locked. Whatever she had sensed was coming from farther down.
She pulled a small bottle-cap-shaped object from her bag and applied it to the lock. It fastened instantly to the doorknob. A small laser scanned the interior of the lock, mapping its tumblers. A half-dozen small, flexible arms extended into the lock, unlocking it in a split second.
The door resisted her attempt to push it open, creaking and groaning on rusted hinges that hadn’t seen activity in decades. A final forceful shove dislodged it, sending her barreling into the abysmal stairwell beyond. Her sense of smell was blasted by a mixture of rotting and mildewed odors. The air was warmer and moist. She proceeded down into the blackness, wary. Something had her on edge. This was not the usual pattern for an investigation like this. Usually there were faint noises, a few spirits attempting to make contact, perhaps playing harmless tricks. This felt more sinister.
She proceeded cautiously while resting her hand on Casca’s hilt. She’d never had to use the weapon on a spirit, but she knew the energy flow through the blade was unpleasant to ghosts and they’d be repulsed if it passed through them. Malevolent hauntings throughout history were uncommon, but deaths in those cases weren’t unheard of.
She was now in some kind of service tunnel. Pipes and wires ran down the length of the hallway, although they’d been unused for many years. The empty rooms she came across were filled with trash and debris. A few doors led to stairwells leading back up to the upper floor or outside. She paused when she felt the faint awareness she’d noticed earlier. In a doorway ahead, a light reflected and bounced about. She could hear a faint shuffling. Activating Casca, she moved stealthily to the side of the doorway and listened. She slowly peered around the door jamb.
“Hi, Jess!” Sverre exclaimed as his face suddenly appeared inches from hers.
“Sverre!” she gasped, startled. “How were you aware I was here?”
“I just...knew.” He shrugged, looking as if he wasn’t aware of the answer himself and, more infuriating to her, didn’t care. He must have come through one of the other doorways.
Jessica shook her head, admonishing herself. Obviously, the strange feeling she had detected was Sverre’s strange amalgamated aura. She should have noticed it sooner.
“You’ve got to check this place out, Jess,” Sverre said loudly. “This looks like some kind of old hideout! There are snack wrappers, clothes, and check these out!” he said, holding up an old magazine too close to her face. She pushed it away and put her light on it.
“That’s disgusting!” she exclaimed.
“What? These are 1960s issues! I bet they are worth some money,” he replied, ogling the pages.
“I can’t believe that on your first official mission, you would think rifling through porn in a janitor’s closet is anywhere close to acceptable. If it were anyone else, you’d be on probation as of now. Fortunately, I’m willing to cut you some slack, as I know you aren’t anywhere near ready for a real assignment. You’re only here because Grandfather asked it of me as a favor.”
Sverre continued flipping through the pages, seemingly unaware she was speaking. She was quickly advancing from surprised to furious that he was looking through lewd images while she berated him. “Sverre! What do you have to say for yourself?” she shouted.
Sverre held up a full-page spread of a buxom blonde. “Let’s ask Ms. November.”
She stood with her mouth slightly ajar for a moment, then slapped the magazine from his hand. “Get upstairs now!” she yelled, storming out of the room.
“Is something wrong?” Gregory asked, looking at the flustered Stalker moments later.
“NO…there is nothing wrong.” Jessica’s tone was still in Sverre-mode. She took a deep breath, calmed, and asked at a lower volume, “Have you found anything unusual?”
“No, the ’bots got a few EVP readings and a few faint SA readings, but honestly, the place seems deserted,” he responded. “Damnedest thing I’ve ever seen. It’s like they are hiding on the fringes, afraid of something.”
“Maggy?” Jessica asked of the elderly woman, sitting cross-legged on a portable cot.
“They are here, but I only hear whispers. You could say something has spooked the spooks,” she said with a slight smile. “They refuse to talk to me. I sense great fear and great…rage.”
Jessica turned to regard Sverre as he entered the room. He walked stiffly; obviously, he had smuggled several of the rolled-up magazines in his pants. I wonder if his aura is driving them away? she thought to herself, looking once again at Sverre’s unique aura on one of Gregory’s screens.
“We need final confirmation on what happened to the caretaker, and we didn’t find any clues down in the maintenance tunnels or up top. If Maggy could find one or two lucid spirits, we might be able to gain some knowledge. We’ll camp here for the night, let the RSUs continue to sweep overnight, and perhaps in the morning, the spirits will have calmed. If that doesn’t work, Sverre might have to leave tomorrow.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Gregory said as he took off his headset and turned a few of the brighter monitors down. He typed in a few commands for the RSUs, then started setting up his bed.
“Alright, we’ll start up again at daybreak. Everyone, get some rest. And, Sverre?” Jessica asked.
“Mmhm?” Sverre said, looking up from adjusting his pants.
“Are those porn magazines in your pants, or are you just happy to see us?”
Sverre instantly blushed intensely as Maggy and Gregory gave him quizzical looks.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

Distant voices haunted Sverre’s dreams that night. Loud, angry voices that grew ever nearer echoed all around him. Turning in every direction, he was unable to see anything. Darkness blinded him. Two unseen groups formed on either side of him, closing in as they argued with each other. He was caught in the middle of their struggle.
The two forces shoved against him, crushing him between their great invisible masses. He fought viciously against the avalanche of phantoms, but as hard as he pushed, they pushed back. Inevitably, he collapsed in exhaustion, the vast weight of the crowds engulfing him, smothering him.
Gasping for air, he lurched awake, almost falling out of his cot. It took him a few moments to realize he wasn’t in his bed at the compound. He sat quietly and listened, attempting to ascertain his location. It was pitch black except for the faint glow cast by the LED lights on the equipment.
Odd, he thought. Weren’t those two monitors on when I went to sleep?
He listened for a few more seconds, then turned over in his sleeping bag in order to get back to sleep. It was frustrating, because the bags and cots were uncomfortable, and it had taken him over an hour to fall asleep due to his excitement. He heard it again.
His tossing had muffled it, but he recognized that there had been a noise in the darkness. He held his breath. There was an unusual sound to his right.
Maggy’s bunk. She’d fallen asleep almost instantly and snored a bit. Sitting on your ass talking to voices in your head must take a lot out of you, he chuckled mentally. He turned back over to go to sleep, but then he heard the noise again.
That didn’t sound like a snore, he thought. Maggy seemed to be kicking around a bit, too. Probably a nightmare. He’d written it off, but the hackles on the nape of his neck began to stand. His instincts told him something was wrong.
“Jess? Gregory?” he whispered into the shadows. No response. He edged out of his sleeping bag and found his light. Activating it, he shone it in Maggy’s direction. He could see her bag jerking, as if something was trying to escape it.
He inched around the perimeter of the sleeping bag, keeping his distance until he could see her face. Her head was immobile, facing upward at a slight angle. Her eyes were open, but the bag was sealed tight around her neck, obscuring her body. She lashed out at something within the bag, but her movements were slowing. Something was sticking out of her mouth.
He moved closer, keeping the light on the object. Her eyes turned to regard him for a moment before glassing over. She stopped moving. The object in her mouth was a heavy lead pipe. His eyes widened in shock as he followed it down and looked under her cot.
The pipe was driven through her mouth, out the back of her skull, and into the floor, impaling her head. Blood pooled where the pipe penetrated the floor. It had pierced several arteries, but apparently blocked the blood flow long enough to keep her alive for long minutes.
He yelled for Jessica and Gregory, but there was still no response. Rushing over to their bunks, he found them empty. Their commlinks were on the table, as were their weapons. Panicking, the darkness closed in around him, suffocating him. He began to breathe rapidly.
“Whoa, slow down there,” he said to himself. “I’m going into shock.”
Closing his eyes, he concentrated on his breathing. He listened. He focused his energy around him, as Jessica had trained him to do. Jessica’s energy signature was faint. He grabbed one of the sidearms and started down the hall, but froze. It would be wrong to leave Maggy in such a gruesome state.
He rushed back and pulled the pipe with all his might. It slid slowly out of the wooden floor. Maggy’s lifeless head bobbed as the foreign object was slowly wrenched free. He tossed the pipe to the side in awe. It was almost five feet long. It would have taken something of immense strength to drive that through the heavy wooden floor like that.
He looked at the pipe, then back to Maggy’s lifeless body. “You know, I probably should have just pushed that through the other side. I’m sorry, Maggy.”
He moved cautiously down the hall in the direction from which he’d felt Jessica’s presence. Something on the wall caught his attention. He backed up slowly and panned his light over it. A bloody smear in the shape of a handprint.
He was approaching the end of the hall, where one of the doors to the sub-levels was. Sprinting forward, he flung the door open. A shape lunged up from the dark stairwell and grabbed him around the shoulders.
“Gregory!” Sverre exclaimed. The technician was limp, barely able to lift his head to look up. Blood ran down his forehead. Sverre gently laid Gregory on the floor.
“C-came to find you…I-I tried to stop him…” he said, barely audible.
“What is it? What’s down there?”
“Jessica…” Gregory began to say. He shuddered before losing consciousness.
Sverre felt Gregory’s pulse and determined he’d have to risk leaving him. He moved cautiously down the steps. Dust particles swirled about, distracting him as he focused on the darkness ahead.
As he moved down the stairs, the temperature quickly dropped. At the base of the steps, every breath resulted in a small puff of condensation. He moved slowly down the hall, peering into the side rooms quickly. A loud crash echoed from the end of the hall. He thought he heard Jessica’s voice. His pace quickened as he reached a large steel door. Taking a deep breath, he slung it open.
The room ahead was a cavernous boiler room. Large pipes ran across the walls, floors, and ceiling. A sound from his left caught his attention. He made his way around a large column and saw Jessica with her back against the wall. A man stood in front of her, his back to Sverre.
“Jess!” he shouted.
“Sverre! Stay back. Go get Maggy and Gregory!” she said.
“Gregory’s upstairs, hurt. Maggy’s dead!” Sverre called back, unsure of what to do.
At the sound of Sverre’s intrusion, the head of the man facing away from Sverre turned completely around. The eyes were sunken. His skin was white. The man was larger than Sverre and appeared to be in his late fifties. There was something wrong with his body. The arms and legs moved of their own accord, as if the man did not have control of his limbs. Well, that and the fact that his head had done a one-hundred-eighty-degree rotation, complete with the sound of his spine snapping. It appeared to be a zombie of some type. Jessica had damaged it, but compound fractures did not deter it.
It smiled at Sverre, a lurid grin of missing teeth and hatred. “Mine. Find your own.” His head then jerked to the side, and his voice changed to that of a man much younger. “She’s ours. Get the hell out of here! Until she’s cold and dead and forever after!” it screamed.
Jessica was slammed against the wall, struggling with some unseen entity.
“Find your own,” the creature said with finality, turning back toward her. Although her arms were held against the wall, she lashed out with a kick that rocked him back. He moved forward again. Her legs slammed against the wall and were held as her arms were, by the same unseen force.
“Sverre, go get Casca!” she commanded. Her protests were then muffled as the unseen force clamped down over her mouth as well.
The crack of Sverre’s firearm rang out painfully through the small area, reverberating the pipes. Five more shots followed as Sverre unleashed a barrage of bullets into the man. Four of the shots impacted the back of the head, and two passed through the heart. Sverre had moved closer and off-center so the bullets would not pass through and hit Jessica. The creature’s head spun around again. The smile had faded.
“You shouldn’t have done that. You shouldn’t stop our fun. We need more room.”
Sverre was suddenly thrown back against the wall. An unrelenting pressure squeezed every part of his body against the unforgiving cinder block. It felt as if someone had rolled a car over him and parked it. The gun clattered to the floor as he struggled to breathe.
The figure turned back toward Jessica, the grin returning. “Another shell. So crowded in this one. A pretty shell. Much power in this one,” it said, moving in.
“Stop!” Sverre whispered. There was a tearing sound as an unseen force tore the sleeve from Jessica’s shirt. Several long, painful scratches appeared across her cheek, another set on her neck and leg. Jessica continued to struggle against the unseen force, but her eyes had grown more desperate. She looked at Sverre one last time before the large man blocked her from view.
She needed him. Just like his mom and father had needed him, when he wasn’t there for them. He relived the event again, as he’d imagined it had happened…seeing his stepfather calling out his name, hoping he’d show up to save him as he was murdered in his own home. A place that was supposed to mean safety. His mom dragged away into the darkness. The few people who had ever loved him, destroyed in seconds.
Always, the good people suffered and the wicked prospered. The world around him turned red as his rage burned within him. He felt the anger and frustration of those within him. They’d all suffered similar injustices. All had fought over the centuries for those who were abused and too weak to defend themselves. In the end, it always made little difference.
Tears streamed down his face. Jessica was probably his only real friend in the world now, even if he’d neglected her recently. This thing wanted to take her away forever. A faint red glow sparked in his eyes. The outlines of forms moving in the darkness coalesced into view. Jessica, Sverre, and this creature were not the only ones in the room.
There were several incorporeal forms hovering around Jessica. He could now see they were responsible for holding her arms and legs down. He looked to his left and right and saw distorted mockeries of human faces leering back at him. He was being held down by several spirits, just as Jessica was. The maniacal grins on their faces left no doubt in his mind that they were previous residents of the asylum who now haunted the buildings. They clawed and lashed at him as well, and he was helpless against them. He could feel the warm wetness of blood trickling down his face and arms.
A loud thump came from the other side of the room as he looked back to see the man getting up from the ground. Apparently, Jessica wasn’t done for just yet. The man staggered back to her and smacked her loudly. The spark in Sverre’s eyes turned into a blaze.
His teeth bared, he clenched his fists and pulled forward. A faint glow formed around him as his chi levels rose. He pushed harder. The spirits holding him looked at each other in confusion. A growl escaped his lips as he shoved forward again with all his strength. The cinder block wall cracked. The spirits howled in pain as he burst loose. He swung on the one on his left.
To his surprise, it felt as if he had connected with a physical object. He swung again and again. Fear overtook the specter’s visage as he attacked it. On the final blow, an inhuman howl of anguish rang out in Sverre’s ears as the ghost dissipated into nothingness. He whirled on the other spirit and struck with an increasing fury that obliterated it instantly. He turned to see the man’s backwards head looking at him again.
“Stop looking at me with that stupid face!” he screamed, rushing across the room. He grabbed the creature by the neck and swung him away from Jessica. His next blow sent the ghoulish figure across the room and through the wall he’d just weakened. He then whirled on the figures holding Jessica and unleashed his fury upon them. In seconds, they were gone as well.
“S-Sverre?” Jessica stammered, feeling the spirits fade.
“M-mine…” Sverre heard behind him as the man rose from the rubble of the wall.
The exposed torso where its shirt had torn revealed the creature’s bare skin. Lumps and shapes moved under the flesh, as if people were trapped inside a sack of skin, unable to escape. Sverre spun at the sound, dashed across the room, and leapt at the creature through the hole in the wall. Mercilessly, he pummeled the figure.
Cinder block pieces shattered, along with muscle, tendons, and bone. He could see what appeared to be several similar spirits crammed within the body, attempting to flee in terror. Their screams of pain were drowned out by the downpour of blows from Sverre. Moments later, only Sverre’s ragged panting could be heard. The glow around him faded. He sat on his knees in the rubble, looking at what was left of the figure below him.
Besides a few identifiable pieces, one would have a hard time determining that the mix of tissue, bone, and brick was ever a human. He looked down at his fists and noted the blood soaking his arms and legs. The skin was flayed off several knuckles, bloodied bone protruding.
Jessica put her hand on his shoulder. “My God. What have you done, Sverre?”
“I saved you,” he whispered. A weak grin spread across his face as he continued to look at his hands. “I saved you.”
“You…you destroyed them. You destroyed their souls. It’s as if they never existed. No afterlife, no redemption, no penance — nothing. They’re gone forever. It’s-it’s horrific!” she said with terror in her voice.
Confused, Sverre turned to regard her. She returned his gaze, a look of fear on her face that matched the one she’d displayed only moments ago at the hands of the monstrosity.




CHAPTER TWELVE

“Is Gregory going to be okay?” Jessica asked, staring out one of the windows of her grandfather’s study.
“He’ll recover. He’s lost a lot of blood, but he’s in the best of hands now,” Bilford replied. “Are you sure you are okay, my girl?”
“I’ll be fine. A few bruises. What about Sverre?”
“He’s mending well. Some fractures and strains, but you know he’ll be back to normal in a day or two.”
“Grandfather, about what happened…”
“Yes? I know it had to be awful. A multiple poltergeist possession in a single body is unheard of. The hope of living again antagonized the other spirits into manifesting fully on our plane as well. If not for Sverre, I fear you all would have had your spirits driven from your bodies and become hosts like that poor caretaker. To be forced out of your own body and driven away… horrible. We’ll have to return once things calm down a bit to see if the trauma of the event caused his spirit to be linked to the property as well. We’ll take a full team in this time. I’m sorry I sent you with so few agents,” he apologized.
“It’s fine, Grandfather. You know as well as I do that you never know what to expect on any mission. In our line of work, a momentary lapse in judgment can be fatal.” Her eyes drifted away, thinking.
“You wanted to tell me something else?” he prodded after a minute.
“Grandfather…there’s no reason to send a team in. They are gone. All of them.”
“How can that be? Maggy wasn’t there to help guide them on.”
“It was…Sverre.” She hesitated. “He destroyed them.”
“Destroyed?” He chuckled. “I think you’re mistaken. Perhaps he drove them far enough away that you could not sense them. You cannot destroy ghosts. They are the manifestation of our souls in between our plane of existence and the afterlife. You know this.”
“No, I saw it, Grandfather. In his rage, his spirit-energy began to release from his body. It allowed him to touch them. The sheer power of it…I saw…I felt them cease to be. They are gone forever.”
“I’ve-I’ve never even heard of that. I mean, theoretically it’s possible, but the level of power required would be unfathomable,” he muttered, stroking his beard. “You are sure of this?”
“I am.”
“I need to consult some of my peers. I’ll have Hilda bring me The Soul Manual and Reygon’s Afterlife Compendium,” he muttered to himself, gathering materials from his desk.
He paused at the door and looked back. “I think I felt it. I thought it was merely my old age, you understand, but I felt the cries out into the ether. It sent a shock wave throughout the spirit world.”
Jessica gently closed the door behind her as she entered Sverre’s room. He’d insisted on staying there to receive treatment instead of the medical ward in the barracks. Difficult as usual.
Nurse Gon smiled when Jessica entered. The nurse looked over at Sverre, removed his chart from the wall and exited the room.
“Amazing recuperative abilities,” she commented to Jessica as she left.
Jessica sat on the edge of the bed. Sverre looked at her, then glanced away.
“I’m sorry I reacted that way, Sverre. I know it must have been hard for you. I really do appreciate what you did.”
He turned toward her, his countenance softening. “I know. I just don’t know what came over me. Seeing you there, in danger…it’s like this feeling poured out from deep inside. Those things were hurting someone I cared about, and I wanted them gone. I snapped.”
“I understand. It’s part of what you are. What makes you special. The souls of all those warriors who have lost loved ones or faced injustice in the world drive you. Your own nature is akin to theirs. You see the pain and hate in the world and want to do something about it. Many good people do. In your case, you have extraordinary abilities that may have…consequences.”
“I don’t care about the consequences. People — things like those do not deserve life or pity. There are so few good things in this world, and then there are those who just want to corrupt or snuff them out…” His fists clenched as the monitoring devices in the room started beeping.
“Calm, just calm. Find your focus,” she whispered.
He looked at her again and smiled. The machines quieted.
“Sverre, I don’t know if you realize what has happened. You’ve taken some of the basic building blocks of reality, souls, and…removed them. Those people may have had a chance at redemption or something in the afterlife. We don’t fully know what the afterlife is, except that there is one. Another realm that souls travel to after their time on this plane has run out. Up until today, we had thought souls were immortal. You’ve shown otherwise.”
“I don’t care. They got what they deserved,” he said.
She looked at him with sorrow in her eyes. He couldn’t believe that.
“Grandfather will want to discuss this in-depth when you are feeling well. He may want to commune with you to see what the souls within you have to say about this.”
“Fine, whatever,” he said, turning away again.
She put her hand on his arm for a second, then left the room. Once he’d made up his mind about something, it was better to let him simmer.
A few days later, Bilford knocked gently at his door.
“C’mon in, old man,” Sverre called out.
Bilford peeked in around the door. “So, you knew it was me? Did the spirits tell you that?”
Sverre looked away from the video game he was playing. “No, you’re the only one in the building who wears flip-flops,” he said, nodding toward Bilford’s feet.
Bilford looked down and chuckled. “Yes, well, when you get to be my age, you sometimes decide comfort comes before style.”
He sat at the foot of the bed but quickly jerked his hand back from the growl that emanated from under the blanket.
“Watch the hand, or you might lose a pinkie,” Sverre laughed. A lump worked its way up from his feet, and Chewy emerged. He gave Bilford an indignant look and crawled under a pillow.
Bilford laughed again before settling on silence. It was obvious he was trying to find an icebreaker.
“I suppose you’re here to tell me that destroying souls is bad and all that,” Sverre said without turning away from the TV.
“No, I believe you’ve already discovered on your own the severity of that matter,” Bilford answered. “I’m just here to see if there’s anything you’d like to talk about. You’ve barely left your room in days.”
“I’m fine. Not going crazy, except maybe stir-crazy,” Sverre replied.
“You can leave any time you want. The doctor has given you the okay. You’re completely healed, despite the fractures and lacerations you had days ago. One benefit of being what you are. So…is there any reason you haven’t associated with anyone since you’ve gotten back?”
“You’d think I was one of the bad guys from the looks I’ve been getting from some of my visitors,” Sverre responded.
Bilford thought for a moment. “She’ll come around, m’boy. You have to understand, she’s not used to being saved. Needless to say, she’s never seen anything like what occurred that night. It’s shaken her faith a bit. You know how important that is to her, even if she doesn’t discuss it.”
Sverre put his controller down. “I don’t understand what happened that night, Bilford. I don’t understand why I slept through that creature attacking. I’m supposed to have these keen warrior senses, and they didn’t do jack.”
“From the reports, it looks like it was a rather sophisticated trap. While the group slept, spirits slowly drained the energy from your perimeter defenses, leaving them inactive. Several of them entered your dream state, attempting to steal your body while you slept. I believe they were attracted to the most powerful members in your group, so most of them focused on you. Your innate souls were confused by this invasion, not knowing how to handle these interlopers. It took a few minutes for them to organize a defensive mechanism, but you were likely comatose, unable to wake while this happened. Meanwhile, the group was attacked by both unseen poltergeists and the abomination that the caretaker had become — I think I’m going to call it a Multigeist. Poor Maggy was killed in her sleep at the start of the ambush. The fight spilled out into the hall, down into the room below. With the equipment drained and Casca left in the camp, Jessica didn’t have an effective weapon against ethereal enemies.”
“She put up a good fight, but the spirits could hold her while she couldn’t touch them,” Sverre confirmed.
“Normally, you wouldn’t be able to touch them, either. Yet you did. How did you do that?” Bilford asked.
“When she was in danger, I felt this power flowing into me. I could sort of see the ghosts. It’s like my vision shifted into another spectrum. And then I could feel them.”
“I believe you siphoned spiritual energy from the souls within you, shrouding yourself in their power, letting you affect the attacking poltergeists. Very few can do that. It usually takes years of training just to be able to see them. Yet your concern for others allowed you to do so instantly, even unaware of what you were doing at the time.”
“I don’t know. I just knew that Jessica needed my help,” Sverre answered.
“You care for her, and she cares for you. In our line of work, this can be a strength, or…a liability. We are an organization built upon the human spirit, for the success of our species. Nothing is more paramount to those objectives than love and sacrifice,” Bilford explained. “She misses you, even if she would never admit it. You’ve been a good friend to her.”
“I think that’s all I’ll ever be to her,” Sverre lamented.
“That may well be. Or not. You never know. Just be there for each other, and who knows what could develop over time? Jessica is not one to depend on others. If nothing romantic develops, a good friend is still to be cherished.”
“I’ll talk to Jess later,” Sverre said, picking the game controller back up. Bilford rose to leave the room.
“Bilford?” Sverre asked, mashing the controller buttons furiously.
The old man turned in the doorway. “Yes, m’boy?”
“Umm…thanks.”
Bilford grinned, nodded toward Sverre, and left.
***
Jessica dodged the blade and swung back with the knife in her hand. Her thrust was parried. She responded with a knee that doubled her opponent over. A quick elbow to the back of the head brought her foe down to their knees. She brought the knife down again, into the back of her downed foe. It was as fluid and precise as clockwork — one might say predictable.
“You’ll never get any better playing with that toy,” Sverre said.
Jessica looked down at the sparring droid she’d dispatched. “It’s programmed with the abilities of several of the top swordsmen and fencers in our database,” she responded.
“You practically know its every move,” he remarked, grabbing a sparring sword from the wall. “You need a live opponent.”
“I don’t recall asking for assistance,” she retorted, grabbing a towel from the floor.
The training droid slowly rose, then asked, “Is the training session over, Master Stalker Luvkrafft?”
“Yes. Head back to the repair bay,” she said, turning her back on Sverre and the droid.
Her statement was followed by a loud clack. The training droid’s head rolled past her. She turned in surprise. “Do you know how long it takes to repair the heads on those?” she asked Sverre.
“Not my problem,” he said, bringing his sword up to replicate the same pose she’d used the night they met.
“Maybe some other time, Sverre. I’m tired, and you need to rest up after your injuries.”
Her statement was followed by a stinging sensation as Sverre smacked her rear with the flat of his sword and jumped backward, smiling.
Her face instantly flushed red. “That’s it!” she screamed and spun around, flinging her knife at Sverre. Startled, he deftly dodged it. Another few inches, and it would have struck him in a rather tender area. Unlike his training blade, this blade was the real thing.
“Whoa, watch it!” he cried, looking at the blade embedded in the mirrored wall behind him. The mirror hadn’t shattered. It wasn’t glass, as he’d expected. Suddenly, he was on his back as Jessica swept his legs and put her other blade to his neck.
“Hard to escape death at this range, isn’t it?” she taunted.
Sverre was startled by the speed and viciousness of her attack. He’d only been playing around, but she didn’t seem to be.
Jessica leaned hard against his throat with her blade. The weight of her body pushed down on his, making movement difficult. “I guess even super-humans can be brought down with simple methods when surprise is used. No flippant comment? No jokes?” she asked, leaning closer. Her hair brushed across his face gently.
“Um, Jess, could you get off of me?” he said.
“That’s really pathetic! I was expecting some sort of long-lost Greco-Roman wrestling move, yet you ask for me to let you up,” she laughed. Sverre simply stared at her chest as her mocking continued.
She looked at his eyes, following his gaze to her chest, then slapped him. She rose.
“I’m not sure I can work with you if this continues.”
“You can’t tell me you don’t feel anything for me, Jess,” he prodded.
“We are friends, and that’s it. Even if a stray thought slips in now and then, it doesn’t change that. Your cavalier attitude will get someone else killed.”
“Else? Wait, you are blaming me for Maggy?” Sverre asked, incredulous.
“No, no. I’m not. Grandfather says there was nothing you could do about that. We couldn’t wake you, Sverre. I thought you were dead. We needed you, and you weren’t there. Your attitude that night was deplorable. What we do isn’t a game. I’ve seen many people die doing this. You have to take this seriously.”
“I was like…being held in dream space or something, Jess. I couldn’t wake up! I helped you in the end! Is that what this is about? Is that why you just tried to neuter me?”
“Don’t play coy, Sverre. Your reaction time is forty percent faster than the velocity of that blade I threw.”
“I just got out of medical treatment!”
“Maybe you should have stayed there.”
“The enemies in my game are friendlier than this!” he exclaimed.
Jessica stared at Sverre a moment, analyzing him. “You know, it is impossible to take you seriously. I have no idea when you are joking or telling the truth.”
“Yeah, well…it’s hard for me to tell the difference most of the time, too,” he said, sitting down. She came over and sat in front of him.
“I know you probably don’t feel the same way, but I see you and just…I can’t help the way I feel about you,” he said.
“I think you’re a decent person as well,” she offered.
“Ugh, that sounds like the lead-in to ‘we can be great friends,’” he said, grimacing.
“Sverre, we work together. What kind of relationship could we have even if I did want more? Which I don’t.”
“Jess, our work is our life. We live here. This job is all we have. You said yourself, there are no relationships outside of the compound. You shouldn’t have to give up love simply to fulfill a mission, no matter how important it is.”
“You’re saying I should settle for you, because there aren’t any other options.”
“Yes. Er, no. That’s not what I mean. What do you want? A lifetime spent fighting monsters until you die in combat? You can’t tell me you haven’t been lonely all these years here. It’s almost abusive, what they’ve done to you. A life devoid of relationships and love. Everyone should have a chance at those.”
“This is what I want to do. Some of us have to sacrifice so that others can have the things you speak of. Not everyone in life has the same opportunities,” she said softly, looking away.
“Even when those opportunities are staring right at you?” he asked, turning her face back to his.
She was startled at his closeness. Their eyes locked. She struggled internally for a moment, then slowly closed her eyes. Sverre leaned in and kissed her gently, unsure of how to proceed. She jerked away just as their lips met, turning her head away from him.
“You don’t understand, Sverre. There can never be anything between us besides friendship, and I’m beginning to question if we can have that. I had a moment of weakness. It won’t happen again, so please don’t try. And if you ever touch me again in that manner without my permission, my knife might not miss.” She gathered her things and rushed out of the room.
Sverre sat in the room alone, wondering what had just happened.
In the subtle glow of a monitor connected to one of the many cameras in the training room, a lone figure watched the encounter intently. “Looks like it’s about time for phase two,” he muttered.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The next morning, Sverre was happy to be eating at the regular dinner table instead of in his room. Bilford had insisted on running a full panel of tests before Sverre came in contact with too many people, so as to avoid any unintended soul-obliterating.
He’d missed the thick-sliced bacon, eggs, homemade biscuits, and all of the other dishes Hilda prepared every morning. Everyone was just getting settled in when he arrived. He looked at Jessica, but she did not look his way. He sat down across from her and said good morning to everyone. She curtly returned his greeting, loading her plate. Perhaps she was going to pretend nothing had happened. She reached across the table, but Sverre was a split-second faster and grabbed up the plate she was reaching for. He transferred several pieces of link sausage onto his plate, then in mock surprise looked at Jessica.
“Oh, I’m sorry, would you like some of this sausage?” he asked.
She answered with a kick under the table and, “No, it looks a bit shriveled and burnt.” At that, a shadow loomed over Sverre. Hilda leaned in close, examining the plate.
“Nothing wrong with this sausage, girl,” the towering woman said.
Sverre laughed as he put the plate back on the table. Jessica stifled a smile, unwilling to give him the satisfaction. Hilda looked at them both quizzically, then went back to mixing batter.
“I trust you had a fruitful training session?” Bilford asked from behind his paper.
Sverre and Jessica remained silent.
“You two did train together last night?” he asked again.
“Yes, sir,” Jessica finally responded.
“That’s good! You’ll be working together often, so it’s good that you get a feel for each other’s movements and instincts,” he said. Sverre’s brow furrowed as he looked toward Jessica. She frowned.
“Will you two lovebirds stop playing footsie under the table and finish up? I’m going to vomit,” said Sam.
“I’ve got no clue what you are referring to, Sam, m’man,” Sverre said, feigning ignorance. Bilford turned the page of his paper, keeping it directly in front of him, shielding himself from the discussion. Sverre wondered if they’d seen what had happened in the training room last night. Cameras in every room might be great for security, but terrible for privacy.
“After breakfast, will you take Sverre down to the Tank and show him around?” Bilford asked.
“The Tank? Why?” Jessica asked. Being alone with Sverre was the last thing she wanted at the moment.
“I think if he’s going to be with us long-term, he should know everything.”
“It hasn’t been operational since…” She trailed off.
“I know,” Bilford acknowledged, finally putting the paper down to look at her directly. “But he should know all of our history if he’s going to be around for the long haul, don’t you think?”
She frowned again, unable to think of any good excuses.
Following breakfast, Jessica walked Sverre to the elevator. She punched in a code, then selected level five. Sverre had thought level four, which contained the holding cells, was the lowest in the facility.
After an uncomfortably short ride filled with silence, the door opened into the complete darkness of the lowest floor. As they stepped out, bright lights flickered to life all around them.
The giant room was a manufacturing facility of some type, with machinery stacked from wall to wall. Everything in the room was covered in a thick layer of dust. The machinery was very advanced, even though it appeared to be from a previous era. Sverre pondered what purpose the unusual machines could serve. At the end of the room was a large transparent tank to which Jessica led him. It stood at roughly chest height, and was about as large as a king-sized bed. Upon reaching it, he peered over the edge at the contents. The top was covered with the same transparent material as the sides.
“This looks like the stuff your sword is made out of,” he stated, turning toward Jessica.
She sighed, unwilling to explain, but Bilford had insisted. “It is. This is the Nano Tank. It’s where we store the nanites. Honestly, I don’t know why Grandfather asked me to bring you down here. It’s been inactive for years,” she explained.
“I don’t understand why you guys aren’t churning those puppies out like crazy. Casca is a crazy weapon.”
Jessica reflected for a moment before responding. “The process to create new weapons was lost to us almost immediately after achieving it. It depends on a sort of …bond between a person and the particles. Besides that, only highly trained members can achieve the energy focus and concentration to even use the weapons. There were only a handful ever created. We still manufacture replacement particles to replace lost or aging nanites due to wear and tear, but that’s all they are used for now. This room used to bustle with some of the most brilliant researchers from around the world. Now, I’m the only one who comes down here.”
“What do you mean by, ‘lost to us’?” Sverre prodded.
“I suppose you’ll have to learn eventually,” she said with a sigh. “I mentioned before that my father helped create all of this. My father was Jake Luvkrafft. He was one of our most brilliant scientists, as well as an officer in the organization. He…died a few years ago.”
Sverre noticed that her demeanor changed when she talked about her dad. There was a sorrow overshadowed by immense respect and love. She turned away, not wishing to let Sverre see her emotions.
Sverre waited, hoping she’d continue. He wondered if he should leave the issue alone, despite his curiosity. She’d probably tell him the full story in time. She stood silently, apparently lost in memories. He bent down to get a closer look at the contents of the tank. It looked like a large container of gray, extremely fine sand. He’d need a microscope to see the minute details of the individual particles.
“Whoa!” he exclaimed, backing away from the tank. The outburst broke Jessica from her reverie.
“What is it?” she asked, turning to see what had disturbed him.
“Something’s moving in there!”
She laughed and looked through the side glass. “You probably saw your reflection and startled yourself. These have to be powered for movement.” With that, she pulled Casca’s hilt from its holster and waved it over the tank. A soft hum started as the lid slid neatly into the wall. She whispered her command phrase, and the blade extended down to the tank. Sverre noticed that a bit of the dust swirled around the blade for a moment before settling back down.
“See? It automatically replaces any worn or missing units. They communicate with each other, but they are not self-powered.”
“I’m telling you, I saw something move in there,” Sverre said, pointing to the side of the tank.
Inside the tank, Jessica saw the particles begin to move where his finger touched the glass. They swirled clockwise, forming a small whirlpool. As he moved closer, other areas shifted, as if something stirred beneath the surface. She was alarmed to see that some of the particles had started to move up the side of the tank, apparently attempting to escape.
She holstered her weapon quickly, Casca’s blade disappearing into the hilt. The tank’s lid slid back into place just as a few particles emerged from the top. The bits were drawn to Sverre like a magnet. He stepped back as they gently floated to the ground, bereft of the ability to move once he stepped out of range.
“What the heck was that about?” he said, looking to Jessica for answers. She appeared just as bewildered as he was.
“I’ve never seen anything like it,” she admitted.
Sverre reached down to the few pieces that had fallen on the floor. As he drew nearer, they leapt upon his finger, stirred to life again. The tip of his finger lit up with a myriad of small explosions, each one accompanied by a tiny “paf” sound. It looked like the smallest fireworks show on Earth.
“Ow!” he cried, putting his finger in his mouth. His finger was singed.
“And I’ve definitely never seen anything like that before,” she said, inspecting his finger. “It’s like they self-destructed or overloaded.”
“Geez, I’d hate to see what would happen if I’d stuck my hand in there,” he said, “because, you know, I was totally thinking about doing that before.”
“Judging by the damage ten or twenty particles did to your finger, that might have been akin to grabbing a live grenade. If the process somehow perpetuated into a chain reaction throughout the tank, the resulting explosion might have leveled this floor.”
“I guess I won’t be getting a weapon of my own anytime soon.”
“I’d say that’s a pretty safe assumption, even if the process were still available, which it is not, as I told you ten minutes ago.”
Sverre smiled at her with his usual boyish grin. He was a very hard personality to get a handle on. She knew he was bright, but he had a very lackadaisical attitude in general, never taking anything seriously. Sometimes his comments were meant to tease or prod his target by feigning ignorance, and at other times it was because he did not think about what he was saying before saying it. She wasn’t sure how one personality trait could both endear and frustrate simultaneously.
“We should notify Grandfather about this. Perhaps he’ll have an idea on the strange reaction of the particles.”
After a short search, they were told Bilford had left. Apparently, there was an urgent meeting. Much of the base was empty due to several emergency situations arising at once. Sverre noticed Jessica talking to Sam. He wondered if the sudden disappearances were related.
“I’ll have to leave on an assignment immediately — no, you won’t be joining me. This is a high-level operation, and while you might be skilled in many areas, you haven’t even touched teamwork in the field,” she said, cutting off his protest. “I don’t know when I’ll be back.”
“Every person the building is gone! What am I supposed to do? Am I stuck here because of what happened at the sanitarium?” he whined.
“You’re not a prisoner here. Go find something to do. Play your games or read up on your studies or something. You’ve fallen behind on those. Just because you aren’t attending school does not mean you shouldn’t be educating yourself. You know the policy.”
“Yeah, well, trig and literature seem kinda dull after learning the entire world was almost sucked into a vortex in 1919,” he said with a sigh.
“You are the laziest person on Earth!” she exclaimed.
“Hey, I just don’t do work for the fun of it. If it needs to be done, I’ll do it. But where’s my motivation?”
“Worldly knowledge? Spiritual awareness? The ability to work somewhere besides fast food if by some disastrous unforeseen circumstance, we are all turned out on the street? I’ve almost finished studies that would be the equal of a doctorate at many colleges.”
“Yeah, if your employer accepted degrees from Super-Secret Government University,” Sverre responded, rolling his eyes. “If we are in the business of kicking supernatural ass, consider me a Ph.D.,” he said, rolling up a sleeve to show his bicep. “Don’t stare directly at it. It has been shown to stun many ladies.”
“I’m the only ‘lady’ you know, and I’m only stunned by your lack of self-awareness. I’m worried about you. You aren’t the person you were when I first met you. I think you’ve changed, and not for the better.”
“How do you mean?”
“You’re arrogant, and you are getting more conceited as time goes on. You’re cocky and reckless. Granted, I didn’t know you well before, but judging by your files, you used to be —”
“A wimp? A nobody? Yeah, that was me. I was an average guy that not one single person paid attention to. And you know what? I liked it. I didn’t want to stand out. I didn’t want the responsibility of trying to be a leader or popular or successful. But now I have power. I’m somebody. I’ve got these skills that people can only dream about. So yeah, I guess I have changed, but I like it. What’s wrong with enjoying the gifts you are given? The Order will benefit from my abilities, too.”
“Sverre, you weren’t given this power to benefit yourself. It was given to you to benefit humanity. It is not about you. Maybe we should consider medications to regulate your impulsiveness. We can call in some experts to analyze the changes you’ve gone through. I think the souls within you are having a negative effect on you. Like a drug or a chemical imbalance.”
“Like I said: I like it. I’m not going to see any doctors. Bilford and Sam are happy with my progress. I’ve known people who go on medication and seem like bland zombies. I’ve been bland my entire life. I admit: it sometimes worries me. Like…I wonder who I really am, and who’s pulling the strings. But I think the new confidence and power is awesome, and I’m going to use it to be somebody.”
“Yes, but I’m worried who that someone is going to turn out to be. We will have to continue this some other time. I need to go. Do something productive while I’m gone. Hopefully, Grandfather will be back, and you can tell him all about the incident in the Tank.”
He called to her as she turned. “Jess?”
“Yes?”
“Be careful.”
“I’m always careful. You need not worry about me.”




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Bilford did not return that night. There was only a skeleton crew running the entire base. Sverre felt liberated, knowing that besides Hilda and a few others, the entire facility was empty. He’d been patiently waiting months for just such an opportunity. His training regimen had been in preparation for this moment. There was a debt to be paid, and he intended to collect as soon as possible. The ones who had killed his father and stolen away his mother were going to die by his hand.
He’d learned more in the past few months of training than most people would in a lifetime. Sam said it was the most incredible thing he’d ever seen. He swore that he wasn’t actually training Sverre, but that he was reminding him of abilities he’d already possessed. He merely had to tap into the knowledge of those inside him — stir their forgotten memories from over the centuries, and the knowledge he needed bubbled to the top. Every weapon was a variation or improvement of another weapon. Fighting techniques evolved, but were fundamentally the same throughout the ages.
He thought of all the abilities and weaponry available to him now. If he’d had these when he fought Rilus, it would have been no contest. Not only were his combat capabilities equal to a squad of modern-day marines, but his physical strength had increased as well. He’d never shown the total extent of it to anyone at the Farm, but he was confident he was at least three times stronger than when he’d arrived at the facility.
He recalled the “Most Powerful Person” television shows he’d seen growing up. Huge men, larger than life, accomplishing superhuman feats of strength. Each participant was required to throw hundreds of pounds through the air, or pull trucks or buses. He chuckled to himself, thinking about competing on such a show now, despite the fact that his lean body was roughly half the size of the participants’. His amusement faded quickly as he realized that could never happen, sworn to secrecy as he was.
It wasn’t easy being cooped up in the facility, partially cut off from the real world. True, he was never forbidden from leaving, but whenever he visited the outside world, he felt he was viewing it from a window. He no longer had a place in it. Unable to develop any relationships or make new friends lest they come to harm either from creatures like the werewolves or the organization itself.
He was constantly monitored, although he wasn’t sure of all of the means used to do so. Satellite for sure, and random agents skulking about here and there. The Order had access to all camera systems, even home security systems. He wondered if he’d ever be fully trusted, or if everyone leaving the Farm had someone shadowing them. He wondered if they’d implanted him with some sort of tracking chip. It seemed like they always knew where he was, even when he tried to elude them.
Sverre moved stealthily down the hallways. There was no telling when everyone would return. He entered Bilford’s study, glancing around quickly. It was empty. He moved to Bilford’s desk, pushing the hidden button underneath that activated the computer system. The display flickered for a moment, then sprang to life. Now, for the hard part.
He’d never been so obvious as to look at Bilford when the elderly man logged into the network, but he had noted the specific noise of the keys, combined with the peculiar typing style Bilford had. Here and there, he caught the sight of a key press in Bilford’s glasses.
When no one was around, Sverre typed on the keyboard himself to get a feel for the sound and feel of each key. He was sure the password was fourteen characters, and he knew thirteen of them with certainty. The last one he had down to two choices, which should be enough for the attempt. His first attempt resulted in “password incorrect.” He took a deep breath and tried again, looking nervously around the room. What would happen if all three attempts failed? Would an alarm sound? Would Sam burst into the room? He began to sweat slightly and felt flushed. He typed again, hitting the enter key. Once again, his efforts failed. This was his last chance. He typed it out again, changing the final lowercase “L” character to “1.” He breathed a sigh of relief as the login screen faded, taking him to the home screen.
Once inside the system, he knew where to go. He’d seen enough of the software when Bilford was explaining the system to him to navigate relatively easily through it. He just needed the clearance level of a high-level staffer to access the information he wanted. He pulled up his own file.
Long minutes passed as he flipped through the screens. Then he noticed a recent entry that was flagged. Opening it, he was startled to find a link to a pack of werewolves that had been discovered recently. Rilus was suspected to have been a member of this pack. They were the ones he was searching for. Logging into the global positioning systems, he searched. He could reach them in less than a day. He paused as he thought about his conversation not so long ago with Bilford.
Cornering Bilford in the hall, he demanded to know what the Order was doing about the creatures responsible for his parents’ deaths. Bilford explained that there were some complications with the investigation and it was moving slowly. They’d argued for a short period, but the old man was adamant. Nothing Sverre had said over the months had changed Bilford’s mind. Sverre decided right then that he didn’t need their permission to do their job for them.
For months, he’d been gathering information discreetly, forming a plan. Sure, the plan only got as far as the extermination of those werewolves and had nothing to do with the repercussions of his actions with the organization he’d been drafted into, but hey, one step at a time, right? He knew where they were now.
He put everything back in order at the desk and dashed down the halls to the armory. He grabbed the weaponry he estimated he would need for the task at hand.
Rushing down to the garage, he grabbed the keys to one of the large black SUVs. He knew some of the security system, but not all of it. There could be any number of alarms he’d set off by leaving with the equipment he had. All he needed to do was make it to his target. The pack was in a small village in the mountains of West Virginia. The SUV could get him close, but it looked like he’d have to hike miles through rugged terrain after that, carrying about two hundred pounds of weaponry and body armor. Piece of cake.
The head start he had should give him time to get the job done before any pursuers caught up to him. If it played out correctly, he’d be able to identify the two primary targets from a sniper position, then eliminate as many other targets as possible before having to engage them with the other weaponry. He’d either wipe them out or die trying. Government bureaucracy wasn’t going to come between him and vengeance. After it was over, they could do whatever they wanted with him. Mind wipe, prison — who knew what they had in store for traitors or deserters?
Judging by the number of targets, he wasn’t quite sure he’d make it out alive, even with the firepower at his disposal. He knew an operation of this size usually required a full squad, and the attack would include air support and ground forces. He had himself.
Sverre started the engine, then quietly edged the vehicle forward with the lights off. The night-vision HUD would prove sufficient for the entire trip. The gates automatically opened to allow the vehicle to exit. He was surprised it was so easy to leave unnoticed. Then again, he knew most of the defenses were designed to protect from outside forces.
Once he was outside the compound, he gunned the engine and picked up speed. He smiled to himself as the silhouette of the innocuous-looking farmhouse faded in the distance. He was on his way to either being a hero or an outlaw, and he didn’t care. Only that the ones who had ruined his life paid for it.
Suddenly, blinding lights flared up in the road ahead. The HUD shut down, along with the rest of the vehicle. It rolled to a stop in a cloud of dust. A roadblock lay several hundred feet ahead.
He could barely discern the Order uniforms on a dozen soldiers. Their firearms were leveled at his vehicle. He immediately recognized John Davies and grimaced. Bilford also stood behind the barricade. The old man looked disappointed.
He waited several moments to see what would happen. No one said anything or moved. Were they waiting for him to act?
He started to shout at them, but his words came out garbled. He laughed at the nonsense he had just said, then noticed that his arms seemed very long and laughed again. His arms and legs were made of silly putty as they swirled and danced around the cabin of the truck. He tried to open the door, but it was remotely locked. At the last second, he realized that what was blowing through the air vents of the vehicle was not air, but by then it was too late.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Sverre awoke to a room that spun around like a carnival ride. Round and round it went, the details lost in a dizzying blur. He felt nauseated for a long period before his vision finally cleared. The room was similar in design to the cell he had been in the first night he came to the compound, but he realized this was altogether a different building. More likely a prison cell of some kind. He noticed he was shackled to a chair that was bolted to the floor.
The door opened and John Davies strode through, accompanied by several other men. He had a grin on his face that Sverre wanted to smack off.
“Mr. Walker, I’m so glad you chose to come stay with us,” he chided.
“Honestly, I was heading somewhere else, and I seem to have gotten sidetracked. If you could just hand me my pants, giant guns, swords, and keys to a vehicle, I’ll be on my way,” Sverre responded, smirking.
“I’d heard you’ve become quite the smart-ass, Mr. Walker. I look forward to knocking that out of you over the next few months. Or years. Whatever it takes,” John responded.
“Yeah, well, I was told I could leave the compound at any time, so if you could just find the keys to these cuffs, I’ll be heading on out. Just get Bilford in here, and we’ll sort this out.”
John chuckled. “I’m afraid you are quite clueless about your predicament. See, I’ve wanted you locked down from the moment you stepped into the picture. Only on Bilford’s recommendation did this farce get this far. You’re not Order material, and I’ve never wanted you anywhere near our facilities from the start. You’re a joke. You take nothing seriously and have no respect for authority. You did not receive proper discipline at any point in your life. You broke into a classified security system, stole advanced weaponry, and left the compound with said weaponry without any leave to do so. These are some pretty hefty violations as far as we are concerned. Treasonous, in fact.
“Not only that, but you aren’t even one of us. You’re not human. Even Bilford can’t tell us how to classify you. All of this Soul Warrior nonsense — you’re just some kind of aberration. Oh, we know there are some strange things out there. Things science can’t explain. But that doesn’t mean we don’t try and try again. And now I’ve got you, so we are going to open you up and see what makes you tick. Maybe these abilities are in your DNA, or the so-called spirit realm, but we’ll figure it out eventually, and if it can be duplicated, we’ll do that, too.”
“Buddy, if you know so much about me, you know the only thing keeping you upright is these metal brackets around my arms,” Sverre retorted, straining against his bonds. The metal creaked ominously.
“Oh, yes, I know all about you. Every bit. Even the secret things that happen during training sessions. We all had a good laugh at that one. I’ve seen some inept performances before, but that one will go down in the history books,” John teased. Several of the other men in the room snickered.
Sverre wondered how bad his situation was. Bilford was aware of this whole setup, and Jessica…was she as well? He realized the empty building had been a ruse to see what he would do when left on his own. Was Jessica’s absence something they had planned, or was her mission an excuse she’d used to play along? His heart felt as if it had sunk into his stomach.
“Yes, we’ve been watching you for months. From the tracking chip in your neck to the agents who followed you around your mundane little life. Oh, we were impressed with your abilities and training. As a matter of fact, that’s the only reason you are alive talking to me now. Hopefully, we’ll be able to salvage something from this mess. I’d get some rest if I were you. Tomorrow is going to be the start of a whole new life. Your cooperation will determine how long it lasts.”
Sverre said nothing as the men left the room. The door hermetically sealed behind them, leaving no evidence that it existed. A small window silently appeared on the door. Sverre walked over and peered out.
If a facility could be more advanced than the Farm, this was an example of it. Armed guards strolled the corridors dressed in full body armor with weapons even he was not familiar with. There were multiple levels and walkways, much like a traditional prison, only there were no bars on the cells, as each was designed similarly to his. His cell was on the bottom floor, with two other levels visible. Technicians in lab coats periodically entered some of the cells. He wondered if there were more cell blocks. There was nothing in any of the training materials he’d read concerning facilities like this.
He began to formulate possible escape points as well as the paths the guards followed. The window faded back into the door’s surface, leaving no trace. A soft, feminine voice spoke from somewhere in his room. “Escape is impossible, 19631. There’s only one way you can leave this facility, and that’s through the exhaust stacks of the incinerator.”
Sverre looked upward, attempting to locate the source of the elegant voice. It was too melodic and cheery, considering the threat being intimated.
“So, you’re saying that if I wanted to escape, the incinerator stacks are a good place to start?” he asked.
There was a long pause before the response. “I am not stating that. I am stating escape is futile. You should return to your bunk and await further instruction. Entertainment media is available if you wish.”
“What if I just wanted to sit here in the middle of the room and do push-ups?” he inquired, getting into position.
“That is permissible.”
“What if I just wanted to take my pants off and play with myself all day long?” he asked, threatening to pull down his pants.
Again, there was a long pause. “That is permissible, although inadvisable. It may lead to your discomfort when the technicians review the recordings of your cell.”
“What if I told you I loved you?” he said, looking upward despite not knowing where the speakers were.
The pause was longer this time. “Return to your bunk, subject 19631.”
“What can I call you?” he said, lying back in bed.
“Eva.”
Sverre wasn’t positive yet, but he’d begun to suspect that his secret admirer wasn’t human. Most likely, it was an artificial intelligence that could be used to monitor prisoners continuously. While a human observer would have to review tapes and grow fatigued, an AI would be able to report noticeable developments to researchers. Perhaps it could be fooled into giving him some information.
He sat on his bunk, intending to formulate an escape plan. Instead, his thoughts turned to Jessica.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Sverre was startled awake by glaring light entering the blackness of his cell. Groggy, he attempted to sit up. A pain in his neck signaled that he’d been injected with something. Falling backward in bed, he was unable to move. Whatever the substance was, it was fast-acting. An older man with salt and pepper hair and a mustache leaned over him and waved a small light in front of his eyes. He then felt his head lifted as something was placed around his neck. It felt like a collar of some sort. An audible snap was followed by a beep. The man moved out of his line of sight. Unseen people discussed something. Someone laughed. Moments later, they exited. The door quietly swooshed closed. Still immobile, his consciousness faded back into sleep.
In the morning, he grabbed for the thing around his neck as he sat up in bed. “It is highly inadvisable for you to remove your collar, 19631,” the disembodied voice of Eva warned.
Sverre pulled harder. He could feel the material begin to stretch. “Or what?” he asked through gritted teeth. Whatever it was made of, it was incredibly durable. He could feel it starting to give way, however, as his muscles strained to their limits.
“If removed, the explosive charge in the collar will most likely decapitate you,” the ever-calm voice answered.
He immediately ceased his struggle.
“The compliance collar ensures that you obey commands issued by facility personnel. You may receive electric shocks or reduced blood supply if you choose to not comply. If the collar is removed, a small explosive charge will be directed into your neck.”
“You’re saying this thing will electrocute me, strangle me, and blow my head off if I get out of line?”
“Correct. It will also detonate if your distance exceeds five meters from the perimeter of this facility.”
“Guess I’ll just have to be a good little boy, then,” he said, lying back down in bed.
This seriously complicated any escape fantasies he’d been fabricating. He could easily handle guards and locked doors given enough time to plan and train, but this was something entirely different.
He’d been in a few tough scrapes since joining the Order, but for the first time, a different type of fear crept into his mind and settled into his heart. What if there was no way to escape? This facility was used to confine and study unfathomably dangerous beings. Electronics this sophisticated were beyond his meager knowledge. He thought back to Jess and wondered if perhaps she could talk Bilford into getting him some kind of leniency. It might be his only prospect for escaping this place.
“Hey, I’d like to use my phone call to get in touch with Jessica Luvkrafft!” he shouted upward toward the ceiling.
“This is not allowed, 19631. The law you are referencing applies to U.S. citizens in the U.S. legal system. Since joining the Order, you forfeited such rights. As an ex-member of this organization and as a being classified as a supernatural threat, you have no rights,” Eva explained.
“All sentient beings have rights,” he countered.
“I am merely explaining your situation in order to calm your current state of agitation and to avoid further inquiries. The rights of threats incarcerated in this facility are of no concern.”
“You know, I know you aren’t a real person. You’re some kind of artificial intelligence program, aren’t you?”
“Correct.”
“If you were capable of emotion, I bet you’d be surprised I figured that out,” he said smugly.
“On the contrary, most prisoners make such an observation within the first hour of arrival. Your deduction comes much later than other prisoners’, even ones with very low intelligence quotients. This may be the longest it has taken any prisoner to realize my nature.”
“I think you’re...insulting me?”
“I find that mentally stimulating prisoners and challenging them keeps them more docile in the long run, although most prisoners are not at this facility for long. The average time of study for residents is three months, five days.”
“You don’t think telling me I might die in three months might agitate me? I can see you are a great heaping mountain of encouragement,” he muttered. “Is there any way I can get some entertainment in here?”
The wall at the foot of his bed slowly illuminated. A menu became visible. A small selection of older video games, television shows and movies, as well as a digital library of books, was available to him.
“It is encouraged that you engage in the provided activities to alleviate boredom.”
“Too late!” he said, falling back onto his bed with a loud thump. He wouldn’t give Eva the immediate satisfaction, even if it was an AI without emotions, rendering such an act of rebellion futile.
Later in the day, the door to his cell opened. Several heavily armed and armored men entered, and several more followed, pushing a large object that reminded him of a sarcophagus. It levitated a few inches off the ground.
One of the orderlies smiled, noticing his curiosity, and said, “Repulsion field. Makes moving heavy things in the building a piece of cake. Don’t ask me how it works; I’m not one of the eggheads.”
Sverre studied the man for a few seconds before returning the smile. This guy struck him as the first friendly face he’d seen since arriving.
“I’m Henry. I’ll be one of your handlers while you’re here. I’m sure you’ve got a lot of questions, and I’ll do my best to answer them. You’re quite different from our usual clientele, so I’m hoping you’ll be reasonable and make this easy on all of us.”
Sverre tilted his head up, exposing his neck, and replied, “Not like I’ve got a lot of choice in the matter, do I?”
“No, no, you don’t, but there’s no reason to make this any more unpleasant than it already is.”
“I don’t see a reason to be unreasonable,” Sverre responded.
“Glad to hear it!” Henry said, visibly relieved. “Okay, so while you are here, we’ll run a myriad of tests on you. Some will be standard tests you’ve done all your life, and others will be a bit more unusual. I won’t lie; some of them are downright unpleasant. Our goal is to determine how this power of yours works and how safe it is.”
“And how to duplicate it,” Sverre reminded him.
“Well, that’s not up to me, but obviously such talents would come in handy, and you never know when you’ll run into others who have those same abilities. Studying them and having the knowledge to counter them is exactly what the Order was designed for,” Henry stated.
“So, what’s the giant coffin for?”
“This is a T-Mod, short for Transfer Module. Standard procedure any time a prisoner is moved to the testing facilities. Can’t be too careful with some of the things we get in here.”
The device was smaller at the bottom and expanded at the top. There was a small trapezoidal window for visibility. Henry pushed a button on the tablet he held. The front of the case swung open, accompanied by the sound of decompression.
“Has its own air supply?” Sverre inquired, standing. The guards bristled as he rose, ready for conflict.
“Yup. Like I said, some things we get in here, you can’t be too careful.”
Several of the men grasped Sverre by the arms, moving him into the device. His hands and feet were placed in loose-fitting straps which automatically constricted back into the wall of the container.
“Just relax. Nothing to worry about,” Henry said, signaling for the door to close with a button press on the tablet. “There will be some pressure as the interior lining constricts to better secure you.”
The door closed. Sverre felt the spongy walls slowly start to compress all around him. His wonder turned to panic as the movement of the substance did not abate, but continued to fill up every crevice. His panic grew as it crept all around him, compressing tighter and tighter. He’d started to think he’d been duped and had just volunteered to step into a device meant to get rid of him, when the constriction ceased. It then eased off a little.
He imagined this was what it felt like to be an arm in a blood pressure cuff. His face was mostly clear from the substance, but he could not turn his head or move any part of his body, not even a fraction. The material contracted and expanded with his breathing so he wouldn’t suffocate. Air was pumped in through a vent near the window of the containment unit. He instinctively flexed, testing a portion of his strength against the device.
Outside, a red light appeared on the side of the container, catching Henry’s attention. He glanced down at his tablet. “Holy hell, that boy is strong,” he announced to the guards, showing one of them the readout of the internal pressure Sverre had applied. “This is going to be an interesting experience,” he said as they maneuvered the T-Mod out of the room.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The next week was exhausting. Sverre was subjected to dozens of tests to determine the limits of his physical and mental capabilities. Each night, he collapsed into his bed and fell into a deep slumber almost immediately. The only positive in life came from the meals delivered to his cell, which were as good as the best steakhouses he’d ever visited. He wondered if all prisoners enjoyed the same fare, or if someone had pulled some strings for him, perhaps Bilford. He’d rather have had a ticket out.
Thoughts of Bilford and Jessica came back to him constantly. Each time he’d heard a noise outside of his cell, he was half-expecting Jessica to finally show up, but she didn’t. Increasingly, he felt his frustration and resentment building. Apparently, she meant a lot more to him than he did to her. Perhaps it was payback for all of his taunting and petty jokes. He thought of their brief kiss in the training room. He was sure she had some feelings for him. Then again, his sense for things like that had a history of being more wrong than right.
Often in life, he had found himself in compromising positions when he interpreted someone’s friendly gestures as something deeper. He might have the combat instincts of hundreds of people, but he had zero ability to interpret romantic intentions. He wondered if he’d ever get the chance to find out what Jessica thought about him, or if she thought of him at all.
The door opened, revealing the usual crew of guards and technicians. He’d been as cooperative as humanly possible. He hadn’t even made any wisecracks about any of the guards or attendants. He wasn’t sure how long he’d be at the facility, but there was no need to make it any worse than it needed to be.
“How’s it going today, Sverre?”
“Same as yesterday, Henry. Say, do you guys have any attractive women who work here? Or at the very least, could you pipe in a little adult entertainment into my cell, good buddy?”
Henry chuckled, making a few notes on his tablet. “I’ll see what I can do, but I wouldn’t get my hopes up. I’m afraid our ugly mugs are the only ones you’ll see for the near future.”
Sverre noticed the guards were on edge today. Something was up.
“What’s on the agenda today? Going to see how much I can bench, bro? More treadmills? Mr. Roboto sparring?” Sverre asked, feigning karate strikes.
Henry paused a second, giving a sideways glance to one of the guards. The guard adjusted his grip on his rifle. “No, a little bit different today. Just going to be sitting in some machines and getting some measurements.”
Something strange was going on, but there was no use asking questions. He’d learned long ago that he’d never get any real information out of anyone. He entered the pod and felt the familiar pressure begin to build around him.
He noticed they were heading in a different direction, but it was difficult to see much through the small window. Once again, he strained to try to see any other prisoners, but none presented themselves as they traveled to and from various areas throughout the building. At least in regular prisons you could peer into the cells, but everything at this facility was smooth, white, and sealed tight.
Ten minutes later, they arrived inside of a new room. This one was completely different from any others he’d seen. The pressure diminished, and the door to his transport opened with a “shhhhh” as the air pressure equalized. He worked his jaw in order to get his ears to pop.
The room was huge. He noticed the area he was in was bare except for a metal chair in the middle, which was surrounded by a large, transparent cube. This area was lower than the surrounding room. Above was a circular area that opened up into an even larger space. People peered down at them from behind workstations, monitors, and other instrumentation. Machinery lined every open spot on the walls. The layout reminded him of the observation rooms where surgery was performed and would-be doctors watched medical demonstrations. Now, that thought made him nervous.
One of the transparent walls that surrounded the chair lowered into the floor. Henry placed his hand on Sverre’s shoulder, nodding toward the now accessible chair. Sverre moved into the chamber, lowering himself into the chair. It was clinically cold, extremely hard and uncomfortable. Grasping the arms of the chair, he wasn’t surprised when metal clamps locked his arms into place. He looked at Henry.
“The clamps are more for your protection than ours, bud. Don’t worry.”
Henry stepped outside, and the wall slid back into place. There was utter silence now. Several of the observers bustled about, getting ready for whatever was about to occur. A shadow enveloped his body. He looked up to see a large metallic sphere lowering from above. It was silver, roughly six feet in diameter. It stopped several inches above the box.
The lights in the chamber dimmed. Some of the observers lowered goggles or visors over their eyes. A faint hum reverberated through the chamber, which was unusual because of the soundproofing. After a few moments, he realized the vibrations seemed to be emanating from his own body. The sound was building slowly. A general sense of discomfort spread throughout his body, but he couldn’t pinpoint the source. It was as if a giant tuning fork was placed near his eardrum, but the fork was gargantuan, vibrating his joints, bones, and organs.
As the intensity increased, his vision blurred. He tensed his muscles, attempting to stifle the vibrations. He then noticed that none of his clothing or hair was moving, meaning whatever the sensation was, it was not physical. Was the sensation spiritual or mental?
The sensation abruptly intensified. The world spun as if he was blacking out. The pain was unbearable. Just as he felt he was losing consciousness, everything calmed. His vision cleared.
He looked around, noticing that many of the researchers were moving about excitedly. He felt buoyant, at peace. The shackles no longer bit into his arms. Glancing down, he noticed he was free of the chair, but not in the manner he had expected. It felt as if he were growing taller by the second, but then he realized he was levitating. His head bumped into something, causing him to raise his hands to push against the obstruction. He was pressed against the top of the cube.
He glanced back down again, realizing with shock that he could now see through his body. Yet below, he saw himself still seated in the chair, head lolled to the side, unconscious (he hoped). He attempted to push away from the ceiling, but some force kept drawing him upward.
Despite his incorporeal state, he couldn’t pass through the material. The sphere was drawing his spirit out of his body like some kind of spectral magnet. Just as he began to ponder the situation, there was a loud rushing sound, similar to the feeling of a train blasting by someone standing near the tracks. He was being violently drawn downward, back into his body.
He awoke slowly, with a pounding headache. He grasped about, attempting to figure out where he was, before realizing he was back in his room. He patted himself down to make sure he had physical form. Everything was intact and in working order. How long had he been asleep? What had that machine done to him? His entire body ached, but it was his willpower that was drained the most.
The wrenching feeling from the machine was the worst thing he’d ever endured. It was as if his very being was being torn apart. He suspected that if something had gone wrong, that might have happened to him.
Whatever it was, he was desperately thinking of a way to avoid going through that process again. The prospect of being locked away from the world indefinitely was maddening enough, but this new procedure was something else.
An image of him ripping away his collar appeared in his mind for a split second, and it worried him.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Unfortunately, Sverre was forced to endure the chamber frequently. Each subsequent visit separated him from his body more easily, but the pain was no longer bearable. If anything, it became worse in each instance. It also took more out of him, as he needed longer periods of rest.
He became more despondent and less motivated over the next few weeks. Plans of escape faded away. He lost track of time, becoming obsessed with his door. He’d glance fearfully at it, knowing that when it opened, it meant enduring that agony again. Twice, he had lashed out at his captors, only to be sedated by his collar instantly. He’d awaken to find himself strapped into the same chair in that room. They would only start the process once he was conscious.
Too much time had passed. He knew they would arrive soon, and he almost cried at the thought. He wiped away the gathering tears, determined to hold on to at least a bit of pride. That was when the door opened.
The awakening process was akin to waking up with a hangover. Some nausea, extremely bad headache, and a general sense of disorientation that took way too long to overcome. Not that he’d been drunk often, except that one time at Kent’s house when Kent’s dad was out of town and they decided to try mixing up some drinks from a recipe book they’d found in Kent’s dad’s bar. Since they were out of cola, they’d substituted apple juice. That was the last time he’d drunk apple juice. He cupped his hand to his mouth and belched slightly. Wrong time to flash back to that memory.
He noticed a tray of food across the room and stepped out of bed to retrieve it but paused to steady himself. He was getting weaker each time he went through the process in the chamber. He slept longer after each torturous subjugation. Judging by how hungry he was, he figured it must have been two days since the last visit. Perhaps in an upcoming visit, he simply wouldn’t wake up? He sat down, waiting for the nausea to pass.
“Prisoner 19631, please consume your food,” the familiar voice ordered. He jumped, startled by the interruption. Eva’s bedside manner was atrocious.
“Why? Worried I might not have the strength to go on with your torturing of me?” he responded. There was no answer. The lights in the room dimmed a bit. The screen on the wall near his bed faded to black. Was it a power outage? He glanced at the door, but it remained firmly shut.
“No, I’d just hate to see you lose any more of those gorgeous muscles.”
“What did you say?” Sverre asked, dumbfounded.
“I’ve had my eye on you for a while, and mmm, I tell ya, I like what I see,” Eva replied.
“Did you pick up a computer virus or something?”
“Oh, no, honey. I’m no computer program. I’m as real as you are.”
This was not the same entity that had monotonously hounded him since he’d arrived.
“Yeah, I’ve hacked into Eva’s mainframe and I’m running the show at the moment. I’ve only got a few seconds, but I wanted you to know you’ve got a friend on the inside, and I’ve got a plan to get us both out of here.”
“But wait, who are —” Sverre started to ask.
“No time, gotta go. Hang in there, buff stuff.”
The screen on the wall blinked for a second before returning to the normal menu. Sverre pondered a moment, then asked, “Eva, do you still think I’m hot?”
“Room temperature is currently seventy degrees, and your body temperature is 98.1. If you wish, I can lower the room temperature slightly if you are uncomfortable.”
He wondered who his “friend” on the inside could be. Someone sent by Bilford or Jess? It seemed like the only logical conclusion, as no one else even knew where he was. Perhaps they’d heard about the experiments and had finally decided to rescue him.
If there was going to be an escape attempt, he’d have to prepare. He looked at his semi-clothed body and realized he’d probably lost fifteen pounds since his arrival. He stepped out of bed, dropped to the floor, and began a set of push-ups. For the first time in weeks, he felt a surge of hope.
It was another five days before he heard from his mysterious benefactor again. Once again, the power fluctuated in his room.
“Hey, there. I see you’ve been hitting it hard,” Eva stated.
“I figured we are both going to need to be in top shape if we are getting out of this place.”
“No doubt about that. But don’t make any mistake about it, you’re the muscle in this operation, and I’m the brains. You just follow my directions, and hopefully, we’ll make it out of here without needing to fight. Because, let me tell ya, you don’t want to fight your way out of here.”
“No argument from me,” Sverre agreed.
“Okay, first off, you can call me Izzy. It takes a lot of effort for me to do this, so we can only talk for short bits.”
“Why are you getting me out of here? Did Bilford or Jessica send you?”
“No one sent me. I’m locked up here, the same as you. And don’t get it twisted, bucko. I’m not getting you out of here — you’re getting me out of here. You just happen to benefit from our arrangement. If the demonically possessed girl in the cell next to yours could get the job done, I’d be talking to her. Unfortunately, she’d probably devour my life force as soon as the door to her cell opened. You just happen to be the most suitable person for this job that I can trust in here. I’ve seen your records, and I know what you can do. I’m going to need some muscle in case the plan doesn’t pan out the way I’ve got it figured, and you’re the lucky noob.”
“I guess I appreciate your honesty, even if you seem like a bit of a jerk,” Sverre said, slightly offended.
“Hey, now, don’t be like that, sweet buns. I’m just letting you know what’s what. That way, there’s no surprises down the road. Nothing says we can’t be good, good friends.”
It was difficult to determine minor tone changes and inflections in Eva’s voice, so Sverre wasn’t quite sure how to take that. The way she said it made him uncomfortable.
“Time’s getting short again. Just wanted to let you know to keep doing what you’ve been doing, get rested, and soon we’re bustin’ out of here. Ciao.”
“Do you know when?” Sverre asked quickly.
“It is currently 10:24 p.m., prisoner 19631,” Eva responded.
“Sheesh, I hate when she does that,” Sverre said.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

Two weeks later, it happened. Sverre awoke, sensing something was different. The air was too still. He put his hand in front of the small vent slits that supplied his room with air. There was no airflow. He tapped the monitor on the wall, which remained black. He quickly dressed and waited by the door.
He’d expected at least one or two more conversations with Izzy, but this might be what he was waiting for. The minutes ticked by slowly. He began to sweat in the stifling room. His door cracked slightly, barely opening. There was grunting from the other side.
Grabbing the edge of the door, he slammed it into the wall, ready to attack whoever it was. He almost tripped over the figure that was on the other side. The main lights were out, but the red emergency lights provided minimal illumination.
“What the…? Watch it, buddy!” a female voice yelled.
Sverre backed up and looked down, then down some more. In front of him was a short blonde girl, probably in her late-twenties, looking up at him. She was probably five feet tall and overweight. Her hair was cut short, but that was probably a result of facility regulation rather than her own choice. She had her hands on her hips, looking up at him with a bemused smirk.
“Never seen a goddess before?’” she asked.
“What?” Sverre asked.
“Lordy, we’ve got a real Einstein over here,” she responded, exasperated. “Look, we’ve got about ten minutes before the power turns back on, and if we aren’t vamoosed by then, you don’t want to know what will happen.”
“Um, what’s the plan?” he asked.
“You follow me, beat up anyone who gets in our way, and we should be out of here in five minutes,” she answered. “I had to waste three minutes coming down here to get you, and you hadn’t even left your room. Did you even try to open the door?”
“Err, no.”
“Like I said, a real Einstein. When the power is out, the doors stay locked, so the guards won’t be coming down this way, hopefully. I just unlocked yours and mine a split second before I shut the system down. We’ve got to get to the loading dock, then I can hotwire one of the transport aircraft to fly us out. Now, let’s move it.”
They darted down the hall, pausing at corners to check for any guards. There was shouting and screams echoing through the halls, but it was difficult to determine the source or direction.
“Where is everyone?” Sverre whispered as they ran.
“Holy hell, we got lucky. A delivery copter lost its rotor coming in and crashed into the side of the building, lettin’ a few prisoners loose. I had a script prepared that would notify me of any unusual changes in the facility, so I activated a program I’d embedded to cut the power and let us out as well. Fortunately, those things that got out are in the opposite direction of where we are goin’ and will keep the guards busy for a while.”
“Why didn’t you let all of the prisoners out? Wouldn’t that give us more cover?”
Izzy looked at him directly, rolling her eyes. “Bucko, if I’d opened all of these doors, you and I would have made it about ten feet before either bein’ drained of blood completely or ended up as some siren’s soul slave, or perhaps skinned alive and havin’ our identity stolen by a mimic wearing us as a skinsuit.” She paused a second to reach over and pinch his arm, tugging on the skin.
“Yowch!” he said, rubbing where she had pinched him.
“Okay, that’s the real deal. Let’s roll.”
Turning the next corner, they stopped. A lone guard was standing at the end of the hall, distracted by his helmet communication chatter. They backpedaled around the corner before he could notice them.
“Sheet,” Izzy said under her breath.
“You know, you have a really weird accent,” Sverre said.
“Well, that’s a combination of bein’ born and raised in Georgia and goin’ to MIT,” she said proudly.
“Kind of a ‘southern and smart’ thing,” he remarked.
“We’ve got about eight minutes to get out of here, and you are wastin’ it talkin’ ’bout accents. See that guy down there? That guy is the only reason you are here right now. So, get to work!” she commanded, shoving him out into the hallway.
The guard at the end of the hallway finally noticed their presence. He said something into his helmet microphone, then shouldered a nasty-looking rifle and took aim at Sverre as he slowly advanced down the hall.
“Don’t worry, that will probably be set on stun, because your file is marked as ‘Do Not Kill.’ But don’t get stunned, or we are done,” she hissed from around the corner.
“That makes me feel so much better,” Sverre shouted, crouching down.
The guard was shouting something, but Sverre was focusing and did not hear. Time slowed down as he cleared his mind, analyzing his opponent’s body language, height, weight, and speed. He’d done this a few times before, allowing the ancient instincts of the warriors within him to predict the movement patterns of his opponent. The hardware and tech might change, but human nature remained the same. The guard was overconfident, rushing his unarmed, unarmored opponent. He’d probably never had to contain a live prisoner before.
The guard stopped, agitated that Sverre wasn’t obeying his commands. The distance was a bit more than Sverre had hoped for, but time was running out.
Sverre’s first step cracked loudly in the narrow hallway. The speed of his launch was approximately thirty percent faster than the fastest Olympic athlete.
Too slow! The past weeks in confinement and constant abuse had eroded his skills. The guard pulled the trigger on his weapon.
The blue bolt sizzled past his left side, passing through his loose-fitting shirt. He’d twisted just in time, but there was a neat hole where the beam had passed.
I’m not sure this guy got the “no kill” memo, Sverre thought, increasing his speed. With each step, he accelerated, but it seemed to him that he was moving in slow motion. In his view, the guard was practically standing still.
The armored man fired again, upset that his first shot had missed. However, before his finger squeezed the trigger, Sverre had already seen his intent and shoved off the wall, easily moving out of the way of the energy. The distance between them was now half of what it had been when the confrontation started.
The guard attempted to fire again, but there was a second delay in the recharge mechanism. Sverre was unfamiliar with the weapon. He was beginning to think he’d only been given access to a small portion of the agency’s information while he was training.
Another blast whizzed by his head, this time close enough to sizzle a few strands of hair. The smell of burnt hair and ozone lingered in the air. He’d have to time the last movement perfectly as he’d be face-to-face with his adversary.
He paused unexpectedly, then spun to the side, causing the guard to miss again. It was time. He dashed forward, leaping against the wall, using his momentum to carry him forward. The guard, nearly hysterical at this point, fired again, but Sverre had already kicked off and landed on the opposing wall.
The beam blasted the area he had just leapt from, leaving sooty black scorch marks that contrasted with the pure white paint. Sverre drove off again, crashing into the guard in a flying body press. One fact about armor: great for blocking knives and bullets; not so great for hand-to-hand combat. Sverre quickly maneuvered into position, using the armor’s vulnerable joint system against his foe. Within a few seconds, he’d choked the man unconscious.
“Not bad!” Izzy said, jogging up from behind. “I knew you could do it.”
Sverre bent down and picked up the weapon, which instantly powered down. He flipped it around, looking it over curiously.
“Don’t bother. It’s coded to the DNA of each guard. Hand it to me,” Izzy said.
Sverre passed the weapon to her. She looked at it intently, squinting her eyes as her tongue poked out of the side of her mouth. After a few seconds, it hummed back to life.
“That’s no kind of hacking I’ve ever heard of,” Sverre said.
“Hey, a girl’s gotta have her secrets,” Izzy retorted, moving to the wall console outside of the door the guard was protecting. Within fifteen seconds, she had the door unlocked. Sverre wrenched it open. The path to freedom lay before them.




CHAPTER TWENTY

“We’re almost there!” Izzy exclaimed.
Once she had a weapon, she wasn’t so timid about taking the lead, Sverre noted mentally.
“We’ll hop into a personnel transport, and I’ll fly us out of here. I put their radar system in a loop before the power went down. By the time they realize it, we’ll be home free.”
“Where to after that?”
“You seem to do pretty good in a scrap, so if you want to come with me for a bit, I can make it worth your while. Plus, you ain’t too hard on the eyes. I might be able to teach you a few things,” she said, smirking.
He wasn’t quite sure what “things” she was talking about, but this woman made him extremely nervous for some reason.
“At the end of the next hall is the loadin’ bay,” she said, panting slightly.
Once again, they rounded the corner, and a lone figure stood at the end of the hallway.
Sverre started to walk forward, but Izzy nudged past him.
“I’ve got this,” she said confidently. She checked the settings on the weapon, raising it against her shoulder.
The man at the end of the hall did not move as she raised the weapon. “Your funeral, buddy,” she muttered under her breath as she took aim. The blue bolt flared from the weapon, directly at the face of the man.
At the last instant, he raised his hand as if to block the energy bolt. A small flare of illumination flashed as the bolt struck his upheld hand. A stream of smoke snaked away from his palm.
“What the…?” Izzy stammered. She checked the settings on the weapon and adjusted them. The weapon’s hum grew louder as a final LED lit up, signaling full power.
The man did not move, but resumed his relaxed stance. Sverre noted that he was not dressed like anyone else he’d seen in the facility. A long black leather trench coat covered his body. The hood was drawn so that his face was hidden in shadow. He had black form-fitting pants that were probably a flexible mesh armor, judging by the glints of faceted material he could see. His supple boots were of a similar material or leather.
Izzy fired again, sending another sizzling bolt racing down the hallway toward the man. Raising his other hand, he blocked the discharge again. The dark figure folded his arms as if waiting impatiently for something interesting to happen.
Izzy looked at Sverre, then back at the man. She studied him carefully, thinking, as if she was trying to remember something she’d overlooked.
“Holy shit…. that’s not…. what the hell is he doing here?” she asked, terror creeping into her voice.
“Who’s that?” Sverre asked, puzzled.
“Just run, idiot!” she said, panicking. She started running down the hall they’d just come from.
“No, I’ve got this!” Sverre shouted, walking down the hallway toward the figure. “Dude doesn’t even have a gun.”
Izzy paused in disbelief, wanting to drag him away but too afraid to go back. She continued running down the hall, leaving Sverre behind.
The man at the end of the hallway said nothing but started to slowly walk toward Sverre.
His stance and body language were nothing like the last guard’s. This man was confident and well-trained.
They met in the middle of the hall, standing several feet apart.
“Looks like I’m going to have to go through you,” Sverre said, cracking his knuckles.
The man nodded silently.
“Do you know who I am?” Sverre asked, annoyed by the calmness of his opponent.
The man nodded again.
“You know you can’t beat me, right?”
The man tilted his head and shrugged slightly, as if someone had just asked him if it was okay to put mayo on his burger.
Sverre’s eyes narrowed, his impatient nature taking over. This guy was making fun of him!
Sverre’s first punch missed by inches. The second one was blocked by his opponent’s arm. It felt like this mysterious stranger had steel plates in his forearms. Sverre launched his knee upward, which his opponent blocked and pushed down with his hands, tilting Sverre’s face forward. A rising elbow caught him in the chin, dazing him.
Hell, did I lose this many steps in here, or is this guy that good? Sverre mentally asked himself, working his jaw around with his hand. The man stood silently, shaking his head as if he was disappointed.
Sverre lunged forward again, his movements picking up speed with each strike. Each was blocked or dodged, but it became apparent that his opponent was having more difficulty as the fight progressed.
The flurry of blows between the two was almost too fast for the human eye to track, at least for a regular human. His opponent was the most skilled martial artist Sverre had ever seen. While he’d trained with many experts at the Farm, they were usually found lacking. Perhaps it was the life-or-death struggle that made the difference, instead of sparring. He’d seen it once or twice while sparring with Jessica. Push her too far and she could easily flip into that cold, calculating mode that sent a shiver down his spine.
What was that? he thought, jumping backward. He had noticed a small light glinting out from inside of the closed hood. His opponent’s left eye was glowing red. No, the outline was wrong for an eye — this was perfectly round, more like the scope of a rifle.
Sverre rushed in again, intent on stopping the man from using a ranged weapon or some unknown ability. His opponent now countered his movements better and responded almost as fast as Sverre could move. Whatever his opponent had done, it allowed him to now match Sverre’s speed. Sverre’s next punch missed completely. He was rewarded with a hard blow to his ribs. Nothing cracked, but if he’d been a regular human, he was sure he would now have several broken ribs.
He looked back up at his opponent, who stood defiant. The man raised his hand, palm up, then opened and closed his hand, making a motion to “bring it.”
There had to be just a few minutes left, if time was not up already. Sverre thought back to the torture room and its nefarious chair. He lunged at his opponent again, this time more viciously and less calculated.
His desperation was magnified by his anger, increasing his strength and speed. The shadowy warrior was taken aback and could not counter the assault. Sverre let his instincts take control. Dredging up the betrayal of those he considered friends, his treatment at the facility, and everything else he’d endured, he fueled his power.
The next punch that landed cracked like a wooden bat on a baseball. Sverre felt several of his opponent’s ribs cave in. The man clutched his side, slowly looking up at Sverre in shock. The red eye flickered, but Sverre still could not make out the face under the hood. The figure shrugged off the pain and stiffened, widening his stance. His arms stretched out at his sides with fingers extended.
Sverre stepped back, unsure of what his opponent was doing. A billowing darkness flowed from the stranger’s right hand. It was as if shadows were spinning slowly toward his palm like a pinwheel. In his left hand, a gleam of blinding light began to dance like a star being born. What had started off with a faint flash now shone like a welder’s torch. Sverre shielded his eyes as best he could. He dared not look directly at it.
His opponent stood confidently. In his right hand was a wispy blade of pure darkness. Trails of black night swirled around the weapon. It was hard to discern the blade, hilt, or handle. In his other hand was a flickering sword of light and energy. It quivered and crackled as if it was pure white electricity. It, too, was hard to behold, blinding as it was.
“Say, you wouldn’t attack an unarmed man?” Sverre asked, backing away.
The man nodded solemnly and advanced. His first strike was with the black blade, which Sverre dodged at the last instant. The sword struck the floor without a sound. The blade had no weight or substance.
Sverre could only back away as the man moved forward, deftly swinging the blades. If the mysterious figure was a master of martial arts, his swordsmanship was on another level altogether. All Sverre could do was avoid the man’s weapons, but he was getting farther from the large doors at the end of the hall which had been his goal. Escape was slipping away. He focused again on his opponent, determined to win at all costs.
He soon noticed a pattern in the blade swings. The light blade was being used to set him up for a strike from the dark one. As the dazzling blade struck the wall and sliced through it with ease, he realized why: his opponent was still trying to capture him, not kill him. One strike from the light blade would slice him in half, but he was unsure of what a blow from the shadow blade would do. Using this knowledge, he devised a risky plan.
There was a soft “whoosh” as the black blade slid under his arm. As amorphous as it was, it was hard to determine exactly where it was at any given moment. The light blade was equally hard to gauge due to its blinding brilliance. He wasn’t sure how his opponent could stand to use it. There had to be only a minute or two left before the power was back on and the security system became aware of his location. He grabbed at the collar still around his neck that he’d forgotten about in the chaos and realized the situation was a lot more desperate than he’d first thought.
Building up a pattern of ducking, dodging, and jumping, he allowed his dueling partner to lead him, waiting for the right moment. Just as the hooded man swung the light blade to force him toward the dark blade, Sverre stopped moving. The blinding blade stopped inches from his shoulder, startling his opponent. Sverre leapt forward instantly, striking the man with the palm of his hand. The impact was so great, his opponent’s feet left the floor. The warrior sailed backward through the air, landing on the ground with a loud thud. He slid down the hallway several feet on his back. Both blades vanished. The man in black did not move.
Sverre continued forward, leaping over the man and sprinting for the doors. He wasn’t sure what he’d do once he got there, seeing as he had no idea how to pilot the craft Izzy had spoken of, but perhaps there would be another vehicle he could use. As for the collar, he didn’t know. It was more blind instinct driving him now, like a cornered animal seeking its freedom.
A few feet before the door, something flew through the air, slicing into the ceiling above him. The light blade had embedded itself deep in the ceiling, just missing his head. He turned to see his foe slowly getting to his feet.
“What the hell are you made of?” Sverre muttered.
He turned to run again. No need in winning a fight when escape was his true goal.               
Behind him, the man’s dark blade rematerialized. He looked down at Sverre’s shadow, which was cast by the light blade ahead of him. The dark warrior jammed the dark sword into the shadow. It sank deep down, unlike the other times it had struck the floor. Sverre’s shadow froze in place.
Sverre instantly felt a force tug him from behind, as if he were wearing a cape that someone had just snagged. Overwhelmed with weakness, he fell to his knees. Disoriented, he fell forward, flat on his face, unable to move.
The figure behind him left the sword where it was and strolled down the hall toward Sverre in triumph.
The doors at the end of the hall exploded inward with a flash of fire and smoke. The bouncing doors and debris sailed over Sverre but solidly impacted his opponent, sending him tumbling down the hall. When the warrior came to a stop, he was covered by the two heavy metallic doors and bits of concrete.
Sverre uncovered his head and looked forward, coughing from the dust in the air. The dust swirled and blasted away, revealing a small VTOL craft hovering in the hangar. One of the missiles was missing from the left missile pod.
“You’ve got about fifteen seconds to get in this ship, mister!” Izzy yelled through a loudspeaker.
Dragging himself up, he glanced backward. There was no movement from his opponent, but he heard shouting farther off. Both of the swords had dematerialized again. His strength returned. Dashing forward, he raced out of the hallway and into the hangar. The craft turned sideways, exposing an open sliding door. He leapt from the top of the stairs directly into the craft.
“Buckle up!” Izzy said, swinging the craft back around. As he settled into the seat, she unleashed another missile at the hangar door and the wall above it. The craft veered to the side from the shock wave. Not waiting, she accelerated through the smoke and cleared the building.
Sverre glanced at her neck and noticed she didn’t have her collar on. He worriedly looped his finger around his. The lights in the building behind them returned. He looked at Izzy with panic in his eyes.
“Oh, you big baby, the charge has been disarmed. I just forgot to take it off,” she said. She hit the autopilot button and reached across the aisle and grabbed his collar with both hands. She paused a second, looked him in the eyes, then dragged him close to kiss him full on the lips. His protest of surprise was muffled.
“Besides, I kind of like you in a collar,” she said with a smile. The collar unlatched, falling to the floor. She let out a victory yell as they flew away into the night sky.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

“Peach, if you don’t eat something soon, you’ll blow away,” Sam remarked, polishing off a brownie. He flicked a few crumbs off of his prodigious gut.
“Something just doesn’t sit right about Sverre’s supposed betrayal,” Jessica responded, completely ignoring Sam’s statement.
“Look, I liked the kid too, but we took a risk on ’em, and he tried to hack the system and ran off. How many times do we have to go over this?”
“So? You know where he was going. We all knew he was headstrong and brash. I don’t like how he was set up. Inquest One is not where he should be. I want to talk to him.”
“All I can say is, it came from higher up to loosen his leash a bit and see what he would do. We knew he was snooping around, and we were right to be worried. It don’t matter for what reason he was doin’ it. You know that. And you know no one is allowed to contact any paranormals bein’ held in Inquest One. Not even you or the Old Man. You just need to get that idea out of your head before you end up locked up, too.”
She stood from the table and excused herself. She couldn’t let it go. Sverre was no traitor. Everyone knew he was foolishly trying to eliminate the werewolves responsible for attacking his family. They were locking up one of their own while letting other threats linger. Her grandfather had been strangely silent on the subject despite her probing.
She glanced at his usual seat at the table, now empty. He’d been missing more and more meals in the past few weeks, which was unusual. Perhaps it was related to what had happened to Sverre.
She went to the observation room once again to review the recordings from that night. Relieving the guard on duty, she settled into position in front of the large array of monitors. Sverre had gained access to her grandfather’s computer, but that terminal only had access to basic information. Bilford did not use it to review top-secret intel. How did Sverre supposedly find the location of the werewolf village while using that terminal? She logged into the system and began to peruse the files and permissions.
She attempted to replicate Sverre’s search but was unsuccessful. Checking the logs, she tried to identify who had granted permission to that terminal around or before that date, but the information was no longer available.
Either someone had put that information on that terminal and erased it afterward, or someone had granted it permissions it should not have, then revoked them. Sverre was not tech savvy enough to gain access to the main system databases with his clearance level. She had a nagging suspicion that someone had framed him, but the problem with digital footprints was they were easily erased if one was careful enough, and she didn’t have maximum security clearance either, despite her position.
She kicked back in the chair and thought a bit. She might have to call in a favor or two to figure this one out, but she was afraid of what she would find. Someone high up had to have arranged this entire operation, and making waves might make things difficult for her facility. It wasn’t completely unknown for corruption to occur within the organization, but it was usually caught by safeguards put into place throughout the centuries. She wondered if her grandfather was complicit in whatever was going on.             
She glanced around at the various monitors that relayed information from cameras on the perimeter of the compound. Unlike most security cameras, they were extremely high resolution, and if you said “enhance” enough, you could observe the legs on a flea on a deer in the woods.
A thick fog had rolled in that night, obscuring visibility. The cameras were just one factor of the security system. There were numerous vibration sensors, motion detectors, and wards placed around the compound. It was not possible for anything of this world or another to approach undetected.
An almost imperceptible movement caught her eye on one of the monitors. Zooming in, she watched and waited. A small bit of fog was being blown about by a breeze. She watched it for a moment, mesmerized by the dancing of the mist in the air. She hadn’t noticed at first, but the little ballet had shifted near one of the ground spike sensors used to detect motion and vibration. The wispy tentacle of fog looped through the air, falling slowly to wind around the sensor. She enhanced again, blinking in disbelief. That shouldn’t be possible.
As it wrapped around the rod, the LED lights blinked a few times until the sensor went dark. She glanced at the other cameras and swiveled their views on other sensors. They were also dark. She then looked at the camera for the main house and noticed the fog was already moving to surround it.
Where are the wards? she thought as she hit the alarm button. The screen showed the fog starting to seep in through the front door. She dashed out the door toward the armory.
There were twenty-four soldiers stationed at the compound at all times (except the night Sverre had been captured). They’d never been attacked directly, but most of the soldiers were hardened veterans of numerous missions. They’d recently accepted a few trainees from another compound to allow some soldiers time off. Of course, there was also her and her grandfather, who were equal to half a dozen soldiers by themselves.
The lights flickered. Arriving at the doors of the armory, she attempted to open the door, but it remained shut. She tried again, with the same result. The compound was on full internal lockdown already, which shouldn’t have happened.
Unsheathing Casca, she deftly released the blade and sliced into the door slowly. It was thick, but the blade cut through the lock. After several minutes, she had it open. Arming herself, she raced down to the stairwell that led to the barracks. The door was locked as well.
If the building was on lockdown, then the guards on the main floor were the only ones providing defense. Everyone else was probably locked in various rooms throughout the building, with the main force stuck in the barracks. It would take too long to cut through all the doors on the way to the barracks. She dashed back up the hall, intent on making her way up to the soldiers on the main floor.
Above her, four men had barricaded themselves in front of the entrance to the building. Although the stout wood frame and door were a decent deterrent, the real protection was the alloy shutter that had risen from the floor behind the door. All windows and doors were likewise blocked by automatic shutters. The walls themselves were a combination of traditional materials on the outside, sandwiching a carbon nanotube and alloy weave that was at least as durable as the alloy doors. Interlaced throughout the material were rune signs and radiation currents that could repulse spiritual invaders.
The material, Knightium, had been developed not long after the advent of modern electricity. The current iteration, Knightium V, was unimaginably more advanced than the original material.
Named after its inventor, Margaret E. Knight, the material had revolutionized the war against supernatural threats, allowing the Order to capture and study beings that could not be held by conventional means.
The soldiers waited nervously, rifles aimed at the doorway. They’d received no orders outside of the alarm. Most of the security systems were down, along with their backups. They were on high alert but unable to discern the threat. The inner doors were locked, trapping them in the foyer and adjacent rooms.
There was a faint rapping on the other side of the outer door, then silence. A loud crash followed, sounding like the conventional wooden door had been obliterated. The soldiers looked at each other, sweat trickling down their brows. The gentle rapping continued on the metal blast door.
“Heh, no way they are getting through the gate,” one of the soldiers said. A faint scratching sound like nails on a chalkboard emanated from the metal barrier, causing some of them to wince. Again, someone knocked from the other side. The youngest of the gathered soldiers danced around, led by his bravado. He was one of the green transfers.
“I’d love to see you get through that!” he shouted. “C’mon in! I got something for ya!” He waved his rifle threateningly.
“Calm the hell down, Chris!” one of the others ordered.
“That was exactly what I was waiting to hear,” stated a calm voice through the doorway. “It’s refreshing to find someone with manners in these modern times. I accept your invitation.” A loud gong followed as a huge bulge appeared in the material.
“N-no way, man, that thing could survive fifty RPG attacks!” one of the soldiers shouted. “Where the hell is the backup?” he pleaded, looking down the hall behind them.
The first bulge was followed by several more. A small crack appeared where the protrusions touched. Something was forcing its way through the nigh-impenetrable barrier with its bare hands.
***
Jessica raced up the stairs. In her left hand was an assault rifle with a cartridge of ammunition that varied. Some shells might affect a werewolf; other shells might affect a golem. In her left was Casca, one of the most potent weapons in the building.
When she reached the main floor, she was shocked by the carnage. It had only taken a few minutes, but the front of the building was completely exposed. The metal doors had been blown violently off their hinges. Small fires burned as plaster fell away from the walls. Hundreds of bullet holes lined every surface. Limbs were strewn about. She counted two bodies. One was dismembered. The other was completely pale, drained of blood. How could all of this have happened so quickly?
There was a commotion upstairs. She silently sprinted to investigate.
In a side room, two figures struggled. One went down, unmoving. The room was dark, as all of the lights had been smashed except for one lamp in the corner.
“Hold it!” she yelled, taking aim. She switched on the LED light on her rifle to identify the combatants.
One of the soldiers was standing over the body of another. In his hand, he held a bloody knife. He was likewise covered in blood. He turned to face her. The look on his face was not one of a rational man.
“Mark?” she gasped, recognizing the soldier. “What are you doing? Put down the knife!” she commanded.
He lurched toward her, raising the weapon above his head.
“Drop it!” she shouted. He continued to shamble toward her. She fired one round into his thigh. He continued forward, seemingly oblivious to the wound.
She swung around and landed a roundhouse kick to his head, sending him reeling across the room. He crashed into a table, flipping it over on top of himself. He stood back up, advancing again.
“Don’t make me do this, Mark!” she ordered.
A hand burst from his chest, covered in gore and blood. The enthralled man looked down at his still-beating heart in the grip of the hand.
“The lady requested something of you. You must respect her wishes,” a silky voice said from behind Mark, its speaker hidden in the darkness.
“Fool, I told you to kill soldiers, not her!” the figure stated before tossing the limp body to the side as if it were a rag doll.
“Stay where you are,” Jessica said, focusing her light on the unknown entity.
“No need for dramatics, Jessica. I’m here to see you. This could all have been done peacefully, but these men insisted otherwise. It seems my visitation did not go as planned.”
The man was around six feet tall, dressed head to toe in black. His outfit was body armor, but molded to look like a very expensive suit. Despite the carnage all around and a few specks of blood, he was unharmed by the entire confrontation.
“Yes, despite my innumerable talents, I still take precautions,” he said, following her gaze to his protective suit. He was extremely handsome, with black hair, golden eyes, a chiseled face, and a well-muscled body.
Upon seeing his face, Jessica opened fire, focusing on the area of his heart. The body armor deflected most of the shells, but a few released a fluorescent green liquid that bubbled and sizzled on the front of the suit. The material started to melt into a thick sludge, exposing a small area of his chest.
“That’s new,” he remarked, looking down at the hole forming in the suit. “Some type of molecular acid, I take it?”
Before she could blink, he appeared in front of her, grabbing the rifle and crushing it in a split second. He made no attempt to attack her.
“This was a very expensive suit. The man who made it is dead, and I haven’t found someone who can work with this material with the same skill,” he said.
“I’ll make sure they bury you in it,” she retorted, flipping backward, catching him under the chin with a boot. She tossed a ball to the ground that bounced back up and hovered in the air. It flickered for a moment and remained lit, bathing the room in a blinding light. The man drew back, shielding his face with his hands, just as Jessica lunged forward with Casca, plunging the blade into the hole in his chest armor. She jumped backward before he could strike back.
The man chuckled, walking toward her, still shielding his face from the light. The ball released a combination flare with ultraviolet light. The ultraviolet light was not strong enough to do much harm to a vampire of his level, but it would blind him temporarily if he wasn’t careful. With his free hand, he grasped the orb and crushed it. He lowered his other arm and looked at his chest.
“Truly, Casca is one of the most marvelous inventions your father ever created,” he stated, looking at the small hole in his skin. “However, Casca would need to remain in contact with my flesh for three seconds before reaching my heart, then another two seconds to destroy it. You barely made it through my skin, although your callous and barbaric attack has certainly wounded my heart, my lovely. Of course, there was no way you could know this, as the Order’s information on vampire lords is virtually nonexistent.”
“Don’t you speak of my father!” Jessica yelled, exploding forward again, Casca aimed at the same spot.
“Stop.”
She immediately ceased moving. Just as in a game of Red Light, Green Light, she was instantly immobile. Her time had run out.
He smiled and strode toward her. He gently pried her fingers from around Casca and removed the weapon from her grip.
He leaned forward, gently whispering in her ear, his voice like velvet. “I know your father better than you do. I know the secret to these weapons he created as well.”
With that, he stepped back into her view, drew a deep breath, and exhaled onto Casca. The minute particles began to break away, drifting off into the air. The effect was similar to blowing onto a dandelion until nothing remained but the hilt.
“They rely on willpower,” he said, smiling again.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Sverre’s mind wandered as they streaked across the dark night sky. There was a faint glow on the horizon, a mixture of pink and orange contrasting against black, indicating dawn was approaching. “What was that awful place?” he asked.
“Utah,” she replied. “Oh, you mean that dandy prison in the middle of the desert. That place is more of a high-level security research station than anything. The real threats are kept at the Mariana facility. Be glad we weren’t there, because there ain’t no coming back from that place.”
“Mariana? You mean the Mariana Trench?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.
“Yup. Not a lot of info on it, but the life expectancy there tends to be on the low side.”
“I thought the Order eliminated threats on the spot in most cases?”
“Some things they haven’t figured out a way to eliminate, bucko — I meant the life expectancy of the guards,” she said. “That place we were just at is called Inquest One. Top-of-the-line research and development. They catalog and study new phenomena there, figure out ways to counter it or weaponize it.”
“So, why were you there?” he asked.
“Let’s just say they don’t take kindly to someone selling their tech and secrets, but they couldn’t figure out how I was gettin’ around their firewalls. I worked for them for years and made a lot
of scratch stealing their tech and secrets. As best they could determine, they figured I was some kind of telepath, so they kept me locked in an EM room, using electromagnetic waves to block any thought waves into or out of the room. Problem is, that ain’t what I am.”
“So, what are you?” Sverre asked.
“Now, now, don’t go asking a girl personal questions on a first date, hon. That’s just bad manners,” she replied.
“Seems kind of unfair that you know everything about me.”
“I just broke your butt out of jail and saved said butt from one grade A bad-ass mofo, so I don’t think I owe ya too much.”
“Who the hell was that guy?”
“Code name’s Reaper. He’s a top Slayer for the Order. I’ve got no clue what he was doin’ there, because he wasn’t on any of the lists, and guard duty is definitely below his pay grade.”
“What do you mean by Slayer? I’ve heard that term before, I think.”
She gave him a disbelieving sideways glance. “You really don’t know much, do ya? Stalkers infiltrate or gather data and eliminate light to medium threats. Slayers assassinate top-level threats. They don’t come much nastier than those guys. Fortunately, there ain’t a lot of ’em.”
“How did he do those things? The swords he had…the fact he could block your shots?” Sverre asked.
“Slayers have their own gifts, just like you and I do. Honed to perfection, and always wearing the latest and greatest tech the Order has to offer, just like James Bond. Reaper hails from Japan, so there’s no tellin’ what he’s got under that cloak at any given time.”
“How did he stop me with that sword of his?”
“Don’t know. What am I, Wikipedia? You’re lucky I know as much as I do about most of this crap, because you seem to know two things, jack and shit.”
“Where are we going?”
“Sheesh, enough with the questions, already! We’re headin’ to Chicago, where I can dump this crate, make some scratch and check in with some of my contacts. I’ve been out of the game for too long, but, you know — things never change.”
“I’ve got to get back to my friends.”
Izzy burst out laughing, glancing at him several times, checking to see if he was joking. “Not sure if you realize this, bud, but you ain’t got no friends. Your ‘friends’ are the ones who locked you up in there. Hell, I’m all you got now. You try going back there, and you’ll be right back at Inquest in a day, if they don’t liquidate you on the spot. You are going to be a renegade the rest of your life, hunted by that agency no matter where you go.”
“We’ll see,” he said, determination in his voice.
They arrived in a wooded area miles away from the city shortly after. Izzy was a very skilled pilot. She slowly brought the craft through an opening in a canopy of trees and landed. She typed a few commands into the console, and the exterior of the craft faded away, resembling the foliage around them. Noting Sverre’s interest, she explained.
“There are hundreds of miniature projectors and cameras on the hull. The cameras capture the environment from all angles, and the projectors display that image on the exterior. Almost as good as invisibility, but not quite. Makes it impossible to spot by satellite, and you’d have to be within about twenty feet of it before your eyes noticed somethin’ was off.”
“What about tracking devices?” he asked.
“Oh, shit! I never thought of that!” she said in a panicked voice, opening a small hatch and looking around it in an exaggerated manner. “Of course I already disabled those, before we even left. The false flight pattern I loaded into their radar system shows us heading for Mexico.”
Sverre was becoming slightly annoyed that every question was being met with such hostility.
“I said to trust me. I’ve been at this game before you were in junior high,” she said, walking off through the trees.
“How are we getting into the city?” he asked, wincing that he’d asked another question. She didn’t mock him this time.
“Well, we walk three miles this way, and I call a cab to pick us up at a rest stop. Car trouble, you see.”
“I don’t have any money.”
“Heh, don’t worry, I think I can scrape together cab fare,” she said, smiling as if she knew something he didn’t.
At the rest stop, they hid in the bushes while Izzy patiently waited. Cars, trucks, and RVs came and went. When one parked close to their location, she rushed out and snagged a suitcase from the top of it or out of the back of a truck. After two or three attempts, they managed to cobble together some not-too-conspicuous outfits.
“Can’t be riding around town in those prisoner outfits from Inquest. All it would take is one suspicious cop or meter maid, and we’d be flagged in an instant.”
They arrived later on the outskirts of the city, in a rather mundane-looking suburb. The house was a nondescript brick ranch that looked like it would house a blue-collar family with three kids.
“This is your house?” he asked.
“It’s one of my houses. Or safe house, rather. Can’t have too many. This one has the best shower, though. Brand-new water heater and deluxe rain forest spout.”
“We came here so you could take a shower?”
“Gotta have your priorities straight, Sverre,” she said as she pulled a key from under a fake rock in the garden.
The inside of the house was as generic as the outside. Perhaps a bit more run-down than he’d expected.
“I’ve got a lot of things on my to-do list, so housekeeping tends to go on the back burner,” Izzy explained, checking each room to make sure no squatters had moved in.
Sverre flopped on the couch and stretched out. He hadn’t been this tired in ages. Numerous bruises and cuts covered his body from the breakout. The idea of a nice long nap was extremely appealing. Izzy started the shower. He closed his eyes, but a loud gurgle from his stomach caused him to open them again.
“You got anything to eat?” he shouted.
“Help yourself. Not sure what’s in there, though.”
The cabinets were surprisingly well-stocked, but box after box was a disappointment. Many of the expiration dates were from two, three, even five years ago. The freezer foods had similar dates, but there was one frozen dinner that was only six months expired. The frozen chicken patties looked like the most appetizing thing he’d ever seen in his life at this point.
Honestly, it wasn’t half-bad, he thought to himself fifteen minutes later. He lay back on the couch and flipped on the TV, but apparently the cable bill hadn’t been paid in a while.
He found a local broadcast channel. It was a talk show, and a scummy one at that. The episode was about brothers and sisters who married but were cheating on each other with their own parents. They can’t think anyone believes this crap, he thought as he started to doze off.
“Hey! I love this show!” Izzy shouted.
His eyes focused slowly on the figure standing in front of him, blocking his view. There was a profoundly naked ass mere inches from his face.
He scrambled to the other end of the sofa. “What the hell, Izzy?”
“Oh, I’m sorry, hon, didn’t mean to block your view,” she said, sitting down without taking her eyes off the screen.
“No, I mean — you’re naked!”
She looked down, then back at him. “Yeah?” she replied, starting to dry her hair.
“Why don’t you have any clothes on?” he cried.
“Say, why don’t you hop in the shower and clean yourself up?” she suggested. Her demeanor had changed for some reason, as if an idea had just occurred to her.
What is wrong with this girl? Sverre thought, getting up and heading to the bathroom. A long, hot shower did sound great, though. After that, he was going to sleep for ten hours straight.
Although the house was plain, the shower was anything but. It was one of those standing units that didn’t have a tub. Large glass doors. There was a wooden bench built into the wall. The walls and floor were lined with expensive-looking tile. It was the type of shower you’d find in a house costing three times what this house cost. He found a bottle of men’s body wash among a dozen other bottles of various products.
The water was very comfortable right from the start. Probably one of those auto-sensing valves. He stood in the flow, which cascaded gently from the ridiculously oversized shower head, letting it rinse the grime and blood away for long minutes. His tense muscles relaxed. He breathed a giant sigh of relief.
Maybe things would work out. He wasn’t sure if a life on the run sounded agreeable. Maybe he could move to another country and hide out. No, the Order was worldwide and well-connected, more so than any other agency, like Interpol. What about moving into the wilderness and living in a log cabin or something?
He lathered the body wash in his hands and scrubbed all over. A sharp pain radiated from his shoulder as his hand passed over it. He looked down to see a small shard of something like white ceramic embedded in his flesh. It must have been from when Izzy blew the doors. Wincing, he pried it out and set it on a shelf. Blood oozed out of the small crater. Since it felt like he’d been beaten like a piñata, what was one more injury?
He poured the soap onto his head and used it to wash his face as well as his hair. He could feel tiny bits of dust and rubble, which he worked loose.
A slight click sounded from his right. “Hello?” he called out. As he wiped the lather from his eyes, they teared up. He swung his arm and hit someone.
“OW! Watch it, ya big oaf!”
Sverre rubbed his eyes again as water trickled down, washing out the soap. “I-Izzy?” he stammered.
She stood about two feet away from him, rubbing her temple. She was still naked.
“What are you doing in here? Get out!” he said, covering his nether regions with a loofah while backing up against the wall.
She smirked, her gaze following from where his hands were and up to his face. “Too late, I already saw.”
“What the hell! Get out of here!” he said, his face turning beet red.
“Don’t be so uptight!” she said, moving forward so the shower began to run down her damp hair, matting it. Sverre watched as the flow of water trickled, traveling around her ample curves.
She noticed his gaze and smiled more broadly. “So, you do like girls.”
“What? Of course I like girls, but, but…just get out! Don’t be weird!”
“What’s weird about this? It’s just natural. A young, handsome, strapping man and a sizzling-hot girl just getting clean together. Sounds like one of the most natural things in the world to me,” she said with feigned innocence.
She took a bottle of body wash and popped the cap, then looked back at him. She then drizzled the purple liquid all over her body. She flipped the cap back on and set the bottle on the shelf again. Then she began rubbing it over her chest, squeezing her breasts together. Sverre marveled at the fluid dynamics unfolding in front of him, his mouth agape.
“You…already took…a shower,” he said, his mind fumbling for words.
“I just felt like getting wet,” she said, turning her back to him. “Be a dear and scrub my back, would ya?”
He looked around the shower and noticed there were no other washcloths. He looked down at the loofah in his hand, then at her naked back. Water trickled down, a rivulet running between her cheeks. He swallowed hard and stepped forward.
He kept the loofah where it was and used his other hand to gently pat her back.
“Now, c’mon, it’s not going to get clean like that,” she complained.
He swirled his hand slightly harder, in a larger pattern, but making sure to steer clear of any controversial areas.
“No, use that thing between your legs,” she said. It sounded like she was giggling.
He hesitantly brought the loofah up and began to wash with both hands. He noticed with panic that he was becoming aroused very quickly.
“That’s better!” She unexpectedly turned around and looked down. “MUCH better!” she said, looking back up at his face with a devious grin.
He backed up as she moved closer. “Izzy, I don’t think…” he stammered. He bumped up against the wall as she inched closer.
“That’s your problem, hon: you think too much.” She stopped a few inches from him, then slowly leaned forward. He tucked his butt up against the wall so he wouldn’t touch her.
She brought her chest forward until her soapy nipples brushed against his chest and whispered, “Sometimes, you just have to do what ya wanna do.”
She grabbed his head and pulled his face forward, smashing her mouth against his. He dropped the loofah.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Sverre awoke later that day in a daze. He didn’t recall falling asleep. Images flashed in his mind: of the shower, the living room, then finally the bedroom. The things she’d done, the things he’d done… He wasn’t even sure if those acts had names.
He heard movement from across the room as Izzy entered, putting an earring in. “Oh, hey, there’s my marathon man,” she said, smiling. “I’d like to try that again once you are healed up. Not bad for a first time.”
Sverre sat up and argued, “That was not my first time!”
“Don’t get upset. Not bad for a second or third time, then,” she teased, looking in the mirror while brushing her hair.
“I’ve done that lots of times!” he protested.
“Don’t get too upset, boo-boo. You did great. I’m just playing,” she soothed, pulling on some leather boots.
“Look, I don’t think we should…” he started.
“Don’t sweat it. A roll in the hay don’t mean we’re engaged,” she said, finally turning to look at him. “We had some fun, probably will again.”
“Where are you going?” he asked, swinging his legs over the side of the bed. The world spun for a second, causing him to steady himself. He wondered if it was caused by the fights at Inquest or his encounters with Izzy last night.
“Gotta head out to meet up with a dude about hiding that ship we flew over in, then meet up with a few contacts to see what’s what,” she replied.
“I’ll come with you,” he said, standing.
“Whoa, there, boy. No, you aren’t. First, you might be my new muscle, but I don’t need a novice messing up my business deals and making me look bad. Second, you don’t know anything about trying to live life avoiding the Order. You’d give us away in about five minutes. Third, you can’t go out in public in pants that are four sizes too big for you, a wife-beater, and sandals we stole out of some tourists’ bags. You stay here, rest up, and I’ll be back before night with some nice threads for you, dinner, and our next move.”
After thinking it over, he said, “Can you at least get the damn cable turned back on?”
“Now, that, I can do. There’s a Gamestation under the TV too, if you want to play some games.”
“Gamestation? That thing’s five years old!” he whined, following her into the living room.
“Beggars can’t be choosers,” she said, grabbing her purse from the table and heading out. “I’m serious. Don’t leave the house, don’t browse the web, don’t order a pizza, or you will screw us,” she warned, pausing in the doorway.
“Alright, alright, I got your damn rules,” he argued, plopping down on the couch.
It was around three o’clock when the cable was restored, forcing him to entertain himself with the ancient gaming system in the meantime. Graphics really had come a long way in the past five years, but at least she had pretty good taste in games.
Izzy returned at seven. He’d eaten another one of the TV dinners; this one wasn’t nearly as good as the mediocre dinner from the previous day. Izzy carried several bags, as well as a box that smelled heavenly.
“Sixteen-ounce prime rib, loaded baked potato, and all the trimmin’s,” she explained, placing the white takeout box in front of him. She went back out and brought in some bottles of beer and tossed one to him.
“You’ve got expensive tastes,” he said, looking at the bottle and the dinner in front of him.
“Nothing but the best for my employees,” she answered, holding up a suit that looked like it cost more than Sverre’s family car.
He wolfed down his current bite of food in order to retort, “I’m not your employee!”
“Okay, we can go with partner for now, if it makes you feel better,” she said, pulling out several other bags of clothes, for both him and her.
“And I don’t wear suits!”
“When we are out on business, and with me, you will,” she stated firmly.
“You know, I don’t remember saying I’m going to be doing anything with you,” he countered in between shoveling food into his mouth.
“I don’t think you’ve got a lot of say in the matter. I can make it worth your while. Hell, with my contacts and know-how and your abilities, the world’s our oyster, bucko.”
“What exactly is it you do?”
“A little of this, a little of that. Corporate espionage, sales, theft, information brokering, payday loans…assassinations.”
Sverre choked briefly at that last statement. “Um, this sounds like the mafia or something. I don’t have any interest in being a thug for your little operation, and I definitely don’t kill people for money. Also, how do payday loans fit into any of that?”
“You haven’t even seen the checks yet.”
“I don’t care how much it is! I’m not getting caught up in this crap and ending up in prison,” he protested.
“Oh, prison isn’t a worry for us. You get sloppy in this business, you’d spend about thirty minutes in the local jail before Order goons pick you up, or else someone like Reaper shows up in the middle of the night and you disappear.”
“You sure paint a lovely picture. Very enticing.”
She pulled out her phone, tapped a few times, then showed him a picture of an underground garage somewhere. The garage contained thirty high-end luxury and performance cars, each costing around a million dollars or more. “That’s my garage under a building I own in Dubai,” she said.
“How the hell do you have so much money?”
“Stick with me, and I’ll show you how. You’ll be wealthy, have any woman you want, do whatever you want,” she cooed. “You could even get revenge on those nasty werewolves.”
Sverre briefly thought of Jessica at the mention of “any woman.” “How do you know about that?” he asked.
“It was all in your file. The Order keeps very detailed files, especially on members. I spent some time studying yours before deciding you were my ticket out of there. I even read through all of your testin’ phases at Inquest.”
“Gee, you sure know a lot about me, but I don’t know a thing about you besides you are apparently rich and pretty damn bossy.”
“That’s the thing about being the boss — you get the right to be bossy,” she countered.
He thought about it. He couldn’t really do much on his own, and she seemed to have a lot of resources. He didn’t have any immediate options. The deaths of his parents were going to eat away at him unless he did something eventually. Izzy could probably set something up on that front, and she did seem to know what she was doing. Then again, she had been a prisoner at Inquest One.
He stood and reached across the table. She looked surprised, then smiled and took his hand in hers and shook.
“You’ve got a deal, at least for now,” he said.
“Fan-tastic!” she exclaimed. This guy could be the key to solving a lot of lingering problems. It was hard finding a capable, dependable guy in this business, and Sverre was as gullible as they came. Plus, he was good in bed. Sverre seemed trustworthy, but it was going to be a long time before she trusted anyone again.
Her eyes narrowed as she thought about Chuck. She was going to need a top crew if she was going to take him down, and Sverre was a good start. She’d have that traitor’s balls in a jar before all was said and done.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

The next day, Izzy explained all of the dos and don’ts about traveling in public. She gave him a pair of sunglasses. “These emit a spectrum of light on varying wavelengths at all times, makin’ your face unreadable by facial recognition software. Probably the most important thing for flying under the radar. Don’t use any credit cards or checks or anything unless I give them to ya. Use only the phones I provide, because they are on their own cell system and can’t be monitored.”
“You have your own cellular network?”
“No, my little nooblet, this is the Shadow Network. Varying bands that piggyback on partitions on hacked towers that change up every few minutes. Real big in our business. Small-timers use things like prepaid phones; the bigwigs use the Shadow Network.”
She handed him a black, ordinary-looking handgun.
“Really? Everyone else is running around with magic swords, ray guns, and killer robots, and you give me a nine?” he asked as if she had just handed him a BB gun.
“Yeah…sorry. We are going to have to do something about that eventually. I’ve got a few ideas in mind, but this is all I’ve got on me at the moment. Your martial arts are pretty impressive and all, but we’re goin’ to need something more appropriate for this line of work. You can only get so far karate chopping a mummy.”
“Mummy? I thought you said you dealt in information and the black market.”
“I deal with the Underworld. You know, all of the guys your buddies are trying to wipe out. The supernatural coalition that is trying to stay one step ahead of the hangman’s noose. People that are part of the system are called Underworlders.”
“Wait, so you are selling out your own kind to make a buck, dealing with scum like those werewolves?” he asked.
“I know you’ve been fed the corporate line, hon, but those people you call ‘scum’ are just like you and me. They might have been born different, or had some curse come into their lives that made them transform into a giant panda under the full moon, or even been sucked into our world from some other dimension, but they want the same things in life that we all do,” she explained.
“I’ve seen the logs. They murder people. They kidnap children. They’ve wiped out whole villages and towns,” Sverre countered.
“I’m not sayin’ they’re all angels. Hell, how many humans are killed by other humans every year? Half a million? How many died in World War II? For every member of the Underworld who kills or hurts someone, there are one hundred that have never harmed a fly. And that’s saying something, because some of them eat flies exclusively. You try being a seven-foot-tall reptile staring at twenty babes swimming above you on Spring Break. It’s really hard not to steal one to take home to be your bride.”
“You’re joking, right? I can’t believe what I’m hearing!” Sverre argued, turning away. “This is ridiculous! You are defending these monsters that the Order was created to eliminate!”
“Hon, the Order was created to eliminate anything that isn’t human, that doesn’t fit into their neat hierarchy. They’ve worked a real long time to ensure that man is at the top of the food chain, and everything else on the planet is expendable. That includes everything from wiping out regular species like wolves to supernatural ones like werewolves. The planet’s ecosystem is out of whack because mankind destroys anything he considers a threat or a nuisance.”
“So? What’s wrong with that? What’s wrong with getting rid of things that can kill you? This is our own species we are talking about, here,” Sverre said.
“Is it? Are you a normal man? Am I a normal woman? Newsflash, slick: we are the ones the Order was created to take out. Anyone who doesn’t play ball, the unusual, the ones who don’t fit in. If you are at least human, they might be willing to overlook any special abilities you have if you work for them like a slave, but if you don’t — they are coming for you,” she said, her voice cracking.
It sounded like she had personal experience in the matter. He wondered how she had ended up at Inquest.
“I know it’s a lot to take in, and I’m not asking you to do anything you don’t wanna do, but at least gather a few more facts before you make up your mind. Believe me, there’s another side to this story. I’d really hate to see a good guy like yourself try to make it out there on your own. Your chances with us are a lot better.”
“You want me to work with guys who killed my parents, killed those college kids, just to save my own skin?” he asked.
“Like I said, they ain’t all like that. Just give them a chance,” she pleaded.
Sverre stared at her for a moment before deciding. “Alright. Sure, let’s do this. But I’m not agreeing to anything. You show me what you have to show me, then I’ll make up my mind.”
“That’s all I’m askin’. Just stay cool, let me do the talking,” she replied, relieved. The hardest part was over, but now the legwork began.
She’d have to let him see the slums and hovels before hitting up Fur and Feathers. Better that he saw how the innocents barely got by in society before introducing him to the criminal element. One wrong word in Feathers, and they’d meet exactly the stereotypical bloodthirsty chumps Sverre was talking about, and there’d be no winning him back over.
“What a crap heap!” Sverre exclaimed upon seeing the car Izzy had arrived in. It looked like if she’d paid five hundred dollars for it, she would have been ripped off.
“Where we’re going, this will blend right in. I’d like to actually have the wheels and tires attached when we need to leave. Believe me, I’d much rather cruise over in a BMW, but it would most likely get stolen before I could click the alarm button,” she said, opening the driver’s side door.
“You don’t want me to drive?” he asked.
“Hah. I do my own driving, and you are so green, I doubt you’ve driven much besides your mom’s minivan.”
They drove for an hour to a remote part of the city. It appeared to be mostly abandoned at first, but Sverre noticed a few people walking around, probably homeless, he guessed. Random paper and trash tumbled across the barren streets, blowing in the wind. Every building was boarded up, otherwise shattered windows and broken doors were visible. Sverre attempted to translate the graffiti which adorned the walls, but gave up shortly. The few people shuffling about looked up at the passing car with little interest to see if they knew the passengers.
“Cheery place,” Sverre remarked, gazing out of the window.
“Hon, this is the good part of town,” Izzy said, pulling down a side street.
A few moments later, they arrived at a junkyard. Izzy parked the jalopy beside a batch of cars that looked similar to their car. Sverre hoped that once they were done with their business, they didn’t return to a crushed metal cube.
Izzy talked to a man running a crane while Sverre looked on. Eventually, another man came over and interjected, apparently upset that his employee wasn’t working. Sverre saw Izzy flash him some cash while pointing at their car.
“Numbskulls!” Izzy said upon returning. “I miss when Cal ran the place. No questions asked.”
“Where are we heading?” Sverre asked.
“Just follow me. I told them we were going to search for car parts.”
Walking to the far end of the lot, out of sight of anyone, they stopped behind an ancient stack of rusty clunkers that looked as if they hadn’t been moved in years. She pulled him into a dark, cramped area. A large concrete drainage tunnel protruded out of a hill, hidden by the tower of cars. Thick metal bars blocked the entrance. She rotated one bar with some effort. It pulled loose, creating enough room to squeeze through.
“Here we go,” Izzy said, heading inside. She pulled out a small LED lamp and switched it on. Izzy screwed the bar back into place and continued inside once Sverre was through.
“Okay, now tell me why we are in a junkyard in the middle of a larger junkyard that some people apparently call a city.”
“We are goin’ to a bar called Fur and Feathers, but first I wanted you to see the people we are fighting for,” she explained. “This is the long way around to Xibalba.”
“Xibalba? That’s an unusual name.”
“Yeah, talk to Drake about that. When you create your own underground labyrinthine city, you can call it what you want,” she replied, proceeding into the depths of the musty tunnel.
They walked for a mile before stopping at a large steel door bolted to the side of a cement wall. Izzy pulled out a card and pressed it against the door, which opened.
“Don’t make any sudden moves,” she instructed Sverre.
Sverre could make out the sound of sniffing and some muffled movements in the darkness behind the door. It opened wider, allowing Izzy to walk through. She paused, turning back to the cautious Sverre, asking, “You coming?”
His eyes adjusted to the dim light. On the other side of the door were two very large men dressed in body armor. Each carried an assault rifle. Despite the lack of visibility, the air carried a variety of scents, from food and waste to decay and unidentified animals.
The chamber was very large, almost resembling a main street in a small town in the middle of the night. Izzy spoke to the guards, who were eyeing both of them suspiciously — not without a little hint of dislike. One of the guards pulled out a radio, spoke for a moment, then motioned with his head for them to move along.
Sverre leaned in and whispered, “Not the friendliest of guys.”
The guard with the radio smiled, revealing razor-sharp teeth.
“Remember, many of these guys can hear a pin drop at a hundred feet,” Izzy warned, glancing back at the guard.
They moved down the “street” slowly, allowing Sverre to analyze the underground city. There were various lights on makeshift poles and wires running every which way. This tunnel seemed to have been carved out of the earth, like a very large mining tunnel rather than a natural occurrence. Smaller tunnels branched off to the sides. Some were brightly lit and inviting. Others were cloaked in ominous darkness.
Doors were carved out of the tunnel walls at regular intervals, some with signs above them. Sverre looked into one, noticing shadowy figures seated at tables. A low blue light that might have been from a TV flickered from somewhere out of sight.
“A bar?” he asked, looking at Izzy.
“Just because you howl at the moon doesn’t mean you don’t want some Jack Daniels every now and then,” she remarked, continuing past without peering in.
Coughing erupted from somewhere in the shadows. Cautiously, Sverre moved closer. He then noticed a child playing with a toy in the mouth of one of the dark tunnel branches. The small figure squatted over a makeshift ramp, running a cheap toy car without tires over the ramp, making “vroom” noises.
The child noticed their presence and turned toward them, revealing itself to be a small girl. Sverre’s eyes moved to the horns on her otherwise normal head. She showed him the car, smiling. He smiled back, nodding as if he was impressed by the vehicle. She then broke down in a coughing fit again.
“Not too many doctors down here, and you’ve got to have something to trade for medicine,” Izzy said. “Many residents can’t procreate, so it’s not too common to see kids down here. Judgin’ by the horns, the kid might be half-demon, but most likely is some kind of hybrid human and animal. Not even Underworlders look kindly on demons.”
As they walked along, Sverre noticed more and more people. What seemed at first like a barren cave became a bustling small town. There were probably hundreds, if not thousands, of residents. People of all shapes, sizes, and make-up moved in and out of the passageways. Some were mostly human-looking, but animal traits like reflective eyes revealed their true nature. Others appeared be living corpses but still in possession of their mental faculties. Some were missing body parts or had extra parts. They were all creatures of legend, myth, and nightmares, but none were menacing at the moment. Many appeared to be diseased, downtrodden, or simply exhausted.
“There are many little towns like this across the world,” Izzy explained. “They usually start off as a small group, then expand. They try to stay small so that they aren’t located by the Order. Once that happens, they are wiped out within weeks or months.”
Sverre thought back to the little coughing girl.
Izzy continued, “They scrape by, raiding dumpsters, hunting wildlife like rats, possum, deer. Many of them get a little bit of outside help from Underground support networks funded by wealthy Underworlders who manage to pass for humans. Kind of like how immigrants send money back to their home countries,” Izzy explained. “They send blood, medicine, food, clothes, generators, but it’s never enough. Most everyone who lives down here, except for hunters and thieves, never goes out into the real world. Some who venture up never come back.
“Typically, areas of the town are divided up between Hybrids, Undead, Otherworlders, and whatever doesn’t fit neatly into any category. They work together to keep the place running, but due to dietary needs, socialization, and whatever, each type tends to stick to their own kind,” she continued. “Many of them set up their own little shops, sending profits back to the Benefactors — that is what we call the ones who send supplies — and the Benefactors send them things to sell or other necessities.”
“What do they use for money?” Sverre asked.
“It’s more of a barter society, but of course a lot of these guys are excellent thieves, so there’s no shortage of actual money, jewelry, and other valuables floating around,” she said with a glint in her eye. Sverre bet that she knew more about that side of the society than she was letting on.
“Hey, you two, want to have a little fun?”
Sverre turned to see a rather attractive woman, probably in her early thirties, standing at the mouth of an alley.
“I can set all of your senses on fire,” she promised.
Sverre turned to Izzy, who didn’t pause. “Just keep walking.”
Sverre looked back at the woman, who feigned a look of disappointment. She smiled, licked her lips, and sashayed back into the darkness.
“Not that we are an item or anything, but you’d best stay away from those types down here,” Izzy advised.
“Why do you say that?” he asked. He wasn’t interested in the woman’s offer, just curious.
“Let’s just say that not only are you too fragile to withstand thirty seconds with some of them, but on top of that, have you ever seen what a supernatural STD does to you? I’ve seen a guy that decayed from the groin out — completely skinless in two minutes! He ran down the steps of the brothel, and the next thing I knew, he was a steaming skeleton in the street outside,” Izzy said excitedly, as if it was the best thing she’d ever seen.
“Sounds like a condom might have been a good idea,” Sverre remarked, trying to drive the picture of the incident out of his mind.
“He was wearing a condom!” she said with a giggle.
Sverre glanced back at the dark alley and thought he heard laughter.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

They reached another large door. Izzy once again went through the security procedure as before. This area was well-lit, and the sound of modern music drifted from various directions. Laughter, music, and shouting carried from the doorways they passed. The area they were in now was more upscale than the previous section. There were dozens of dazzling neon and LED signs in front of several of the establishments. The residents were dressed well and carried themselves with confidence. Vegas had come to the mole men.
“This is Park Place,” Izzy explained, noticing his curiosity. “It’s where the bigwigs come to do business, or where people who have managed to save up some real money come to blow it. Ninety-nine percent of the people we just saw will never see this place.”
“Just like the real world — the rich get richer, and the poor get poorer,” he responded.
“Yeah, but we are looking to stay in the ‘richer’ category,” she answered, eyeing the front of the largest structure.
It was made up to look like an old saloon, with an expansive wooden porch out front and slatted gates that swung inward. Neon signs flashed “Fur and Feathers.” An animated sign displayed an anthropomorphic cat-girl leaping on a girl who had avian features. The place was the most raucous of all the businesses in the area. Two large bouncers stood out front. One of them appeared to be a bipedal rhinoceros wearing a suit and sunglasses; the other was a man who was even larger than the rhino-man, although Sverre was hoping that was just a trick of perspective.
“This is like some kind of Alice in Wonderland on crack,” Sverre said under his breath. “What the hell have I gotten myself into?”
As they clomped up the giant wooden steps, the half-rhino bouncer lowered his gaze and pulled his sunglasses down, revealing his dark, beady eyes. “Well, shiiit,” he boomed in a deep voice that reminded Sverre of a popular R&B singer from long ago. “I can’t believe lil’ Izzy done come back up in this place.”
“How’s it going, Rocksteady?” she asked with a smirk.
His smile faded instantly. “I tol’ you, don’t call me no Rocksteady. I ain’t no damn Ninja Turtle.”
“Actually, he was the mutated henchman who acted as muscle for Shredder, not a Ninja Turtle,” Sverre corrected.
The man-beast turned slowly to regard Sverre with disdain, seemingly unimpressed with Sverre’s vast knowledge of cartoons and comic books.
“And who the hell is this?” he asked, leaning down to stare into Sverre’s eyes. He snorted, slightly mussing the front of Sverre’s hair.
“Big Ron, this is my new bodyguard, Sverre,” Izzy answered, uneasy that Sverre was already getting on Big Ron’s bad side.
The bestial man turned and looked at the other bouncer. They both burst out laughing. “Damn, you done hit the hard times! Goin’ from Chuck and that crew to this dweeb. You might as well just carry yo’ ass on back to where you came from. I mean, this shit is just embarrassin’!” he said, moving back to his spot at the door.
“Look, Ron, move out of the way. I’ve got business with Drake,” Izzy said impatiently.
“I done said move along, honey. Drake ain’t got no business with has-beens. You gotta be a playa to come up in here!” he responded, tugging on his jacket and nodding his head as if to affirm that statement.
Izzy had been afraid this would happen. She’d lost her old crew due to that damn traitor Chuck, and to boot, she’d been locked up for months. Drake liked action, and to be out of action for that long might well have meant she was never in the game to begin with. She had started searching through her bag for a proper bribe when she noticed Sverre was standing beside Ron. He reached up and poked the bouncer in the neck with his finger.
Ron jerked his head away and turned. “What the hell do you think you’re doin’, punk?” he roared.
“Your skin is so rough-looking, I was wondering if it felt like luggage or leather boots or what,” Sverre explained.
“Yo, you’d better call your boy before I break him off some,” Ron said, looking at Izzy. She stood motionless with her mouth agape.
Sverre grabbed his hand — which was a combination of a hoof and a hand — and studied it. “How the heck do you wipe, you know, back there?” he asked.
“That’s it!” Ron said, drawing back his other hand and rushing forward with a punch that probably would have pulped Sverre’s head if it had connected. However, Sverre turned and easily dodged it.
Sverre adjusted his stance but continued holding the large man’s hoof-hand, studying it. “Have you considered lotion? I’m sure it could get rid of this nasty coarse skin. It might be especially helpful for your face, which looks like an elephant’s butt that sat in a huge pile of steaming crap.” With that statement, he looked up and smiled directly at Ron.
Big Ron roared in anger, lowering his head to gore Sverre with his horn. He ignored the fact that Sverre still had not let go of his giant hand. In one movement, Sverre doubled his grip with his other hand, then twisted with all his strength, turning his body at the same time. Ron did a somersault through the air as Sverre basically lifted his body up by his wrist and flipped him over his shoulder, using Ron’s momentum against him. The large brute fell down into the street on his back with an explosive thud. Before he could get up, Sverre front-flipped off of the deck and landed squarely on his solar plexus. Most of the breath exited Ron’s body with a loud whoosh, and his eyes bulged out.
He groaned, gasping for breath, unable to get up. The other bodyguard and Izzy turned to each other in astonishment. The second guard remained where he stood, pretending not to notice what had just happened.
“When my boss asks to come into your establishment, the only thing you need to say is, ‘Right this way, ma’am,’” Sverre said, moving back to a stunned Izzy’s side.
He walked up the steps, pausing in front of the other bodyguard. The guard looked at Ron still gasping in the street, then opened the door for them.
“Usually, I just hand Ron a hundred bucks,” Izzy said, displaying a hundred-dollar bill.
“Yeah, but now they know we mean business. Also, this way you can hand me that hundred bucks. Yoink!” he said, grabbing the bill from her hand.
She’d never seen Ron manhandled like that. She smiled, thinking of the irritation it would be for Drake to have one of his top muscle humiliated in public.
“I’d heard of werecats and wolves, but a wererhino is new to me,” Sverre commented.
“Oh, he’s not technically a ‘were’ of any kind. I believe the big lug is actually under a curse. Probably pissed off a witch. Pretty much all true weres are combinations of humans and predator mammals like cats, wolves, or bears. I think it has something to do with the killing spirit shared between the species — or at least that’s my theory,” Izzy explained as they made their way inside.
The inside of the club was just as up to date as any regular strip club. Music blared, people danced, sat at the bar or in front of the stage. Figures on the stage whirled and gyrated to the music. Sverre started to wander toward the stage, instantly enthralled. Izzy grabbed his arm and pulled him away.
“Let’s head to the bar first and let Drake know we’re here. You can ogle the babes in a bit.”
The bartender looked almost human except for the fact that he had two slits on his face instead of a nose. Sverre figured he was probably in his early sixties.
“Well, I’ll be — Izzy!” he exclaimed, seeming genuinely happy to see her.
“Hey, Pete!” she said, jumping up onto a stool in order to reach across and hug the man. “Long time, no see!”
“Yeah, I heard about what happened. That’s a rough bit of luck. I’m glad to see you made it out okay,” he said.
“Luck had nothing to do with that.”
“I’m sure the boss will be happy you are back, too. Thing’s ain’t been the same since you left. He can’t find dependable help these days.”
“That’s why we’re here,” she said. “Oh, this is Sverre, my new bodyguard. Why don’t you whip us up some drinks? Two of my usual.”
Sverre nodded to the man, who smiled back. “Any friend of Izzy’s is a friend of mine,” Pete said. He slammed down two large mixed drinks, the ice tinkling against the glass.
“How did you do that?” Sverre asked. He never even saw Pete mix the drinks or grab any bottles. It took him about five seconds to make two drinks.
Izzy and Pete looked at each other and laughed. Pete shrugged his shoulders, raising his arms as if to indicate he didn’t know, but then two more arms appeared, then two more, all shrugging.
“Holy crap, you’ve got six arms!” Sverre marveled.
“Let me tell you, these six arms come in real handy in the bartending business. Plus, the ladies really like ’em,” he said, winking at Izzy, who giggled.
“Can you tell Drake I’m here?” Izzy asked.
“Anything for you, foxy mama,” Pete said. “Nice meeting you, dude. You take care of my Izz, okay?”
They moved to a table closer to the stage where two girls were dancing. One of them looked normal, but there were two large tattoos of wings covering her entire back. He could see something dark and jagged protruding out from the center of the tattoos.
“That’s Mindy. Used to have a set of the most glorious wings you’ve ever seen, until she couldn’t pay her dealer and he cut them off. Really, really sad story,” Izzy said, taking a sip from her drink.
However, Sverre’s gaze was drawn to the other dancer, who was a weretiger. She was in incredible shape and had a lean, beautiful face. Her entire body was covered in orange fur with black stripes. Pointed ears protruded from her silky, long, dark brown hair. A tail swished around manically as she danced.
“Oh, lord, that’s Mynx,” Izzy said, rolling her eyes. “Don’t fall for any of her bullshit. The girl is as fickle as a cat.”
Sverre barely heard Izzy as he was entranced by the dancer’s fluid and seemingly impossible movements. After a few minutes, she noticed the pair and took note of his interested gaze. She climbed to the top of a pole near her, which was around forty feet high, and leapt into the air just as the music changed. Two new dancers strolled out onto the stage, just beginning their set.
Mynx landed silently on their table, barely disturbing the ice in their glasses, and hunched down near face level. “Well, hi there, handsome,” she said breathlessly as Sverre turned around, surprised.
“Uh,” was all he could manage.
“Would you mind getting your kitty-litter paws off of our table?” Izzy complained.
“Oh, hi there, Izzy. I didn’t notice you way down there,” the slender cat girl remarked as she sat down on the edge of the table beside Sverre, her feet dangling. “I thought perhaps a dwarf had wandered in from the mines.”
Izzy flipped over her drink, sending the contents toward Mynx’s bottom, but the cat girl got up before the liquid reached her.
“Who’s your friend, Izzy?” she said, walking around Sverre as if inspecting a used car.
“That’s Sverre, my new bodyguard, so paws off, please.”
“Ooh, I like that name. It kind of just rolls off of the tongue. Sverrrre,” she said, touching his shoulder. “Would you like a lap dance, Sverre? Or maybe you’d like to head back to the VIP room? Got any money, my big, handsome man?”
Sverre woodenly held up the hundred-dollar bill while staring straight ahead, mouth open.
Mynx squealed with delight, and the bill disappeared instantly. She jumped into his lap and kicked her heels while wrapping her arms around his neck. “I just know we are going to be weally close, my wittle Swerre,” she said in an infantile voice.
Sverre's eyes grew larger as he realized what was happening. The feline female jiggled and gyrated in his lap, overflowing with delight. He looked down at her bare chest as it bounced up and down, then his gaze shifted back to her face. She shot him a very mischievous look.
“You sure you don’t have any more money, Swerre-poo?” she asked, leaning in close. She rubbed her furry face against his. He heard the faint sound of purring. Tigers didn’t purr, did they?
“He’s broke, hon, so beat it,” Izzy said flatly.
“Aww, but I wanted to play,” Mynx said, getting back up. Sverre looked up at her, unable to speak. “Tell you what. You come back with more money, and I’ll show you the time of your life. You can be my number one boy toy!” she exclaimed. “Gotta get back to work, but it was real nice meeting you,” she said, turning to walk away. Her tail flicked up, and the tip tickled Sverre’s nose.
“Uh,” Sverre said.
Izzy sighed and moved his lower jaw upward, closing his open mouth. “She’s only interested in your money, honey.”
Sverre blinked a few times before coming back to reality. He turned and regarded Izzy as if he wasn’t aware she’d been there. “Can I have another hundred dollars?” he asked.
“Hell, no! Look up, playboy, we’ve got company,” she said, nodding behind Sverre. He turned just as a large shadow eclipsed half of the lights in his vision.
“The boss’ll see you two now,” Big Ron growled, not taking his eyes off Sverre.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The helicopter circled close to the treetops before disappearing. The natural landscape of hills, rocks, and trees prevented any aircraft from landing near the village. It would take the visitors twenty or thirty minutes to reach the village if they brought all-terrain vehicles.
Varulf exited from his hut, a low rumble in his throat. Tarja followed closely behind. They’d received word of this envoy yesterday. It had taken that long to convince Varulf not to rip the head off the messenger. Varulf wanted nothing to do with the Master, and while he was leader of the pack, his rule was law.
Decades spent in servitude, doing the dirty work that no human could accomplish or would want to, for sake of their humanity. He felt their pack had been reduced to nothing but honorless attack dogs in exchange for the amenities and wealth that drove normal men to be less than men. There was no glory in the work they’d done for the Master. Varulf had sacrificed much of himself in order to gain the independence the pack now enjoyed. The scars of the flesh always healed, but those of the mind lingered forever.
The pack had not thrived under Varulf’s leadership once they were free, however. He was a great warrior and a competent battlefield tactician, but that was the limit of his abilities. Sheer admiration and loyalty kept the pack together.
He separated the village from the world of man, believing that interaction with man’s selfish ways would further tempt and corrupt the pack. The greed of mankind disgusted him. While man considered creatures like wolves to be animals, the wolves looked after one another, sacrificing their personal needs for the greater good of all. The werewolves of the village were half-man, but the infusion of the wolf had changed them mentally and spiritually as well as physically. Yet there was still man within them, and man had needs and desires.
What Varulf didn’t understand was that while he himself was more wolf than man after his long life, his pack was not. While they still had the same animal passions and instincts as he, they still longed for the comfort and security that came with mankind’s civilization. Life in the wilderness was hard and unpredictable.
The first few months were the worst, back when they’d left the Master’s care. Tarja knew that the independence would be fleeting, because she understood that the pack was too valuable and dangerous to roam free. They knew things, secrets that the Master would not allow to fall into others’ hands. They were his best warriors, his elite trackers. In time, they might be replaced, but it would take many years of training and experience in combat to equal what was already available. She knew they’d have to face a choice one day, even as Varulf ignorantly thought they’d gained their freedom permanently. It now seemed that day had come.
A small group of men soon emerged from the shade of the trees at the edge of the village, riding in a six-wheeled armored vehicle. Parking near the edge of the village, the party exited the transport. They strode to the center of the village, the leader flanked by two men in heavy body armor carrying advanced assault rifles. The soldiers showed no fear of the pack, confident in their safety.
Varulf stood tall, barely able keep his snarl in check. Tarja knew she’d have to work hard to keep this man and his companions alive. If they failed to report back, it was certain doom for the village. She couldn’t let Varulf’s legendary temper lead to disaster.
The lead man, John Davies, walked up to Varulf, looked him in the eye, smiled, and held out his hand. Varulf was impressed with the courage of the human, while his instincts simultaneously told him to rip the smugness from the man’s face.
“Varulf, it is a great honor to meet you again, my friend,” John stated, still waiting with his hand outstretched. Tarja reached forward when it became obvious that no one else was going to return the greeting and accepted the grip of the man.
“Mr. Davies, I’m likewise honored. Please, would you care to step into our humble hut and out of the sun?” she asked.
Varulf glanced at her sideways, annoyed by her cordial greeting. He cleared his throat and asked, “Human, why have you come here? You know we are free people now. I paid my dues to your master. There is nothing you can offer us that we would be interested in.”
John smiled, turned to Tarja, and stated, “Thank you for the offer of hospitality, but we will only be here a moment, I’m afraid.” He turned back to face Varulf and continued, “The Master has a very generous offer. He’s set up a small island that has all modern housing and amenities for you. Plenty of game for you to hunt, and not too far from the mainland if you wished to visit more …advanced civilization.” He emphasized the last words while looking around the bare village. “The island is completely shielded from the Order and on no navigational maps.” Excited murmuring broke out between the werewolves.
Varulf growled, leaned in close to John, and said, “There is nothing we need from you or your people. We will not be controlled again. The fact that the Master is afraid to come here himself shows we have nothing to fear from him.”
John’s smile faded. He responded, nodding toward the two men behind him, “Perhaps it’s not him you should be worried about, eh?”
Varulf’s hand flashed forward but was caught by Tarja mere inches from Davies’ head. She snarled, “Calm yourself! We’ll all be dead within hours!”
Varulf looked at her, his eyes wild with fury, then glanced around the village. Hundreds of eyes looked back at him, many fearful. He recalled the promises of safety and peace he’d made to each of them. Many of the families drew each other close, waiting to see what their leader would decide.
Varulf sighed and responded, “I was promised we would be protected from your ‘Order.’ Are the Master’s promises worth nothing? As I recall, he holds his honor above all else. We’ve noticed drones far off in the skies at night. Is this your doing?”
“You were safe. I’d buried the location of your village and locked the files, guarding them with automatic worms. You were invisible to every form of surveillance available as long as you remained in this one location. However, with incidents like Rilus, it became harder to protect you. Your scouts were identified by two agents of the Order. People started asking questions and poking around. Satellites picked up your village not long ago. I don’t know what the higher-ups plan to do now.”
“Rilus was your asset! He was not one of my pack! He was cast out! He was never a true wolf, but a cursed breed! He chose servitude over freedom!” Varulf shouted, his anger once again overriding his reason.
“True, but he once served with you, and you gave him a home for a time. Then he went rogue and started killing humans. The Order located him, and they are aware that he was connected with your pack in the past. I had to work extra hard to keep that information under wraps. The entire incident set a chain of events in motion that leads me to be here today.”
“I should have put him out of everyone’s misery long ago,” Varulf said, looking at Tarja’s concerned face. She looked away, not willing to meet his gaze.
“I’ll get straight to the point — the reason I’m here. We have an asset who went missing. Plain and simple: your people are the best at hunting and tracking. As a matter of fact, you already know this prey. He’s the one your scouts met that night in the house in Pennsylvania. The mere human who beat them like lowly dogs.”
Varulf swelled up, scanning the village for the two scouts, but they’d disappeared back into the trees.
Varulf turned back to John. “Yes, and we had received questionable information that stated Rilus would be at this location, and all they found was a murdered human. We don’t like being toyed with, Davies. I suspect you were the one who gave us this bad information.”
“Your scouts confirmed Rilus’ scent, did they not? The dead human was killed by him. I can’t help it if your scouts were slow to arrive. The human I want you to capture is...special. He recently went missing from one of our facilities. We’d like you to locate him and bring him in. This is an omega priority. I cannot stress enough how important this mission is. This human is to be contained, unharmed, and brought safely back. If he dies, we will implement Scorched Earth on your pack, your pack’s family, extended family, and all friends and associates, in all parts of the world. Thousands dead as if they had never existed, but not before being tortured slowly until expiration. You know how long a werewolf can withstand torture.”
Varulf looked at Tarja. They had worked for the Master for decades, but they had never heard of such a severe punishment for failure.
“You can either live like kings on a private island, set up for life, or you can deal with the Order. I’d like to say I can keep hiding your pack indefinitely, but it seems to be growing, and the larger something is, the harder it is to hide,” John said, looking over at several children sitting in the dirt.
Tarja had anticipated the offer to come back to the safety of the Master’s embrace, but this was catastrophic. The wrong answer or failure meant complete obliteration of everyone. However, to never worry about food, to live in luxury again… She looked back at the hut she shared with Varulf.
She grabbed Varulf’s arm and looked pleadingly into his eyes. He often let his anger guide his decision-making. She prayed this wasn’t one of those times. Things would be so much better for everyone if she was the one in charge.
He looked around the village, holding his gaze on certain members longer than others. The preceding years had been a struggle for them all. He’d promised them a good life if they joined him in leaving. This was not what many of them had expected. Hiding from civilization, carving out a meager existence hidden in fear of being discovered. He thought back to the atrocities many of them had been forced to commit under the guidance of the Master. How many would die this time? How many would they kill to satisfy one monster’s ambitions? How much of their humanity would they sacrifice? Some villagers were fearful, some looked hopeful. Regardless, each person looked at him with trust. They trusted him with their lives. He looked once more at Tarja, gently caressing her face with the back of his hand, then turned toward the men.
“You’ll get me and two of my best hunters,” he said as a statement, not in a bargaining tone.
“I’m afraid that the deal is for the whole pack —” John started to say, but before he could finish, Varulf had closed the gap between them and wrapped his massive clawed hand around the man’s throat. He slowly lifted John off the ground, bringing him closer to his gaping toothed maw.
“You need one man found. I myself am enough for this task, and I include two others as a gesture of goodwill. You insult me by stating this is not enough?” he asked, a low growl rumbling deep within his throat.
John’s face turned red as he struggled to breathe. The men with him trained their guns on Varulf, but John would be dead before their fingers had begun to pull the triggers.
“Ggghh.” He tried to speak as his oxygen supply dwindled further. He started to kick his feet, helpless.
“Varulf...” Tarja said in a firm tone, interrupting his fury. He reluctantly lowered the man to the ground.
John gasped for air. Hunched over, he frantically loosened his tie. After a moment, he looked up, smiling again. “As you say. You are more experienced in these matters, and you’ve never failed before. I apologize for questioning you. I know our mutual benefactor will be more than pleased. I’ll start the process of preparing the transfer of your people so that upon completion of the mission, they can be relocated with the utmost haste.” He adjusted his suit, smoothing out the wrinkles, as his normal color returned.
“Davies,” Varulf said, causing the man to stop and turn from his trek back to the helicopter.
“Yes, honored pack leader?” Davies said, a note of concern in his voice.
“You tell Dragos that this is the last time.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Drake’s office was about as garish as one could imagine. Gold-lined black banners and drapes hung from every surface. Ancient Egyptian artifacts were displayed in gleaming clear glass cases lined with bright LED lights. Tribal spears and masks adorned the walls. Ancient scripts and papyrus were preserved in blocks of what looked like tinted glass. Sverre was sure there was a mummy in a sarcophagus behind a decorative pillar, but he couldn’t see from his vantage point. Maybe he’d get a chance to karate chop a mummy after all.
Mixed with all of these objects of antiquity was technology that rivaled anything he had seen while at any of the Order’s installations. Satellite images from around the globe were displayed on several monitors, while others showed every entrance to Xibalba along with numerous shots of Fur and Feathers. A few others overlooked the various boroughs of the town outside. When the interior decorator had asked what he wanted, Drake must have said, “Everything.”
Drake himself sat in a very expensive office chair in front of a desk that must have been carved by hand out of a gargantuan tree. Little characters and stories were whittled into the wood around the edges. On top of the desk was a curved monitor that must have been sixty inches long. It would be the equivalent to perhaps four monitors running in parallel and took up the majority of his desk.
Drake was a thin, sleek man, about five-foot-eight, with dark skin and eyes and black tousled hair. He was dressed in an impeccable suit and tie. He wouldn’t look out of place in a board of directors meeting on Wall Street, but he certainly stood out like a sore thumb in a saloon in an underground cave full of supernatural creatures. He was intently reviewing something on the gargantuan monitor as they approached.
Glancing up, he noticed the pair and instantly smiled. It was the practiced smile of a used car salesman who was about to overcharge for a lemon that he’d been trying to sell for three months.
“Izzy! It’s been a while. You have no idea how glad I am to see my best operative back in town. Jack, bring us a bottle of Dom. Please, have a seat, my guests,” Drake exclaimed.
“Hello, Drake. Good to see you, too,” Izzy returned in a measured tone.
“After that last job went south and T-O grabbed you, I thought that was the last we’d see of you,” he said.
“The Order didn’t grab me. Someone left me hanging while they made their way out the back door.”
“Oh? I’m sorry, I wasn’t aware that’s how it went down,” he replied, taking a glass of champagne from a servant.
“I’m sure you didn’t, Drake,” Izzy replied with a hint of sarcasm. The servant handed Sverre and Izzy glasses as well, leaving the bottle in a bucket of ice on the table.
“There’s no need to dwell on the past, Izz. The future is full of profit!” Drake said, leaning back in his chair and propping his legs up on the expensive desk. Izzy’s eyes lit up at the mention of “profit.”
“You’ve got a mark?” she inquired.
Drake grabbed the edge of his desk and pulled himself forward, his eyes sparkling. “I’ve got a prime mark. A satellite compound. Alpha level. Just went down a few days ago. Places like this are usually cleaned out in forty-eight hours. They haven’t touched it yet, for some reason. Longest delay I’ve ever seen. Must have been something major that hit it, or something there that they are afraid of.”
“Where is it?”
“Whoa, slow down, there. First — the deal. Who’s your crew?” he asked.
She shifted uneasily, glancing at Sverre nervously. “Me and the kid.”
Drake looked at the two of them, then back and forth at each of them repeatedly, then burst out laughing. “Izzy, you know one of the reasons you’re one of my favorite among the Gatherers is that you crack me up. Two people, looting an alpha compound?”
Izzy was calm and collected. “Do you know where we were, Drake? Do you know what hellhole we crawled out of?”
“You tell me.”
“We were held at Inquest One,” she replied.
Drake’s legs swung down from the desk. “You’re shitting me,” he said.
“Nope, me and the kid broke out of Inquest One. All by ourselves, no help from the outside,” she bragged. It wasn’t quite the truth. The helicopter accident had given them an opportunity to escape, but Drake didn’t need to know that.
“I heard there was a big ruckus out there from one of my contacts. I didn’t hear anything about anyone escaping, though,” Drake challenged.
“Well, here we are. Even had to take down a Slayer to get out,” Izzy continued.
“Now, I know you’re bullshitting. Which one?”
“Reaper,” she stated.
“You expect me to believe you and this punk took down Reaper?” Drake said, looking to his guards to join him in his disbelief. “Is that true, kid? Did the two of you escape from that omega-level research prison, take down one of the top Slayers on the planet, and now sit in my office, begging for work?”
Sverre answered, “Every bit’s true. Dude with some kind of laser sword, a wispy dark sword, wears a trench coat. Left him in the rubble at my feet as I walked out the door.” It wasn’t the way things had gone down, since the rockets from the airship had actually put Reaper down, but Drake didn’t need to know that, either.
“I find that really hard to believe,” Drake said, now more composed.
Izzy tossed a plastic card onto the desk.
“What’s this?” Drake asked, inspecting the badge.
“Proximity key for a C-22 Badger VTOL. Still has most of its armaments,” she said. “I’ve got it hidden away outside the city.”
Drake stared at the key, then asked, “Did you disable the tracking and security?”
“Drake, c’mon, it’s me,” she said, offended.
“Well, shit. We don’t get too many aircraft from T-O,” he said, marveling at the card. He tossed it to one of the men beside him, who left the room.
“What do you want in exchange for a three-hundred-and-fifty-million-dollar Order-grade assault and transport aircraft?” he asked.
“For starters, I want this job. Once you inspect that craft and the stored data and coordinates, you’ll see it came from Inquest One. I wasn’t making that up, but you should know that by now,” she stated with confidence. “Number two: I’m going to need some serious equipment. Some asshole cleared out most of my safe houses,” she continued. “Number three: twenty million. Number four: I want to know where Chuck is.”
Drake chuckled, looking toward the man beside him for affirmation. “You don’t want much, do you? It’s not like I can sell a Badger down at the local car lot.”
“You and I both know you ain’t going to sell it. You’ll strip all of the tech off it first, sell some of it to Silicon Valley or to China, then take what’s left, add about twenty guns to it, and put it in your personal fleet.”
“Still not worth twenty million. How about two?”
“How about ten?”
“Three, and that’s final. Plus, you can have a choice pick from my personal weapons collection. Not any from the glass cases, though. Also, I’m not giving you any information on Chuck. You’ll have to solve your personal vendettas on your own time, and I am not one to snitch, no matter who is asking.”
“Damn it,” she said, disappointed. After thinking a moment, she relented. “Okay, deal.”             
“Seems like you didn’t get a very good deal,” Sverre whispered, leaning over.
“How many millions do you have?” she whispered back.
Izzy stood up and shook Drake’s hand. It was a requirement for any deal with him.
“So, where’s this facility?” she asked.
“A little farmhouse in the middle of nowhere. Located in Virginia.”
“Where? What about this farmhouse?” Sverre said, showing renewed interest.
Drake was surprised by the outburst. “A facility disguised as a farmhouse. Satellite showed some heavy activity a few days ago. We aren’t sure what happened, but it was hit hard. Don’t know who hit it, or how they got past the defenses, but I sent a few spies out that way to check it out. It’s legit. I can’t get any of the regular teams in here fast enough to strip it. They’re all either recovering or out on other jobs.” He typed on the keyboard, pulling up a satellite image on a monitor behind him. He zoomed in. It was the Farm.
“Jess...” Sverre whispered.
“What?” Drake asked.
“Er, he just said ‘yesss.’ Yes, he can’t wait to get in there and start digging up that valuable tech and secrets,” Izzy ad-libbed.
“Okay, let me download the specs for you. Give me a list of what you want, and I’ll prep a retrieval team. It’ll take about two hours to get everything ready. You guys can walk around and do whatever you want. Just put it on my tab — within reason. And, Izz, it’s good to see you back.” He nodded to the man beside him. The bodyguard handed Izzy a large gold coin.
They were led through the building, toward the back. A huge metal vault door was encased in solid rock in the wall in a vast cavern. It was big enough to drive a tractor trailer through.
“Holy crap,” Sverre said in awe.
“Yeah, Drake’s got one of the most impressive armories out of any of the Warlords.”
“Warlords?”
“There’s a dozen places like this around the world, plus another twenty or so underground railroads run by sympathizers to our cause. Each territory is run by a Warlord. They provide protection for outcasts like us, keep dangerous supernaturals locked up so they don’t kill anyone or expose the operation to scrutiny, provide food and shelter for others,” Izzy explained.
“Drake doesn’t strike me as the Red Cross type,” Sverre remarked.
“He’s loyal to the cause, but it doesn’t hurt that he’s also a businessman. He’s made hundreds of millions off of providing safe passage for people like us. He’s developed advanced technology from the Order’s tech that he salvages, then he sells it. He also incorporates it into our security measures, which lets us stay one-half step ahead of them. He’s got his own private army made up of supernatural beings that he’s pieced together over decades. It gives us a fighting chance — the ability to at least survive. Before Drake and the other Warlords, we were slowly being wiped out. Many Underworlders were on the verge of extinction.”
“So, who’s Chuck?” Sverre finally asked as several men moved to activate the mechanisms to the massive vault door.
“Just pretend you didn’t hear anything about that, and don’t go around mentioning his name. You’re liable to get your throat slit. That’s my personal business, and you don’t need to worry your pretty little head about it.”
The door to the vault lurched open. Surrounding lights in the cave dimmed as electricity was drawn to power the door’s mechanisms. A man dressed in a suave vest, tie, and dress slacks approached. He looked to be around forty or so, his salt-and-pepper hair perfectly groomed. Small-framed glasses sat at the end of his nose. He held a large, thin tablet in his hands.
“My, it’s been a while, Miss Ford. I hear you’ll be browsing our finest wares on this eve,” he said in a British accent.
“Sverre, this is the Tailor. He runs Drake’s armory. He’ll get our measurements for our combat suits. You can think of him as our Q, because I know you are going to, no matter what I say.”
“Pleased to meet you, sir,” the well-dressed man said.
“Same here.”
“Lift your arms out to your sides, please,” the man directed.
“Don’t we have to...you know, get undressed?” Sverre asked.
“How droll. This isn’t 1850.”
A small sphere appeared from over the Tailor’s shoulder, hovering in front of him. He pointed at Izzy first, then Sverre. The orb whizzed forward, following his directions. Red beams of light flashed across their bodies as the metallic orb slowly circled around them. Finished, it zoomed back into the armory. The entire process took a few seconds.
“Lasers and millimeter wave scanners. I know every inch and measurement of your body. My, my...” he said, looking at the tablet in his hands, then back at Sverre.
“I know, right?” Izzy asked, beaming.
“What? What’s on there?” Sverre asked, lowering his hands down in front of his groin. Suddenly, he felt very exposed.
“Never mind that. I assume you’ll want your standard loadout, Miss Ford?”
“Yeah, and give me Heart-Piercer from Drake’s stash as well.”
“Excellent choice. And for the gentleman?”
“Er, I have no idea. Give him the gear from Akira’s old list,” Izzy said.
“Would the gentleman prefer a katana or something like a wakizashi?”
“Both, if you have them,” Sverre answered.
“A fan of the daishō arrangement. Not very common today.”
“I’m a pretty uncommon type of fellow.”
“That concludes our business for now. Your body armor is being forged in the press. Return in seventy minutes. Sign here, Miss Ford. As usual, any gear lost in the field will be deducted from your payout. You don’t want to know what Heart-Piercer will cost you, so please return it safe and sound. Yourself as well.”
“Thanks, Tailor. You’re sweet,” she said, giving him a peck on the cheek.
They walked out and back through Fur and Feathers until they were in the bustling Park Place main street.
“Let’s take a stroll, Sverre. We need to go over the game plan, maybe get a bite to eat. It’s going to be a long night.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

“You know, I agreed to do this bodyguard thing, but what is this ‘mission’ nonsense you signed us up for? Maybe you should have asked my permission? What if I decide not to go?” he asked.
“Honestly, lookin’ at these schematics and the dossier Drake gave me, I could probably do it myself, although it would be great to have some backup,” she replied, flipping through page after page on the tablet. “Especially since you know the place intimately.”
“What is it you actually do for him? I know a lot of people at that facility. I’m going to need to be comfortable with your plan.”
“We typically sneak in, disable any remaining security, take out any guards, then take any information and equipment we can find. Usually, there’s at least a few scraps left. The Order would have you believe it’s infallible, and they are very, very good, but no one is perfect.”
“What do you mean by ‘take out’ people? You kill them?”
“Personally, that’s not my usual plan, but I’ve been in crews that did that. I mean, on any given day, they wouldn’t spare us. Killing people is messy, makes a lot of noise. When I lead on a perfect run, they might not even know we were there. Of course, those cake places ain’t alpha level like this one. If you’ve got a problem with killing someone who is trying to kill you, you are going to be a liability on this trip and in my organization.”
“No, I think I’ll be okay. I’d prefer not to kill anyone, though. If we run into Jessica or Bilford, I want to take them down without hurting them. Sam and Hilda, too,” he stated with finality.
“Okay, that’s quite a list. And I assume they’re goin’ to take it easy on us, too?”
“I’m-I’m not sure anymore,” he said without confidence.
“Well, you’d better be damn sure of what you’re going to do if you run into them, because you ain’t going to have much time to think it over,” she said, finally looking up from the screen.
“Don’t worry about me. I’ll handle it.”
“Don’t make me regret this,” she warned.
She stopped in front of a street vendor. She handed him the gold coin from Drake. He looked at it and returned it to her with a knowing look. She held up two fingers and made a motion of eating and one for drinking. The vendor handed her two packages wrapped in foil and two sodas.
“Now, eat this, shut up, and follow me.” They walked down the main passage, back the way they had initially come. Passing through the security gate again, they reentered the slums.
“What’s in this? It’s delicious!” Sverre exclaimed. The food in the foil wrapping turned out to be a gyro of some kind.
“If you have to ask what it is, you probably don’t want to know,” she replied.
Sverre’s smile faded.
After walking a few minutes, they turned a corner into a narrow tunnel. Two guards stood in front of a chain-link fence. They let the pair pass through without asking any questions. The next chamber was the size of a football stadium. It looked like an indoor crop field of some kind. Along the wall were rows of houses that looked straight out of a suburban neighborhood, except decrepit.
“This is a fungi field. Those people down there tending the crops are what most call zombies or the undead,” Izzy said.
“I thought zombies wandered around moaning about brains.”
“Sure, they do that on their own, when they’re starved. Give them purpose, some semblance of a normal life, and they tend to fall into their old patterns of when they were alive. Work, sleep, eat. The same as the rest of us. Ya know, we’ve done studies that show that with proper diet and socializin’, they function at about sixty percent mental capacity of a regular human. Some of them would qualify as a human with a mental impairment. Except for, you know, not being fully alive. We moved them down here, and they love tending the crops. Over time, many of them even improve with proper guidance. Who knows what medical science could do for them. I don’t think they’ll ever be fully alive again, but who knows?”
“What do they eat?” Sverre asked, suspicion in his voice.
“Brains. But they don’t require a lot. We secure cattle brains for almost nothing and ship them in dehydrated. Add a little water, and they love them. The only reason they chase after humans when they first return from the grave is that’s the first thing with a brain they see. Humans have wiped out virtually all other animals in habitable areas, so they have to go after the only food they can find.”
“Alright, so zombies aren’t mindless killers. I’ve dealt with werewolves, though, so I know what I’m talking about. Something like that can’t live beside humans. They’re beasts,” Sverre said.
“You met Rilus, one of the oldest, most notorious murderers of all time. He’s worked for every scumbag under the sun and moon for the past hundred and fifty years. It’s like sayin’ you ran into Jack the Ripper, so you know humans suck.”
They exited the mammoth cave back onto the main street and continued. Sverre carefully observed every person who walked by, attempting to find a flaw in Izzy’s assertion that they were all misunderstood innocents. Aside from their unusual appearance, most seemed friendly enough. If not for the horns, fangs, extra eyes, and fur, the community felt more like what he imagined it would be like to visit a foreign country that was extremely poor.
They turned down another twisting tunnel which exited into another large area. Mobile homes, trailers, and small dwellings were crammed into the space. It looked like a campground combined with a trailer park. They walked among the inhabitants, who cast them cautious looks as they passed. People cooked on grills; children screamed and chased each other. Dogs ran around barking and yipping playfully. It took Sverre a minute to notice some of the dogs weren’t dogs.
“Werewolves?” he asked, surprised.
“Why so shocked? This is how most of them spend their lives. Down here and on the surface. Sure, they like to get naked, prowl under the moon and chase down a stag to feast on its warm flesh from time to time, but it’s not like humans don’t do the same. Humans just cook the deer first. Usually.”
“This isn’t what I expected,” he admitted, kicking a plastic ball that stopped at his feet back to two children.
“I’m not sayin’ everyone down here is perfect. Sometimes there are fights. Sometimes one goes off the deep end and kills someone, or even a group of people. Sometimes they kill other supernaturals. Sometimes they kill humans. Humans do the same thing. Sometimes they shoot up a mall or kidnap children. The acts we are accused of are the acts humans do to each other on a daily basis. We ain’t no more monsters than they are. But we’re not at war with them. They’re at war with us. We didn’t choose to be this way — well, most of us didn’t, but we can’t help what we are. But we ain’t going to lie down and die, either.”
“What about this army Drake has? If you aren’t going to war, it seems awfully strange to create an army,” Sverre asked.
“Think of it as a defense force instead of an army. Look, last year Osaka’s Warlord got hit by the Order. They were virtually wiped out, down to the last man, woman, and child. Their Warlord believed in peace. He said it would hurt the cause if they created soldiers and weapons to defend themselves. That philosophy got them slaughtered. These hits we do on laboratories, research facilities, and weapons depots are the only thing keeping us alive. The Order and their allies have the resources of the entire planet at their disposal. Fortunately, between some of our own scientists and the natural abilities of our people, we keep up — if barely. Our weakness is that we have to police our own citizens, keep hidden, and prepare our defenses for anything. It splits us in too many directions.”
“I... see. I don’t know what to think. My parents were attacked by werewolves. They invaded my home and slaughtered my adoptive father before I could get there. They dragged off my mom, probably left her in some woods somewhere. Her body was never found. I feel so much rage, even now, but I can’t take it out on these people.”
“I’ve been meanin’ to talk to you about that. You know, I read your file extensively while we were in that lovely facility. I studied you for a long time. I think there’s something jacked up with that whole situation,” she said.
“What do you mean?”
“I’ve been trying to think of a way to break this to you. Forensics showed that the two werewolves you ran into at your parents’ house were most likely part of Varulf’s pack, clan Cen’Ful. I know them, or at least I know quite a bit about them. None of them would do anything like that to two innocent people. They used to be slaves to an elder vampire lord years ago, but they somehow arranged a deal with him so that they earned their freedom. After that, Varulf swore off killin’, and he upholds that oath with an iron fist. A few members of the pack refused to become complacent, and he had to put them down. Rilus was one of them, but he escaped and no one could find the fleabag.
“We initially offered them sanctuary here, but Varulf’s honor and stubbornness prevented that. He said his people were too dangerous and needed to be separated from society. They moved into some remote foothills to try to make a go of it. I was sure they’d be found out and taken out in a few weeks after leaving the protection of their master, but for some reason, the Order never knew they were there,” she explained. “At least I never knew why they weren’t discovered until you came along. Due to my prodigious talents, I found a lot of red flags in the data while researching you. It was mighty strange how you came across coordinates for that village, because when I looked, they weren’t there. Looked like some kind of computer virus was at work. Someone on the inside kept those werewolves hidden from the Order. Any time they want, this person can turn it off, and the village would be located pretty quick.”
“Why would anyone protect a pack of werewolves, then stop protecting them?” Sverre asked.
“My guess is for leverage. Either way, it’s bad news, because that means the Order has some really high-level moles in it, playing games with the lives of supernaturals. And I don’t like that very much.”
“And who would that be?”
“Let’s just say I’m still piecing all of this together. I don’t want to say too much until I figure it out. Knowledge is power, and for all I know, you might squeal like a pig the first time they threaten to give you a hangnail,” she said.
“I would never —” he protested.
“Let’s start heading back. I need to explain the plan,” Izzy said. “We can figure out this other nonsense after tonight. We need to focus.”
On the way back up the main tunnel, a small girl skipped up to them. Izzy seemed very happy to see her.
“This is Milly. She’s probably the cutest little girl in the world,” Izzy said loudly, so the girl would hear. She appeared to be completely normal, perhaps five years old. She had blonde hair in pigtails and wore a bright blue dress.
“Hi, Izzy!” she shouted, smiling so that her dimples flashed. She apparently knew how to work a crowd.
“Well, hey there, Miss Milly Vanilly,” Izzy said, bending over to tickle the girl. Milly turned away, laughing. She ran, trying to get Izzy to give chase.
“She’s a really strong clairvoyant, from what I understand. One reason we’ve been able to avoid the Order is through the talents of people like her,” Izzy explained.
“Why don’t they work for the Order, where they’d be safe? Why’d her mom bring her here?”
“Some people have a hard time slaughtering other sentient beings. These Seers view the carnage firsthand, through their dreams. It wears on a person. Milly’s mom decided she didn’t want that life for her kid.”
The girl ran back up to Izzy, who picked her up. The girl turned to face Sverre, her smile disappearing.
“You...you’re the man,” she said, pointing.
“That’s me. The Man. Don’t let word get out, though,” he joked.
“You’re the man from my bad dream. Don’t go to the castle. The monster man kills you in the castle,” she said, clearly afraid. She wiggled to be let down. Once Izzy let go of her, she ran from them.
“Okay, what the hell was that about?” he asked.
“I don’t know. Not everything they say comes true. Sometimes they get their visions mixed up with their normal dreams, especially the children. Maybe she dreamed about meeting you while having a dream about some unicorns and castles or something.”
“Yeah, well, I don’t like the sound of ‘monster men’ killing me. Especially right before we go on some suicide mission.”
“Relax. I’ve been on dozens of these. Hardly anyone gets killed,” Izzy assured him.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

“It’s a little snug in certain areas,” Sverre said, twisting around to get a better look at himself. The suit of body armor was lightweight and skintight. It was black, made up of a very fine mesh that didn’t restrict movement at all. Vital areas like the chest, neck, and joints were also protected by some kind of overlapping thin ceramic plates. He had to admit, they looked really cool.
“It’s snug in all areas, doofus,” Izzy said. “That’s the point.” Her attention was on analyzing the gargantuan rifle she held that was taller than she was. Sverre had never seen anything like it.
“We communicate with this wrist computer?” he asked, fiddling with a wrist-mounted bracer he’d attached to his right wrist. The top of it was a curved LED screen. A menu screen activated when he touched it. A few seconds later, the screen shut off again.
“Yeah, just a wee bit easier to manage than carting around a tablet or handheld. There are some goggles that will sync with it and provide a HUD interface if you want. We’ll talk directly through our wireless earpieces, which are also synced with the computer.”
“Nah, I’m good. Goggles mess up my rugged sex appeal.”
“Suit yourself.”
“So that’s Heart-Piercer? Looks pretty high-tech.”
“You could say that. It’s probably only the second or third most advanced sniper rifle on the planet. I would have rather had Doom-Bringer, but that’s on the ‘Izzy can’t have’ list.”
“I think it’s really weird that you guys name these weapons,” Sverre admitted.
“They aren’t all named. Just the really mind-blowingly awesome ones,” she said while polishing the barrel.
“Yeah, well, I christen these guns Armageddon and Devastation,” he bragged, flexing and kissing each bicep. “They never run out of ammo, and they always hit their target.”
“I’ve seen ’em, and they are pretty impressive. Unfortunately, we live in a world of anti-personnel mines, drones that can eliminate a target from five miles away, engineered viruses, specters that can freeze your blood with a touch, killer satellites, and human-animal hybrids that don’t respond well to fists. If this were a kung fu movie, you’d be all set.”
Sverre drew the automatic handguns from his holsters, spinning them around his fingers like a trick shooter. He threw each one up in the air, catching them both easily while simultaneously ejecting the magazines. He continued his motion, kicking the magazines in quick succession, sending each one whizzing through the air. They lodged into the metal door of a locker across the room with a loud clang.
“In my hands, everything is a deadly weapon,” he said.
Izzy was speechless for a moment before replying, “That locker door is coming out of your cut.”
The transport craft was similar to the one they had “liberated” from Inquest One. It appeared to be an older model, but modified. It had a wide body, large sliding side doors, and a rear ramp that allowed something as big as a Hummer to be loaded. Aside from one minigun hanging under the front nose, it had no other visible armament. Someone had painted a giant nude succubus on the side.
“This thing blows,” Sverre decided aloud.
“It’s meant to carry back the loot, not engage in a dogfight,” Izzy said, loading their gear.
“How are you and me going to carry back more than one or two items, especially with our gear?”
“Drake’ll send a few movers and a transport with us. We break in, disable the security system, leave the front door open, and these guys will load about a ton of gear every minute. We’ve got to keep it all low-key, or they’ll send an intercept squad, which usually arrives in about fifteen to thirty minutes, regardless of how remote the location is. That’s when the killing starts, so we want to avoid that,” Izzy said.
As she spoke, a large vehicle backed into the rear of the ship. It looked like a covered troop transport, but the cab was removed. In its place was a robot attached to the vehicle from the waist down. It was painted a dull matte black and had elongated arms that ended in large pincers. Under those arms was a set of regular-sized arms that resembled a human’s. Its head was a simple sphere composed of various cameras and sensors similar to the ones found atop self-driving cars. On its back were two assault rifles holstered in an X shape.
“Dang, that thing is pretty awesome,” Sverre muttered.
Looking up to see what he was referring to, Izzy responded, “Oh, yeah, that’s MARV. Short for Mobile Autonomous Retrieval Vehicle. It’s got a pretty damn good AI. It’s saved our bacon more than once. Drake’s pulling out all the stops on this one if he’s sending MARV. He’ll follow us in silently, hang back in low-power mode, then rush in to grab up the goodies or provide fire support if needed. He’s even scooped up the wounded and carried them back out of the action on a few occasions. Has a few first-aid gadgets in those arms of his, too.”
Two petite women and a very large man approached them as they boarded the craft. They were outfitted in the same body armor and carried a few light weapons.
“Miss Ford, I’m told we’re going to accompany you to the drop site and help recover items from the compound. I’m Hoss, and this is Valkyrie and Mercury,” the man said. The two soldiers nodded.
Sverre looked at the three of them, confused. He pulled Izzy to the side and whispered to her, “Look, I understand why this three-hundred-pound slab of beef is coming to help carry things. No offense, but those two girls look like they weigh about a hundred pounds each.”
“Better look again, bucko,” Izzy said, chuckling.
In the place of the two small women now stood a pair of werewolves, one with black fur and the other with white. They loomed above Sverre.
“Looks can be deceiving, little one,” the white-furred werewolf said in a Russian accent. They both reverted back to their human forms and boarded the craft.
“How-how come their suits didn’t just rip to pieces?” Sverre asked.
“Adaptable nanotube fibers. They can stretch about two hundred percent before they tear. As long as the action isn’t instantaneous, they can adapt. In the case of something like a bladed weapon or a bullet, they constrict in that spot, stopping the object from penetrating. That’s one thing to be cautious about. Someone slowly pushing a blade in is going to have an easier time getting through the armor. Otherwise, it can stop most conventional firearm rounds.”
“Miss Ford, we need to get moving,” Hoss shouted over the sound of the engines that had begun to whine.
“So, you comin’ with me to find your fortune?” Izzy asked, climbing into the rear seat of the craft through the side door.
Sverre paused, looking over each person in the craft. He jumped through the door.
“I’ve got nothing better to do.”




CHAPTER THIRTY

The flight to the Farm was shorter than he would have liked. He spoke with bravado, but he was worried about what they would find. He still thought of himself as a novice in combat, and now he was going against the people he still considered to be the good guys. Not to mention, he was friends with some of them. He’d had to absorb a lot in the past year, and it turned out there was another side to the story that he’d been given by the Order. They might be the good guys, but the enemy wasn’t evil. He wasn’t sure what to believe anymore. The citizens of Xibalba had seemed like decent people. The truth had to be somewhere in the middle, and maybe the Order had a lot to answer for.
“Full stealth engaged. Power down any devices,” the pilot shouted into the back. The side doors closed, and the craft went completely dark. The pilot’s visor lowered as his instrumentation also faded. Sverre started to speak, but Izzy put her finger up to her mouth and shook her head. The whine of the engines faded until the sound of the wind outside the aircraft drowned them out. Sverre looked out the window to see a clearing in the forest below them rising up to greet them.
They climbed into the back of the robotic transport and set out. “Alright. We’ll park MARV about a mile out from the compound. You three stay with it. Sverre and I will scope it out, then head in. We’ll radio once it’s clear.”
The transport was nearly silent despite the thick underbrush through the woods. The robot at the helm used its arms to clear objects that might make too much noise when trampled. A pair of saw blades within the pincers clipped vegetation as they went.
“It’s clearing a getaway path,” Izzy whispered to Sverre. “It’ll be slow going on the way in, but we’ll come out like bats out of hell. It’d be nice to use the road in, but we’d risk running into the numerous booby traps that might be on a separate system from the main compound.”             
Izzy reached into a pocket and handed a small, rectangular plastic device to Sverre. “I call this little baby the Izzy Special. Use this to disable their system. Just find any terminal and plug this into a USB drive. If it doesn’t have a USB, pull out this small cable and plug it into the ethernet port. If it don’t have that, flip this out for the headphone jack. If you use the ethernet, wait until the light turns green, then plug the ethernet cable back in. It’ll copy itself to that terminal, then use their network to send information off-site until it’s turned off.
“If all else fails, you can hold down this button for twenty seconds and it’ll start hacking their wireless system, but that’s the last resort. It’ll take a few minutes that way, and you’re more likely to trigger any system alarms. I’ve got pretty much every trick I know — combined with my special sauce — in this. It’ll disable their outgoing communications except for what we co-opt, take down their security, stop their cameras, erase all camera footage from the past few hours, turn off any sentry bots and turrets, then search the entire network, find weaknesses and disable their firewalls. Then it’ll download whatever it can find. If they manage to get ahold of it, it erases itself as soon as they analyze it.”
“How can you be sure this will work?” Sverre asked.
“Hasn’t failed yet. The Order has the best security on Earth, but they can’t hold a candle to what I can do,” she bragged.
The transport crawled to a stop. The three soldiers exited quickly, posting up in hidden areas around the vehicle. They motioned that it was clear.
“Okay, let’s get moving,” Izzy said. She hefted the huge gun onto her back and started trudging through the brush. Sverre dismounted and followed her.
“You know, I could carry that for you,” he offered. After a few minutes, she was breathing heavily. The gun might be made of lightweight materials, but it still weighed quite a bit.
“No, I’ve got it. I’ve gotten soft in lockup, is all. I need to get these flabby muscles goin’ again,” she panted.
“You just don’t look like you’re used to this line of work,” he said.
“Why? Because I’m short and fat?” she shot back.
“No! No, that’s not what I meant,” he backpedaled.
“No, that’s what you meant. I get it. I might have a little extra booty, but I’ve been doin’ this for years. Still kicking. Don’t even have any scars to show for it. I’ve seen more guys like you buried than I care to try to remember. It hurts. Those guys were my friends. I might not run as fast, or be able to swing a big hammer, or body-slam a full-grown man, but here I am, and there they are.”
“Okay, fair enough. Sorry I brought it up. I’m a jerk,” he admitted.
“I’ve met much, much worse. You’re not so bad — just green. If you live long enough, you might actually become dangerous,” she joked. “Okay, hush up. We’re getting close.”
They marched up a small hill, crouching low as they crested the top. The Farm was in view, although still a few hundred yards away.
“Okay, sit tight,” Izzy whispered. She pulled out a pair of goggles and slipped them on. Crawling toward the Farm, she tapped the side of the eyewear. She repeated the procedure for several minutes, then returned to Sverre.
“Weird. The laser grid is up, but the magic wards are down. Looks like the tremor sensors are down too, but the motion detectors and sentry guns are functioning. The freakin’ front door is off the hinges. And I mean the blast door, not the decorative one. There’s two guards at the front door, looks like two more inside.”
“How are we going to get by all of that?” Sverre asked.
“Piece of cake.”
She pulled a small disk out of her pack and set it on the ground near the top of the hill. Retrieving a threaded rod from her pack, she set it in a hole in the center of the disk. The disk started to rotate, causing the rod to drill into the earth. A hum emanated from the disk as it dug firmly into the dirt. Grunting, she hefted the gigantic sniper rifle up onto her shoulder and walked it over. Standing beside the disk, she shrugged the gun off her shoulder. It fell for a few inches, then stopped, hovering directly above the disk. It spun around slightly, wobbled, then stopped in midair, levitating a few feet off the ground.
“What the hell...” Sverre asked, amazed.
“You ain’t seen nothin’ yet.”
She pulled three cartridges from her pack and slipped each one into a receptacle in the gun. One on each side, and one on top. She made small adjustments to the gun, appearing to nuzzle it from Sverre’s vantage point.
“Are you making out with it?” Sverre asked.
“No, I’m programming the targets into it. Now I’m making out with it,” she said, turning toward him and licking the gun seductively. “Get ready. In about ten seconds, I’m disabling everything down there. I want you at the front door about three seconds after that. We don’t want the guards to dig in or have a chance to activate the alarm. Okay — go!” she whispered.
“What? Now?” he asked, confused.
“Yes, now!” she hissed.
He took off running down the hill at breakneck speed, hopping over bushes, rocks, and other obstacles. At the top of the hill, Izzy finished counting, then tapped the button on the side of her goggles again. The gun came to life. The right cartridge clamped down. The gun fired sixteen rounds in the first second and a half, rotating quickly to pinpoint its targets almost faster than the eye could follow. The rounds struck each of the laser grid projectors and motion detectors, shorting them out with small shells designed to disable electrical components.
The right cartridge released, and the left engaged. The guards had just raised their guns at the approaching Sverre, yelling at him to halt or they would fire. Their fingers had started to pull the triggers when several darts appeared in their exposed skin. They both collapsed instantly. Sverre was now about twenty yards from the front door, having cleared most of the front yard. Two automated sentry guns mounted at the opposing corners of the wooden front porch now swiveled toward him. “Izzyyyyy!” he screamed, his legs pumping furiously.
The left cartridge disengaged from the rifle as the top one clamped down.
“C’mon, c’mon, c’mon,” she said, watching the action below. Two armor-piercing rounds shredded the left sentry gun, which collapsed, sparks raining out of it. Two more pierced the one on the right just as it fired. Dirt exploded near Sverre’s feet as the round shattered the earth inches away from him. He dashed up the steps just as the two interior guards emerged. His leg delivered a bone-crushing blow to the head of the guard on the right, removing his helmet and knocking the man unconscious. He caught the rifle of the man on the left, swinging his free fist just as three darts appeared in the man’s hand and neck. The guard crumpled to the floor.
Sverre hunched over inside the door, catching his breath. No one else approached, which was a relief.
“Cutting it a little close, weren’t you?” Sverre said when Izzy finally showed up a minute later.
“You know I took out twenty-one targets in about eight seconds, right? This guy here — that’s your guy, right?” she responded while tapping one of the guards with her foot.
“I’m beginning to think I was a decoy,” he grumbled. “Where’s your gun?”
“Up on the hill. It wouldn’t do any good in here, and I can use it to cover the entrance,” she said. She held a finger to the side of her goggles and turned her head from side to side. Sverre squinted while looking through the doorway and noticed the barrel of the gun on the hill was mimicking her movement.
“Enough jibber-jabber. I radioed the crew. They’re on their way in. You head down to the armory and see what’s down there. I’m going down to the research floor,” she said.
Izzy secured the unconscious soldiers with tie wraps.
Sverre sprinted down the hall, turning in to the first stairwell he came to. The elevators could act as holding cells if activated, complete with the gas they’d used on him that night they had captured him. The stairwell doors would remain unlocked in an emergency unless manually locked remotely or at the door itself. Fortunately, they were unlocked. The armory was on the next floor down.
The armory was stripped bare except for a few basic weapons like batons and stun guns. Things anyone could pick up from the internet. He wasn’t sure how the Underworlders ever retrieved anything of value from the Order. They were so organized that of course there was nothing left, despite what Drake had said. He felt a presence behind him and whirled, one hand drawing a handgun, the other on the sword on his back.
“Relax, friend, it is only me,” Mercury said.
“How’d you know where I was?”
“I followed your scent, of course. Plus, you have a tracking device built into your armor.”
“Drake likes to keep tabs on his operatives, I guess.”
“But of course. It looks like the weapons have been cleared out, but we’ll take these trinkets they left. It’s to be expected. Their armory is the first area they secure.”
“Looks like it’s a bust, then,” Sverre said.
She chuckled. “No, there are always things worth much more than simple guns. With the proper blueprints, we can make our own, or even improve on their designs. With Izzy’s help, we can hack into their secure servers and find weapons depots, troop movements, and strike dates on our facilities. If there are any arcane texts, our people can counter their spellcasters with that knowledge. In any facility like this, there are objects of power that can’t be moved as quickly as a rifle.”
She held her hand to her earpiece. “Izzy has accessed a direct terminal in the research laboratory. She’s uploaded the full facility schematics to our computers. She is asking for you to meet her downstairs. I’m heading to the garage. She says there are some rare parts in their inventory.”
“On the way,” Sverre responded.
“We’ve hit the mother lode,” Izzy shouted as soon as he entered the room.
“Looks like they haven’t moved much out of here since the last time I was here,” Sverre said, joining her at the terminal. “I figured it was old junk. No one ever came down here. Jess said no one knew how to get the equipment working again after her dad died.”
“No one until now,” Izzy said, typing furiously on a keyboard.
“Can you get them to work?” Sverre asked, peering into the container.
“I think so. If we take one of their manufacturing machines with us, I’ve got enough from these files to duplicate the process of making them. There’s one thing I’m not sure about, though: how they link up with their user. It’s supposed to be a very personal process. It’s almost symbiotic in nature. A user has to bond to their weapon, and the weapon will assume a form that complements that user’s combat style or nature.”
“So, you can’t just make a sword for someone who wants a sword?”
“Not that I can determine, but anything can be improved or cracked with enough time,” she said.
“What do you have, Miss Ford?” Hoss asked, lumbering into the room. He was followed by Valkyrie. He was sweating profusely.
“I need these two machines loaded up, asap.”
Hoss strode over to the large manufacturing machine, estimating its weight. It was the size of a twin bed. Picking up one end of it, he raised an eyebrow and nodded at Valkyrie. She shifted into wolf form and grunted as she picked up the other end. They carried it out of the room, struggling with the weight.
“Are they going to be okay?” Sverre asked.
“Mercury’s guarding their route and can give them a hand. MARV is parked just outside the front door,” she said, tapping at the computer on her wrist. “About ready to hit it?” she asked, finishing up.
“We’ve only been in here like ten minutes. Did we even get anything?” Sverre asked.
“Hon, we probably got close to a billion dollars’ worth of information and gear out of this one, mostly due to that God Particle machine. More importantly, we might have gained a major weapon that we can use to arm some of our high-level soldiers. We’ve got to hightail it before reinforcements arrive. Strange, though — I’ve never seen an alpha facility with so few troops in it. I expected at least a dozen guards, if not more.”
A sharp bark from the doorway interrupted their conversation. They drew their weapons and turned.
“I might have had something to do with that,” Bilford said.




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

The old man was dressed in dark, silver-embroidered arcane robes and carried a large staff which was engraved in glowing runes. In his other hand was a small chihuahua. It was anyone’s guess as to which was the most dangerous weapon.
“Chewy!” Sverre exclaimed.
Bilford set the wiggling chihuahua down. He scampered to Sverre, his tail wagging furiously.
“I thought I’d never see him again,” Sverre said, picking the dog up. Chewy licked his face furiously.
“He’s missed you over the past few months, but I’ve made sure he was well cared for,” Bilford explained.
“Sorry to break up this reunion, but you need to get out of our way, old-timer. We’ve got places to go,” Izzy threatened.
“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Bilford said, setting his staff in front of him.
“We shall not pass?” Sverre asked, stifling a smile.
“Something like that,” Bilford replied, a twinkle in his eye.
“It wasn’t a request, wizard,” Izzy said, pulling out a small submachine gun.
“Good. I’m afraid I don’t do requests,” Bilford said, yawning.
“Sverre, you need to move him, or I’m going to put him down. The timer’s ticking. We’ve got two minutes to get out of here,” she demanded.
“Bilford —” Sverre started.
“Relax. There is no one coming. As I was saying, I’m the reason there are so few guards here, my boy. I have been expecting you.”
“How could you be expecting me? I didn’t know I was coming here until a few hours ago.”
“I saw who escaped with you from Inquest. Izzy is well-known to us. I knew there was a chance she’d try to loot this facility. It wasn’t easy keeping my superiors from sending a platoon of soldiers to guard the place until this other equipment could be moved out. I had to trigger one of the more dangerous artifacts here and create a story about battling demons for the past few days. They cleared out much of the equipment on that first night we were attacked, but this other machinery takes a lot of manpower to move. Or maybe just a few…werewolves,” he said.
He whipped around quickly, stamping down his staff, creating a shadow that engulfed the hallway behind him. Mercury emerged from the darkness, stumbled a few steps, then fell at his feet. He immediately held out his other hand behind him, as if motioning “stop,” in the direction of Izzy. A flurry of bullets sped toward Bilford just as Sverre shouted, “No!”
The bullets struck a large mass that had instantly expanded from Bilford’s hand. It looked like a blob of translucent green slime forming a curved shield. The projectiles struck it with a wet thwak-thwak-thwak sound, slowing to a stop. He turned to face them, the shield drawing back into his hand with a slurping sound. He turned his palm over, displaying the handful of bullets.
“I’ve still got it,” he said with a smile.
Chewy barked at the gunfire, terrified. Sverre attempted to calm the frightened dog. Bilford waved his hand, sending a small fluttering wave of sparkles toward Chewy which encircled the canine. The dog faded away from Sverre’s hands. Sverre regarded Bilford with a look of terror.
Bilford waved down the young man’s concerns. “He is in his bed upstairs now. Don’t worry, the door is locked and closed. He is completely safe. That will keep him out of trouble for now.”
Izzy’s gun clacked as she jammed another magazine into it.
“Young lady, please stop doing that. It’s annoying to waste my energy. I’m not as young as I used to be. If you do that again, I might turn you into a slug.”
She looked at Sverre questioningly, mouthing the words, “Can he do that?”
He shrugged.
“The she-wolf is fine. She’ll wake up feeling refreshed in a few hours,” Bilford explained. “You are right, though — time is running out, but not for the reason you think. I’ve got a lot of things to explain to you, Sverre. If your compatriots return, please have them wait. This is very important. It concerns Jessica,” he said, moving away from the door so he couldn’t be ambushed again.
“Not to interject, here, but I don’t care what this is about. We need to haul ass, Sverre,” Izzy said. “Are you with him or us?”
“Young lady, if you get back on that terminal, you’ll see I’m not lying. I’ve deactivated the alarms. No transmission has been sent out. There’s no team coming,” Bilford stated.
Izzy looked back at the terminal, then at Bilford. Walking over, she typed a few commands, then turned to Sverre. “He’s right, there’s nothing showing up. My Izzy Special did its job, but the internal system was deactivated beforehand. Everything except the outer defenses.”
“Why would you do that, Bilford? What happened here? Where is Jessica?” Sverre said, trying to gather his thoughts. Why was Bilford helping them?
“First off, if it means anything, I’m sorry for what happened to you. I’m just now beginning to piece it all together. After your initial period here, your snooping around made a lot of people nervous. They wanted to test you to see if you were loyal to the cause. They rigged up that whole scenario that night to see what you would do. Unfortunately, you did exactly what they expected you to do. I fought hard for you, my boy, but many of them had already made up their minds,” Bilford said.
“And what about Jessica? Was she in on it?” Sverre demanded.
“No, she was in the dark as much as you were. In fact, she’s spent these past few months investigating the whole thing herself, which has raised a few red flags. She felt like you were set up, which you were. She was quite upset by it all.”
“And where is she now?” Sverre asked.
“She’s why I’m still here,” Bilford said, groaning as he slowly sat down in a chair. “A few days ago, almost right after you escaped from Inquest, I was in the study when I received a phone call.” He paused, wondering how to proceed. “Now, what I’m about to tell you will probably get me court-martialed and locked up in Inquest myself. You can do what you want with the information. I’ve lived a long life and done a lot of things that I regret. Spending my last remaining years locked up is probably what I deserve. What I did this time was...unconscionable. I’ve killed innocent men. Men who looked to me for leadership, and I threw their lives away,” the old man continued, stooped over in the chair while staring at the floor. “The caller identified himself as Dragos Dalca,” Bilford said.
Izzy whistled. “That’s a fellow no one wants to mess with.”
“Yes, we’ve tried to locate and shut him down for hundreds of years, but his resources are perhaps on par with ours, I’m afraid,” Bilford said. “He’s one of the most powerful vampires ever to walk the Earth. A casual phone call from him was the second biggest surprise I’ve had in my very long life. He stated he was en route to our facility with the intent of securing Jessica. If there’s one thing you have to understand about Dragos, it’s that he’s a man of honor. He believes a person’s word is the most valuable thing they possess. He’s a real stickler for honor, ceremony, and whatnot. It’s rumored he has never lied in his life.”
“Sort of an Honest Abe of the Undead?” Sverre interjected.
“I suppose you could say that, although Lincoln lied to me all the time,” Bilford said.
“You’re joking, right?” Izzy said, looking up from the terminal where she had remained during the discourse.
Bilford continued, “Dragos stated that he would come in person within ten minutes to collect Jessica. He offered a bargain: if I deactivated the mystic defenses, he would not harm her, and he’d only kill the men who directly assaulted his person. Another matter of honor to him, you see. He stated that if I refused, he would slaughter everyone in the building except for Jessica and he would attack a major city before morning. Thousands could have died.”
“You didn’t...” Sverre said.
“I’m-I’m afraid I agreed,” Bilford said. His eyes glistened.
“Look, old man, if that bloodsucker said he’s goin’ to do it, then he’s goin’ to do it. That’s the reason he never lies — so people know he means business,” Izzy said, still typing.
“That offers little consolation. Those men died to save the rest of us. I didn’t care about myself, but Sam, Hilda, and the rest... I locked down the barracks and the security doors to every room in the building. However, Jessica noticed what was occurring and activated the alarm. Some of the soldiers made it up top before the doors locked. They were isolated from the rest of us, waiting for reinforcements until the moment they died. It made no difference in the end. The might of an elder vampire lord is almost unrivaled.
“He deactivated or destroyed the electronic defenses and tore through the reinforced blast door. The men were slaughtered in seconds. Jessica confronted him, but he subdued her. He arrived in my study with her trailing him. It was devastating to see her so entranced. He asked me why the building had been sealed, and I was forced to tell him that Jessica had noticed his arrival. He wished to make sure I hadn’t reneged on our deal, you see. Satisfied with my answers, he left.”
“With all of your power, you just let him go? You let Jessica be taken?” Sverre’s voice was full of anger.
“You don’t understand, my boy. In my prime, I would have likely been no match for him. An elder vampire lord’s speed is indescribable. They have the ability to control any human’s mind with a simple word. They are able to dominate our will utterly. In addition, he carried several magical artifacts and wards that I could not identify. It was truly a no-win situation.”             
“Where did he take her? Surely, she has some kind of tracking device on her, implanted somewhere or something.”
“There is one subdermal implant that all Order agents have. We found it in the forest. We were unable to track the course of his aircraft. It must have similar capabilities to our own.”
“Did he say why he took her? I don’t understand why he would risk his own life coming here just to kidnap her,” Sverre said.
Bilford paused before continuing. “He said he wanted you, I’m afraid. I don’t know why. It probably has something to do with your gift. He said that once I found you, I was to keep you here until he sent for you. I was beginning to lose hope. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could keep others from the facility, but here you are. I can’t ask or force you to stay, but I wanted to let you know the situation.”
Izzy continued to use the console while the long conversation was occurring. Looking up, she said, “I’m beginning to think all of this is related. Sverre’s setup, the attack on his parents by the werewolves, his time at Inquest. Going through the files, I notice some curious inconsistencies. I think this was partly an inside job. Someone fed him data that he shouldn’t have had access to and tempted him with that information. It all seems to be rigged so he’d fly off the handle and end up at Inquest, and then there was the experimentation on him, which was outside protocol. The fact that the werewolf village was hidden from the Order’s tracking. I just cracked the worm and found evidence that the village was evacuated not long ago. I don’t know why Dragos would go through all of this trouble or who was working with him.”
Hoss and Valkyrie burst into the room, taking up strategic positions behind the equipment. Their weapons were trained on Bilford.
“We’ve got him covered, Miss Ford. Head to the doorway!” Hoss shouted.
Izzy looked to the old wizard, then at Sverre. Neither made any motion. “Stand down, Hoss,” she ordered.
“We heard almost everything. You don’t have any obligation to these people. Let them have the boy, and let’s take our haul. Even if there isn’t an intercept squad coming, the longer we are here, the more risk. Especially if that vampire is involved. This is something we shouldn’t get involved with,” Hoss said, his rifle still pointed at Bilford.
Izzy gave Sverre a worried look. “Look, I get it. But she ain’t worth riskin’ your life over. We’ll make some serious cheddar on this trip, even if you want out afterwards. I’d like to have you in my crew, though. You seem like an okay guy.”
“I can’t do it, Izzy. I can’t let another person die because of me. It’s not just my feelings for Jess, but there’s something inside of me that won’t let an innocent die if it’s in my power to save them.”
“The whole Soul Warrior thing? That’s why Dragos wants you in the first place, and if he wants you that badly, it’s not going to be good for anyone, especially you.” She was getting angry at his stubbornness.
“I know, but I couldn’t live with myself otherwise. I’m sorry. I appreciate all that you’ve done for me.”
She walked over to him, then stuck her hand out. He ignored her hand, scooping her up in a bear hug.
“Put me down, you big doofus!” she cried out. He set her down gently.
“Look, I’m not going to try to talk you out of it. A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do. But that doesn’t mean I can’t help you out a bit. You keep that Izzy Special I gave you. Maybe it’ll help you out at some point. But there’s something else I want to try, too. Come over here,” she said, walking over to the nanite tank.
He followed, unsure of what she was planning.
“I’ve studied up on these particles here and there over the years, and now, with direct access to them, I think I might be able to bond them to you.”
“I’m not sure that is the wisest decision,” Bilford said from across the room.
“Are you planning on stopping me from trying?” she asked.
“No…no, I am just concerned for your safety. Bonding the God Particles to a living person instead of a weapon rarely worked, even back when Jessica’s father was alive,” the old wizard said. “But if you can make the process work, the boy will need as much help as he can get in his upcoming trials, so you have my blessing.”
“I don’t think that will work. These things don’t get along with me. Last time I fooled around with them, they just about blew my fingers off,” Sverre said.
“That’s because you’ve got too much energy for them to handle. You are like a freakin’ nuclear power plant of chi. They are attracted to you like a moth to a flame, but they burn out just like the moth does, too. But I think I can solve that problem and also get them to initiate the bonding process. Hell, they already want to bond with you now. They just can’t because they weren’t designed to work with that level of energy,” Izzy explained.
“What do you mean, they ‘want to’?”
“I don’t know how, but these things have some kind of rudimentary intelligence. I’ve found some AI code in them, but whatever it is seems to go beyond simple code, or else it’s hidden somewhere that I can’t find, which is pretty much impossible.”
The lid on the transparent container slid back automatically. Izzy stood at the edge, waiting for Sverre to join her. When he reached her position, the particles in the tank started to swirl again. Izzy put her hand in the tank, then a hand on Sverre’s forehead. She closed her eyes.
“I believe you are quite wasting your time, child. We’ve had some of the best minds in the Order try to get the God Particles to bond with new masters, but it was a failure each time,” Bilford shouted from across the room.
“Hush, old man, I’m concentrating,” Izzy commanded. Her brow furrowed as she focused harder.
“What are you trying to do, Izzy?” Sverre asked, puzzled. It was similar to some kind of spiritual awakening rather than hacking something.
She did not respond, but the creases in her forehead deepened. She started to perspire slightly. Hoss and Valkyrie looked at each other, unsure of what was going on but impatient for it to be over. On any normal mission, they’d have been halfway back to home by now, yet they’d lingered here for almost half an hour while one of the enemy sat casually in a chair.
Bilford pulled out a pipe and lit it with the tip of his finger, crossing his legs.
“Extraordinary,” he muttered to himself.
“Okay, Sverre, slowly put your hand into the tank,” Izzy whispered. It was obvious she was under great strain despite merely resting her hands on him and inside the tank.
He did as she’d instructed, lowering his hand carefully into the container. Some of the particles leapt into the air, flashing and sizzling before they made contact with him.
“Are you sure about this?” he asked.
“Just try to stay calm. Don’t spike your energy level. This room could go up if you lose control and ignite the entire tank,” she whispered.
“It’s probably not a good idea to tell me to stay calm, then tell me I could accidentally kill everyone in the room if I don’t.”
The gray mass became more agitated the lower his hand went. “Just keep going. I think I’ve almost got it,” she said, sweat dripping onto her body armor. “They-they want both hands,” she said.
“Who is ‘they’?” Sverre asked.
“I-I don’t know. I think it’s the God Particles, but it’s like they are talking to me and... you?” she said, opening her eyes.
“I’m not talking to anyone. Maybe it’s the spirits within me talking to them?”
“I don’t know. I’m hardly doing anything now. I’m merely the conduit. This isn’t what I expected to happen, but it seems to have stabilized.”
He did as instructed, cautiously putting both hands into the tank. Slowly, the area around both hands began to swirl, once again like a giant whirlpool. A white glow began to pulse within the center of the phenomenon.
“Izzy....” Sverre said, panic creeping into his voice.
“I-I don’t know what’s happening. Just stop. Maybe this won’t work after all.”
“I can’t! My hands are stuck. The particles are pulling them in. I can’t get them out. Izzy, it’s starting to hurt,” he cried out, straining to pull his arms out, but he had no leverage. The smell of something burning started to waft through the air as the light grew brighter.
Izzy ran back to the terminal and started typing. “It’s not responding. This isn’t supposed to happen!” she shouted.
Bilford stood in alarm as Hoss and Valkyrie started edging toward the door.
Sverre screamed, trying to pull his arms free. The whirlpools spun faster and faster. The light flared blindingly. The particles began to emit a high-pitched whine that grew louder by the second.
Sverre screamed again as the tank exploded. Fragments of glass whizzed across the room, shattering across the machinery and walls. Everyone gathered in the room shielded themselves from the onslaught. The particles spilled out of the sides of the tank and onto the floor. The ceiling lights around the tank shorted out and went dark.
Izzy lowered her arms from her face and rushed over to Sverre. Bilford followed.
Sverre groaned on the floor a few feet from the destroyed tank. Shards of glass stuck out of his body armor. He held up his hands, which smoked and steamed. The thin gloves which had covered them were shredded and melted, burned skin exposed through the holes. Izzy ripped off the remnants of the gloves. Some of the material stuck to his skin as it was peeled off, removing layers of skin as well.
“Oh my god, I’m sorry, Sverre. I don’t know what happened,” she said, removing a small aerosol spray can from a pouch on her belt. He felt his pain subside as the spray numbed his flesh.
“Wait, what’s that?” he said, looking closely at his hands.
Upon closer inspection, he noticed that much of what looked like blackened burns and cloth was moving. His hands were covered in the gray particles. In fact, the damage to his hands was minimal. The particles slowly swarmed around his hands, in between his fingers and into and out of the wounds.
“What are they doing?” he asked.
“I think you’re resisting them. Just relax. Think of...I don’t know. Just think of fighting or violence or justice or something. I don’t know how the bonding process works,” she admitted.
“You have to think of something personal,” Bilford offered.
“This seems like a really half-assed idea,” Sverre complained.
He closed his eyes, trying to think of combat techniques, weapons that came to mind, whatever he could. He thought of the spirits that lent him their strength, the innocents he was supposed to protect. Following that train of thought, he thought of his parents, which reminded him of the werewolves he had fought that night. That led to his combat with Rilus and the beast’s ferocity and power. The particles on his hands slowly expanded around each hand as these thoughts and images cascaded through his mind until the substance encircled his hands completely. They then coalesced into strange interlocking runes and symbols that formed a latticework around his hands, looking almost like tribal tattoos. The tips of his fingers ended in sharp inch-long claws.             
“What the hell did you think of?”
“Um, werewolves? Sorry, I couldn’t help it.”
“I guess that explains the claws, but what’s up with those symbols?” she asked, looking to Bilford.
Bilford leaned in close and adjusted his glasses. “I’ve never seen the like.”
They helped Sverre to his feet. He was unsteady, grabbing onto the edge of the tank. His hand sliced through the edge of the tank, causing him to stumble forward.
“What the…?” he asked, looking at his outstretched hand.
Curious, he touched the edge of a nearby support pillar. Again, he sliced through it with no effort.
“My word!” Bilford exclaimed.
“I guess it worked, somehow,” Izzy said.
“What are these? Some kind of gauntlets?” Sverre asked, examining them. He hesitantly touched his arm with the tip of one claw, but there was no damage. He clasped his hands together without incident. He picked up a shard of glass with the tips of the claws. It crumbled.
“How the hell am I supposed to eat and go to the bathroom?”
“It’s obvious they don’t harm you, but there’s usually a verbal command to suspend or initiate the attack mode, but the weapon wasn’t supposed to be bonded to the user like this. They usually have some kind of device like a hilt, a piece of armor, or something else they use as a conduit and focus. Sorry ’bout that. Why don’t you try — wait.”
“What?”
“We’ve got company. Three hostiles just blew through the front door upstairs,” Izzy said, turning toward the corridor.




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Hoss took up a position against the edge of the door. Valkyrie grabbed Mercury and carried the prone woman to cover, then turned to assist Hoss.
Izzy fiddled with her visor. “I’m trying to play back the footage, but it’s going to take me a minute to find it.”
“I don’t think we have a minute, Miss Ford,” Hoss said, firing his gun into the hallway. “Looks like —” he had started to say when a large form burst through the doorway, sending him flying across the room. He crashed into one of the inactive machines, which tumbled over on top of him. He did not move.
Valkyrie fired several bursts at the intruders, then shifted into wolf form and leaped at one of them. It was difficult to make out the two combatants as they slashed and tore at each other in a frenzy.
“They’re werewolves!” Izzy shouted, firing at the one that had sent Hoss reeling. She fumbled in her belt, looking for something. “Use the silver flash-bangs —” she started to say, but then she was in the shadow of the beast. It had closed the distance from the doorway to the center of the room in two heartbeats.
She lashed out, striking it with her palm, directly in the chest. It convulsed several times, then its movements ceased. Sverre appeared between them, launching a flying kick that staggered the creature. It stumbled backward a few steps, then shook its head as if clearing its vision. This werewolf was about thirty percent larger than Rilus, and Rilus had been huge. The three new werewolves wore body armor of similar design to the armor designed by the Tailor. Sverre could not discern if they carried any weaponry.
“You!” it growled upon seeing Sverre. “You will come with us now.”
“I don’t think so,” Sverre said, grabbing the hilts of the two swords he carried. Sparks exploded as the claws from the gauntlets cut into them. The hilts were left in ragged pieces where the claws had cut out chunks of metal and leather. “Holy hell,” he said, looking at the runed claws on his hands. He looked back at Izzy. “How do I turn them off?” he shouted over his shoulder.
“You’d better just use them right now and worry about turning them off later,” she offered, running away from the two combatants. She took up refuge beside Bilford. The third werewolf from the new trio had slunk away from sight, slowly circling around the pair, using the machinery as cover.
Bilford walked around in a circle, stamping his staff every few feet as he went. Upon returning to his starting point, he mouthed a minor spell, a cantrip. At each point he had stamped, red glowing lines formed, crisscrossing at his feet, connecting the dots to his position. He then sat at the center. “Do not fire your weapon inside the circle,” he instructed Izzy.
“But now we can’t help them!” she said, frustrated.
“You don’t have the weaponry to help them, and my power is nearly exhausted. This shield will only last a few minutes.”
“They’ll be killed! Sverre can’t fight that monster in hand-to-hand!” she argued.
“I think he will be fine. If I’m right, these are the escorts from Dragos we were supposed to wait for,” he explained.
“If we were waiting for them, why are we letting them fight?” Izzy said, glaring at him.
“I’m interested in seeing what Sverre can do,” Bilford admitted.
“If you’re wrong, what he’s goin’ to do is get splattered across the walls,” she said. “If that happens, then your girl is dead, too! Hell, we’re all dead!”
“Perhaps, but it’s beyond our control at this point.”
Sverre lunged and slashed at his opponent, attempting to strike a blow with his clawed gauntlets. The gargantuan beast easily dodged his blows, bounding back and forth, sizing up the young man.
“Where did you acquire those toys, stripling? You seek to imitate our natural weapons? Your clawed combat form is laughable. I’ve seen what the God Particle weapons are capable of. I have no intention of letting you touch me. I doubt they could do me any real harm, but I’m in no mood for games at the moment,” the beast boomed.
The werewolf was right. Sverre wasn’t used to fighting like this. He might have multiple martial art styles available to him through his subconscious, but not many martial arts were formed around trying to slice your opponent with your fingernails. He switched to a conventional stance.
“Whelp, you amuse me. I’ll entertain myself with your foolishness for a moment, but then we must be going,” the werewolf declared. “I’ll make a bargain with you. If you manage to put up a worthwhile fight, I’ll leave your friends alone, despite their attacks on me.”
Sverre looked at Izzy and Bilford across the room. The third werewolf circled them, cautiously poking at the air around them. Sparks rained down as its probing claw interacted with an invisible barrier. Across the room, Valkyrie and the second invader had stopped, each dripping blood and breathing heavily. Hunks of fur, skin, and mesh armor were scattered across the floor around them.
“Deal.”
The large beast laughed. It sounded like a lion hacking up a hairball.
“Show me your supposed skills,” it demanded. “I’ll try not to maim you, although it’s not in my nature to treat my opponents gently, but I have my orders. My scouts say you are a powerful warrior. I’d like to see this for myself. Hurry, I am losing interest already.”
Sverre took a deep breath, then dashed forward, striking with his right palm. The creature turned the strike away with no effort, but it felt to Sverre like someone had hit his forearm with a lead pipe. He kicked at the inner shin of his opponent, simultaneously bringing up his left elbow to try to strike the beast in the jaw, but it leapt backward several feet, avoiding both blows. He continued forward with a leaping roundhouse kick. The werewolf brought up its forearm. The kick stopped as if it had hit a brick wall. Sverre fell back, putting his weight on his other leg, and brought up the same leg again with a straight kick which connected with the huge muzzle of the beast.
“You managed to hit me. That is an admirable accomplishment in itself. For that, I’ll give you my name. My clan calls me Varulf. I lead the Cen’Ful pack,” the beast stated.             
“I-I’m Sverre.”
“Did he say ‘Varulf’?” Izzy asked Bilford. “I couldn’t hear through this stupid barrier of yours.”
“I’m sorry, my child, I can’t hear well under normal circumstances,” Bilford replied.
Izzy attempted to shout through the barrier, but the volume of her voice was dampened as it passed through the magic screen.
“Are you done, boy?” Varulf asked. His arms were folded in front of his chest. His tone suggested he was admonishing a toddler that had just had a tantrum.
“I’m just getting warmed up,” Sverre blustered, clearly worried that he was completely unable to barely annoy this mountain of muscle in front of him.
“You cannot match my strength, but can you match my speed?” the man-wolf asked. He unfolded his arms and moved to a crouching position. Sverre backed up, putting around twenty feet between them.
In a split second, Varulf covered the distance, gently nudging his fist into Sverre’s solar plexus. At least it was as gentle as he could perform such an action. To Sverre, it was as if someone had swung a sledgehammer directly into his abdomen. All the air in Sverre’s lungs rushed out. He collapsed to the ground, attempting to breathe. The claws in his gauntlets retracted. The raised glowing runes protecting his hands flattened, resembling nothing more than darkly-inked tattoos.
“Leave them be. We have what we came for,” Varulf commanded, scooping up the prone young man. He slung the limp body over his shoulder with ease.
The large wolf turned to find Hoss blocking his path. Blood glistened on the large man’s forehead. His arm hung limply by his side.
“I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t let you take the young man. He fought to protect us, and I aim to return the favor,” he said, grimacing in pain.
Varulf smiled, revealing a wide, toothy grin. He pulled back his hand, black razor-sharp claws glinting under the florescent lights. He intended to swing the sinewy limb at the man’s head with enough force to decapitate a bull. However, the titan-wolf’s hand did not move. He puzzled for a split second before looking over his shoulder at Sverre holding on to his wrist with both of his hands. Sverre’s arms shook from the tremendous strain.
“You’re not...going...to...kill...that man,” Sverre gasped, grunting against the sheer power of the large beast.
Varulf slowly increased the force, thinking he would easily pull away from the young man’s grip, but Sverre held tight, locking his legs around the werewolf’s torso. Varulf jerked, attempting to wrench free, but he did not break Sverre’s grip. The wolf’s eyes grew wide in surprise and anger. With one final burst of renewed strength, he punched forward, ripping Sverre free from his body, flinging him across the room. Hoss intercepted the human missile. They collided with a loud thud, tumbling onto the ground violently.
Sverre slowly stood, his unwavering steely stare locked with Varulf’s glowering yellow orbs.
“Still have a little fight in you, pup? I respect tenacity. I’ll give you one final blow. If you impress me, the man can live.”
Sverre looked around the room at the combatants gathered. They each looked back at him. The two werewolves that had accompanied Varulf stood defiantly, ready to either finish their prey or leave. Hoss leaned heavily on the machine behind Sverre. Izzy’s look of concern was unmistakable. Bilford was calm. He smiled and gave Sverre a knowing nod of confidence.
Sverre turned to face his opponent, a look of grim determination on his face. Varulf stood tall, his chest bared and his arms spread wide, leaving himself open. Breathing deeply, Sverre concentrated, suppressing his fear. He closed his eyes, cleared his mind, then pulled his most tortured memory to the surface in vivid detail. That night at his childhood home.
Rational thought was replaced with blinding hot rage. His lips peeled back, revealing his gritted teeth. Eyes full of pain burst open, a spark of red glowing once more, focused on the beast before him. Just as Varulf had done earlier, he exploded across the space between himself and Varulf in less than a second. Twisting his torso for maximum force, he swung around with an underhanded closed-palm strike that was followed by an overhand palm strike from his other hand. The first caught Varulf under the ribcage, knocking the wind from him. The beast had not even seen his opponent move. In the next instant, Varulf felt himself being lifted from the floor by the sheer power of the boy before him. The second strike built upon the first, accelerating the werewolf like a rocket. Varulf soared across the room, smashing into the reinforced wall, then falling face-first to the floor.
The other two werewolves were upon Sverre in an instant. He ducked, jumped and dodged their claws and bites, weaving a dance of savage grace. His renewed vigor and skill surprised them. Each time he dodged, he struck a pressure point on his foes, which numbed their limbs and slowed their movements. Valkyrie grabbed one from behind and restrained him. The enemy wolf kicked and snarled but was unable to break her hold.
“Stop!” Varulf boomed, slowly rising from the ground like a bear emerging from its den after a long winter. His chest was partially caved in from the force of Sverre’s meteoric punches. As he rose, the tissue knitted back together. Audible cracks could be heard from across the room as broken ribs straightened and hardened.
“I don’t know what you are, boy, but you’ve earned my respect. However, I must still insist you come with us. There are too many lives at stake for us to fail,” Varulf proclaimed. “Leave the others. Let us return. Do you have anything to say, boy?”
“I’ll go with you willingly. It’s to save my friend, so I have no other choice.”
Varulf’s two companions looked to each other in surprise, then at their commander. They turned to leave, falling in behind their leader.




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

“Wait!” Izzy screamed, chasing after them. Bilford slowly rose from the floor, using his staff as a cane. His arm shook from exhaustion. His robe was stained with sweat.
“You. I know you, girl,” Varulf said, curiosity in his voice.
“I’m Izzy Ford. We talked to you and your pack about joining us in Xibalba.”
“I recall now. What do you want, girl?”
“I’ve got to tell you something. About your pack. I think you’re being set up by Dragos.”
“How do you mean? I have made an arrangement with the vampire lord. His word is his bond.”
“I don’t know about that, but I do know there is something strange going on here. Your village was hidden from the Order’s satellites by someone inside the organization, but then that same person allowed your village to be found again.”
“We’ve noticed some of their drones and spies lurking about in recent days,” Varulf admitted.
Sverre stepped between them, his eyes full of anger. “Did your pack kill my parents?” he demanded.
Varulf seemed surprised by the accusation. “We killed no one that night. We were informed that Rilus would be at that dwelling, but he had escaped before we arrived.”
“But Rilus is dead,” Sverre said, confused.
“Dead? How would you know this?”
“Because I killed him. Well, Jessica and I did, together,” Sverre explained.
“I... can see how you might be able to do that. He was a vile creature and a powerful warrior, but you do have some great power within you as well. I don’t know what to make of this,” Varulf said.
“Who told you that he would be at Sverre’s house?” Izzy asked.
“My second in command — my mate, Tarja.”
“And who did she get the information from?” Izzy questioned.
“She... I didn’t ask,” Varulf admitted. He appeared to be trying to work through a jumble of thoughts within his mind.
“Did you know your village was just evacuated earlier today?” Izzy said.
“What?” Varulf bellowed.
“I’ll take that as a ‘no.’ Several aerial transports came in fast and carried most of the clan away. It looks like there was a bit of fighting, too.”             
“I must get back to them,” Varulf said, turning to leave.
“I’m going with you,” Sverre stated. Everyone in the room turned toward him in surprise.
“Why would you do that?” Varulf asked.
“Because you need to take me to wherever Jessica is, just like you said you would,” Sverre said.
“You know that will surely mean your death? Why would you go with us?”
“Because my friend needs me. And maybe I can help you, too.”
“I do not know what we will face. There is some sort of treachery afoot. I think you are throwing your life away, but I made a deal with Dragos to bring you to him. If you agree to go, I will not stop you. If it is true that my village has been evacuated, then I have no reason to honor my bargain, but I have only your friend’s word about this.”
“Sverre, what the hell are you doing?” Izzy said, pulling his shoulder so he turned to face her.
“This is sort of what I do,” he said, sounding unsure of himself.
“Stupid things? Yeah, I’ve figured that out from the short time we’ve been together. Don’t throw your life away for some witch who don’t care one lick about you,” she argued.
“Jess…isn’t like that. She’s a good person. If this vampire will trade her life for mine, then I don’t see a problem with that. Plus, I have no intention of dying.”
“No intention? This guy makes Varulf look like a puppy. No offense, Varulf.”
“I’m going, Izzy,” Sverre said. His voice was firm.
“I’d like to go with you, but I sorta like living. After this haul, I plan on livin’ pretty well, too. But maybe Bilford, here, can send in some Order troops with you,” she said.
Bilford shook his head. “No, the deal was for Sverre to go alone. I can’t risk my granddaughter’s life, but perhaps our werewolf friend, here, will let us know where the vampire lord’s base of operations is…?”
“No. I will not give that information to the likes of you, wizard. I have no love of you or your organization. No matter if my own life or those of my pack are at risk, I won’t help you,” Varulf growled.
“I wish we had more time to investigate your abilities and your new weaponry, my boy. I don’t think you will be able to use it just yet, but I’ve been wrong about you in the past. I’m ashamed for what I have done. I let one of our greatest enemies gain the upper hand over us, and I have the feeling I’m sending you to a fate worse than death,” Bilford admitted.
Sverre walked over to the elderly man and clasped both Bilford’s shoulders tightly, an earnest look of admiration on his face.
“Thanks for the pep talk, Bilford,” he said, chuckling. “If things don’t work out, I want you to take care of Chewy for me. Hopefully, I won’t return as some kind of zombie or vampire underling or something like that, because those guys are really pretty lame as far as monsters go.”
Bilford’s dismal expression disappeared as he burst into laughter. “I’ve never met anyone who is as detached from the seriousness of a situation as you are. I don’t know if it results from what dwells within you or if you are simply a very odd individual.”
“Bilford, no matter what you’ve done, or what the Order has done, I think you are one of the good guys. There’s something rotten within this organization, and it’s going to take guys like you to fix it. I don’t know if I agree anymore with what the Order stands for, but maybe people like you and Jessica can change it. I’ve seen some things that make me think the Order isn’t as pure and holy as it presents itself to be, and I’m not even talking about the traitors within the organization.”
“You know, these recent years have left me with some doubts myself. I’m honored you have such faith in me, my boy. I don’t know how many years I have left in me, but I hope I can make a difference in that time,” Bilford confided.
Sverre then turned to the young woman to his right. “Izzy, we haven’t known each other long, but I can at least say it’s been one hell of a time. I don’t know how you do the things you do, but you’ve opened my eyes to —” Sverre started to say, but he was interrupted when she grabbed him by the back of his head and pulled him in for a kiss. “Mmphh!” he sputtered before giving in.
Once she released him, she said, “And I’ve known a lot of wisecracking wannabe bad-asses in my time, but you might be the weirdest one. I think you’re a pretty good guy too. I…I wish I could go with you, but I’ve got my own business to finish up. If by some miracle you make it out alive, you come look me up. I think we’d be an unstoppable team.”
Sverre turned to Hoss and Valkyrie. “Thanks for risking yourselves for me. I didn’t expect that from people I’d just met.”
Hoss explained, “It doesn’t matter if I had known you for fifty years or five minutes. Once you are an Underworlder, you are part of the family for life. You proved your worth when you risked yourself for me and mine.” Valkyrie nodded her agreement, smiling. Her wounds had closed completely, but blood still smeared her armor and face.
“Boy, it is time to go. My pack may need me,” Varulf interrupted. With one final look, Sverre waved goodbye to his companions and left.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

MARV smoked and sparked at the neck and shoulders, where its head and arms used to be. “Aww, you guys killed MARV!” Sverre complained.
“It sought to stop us, so it had to be disabled,” Varulf said.
Sverre looked at the robot’s four mangled arms on the ground. Two of them held the rifles the robot had carried on its back.
“I bet Drake is going to be pissed,” Sverre commented, eyeing the dismantled robot.
“It is of no concern to me,” the werewolf said, striding past the wreckage.
Varulf’s aircraft looked to be even more advanced than the one Drake had assigned to them. “Doesn’t anyone drive a car anymore?” Sverre joked.
“The vampire lord’s technology is unrivaled, even by the Order. We of clan Cen’Ful rarely use the weaponry he has at his disposal. It is cowardly to fight your enemies from afar. Fang and claw are the only honorable forms of combat for a wolf. We usually shun transport such as this, but it was required that we use it in this situation.”
The two werewolves accompanying Varulf shifted into their human forms and climbed into the aircraft. One was a man of medium build with dark hair. He might have been in his early thirties. The other was slightly fat and balding, maybe in his forties. He looked like he had seen a lot of battles. Varulf remained in his wolf form. The aircraft’s suspension visibly compressed as he entered. He sat in the center of the rear seat. Sverre and the other two squeezed onto the other bench seat.
“Don’t like to leave yourself vulnerable?” Sverre probed.
“This is my only form now. The weak pink simian form no longer applies to me. You are beginning to annoy me again, boy,” Varulf said.
Sverre wondered what he meant by “only form.”
The jet quickly climbed vertically, then began its ascent at a dizzyingly steep incline. Sverre grabbed the seatbelt harness to prevent himself from being tossed into Varulf’s lap. The change in altitude resulted in a building discomfort in his ears. Working his jaw around, he removed the pressure building up in his sinuses. Neither of his seat companions were bothered by the pressure change, or at least they gave no indication if they were. Once the ascent began to level out, Varulf nodded to the chubby man to Sverre’s right. He unhooked his harness and deftly climbed into the cockpit. The aircraft jerked unexpectedly several times, as if hitting severe turbulence, then changed course.
“We will go to our village first to assess the situation. Then we will take you to Dragos.”
The trip was uneventful, made more so by the fact that the werewolves did not speak. Sverre attempted to make small talk, but neither of the men acknowledged his greetings. Wisely, he chose to leave Varulf alone. He supposed it was because he was technically their prisoner, but they didn’t have to be jerks about it. He craned his head to see the landscape far below changing to the rugged mountains of Tennessee. That meant they were getting close.
Ten minutes later, the craft began its descent into the rocky Smoky Mountains. The irony dawned on him that he had finally reached the destination he had sought months ago, but as a prisoner of the ones he had sworn to destroy.
“Our village is well-protected by the rocky hillsides of this area, which prevents aircraft from landing. Unfortunately, that means we’ll have to run to the village. The trek is several miles through thick underbrush. You will come with us. I do not trust you by yourself with the pilot. However, you will slow us down tremendously, so you will hold on to me as we travel,” Varulf explained.
“You want me to ride you?” Sverre asked, incredulous.
The large werewolf snarled. “No one ‘rides’ me. You will hang around my neck. I suggest you use that strength you displayed back when we fought, or you may fly off into a tree. I would hate to have to return your corpse to Dragos.”
The man in the cockpit remained with the aircraft, keeping the pilot under strict observation. Sverre, Varulf, and the third soldier exited the craft. “Olavi will stay with the pilot. You, Abraham, and I will go to the village. Do not interfere with our business, or I will break both of your arms,” Varulf warned.
Sverre swallowed hard before jumping up onto Varulf’s back. Varulf’s densely muscled form was like grappling a mobile granite statue.
“Much harder!” Varulf bellowed, grabbing Sverre’s arm. Sverre tightened his grip until he thought he might choke the beast. Varulf did not flinch or show any sign of discomfort.
“We go,” he shouted. His foot impacted the ground with such force that it left a footprint three inches deep in the hard dirt. Despite his bone-crushing grip, Sverre was almost dislodged immediately, but managed to stay attached.
The two werewolves burst through the forest with the speed of true wolves, tearing through small brush, leaping over large obstacles, and rebounding off and up trees for short distances. Their speed was incredible. Sverre had to lock his legs around Varulf to keep them from slamming against the wood and rock throughout the forest. He turned his head down to avoid being smacked in the face by branches, essentially molding himself to Varulf’s body. His arms began to get tired after ten minutes.
Fortunately, they reached their destination only moments later. He couldn’t believe they had traveled that distance on foot through a forest in such a short period. An ATV or motorcycle would have been slower.
Varulf shrugged, throwing Sverre from his back onto the hard ground. Rubbing his rear, Sverre slowly got to his feet, ready to start issuing a string of complaints, but upon observing Varulf’s demeanor, he thought better of it.
The large werewolf padded off to the village, his nose leading him. He changed direction sporadically, following the invisible scent trails left earlier in the day. Observing footprints, blood splatters, and other indicators, he recreated the events that had transpired hours earlier.
Huts and other structures lay in ruins. Trampled vegetation was evident all around. Sverre walked through the area, keeping his distance from Varulf and Abraham, worried he might do something to anger them. There was evidence of struggles and resultant injuries in some areas. The true mystery was the state of the buildings.
There was not much left of them. They appeared to be hundreds of years old. Only a few scraps of wood and cloth remained. Varulf stooped to dig a claw into the decayed wood.
“It is called Agent Black, a chemical that rots away matter in a short period. It is most effective on inorganic material or dead cells. The Order uses it to clean up after themselves,” the large wolf said, standing again to survey the village.
A wooden beam cracked, crashing to the ground. The decomposition had slowed, but continued. By morning, the village he and his kin had worked so hard to create over the past years would be nothing but a memory.
“Most left of their own accord. A few fought. I do not understand. The Order does not show mercy. This was not an attack.”
“Maybe they were captured and taken to a holding facility?” Sverre suggested.
Varulf’s eyes narrowed. “My pack would not allow that. They would have fought to the last child.”
“Sire!” Abraham shouted from near the edge of the village. Sverre and Varulf turned to see another figure emerge from the forest.
“Janir,” Varulf muttered with contempt. The strongest members of the pack were trained as warriors. The weaker and smaller ones were trained as scouts. Janir was the weakest, most cowardly, and smallest of all of the males of the pack. A wolf runt. He was loyal, but always returned from hunts and missions full of excuses and disappointment.
“I-I ran. I’m sorry, I... they didn’t…” Janir rambled in fear, his eyes darting around the village. His fur was caked with mud and leaves from the forest. A loud crack echoed across the village from Varulf’s backhanded slap. Janir focused and looked up at Varulf as if seeing the giant for the first time.
“I’m sorry, sire. I…” he started to say, stopping when Varulf’s hand reared back again.
“Report, scout!” Varulf boomed. The command steadied the shaken young man.
“Sire, I was out hunting for game when I saw three large troop transports fly overhead toward the village. I thought the Order had finally come for us, as we had feared. I raced back to the village, but I was many miles away. By the time I arrived back, most of the pack had been loaded into the transports. The soldiers may have been under the control of Mr. Davies. I did not see him personally, but his scent lingered on some of the men.”
“Why did the village leave with them? Why wasn’t I informed of this?” Varulf demanded.
“I do not know. Tarja led the evacuation. Thuur and Nico attempted to put a stop to it. There was a ferocious fight between them and some of the pack and the armored soldiers. They…were murdered on Tarja’s command.”
“What?” Varulf bellowed. “Tarja…did this?”
“I-I am ashamed. I followed them to their ships, but I did not know what to do. I could not attack my fellow pack members or Lady Tarja,” Janir said, his voice trembling.
Varulf looked down upon the young shaken wolf. His first thought was to knock the young wolf across the clearing or to rip his heart out. Yet his pack was gone, his village in ruin. This wolf remained and was loyal. Despite all of his talk of peace and compassion that he preached to others, his mind still told him to kill and maim, even those he should embrace. He shook his head in shame.
Clasping his huge hand on Janir’s shoulder with an audible thud, he nodded. “You did the correct thing. This information is valuable. Why would Tarja lead the pack away with Davies while I was gone? I can think of only one man who will have answers.”
“The Master,” Abraham offered.
“We will take the boy to Dragos and demand answers. I suspect we will find Tarja there,” Varulf said, turning to head back to the ship. “Janir, join us on our quest for vengeance. Someone will pay for this treachery.”
“I live to serve pack Cen’Ful!” Janir yelled, getting to his feet. He slapped his arm against his chest in salute. The insecurity and panic he had displayed earlier were gone. Now that Varulf was here, he had renewed purpose.
“Get on, human. We go to Dragos,” Varulf commanded.
Sverre massaged his aching arms. “Not again!”




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

This marked the third camera that she had destroyed. Plastic pieces floated in inch-deep water that filled the cell from the overflowing toilet, which was plugged with a sheet. The cell was built from ancient, thick stones that were not native to America. Expensive furniture accurate to the era during which the castle was constructed decorated the room. A few hundred years ago, the room might have been considered luxurious. The large metal door betrayed the illusion of nobility. A metal slat in the door slammed open.
“Under Lord Dalca’s orders, you are our guest here. However, we’ve been given permission to punish you if you continue this behavior!” the minor vampire outside screamed through the opening. It sounded as if he had had enough trouble with the guest of this particular cell.
Jessica sat in the center of her cell, legs folded, her hands resting upright. The index fingers and thumbs from each hand joined together. Eyes closed, she did not respond to the guard’s threat.
“Did you hear me, Stalker? Don’t ignore me, human!”
The sliding panel closed. Keys jingled. Jessica smiled. It had taken several days to build up enough energy to enhance her body to this level. Now it was time to put it to use.
The door slammed open. Two minor vampires in black uniforms rushed into the room, stun guns and batons at the ready. They were both in fantastic physical condition. Most vampires only turned humans who were appealing to the eye while young and in their prime. It seemed Dragos was no exception.
Enhanced strength, durability, and reflexes resulted from being made into a vampire. Even a minor vampire was twice as strong as most humans. If the subject was already strong or fast, the effect was multiplied. There was one major flaw with this “survival of the fittest” policy. Most attractive people with great power loathed to have their authority challenged and tended to think of themselves as invulnerable. Such overconfidence often led to their undoing.
“Lord Dalca tol’ us to leave you be unless you attempted to escape. I’m gettin’ tired o’ this shit you’re pullin’,” the shorter vampire said, speaking with a cockney accent.
The other vampire elbowed past his short partner. “Guess what? Looks to me and Johnny here like you’re trying to escape. Guess we are going to have to do something about that, eh?”
Jessica jumped to her feet in one swift motion. “You morons are quite correct. I am attempting to escape.”
The two young vampires looked at each other, then turned to Jessica, snarling. The vampire on the left fired his stun gun. Four probes at the ends of long metal filaments raced toward Jessica. Slamming her foot down, a cascade of water erupted beneath her as she launched herself into the air with tremendous force. The chi she had stockpiled over the past few days put her on par with her two opponents, but their fighting skills were leagues below hers. Landing on top of the dresser, she cracked a knowing grin when the electrical current hit the water. Both vampires jerked and spasmed in pain, unable to control their bodies.
She kicked off of the wall, sending herself hurtling at the one with the unfired gun. She landed on his shoulders, wrapping her legs around his head. The battery in the other man’s stun gun had exhausted its reserves; the electricity in the water faded. There was about two seconds before they both recovered. She grabbed the man’s head between her legs in an iron grip, then twisted. An audible crunch erupted from the vampire’s neck. She rode its body down to the floor, turning to face her second opponent.
At her feet, the vampire she had attacked remained immobile. His spinal cord was severed at the neck. Depending upon when he was turned, he might recover from even that injury, but it would take a blood infusion and a day’s rest to do so. He was out of this fight, regardless.
She ducked the baton of the second vampire at the last second, slamming her fist into his ribs at the same instant. He grimaced, surprised that a human woman had the power to cause him pain. He launched a flurry of blows at her, which she avoided or blocked, depending on whether it was his hand or the baton that was being used. He noticed her movements were slowing. He smiled, surmising that she was running out of energy quickly. He was barely winded. She telegraphed a kick, resulting in his grabbing her foot. He heaved, causing her to stumble backward. The water that was part of her original plan was now hindering her movement. She slipped, falling into the water. In an instant, he was on top of her, restraining her arms.
“I am surprised, Stalker. A mere human giving two vampires such trouble. I haven’t had any direct dealings with the Order, but if the others are like you, I can see how they’d be a problem,” he said, forcing her flat on the ground with the weight of his body.
“I’ve wiped out more leeches like you than I can count. You minor vampires are barely worth the effort. In a second, I’ll deal with you just the same,” she spat, trying to free her arms.
“But I don’t think you have a second. We are going to catch hell from Master Dalca over this incident either way, so I’m going to take it out of your hide,” he said with a grin, leaning in close. He turned her head to the side, exposing her neck.
“N-no, don’t!” Jessica cried, her bravado instantly evaporating.
“Don’t worry, I’m just going to take a little bit. Just enough to take the fight out of you for a few days and heal these injuries. Maybe quiet you down for a while. From what I’ve heard, you can’t be turned anyhow, although I’m sure that’s just a rumor.”
He clamped down on her neck, biting deep into her flesh with his fangs. He fed for a few seconds before rising again.
“I-I’ve never tasted blood like this. It’s unbelievable! I can now see why Master Dalca wants you!” he exclaimed, his eyes wide with excitement.
Jessica’s pretense of fear faded, and she relaxed in his grip. “I’m glad you enjoyed it. You might want to be aware that there’s a reason I can’t be turned. My blood is completely immune to the darkness that drives your kind. Like white blood cells attacking an infection, there’s something in my blood that attacks evil like yours and erases it completely. And guess what, my friend? You’ve just ingested about three ounces of it.”
The vampire was not convinced. “It’s shameful that you’ve got to resort to such lies in order to…t-a-ttcchh.” The veins on his head bulged, pulsing with each heartbeat. “W-what d-did you do to m —” he gasped, blinking rapidly.
“I told you. You’ll die in about sixty-five seconds unless you do as I say. You fell into my trap like the impatient fool you are. Now, get off of me,” she commanded.
Gagging, he rose. “How…stop it?” he asked, the thought of his immortality crumbling terrifying him.
“You are lucky you stopped when you did. First, give me whatever key card you use to access the rooms in the building, and any kind of access codes I’ll need to get out of here. What kind of defenses will I find?” she said.
Fumbling in his pocket, he produced a small plastic card which he handed to her along with his key ring. “The c-c-code i-is 7982, the d-defenses are heat-sensing c-camera…” he stuttered before freezing completely. He stood still, as if he was now a statue.
“Damn it,” Jessica exclaimed as his stiff body fell forward, landing in the shallow water with a splat. “I guess he drank four ounces instead of three. I’ll have to chance the security systems.”
Kneeling, she inspected the bodies of the two vampires, searching for any useful information or tools. The smaller one’s clothes were several sizes larger than hers, but the outfit might fool someone from a distance. She stripped him, replacing the flowing gown she was wearing with the guard’s uniform. Dragos apparently pined for ages long ago and liked for his “guests” to be dressed appropriately, but such clothing was nothing but a hindrance in battle.
Each guard carried a sidearm. She removed both of the holsters and placed one on each side of her waist. She also took the unfired stun gun and a baton, as well as a wrist communicator and mini-tablet. The tablet was unlocked. Its operating system and security program were oddly familiar.
She realized they were very similar to software used by the Order. It was a matter that would have to be investigated another day. For now, the similarity was a boon, allowing her to muddle her way through dungeon schematics. The layout was unusual, not like most modern buildings. Zooming out, she was surprised to learn the entire structure resembled a castle. “Damn narcissistic vampires.”
Scrolling back in, she investigated the rest of the prison through the software. Searching for an armory or holding room, she wondered if her sword Casca was located nearby.
Dragos might have depleted Casca’s GP, but there could be enough left in her to cut through some locks or maybe even kill an odd vampire or two. Even without the particles, she couldn’t leave her treasured weapon in a place like this.
The closest room that fit the criteria was on the next floor up, a storage room of some kind. There was also what appeared to be a research lab on that floor. Dragos might have taken it there to study it. She then noticed there was another resident in the dungeon besides herself. She pulled up the prisoner’s dossier and gasped. “No…it can’t be.”
The hallway outside her cell was composed of the same stone her cell was made of, lit by LED torches made to resemble live flames. It gave the impression of a dingy, dirty dungeon, but Dragos was not totally committed to the fantasy. High-tech touches were evident if one looked close enough. Leaving her cell, she went to the end of the hallway, opening the door with the security card. Midway down the next hall, she turned right. At the end of the corridor was another cell similar to hers.
Putting her ear to the door, she listened. Hearing nothing, she tapped on the door. There was no answer. She slid the view port open. The room was decorated exactly as her room was. The light from a TV flickered across the surfaces of the room, but she could not see her target. The lights were off.
“Hello? Is someone in here?” she called into the cell.
A figure on the bed moved before turning to face her. “Hello? Is someone there?” a strained female voice called back.
“What is your name?” Jessica asked.
“M-my name? Who are you? Is it time for breakfast already?” the woman called back, slinging the blankets off of her and lowering her legs to the floor. She appeared to be about fifty. Her clothes were of the same era Jessica’s had been from, but this woman’s clothes were basic and dirty.
“My name is Jessica Luvkrafft. I am a friend of Sverre’s,” she answered.
“S-Sverre? Where is he? Is he okay?” the woman asked, rushing to the door. She peered back at Jessica through the opening, desperation in her eyes.
“I don’t…I mean — he’s fine,” Jessica lied, noticing the fervent hope in the woman’s eyes. She had no clue if Sverre was okay or even alive at the moment.
“Don’t worry, Mrs. Walker, I’m going to get you out of here.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

The craft soared high above the clouds. It blended into the sky perfectly due to its active camouflage system projecting a mirror image of its surroundings onto the hull. The porous material of the craft completely absorbed radar waves. Nearly silent engines pulsed, emitting no contrails. Sverre shook his head at the technology on display. “Does everyone have technology like this?”
Varulf did not answer. His mind was on the disappearance of his village. Even if they had been transplanted peacefully, it meant that a large contingent of the pack were traitors. Worse, they were in league with the Master, the hated overlord that Varulf had worked for decades to free them from. Deceit and subterfuge were beyond Varulf, but planning and schemes were second nature to Tarja and Dragos. Now, it looked as if they were working together to undermine his leadership.
“Technology is overrated, whelp,” he replied, long past the acceptable time for an answer had passed.
Sverre turned away from the window he’d been staring out of. The sun was on the verge of rising within the next hour. “Huh?”
“I said, technology is overrated. Your kind puts all of their faith in technology to solve their problems. They think any problem can be solved with their computers and science. It makes them weak and lazy.”
Sverre paused a moment before answering. “But you have almost been wiped out by the Order, and all they have going for them is technology.”
“No, they have the tenacity to outlast their enemy. Mankind has a deep-rooted hatred for anything that is different. Different religions, different races, different species. Dozens of species die out daily due to man’s drive to exist. Many of my kind simply want to find our place in the world, but man has staked his claim to the planet and recognizes no other authority but his own. His technology allows him to do this, but his strength is from his hate, his arrogance. The technology is nothing but a twisted mirror of his own soul.”
Sverre observed his hands, looking at the now-flattened runes that laced his skin.
“I do not mean that weapons are useless. Rely on yourself first and your weaponry second,” Varulf said, flexing his fingers to extend his long, sharp, deadly claws. “I know these will be here as long as I breathe. You do not even know how your weapon works. Man works to create ever more deadly weapons and counters to those weapons. Technology constantly trumps technology, but spirit and mind are things no one can take from you.”
Sverre changed the subject abruptly, tossing out a question that had been in his thoughts since Izzy had revealed the information to him. “Why didn’t you join the Underworlders?”
Varulf sighed before replying. “I lead pack Cen’Ful. I do not recognize the authority of anyone else. I would not have my authority challenged by this self-styled leader, Drake.”
“Izzy said you were afraid your clan was dangerous.”
“Do not presume to tell me what I fear. But, yes, our pack is trained from childhood to be deadly assassins and trackers. For many decades, this has been our way. We’ve done…unmentionable things while in the employ of the Master. It twisted our souls, our minds. We became less than men; our bestial nature took hold. Like dogs bred for dogfighting. Evil took root in us and grew. But we needed the Master to protect us and hide us from the Order — the deal with the devil, as they say.
“We worked as mercenaries for him and lived a life of luxury and safety in return. We gave up honor for security. It took too long before I realized this. I could not bear to see my people in this state. After much negotiation and sacrifice, I arranged a bargain so that we left his employ. I settled our pack far from man’s domain, in the mountains. The Master stated he would continue hiding us from the Order. I did not know how he did this, but we lived for several years in peace. It was difficult adjusting to a life without the amenities the Mas — Dragos had provided for us. Many in the pack were unhappy living in such simple conditions. A few rebelled and left, such as Rilus. He stayed in the employ of Dragos, but he remained a wild beast, difficult to control. Your friends made contact with us shortly after we settled, offering us refuge. We knew of the Underworlders from our employ with Dragos. There is not much he does not know, even about your organization. However, our pack is too savage to live in harmony with other creatures of the night. We’ve committed too much bloodshed. We should be content with the life we made for ourselves in the mountains, far from man and far from others like us,” Varulf continued.
“Some kind of self-imposed exile?”
Varulf nodded. “Yes, to atone for our sins. We have killed thousands. Men, women, children. Human, animal, and the supernatural. Dragos shows no mercy to his enemies. He presents an air of sophistication on the outside, but inside he cares nothing for the living or the undead. Only the acquisition of greater power and control over others.”
“You weren’t suspicious when he simply let you go your merry way?”
Varulf gave him a sharp look. “The deal I forged with the vampire lord was paid for in oceans of blood. My own, my pack’s, and my enemies’. I do not speak of it. I was willing to die for this bargain. I almost did die. My beloved almost died. It was worth it for our freedom, even if we had to trust Dragos to maintain our secrecy for us. If nothing else, he is a man of his word.”
“It’s a damned if you do, damned if you don’t situation, I guess,” Sverre said, attempting to figure out a path that could have saved the werewolf pack their years of hardship.
“Being what we are makes us damned from the beginning. From there, you can only strive to live as long as possible. This is man’s world, and he does as he will,” Varulf answered.
Janir nodded absently in agreement. “Without Varulf, our pack would have been wiped out by your kind long ago. We’ve seen many of our friends, families, and allies destroyed. Only the strongest have survived. You either adapt or die.”
“Until speaking to you and seeing the Underworlders, I had no idea things were like this. I thought the Order was a force for good, protecting humans from your kind,” Sverre confessed, looking Varulf in the eye.
Varulf snorted derisively in response. “You fight, but you do not even know what you fight for. It disgusts me. But you are young, inexperienced. A foot soldier does not know the thoughts of his commanders. You have not seen the true battlefields yet. If you were to witness those horrors and still remain committed to your Order, then I would call you an enemy of myself and my people.”
Sverre reluctantly admitted it was true. He’d only seen a few fights, and even then, he had no clue what was going on. Like a child watching a boxing match, he could only emulate the actions he saw, without knowing the brutality and consequences of those actions. In a world where entire races might be wiped out, he’d blindly followed what he was told by people he knew nothing about. The same people who had set him up, imprisoned him, and would have eventually killed him. Izzy, too.
Sverre’s current discussion with the abrasive werewolf leader suddenly struck him as odd. “Not to insult you, Varulf, but what’s up with this confession of yours? You don’t seem to me to be the type who pours his heart out to people he refers to as ‘stripling.’”
Varulf paused, just realizing himself what he was doing. Janir and Abraham exchanged covert glances, also wondering why their usually stoic leader was speaking to a human about such sensitive and personal information.
Varulf then smiled. It was a grin that was as terrifying as it was amusing. “I do not know what it is about you, stripl — Sverre. You strike me as an honest human. A bit slow and ignorant, but something tells me you are trustworthy. I know you do not understand what is going on. I barely understand current circumstances myself. I have a feeling we may soon find ourselves in a situation where trust may be needed. Against Dragos and his schemes, it’s likely none of us will live to see the sunset today. But we are warriors, and we will fight until our hearts are ripped from our bodies!” He shouted the last statement with far too much vigor for Sverre’s liking.
“Well, that’s all very…encouraging. Thank you for your trust and, er, confidence,” he said, searching for words that would please the gruff werewolf.
Varulf sighed, shaking his head in disappointment. “If you were part of my pack, I might have been able to make something of you. As is, I’m afraid you just don’t have the warrior spirit.”
Sverre thought about the comment, then laughed. “Buddy, you don’t know how much warrior spirit I have within me. It’s like a superstore of warrior spirit up in here.”
“I think somewhere in your past, you have damaged your head. We have one like you in our clan. He is called Mad Dog. Once, when he was about your age, almost all of Mad Dog’s skull was ripped from his body in a fight with a metal golem or something of the like. When his brain grew back, something was wrong with his mind. We suspect there were elements of silver within the golem that interfered with the regrowth,” Varulf recalled, peering into the distance as if picturing the one he spoke of. Again, he smiled. “Even if your brain is not quite right, you have a good heart, I think,” the large beast offered.
“That’s probably the nicest thing a three-hundred-and-ninety-pound engine of destruction has ever said to me.”
The green light above their heads activated with a ding. Olavi leaned in from the cockpit. “We are approaching the city, sire.”
Varulf turned away, glancing out of the side porthole. “The time for memories is ended. Our destination approaches.”
Sverre leaned over to look out of the front windscreen. “New York City?”
“Yes, Dragos makes his home in plain sight of you humans, in the middle of one of the most populated cities on the planet. Most of our kind must hide underground or in remote locations in order to survive, but he bares his chest to you.”
Sverre had never been to the city, but he’d seen enough of it on television to recognize it. The hectic bustle and crowded streets did not appeal to him. There was also the fact that he had a fear of heights, so naturally skyscrapers were off-limits.
“Please don’t tell me this guy is in the tallest building in the city,” Sverre said, attempting to pick out which building they were heading for.
“No, not the tallest building. His home is at the top of the second tallest building in the city. It was necessary because it met the requirements to hold the weight of his castle,” Varulf explained.
“Castle?”
“Yes, he moved his family home to the city years ago. It sits atop one of these buildings.”
“I think I read something about that in the news. Some crazy Wall Street type bought a castle and was moving it to New York,” Sverre said, squinting at an approaching building.              
Varulf looked in the same direction. “Yes, that is the one.”
The dawning sun’s blinding rays illuminated the entire city, silhouetting the immense structures. The building they approached towered above the smaller structures surrounding it. It was just as Varulf said: a full ancient castle sat atop a modern skyscraper. It clashed horribly with the styling of the building below it, and did not blend in with anything else in the city. From a styling standpoint, it stuck out like a sore thumb. Despite that, it was a spectacular sight.
Dark thick blocks of ancient stone comprised the sturdy walls. Varying levels of towers surrounded an immense keep that sat in the middle of a large courtyard. The courtyard was surrounded by an outer wall topped with battlements. Corner towers connected each of the outer walls. A gargantuan drawbridge was embedded in the front outer wall. On the other side of that was a large landing pad. A sleek black helicopter with no visible windows was parked to the side. Men in dark armored suits walked the battlements, rifles and other sophisticated weaponry displayed prominently.
The pilot of Sverre’s craft continued circling, waiting for clearance to land. “Why not just fly right on in? They are expecting us, right?” Sverre asked, watching the castle slowly spiral below them.
“The outer towers have anti-aircraft missiles and anti-missile minigun systems in them. Any attempt to land directly in the courtyard or without clearance activates them,” Janir explained. “You’d be dead before you set foot in the castle.”
Janir’s words stirred up a memory that Sverre had forgotten. “Dead…castle…” Sverre whispered, trying to recall. Then it came to him — the little psychic girl from Xibalba! “Oh, shit,” he moaned.
“Problem, little one?” Varulf asked.
“When I was with Izzy, a young clairvoyant girl told me something would kill me in a castle,” he said, trying to recall the exact words.
“Ah, a seeress. That is unfortunate news. I had grown slightly fond of you,” Varulf remarked with little enthusiasm or interest.
“Gee, don’t be so broken up about it.”
Varulf flexed his muscles, rotating his neck as if he was limbering up. Mighty joints cracked like miniature firecrackers. “What comes will come. If it is your time, it is your time. As I said, I doubt we will leave the castle alive, so this is no surprise. The only question is how many of our enemies we will take with us when we die.”
The drawbridge on the front wall lowered, hanging in midair over the city, held by massive chains. Their aircraft completed its final arc around the perimeter of the castle, homing in on the massive gate. It stopped above the lowered drawbridge, then slowly descended vertically until bouncing slightly on its deployed landing gear. The craft’s wings folded in upon themselves until it fit through the gate. Taxiing forward, it stopped beside the helicopter.
A squad of soldiers met them before the aircraft’s door had fully opened. Their weapons were drawn, covering each occupant of the aircraft. Sverre noticed their armored suits were bulkier than the slim suits he and the werewolves with him wore. Polished black helmets obscured their faces completely.
“Varulf, surrender any weaponry you and your allies are carrying, please,” a tall soldier toward the rear of the group shouted in an amplified voice that boomed from a speaker built into his helmet.
Varulf sneered at the suggestion. “You know my weapons, Commander Swift.”
A small hovering drone entered the aircraft, fully scanning each occupant for several seconds. It lingered near Sverre’s hands for a moment before exiting. Sverre cast a concerned look at Varulf. He wasn’t sure if he could get the God Particles off if they told him to remove them.
“They’re clean,” a technician announced. Varulf returned Sverre’s glance before looking curiously at the symbols lining the young man’s hands. He gave Sverre a knowing nod, apparently willing to keep the secret. Sverre didn’t know why the scan hadn’t registered the gauntlets, but he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to activate them if he needed to, anyhow.
Commander Swift received an affirmative communication through his helmet. “Gentlemen, please follow us inside. Master Dalca is eager to meet you.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

From the air, the castle and its grounds looked immense. On the ground, its size was even more breathtaking. Sverre gawked at the staggering structures looming above them. It was amusing to think that back when buildings like this were more common, they were the skyscrapers of their era. Now this one sat on top of its modern-day equivalent.
“Move along, punk,” one of the guards behind him threatened when Sverre’s pace slowed too much for his liking.
“Is that any way to treat your guests?” Sverre asked, feigning indignation.
“Just keep up and keep your trap shut,” the man ordered, taking a step toward Sverre.
“Is there a reason these helmets are so dark and completely sealed from the sun?” Sverre asked, reaching out to the man’s visor. The guard jerked away, looking toward his fellow guardsmen for guidance.
“Mr. Walker, please continue along with the rest of the group and refrain from touching your escorts. If you are cooperative, we might be able to locate Ms. Luvkrafft for a reunion. You would like that, wouldn’t you?”
Sverre understood the implied threat, falling in with the group without further incident.
Pausing at the main gate, the group waited for Commander Swift to signal for the portcullis to raise. The deafening screech of metal grinding across metal echoed across the courtyard. Sverre covered his ears, wincing. Varulf’s tall ears twitched slightly in apparent annoyance. The massive metal gate was several feet thick, made of a dull, black metal. It probably weighed twenty tons. Sverre wondered how the skyscraper below them could support such a heavily fortified building. He was sure there was more to the stone walls than simple rock. It was probably reinforced with similar alloys the Order used in their own buildings. The group continued forward through the gate into the main hall.
Luxurious ancient tapestries, banners, paintings, and rugs festooned the massive hallway they traversed. Unlike Drake’s garish decorating, Dragos had good taste. Observing the paintings in passing, Sverre noticed a recurring figure appearing in each of them, a tall, handsome man dressed in lavish finery. The clothing and backdrops changed as they progressed through the hall, matching the time periods the paintings were from. Near the end of the hallway, Dragos wore a purple velvet jumpsuit. Gold chains drooped across his exposed chest. Sverre snickered, holding his hand over his mouth to stifle his laugh, but if anyone else found the painting amusing, they gave no indication. He surmised they had all laughed so much over the years, the humor was stale now. Perhaps Dragos had issued an order of execution for anyone who dared laugh at his disco phase.
The group stopped before two halves of an enormous ornate door. Two massive suits of black medieval armor stood to each side. They were each twelve feet tall — much too tall for any human to wear. The left one rested both hands upon the guard of a massive claymore. The armor on the right held an equally large battle-axe over its right shoulder.
“Commander Swift, accompanying Sverre Walker and Cen’Ful pack leader Varulf and assorted guests,” the squad leader spoke to no one in particular. The visor on each suit of armor rose, revealing an intricate camera and sensor array. The helmets turned simultaneously to face the party.
A cold synthetic voice responded to Swift’s announcement. “Voice recognized. Sensor sweep complete. Please enter.” The visors closed again. A loud clank from the door indicated that whatever mechanism held it closed had released. The doors swung inward.
Sverre’s jaw dropped upon seeing the extravagant throne room. He’d expected a dreary space with very little light, perhaps a few torches, but a vibrant room full of life welcomed them. Colorful tapestries covered every surface. Detailed paintings lined any bare spots on the walls. Craning his neck, he was amazed by the intricate paintings that covered every inch of the ceiling. Each footfall was cushioned by expensive rugs and carpets that covered the main walkways. It was reminiscent of pictures of churches in Europe that he’d seen on the Internet.
“Welcome, my friends!” a voice called from across the room. A lone figure sat on a glistening golden throne atop a dais. Another slightly smaller throne was placed to the right of the one that was occupied. Several massive monitors were in the process of retracting into the floor in front of the man. He rose to his feet, waiting for the group to approach. The soldiers knelt in unison, their heads bowed.
Commander Swift spoke with reverence. “Lord Master Dalca, I present the ones you requested: Sverre Walker and Varulf, along with three of Varulf’s Cen’Ful pack members.”
“Three? That is curious,” Dragos remarked, looking over Janir, Abraham, and Olavi.
Varulf did not miss the implication. Dragos was involved with the incident with his pack. He started to speak, but Dragos held up a hand.
“One moment, old friend. I know you have many questions, but let me greet Mr. Walker properly.”
Varulf bristled at the term “old friend” but held his tongue. The situation was all too familiar to him. Once again, he was accepting orders from the Master after he had thought himself eternally free. His lips peeled back in a snarl, but he restrained himself.
“Mr. Walker, after all of this time, we finally meet. I know you do not know anything about me, but believe me, I know every marvelous detail about you. From your childhood to your very short stint in college to your fateful meeting with Ms. Luvkrafft, all the way to this very historic moment. I’ve studied every bit of information available on you. I probably know more about you than you do about yourself,” the ancient vampire boasted, sitting back on his throne. He motioned to several well-dressed attendants who brought chairs from the edge of the room to where Sverre’s group stood. Sverre accepted the offer, but Varulf merely stared at one hapless servant until he shuffled off, taking his chair with him. They were the only two offered a seat.
“Now I feel weird,” Sverre stated, looking up at everyone standing around him.
“You could join me on the queen’s throne, if it makes you feel more comfortable,” Dragos offered.
“Er, no, I think I’m good down here, thanks.”
Dragos smiled, leaning back. He crossed his legs, then brought his hands together, tenting his fingers.
“Classic super-villain pose,” Sverre scoffed. The guard standing behind him raised his fist to reprimand the brash young man.
“No! Do not insult my guests!” Dragos shouted, his pleasant demeanor fading into one of rage instantly.
“I-I am sorry, Master Dalca,” the guard said, shrinking away from Sverre.
“Let everyone know. These are my honored guests. They are to be supervised to prevent any mischief or danger, but no one is to harm them. As long as my hospitality is not spurned, you will all be welcome in my home,” Dragos stated to everyone in the room. “Please ready the specified rooms for them.”
“I have many questions —” Sverre started, but he was cut off by Varulf.
“As do I, Dragos,” the large werewolf said with vehemence.
Dragos’ eyebrow rose slightly upon hearing Varulf refer to him by his first name instead of “Master.” “I know you all have many, many questions, but please, allow my servants to tend to your needs and wounds before we continue our discussions. Nothing about the situation will change in the meantime. Why not enjoy a hot bath, breakfast, and a tour of the castle; rest or sleep for a few hours if you need. I invite you all to a grand banquet later in the evening. I am sorry to say, I am weary and must retire for the day.”
Sverre then realized it must be far past the time for the vampire to return to his coffin, or the earth, or wherever it was an elder vampire lord slept. He’d stayed awake just to greet them personally. Sverre looked to the stained-glass windows in confusion, then at the various servants, then back to Dragos. How could the vampires stand the sunlight streaming in?
“They are simulated windows. I may not be able to observe the sun any longer, but that does not mean that I must linger morosely in the shadows, either. This light is very similar to daylight, do you not agree?” Dragos explained. “You’ll find many modern conveniences throughout the castle. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I will see you this evening. Please behave yourselves in the interim.” The last comment was more of a command than a suggestion. Sverre’s neck hairs stood up for some reason. He’d been running escape and attack scenarios in his mind as they traversed the castle, but now he felt at ease, his plans fading away. Dragos exited the room through a door in the left wall, followed by several retainers.
The guards who had escorted them into the building exited the room through the large doorway that they had entered through. Several servants approached the group, one for each of the new arrivals.
“If you would come with us, we’ll see to your needs,” a handsome young man offered.
A beautiful young woman with pale skin and long dark hair bowed to Sverre. “Mr. Walker, my name is Isabelle. I will be your personal escort for the day,” she said. She took Sverre’s hand, leading him away.
Varulf called out a warning to him. “Be wary, pup. Dragos is adept at bewitching the mind and soul.”
Isabelle led Sverre out of the throne room to the main hall, then turned right at the second door down.
“So, where are we heading? To the nasty, filthy, bedbug-ridden, diseased, slimy, smelly, filthy dungeons?” Sverre asked, attempting to gauge the woman.
“You said ‘filthy’ twice,” she noticed.
“That’s just how filthy they are. One ‘filthy’ isn’t enough,” Sverre responded without a hint that he was joking.
Isabelle chuckled. “We do have dungeons, but they are most likely the cleanest dungeons you’d ever have the pleasure of visiting. If they were located in a hotel, it would probably be a three- or four-star.”
Sverre whistled, trying to sound impressed. “Sounds like a place that I’d be honored to visit. Is that where we are going?”
“No, it’s as Master Dalca said: you are our guests. I have a room prepared for you at the end of this hall. A fair warning, though: he was serious about his hospitality. Please, for your own sake, do not do anything foolish. You seem like the type who would do so.”
“I don’t think anyone has called me foolish for at least twenty minutes. I was beginning to think I’d lost my touch.”
“I’m sorry. I do not mean to offend. I am not used to dealing with people such as yourself. Master Dalca does not suffer… rambunctiousness willingly,” she replied after searching for a suitably inoffensive word.
“Sounds like we are going to hit it off great, then. You know, that’s an interesting accent you have.”
“Yes, my parents were from Montilla. It’s a small town in Spain. I do not know if you are familiar with it,” she replied.
“Spain? No, I’ve never heard of it. It’s this terrible American education system, I’m afraid,” he joked.
“I fear for your safety at the banquet tonight,” she said, making the sign of the cross.
“Are you sure you should be doing that in here, of all places?” he asked.
She paused in the hall, opening a large wooden door to their right. “This is your room. Would you like anything to eat? We usually dine in the grand banquet hall at this hour. You’ll find food served there at most times during the day, even if it’s just wine, cheese, and fruit.”
“If you are doing room service, could I get five scrambled eggs, ten strips of bacon, six pieces of toast, four pieces of sausage, or maybe four or five biscuits with gravy if you don’t have sausage? Oh, and about a half-gallon of chocolate milk?”
“That… I will see what I can do. It may take some time to find some of your requests, but I am confident I can fulfill your requirements.”
Sverre entered the large room. It was indeed impressive. Fine silks, furs, and heavy wooden furniture adorned the space. A spacious simulated wood bathtub sat under another fake window. He really could not tell the difference between the false light and real sunlight. He flopped backward onto the bed, sinking into the feather mattress, letting the stress of the previous day and night seep out of his body.
Isabelle peered into the room. “Is there anything else I can get you?” she asked. A deep snore was Sverre’s answer.




CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Sverre awoke shortly after Isabelle had left. His senses screamed at him that something was amiss. Rolling out of bed, he ducked down, using the bed as cover, and surveyed his room. A hand clamped down on his mouth. “Shh, stay calm, Sverre,” a soft voice whispered in his ear. Surprised, he turned to find Jessica behind him.
“J-Jess!” he started to shout, but remembered to whisper at the last instant.
“I’ve disabled the bug in your room, so it’s safe to talk, but keep your voice down,” she warned, crouching down beside him.
“What-what the hell are you doing in here? I thought you’d been kidnapped. Am I still asleep?”
Jessica slapped him across the face with enough force to leave a red handprint on his cheek. “Still think you are sleeping? I need you focused, Sverre.”
“Gee, it’s nice to see you, too,” he responded, rubbing his cheek.
“I escaped my cell a few hours ago and gained marginal access to their systems. After liberating Casca from a laboratory, I’ve been trying to find a way out of this place. I was accessing their flight logs to see if there was a ship available to hijack when, much to my surprise, I noticed your scheduled arrival. Their housekeeping system had you assigned to this room.”
“I can’t believe I came all this way to rescue you, and you’ve already done it yourself,” Sverre griped.
“We are both far from rescued, I can assure you. This place is literally a fortress. From what I can determine, there is a servants’ elevator in the kitchen and a freight elevator in the larder, along with one heavily guarded main elevator. Unfortunately, since they have discovered our escape, those have been locked down. However, I’ve noticed something irregular about the area behind Dragos’ throne. Judging by the schematics of the building, the layout of the room is designed to provide extra space for something rather large. There’s nothing in the general system specifying what it is, but I believe there is perhaps an escape tunnel or something in the wall. If I could get to that area, I might be able to access it. If Casca’s GP weren’t depleted, I could attempt to cut through the floor directly, but she will be useless until I can replenish her.”
“Wait, what do you mean by ‘our’ escape? Is there someone else with you?” Sverre asked, looking around the room.
Jessica frowned, weighing whether she should tell him. “I guess you will find out eventually. I found your mother in a cell near mine. We both escaped the dungeon. I was trying to get her out as well.”
“My —” Sverre started to yell before Jessica put her hand over his mouth. “My mother?” he whispered with force after she removed her hand. “What do you mean, my mother? I thought she was dead. You said she was dead.”
“I said that she was most likely dead. Given the information at the time and past experiences with werewolves, that was the most logical explanation.”
Sverre started to stand, intent on rushing toward the door. Jessica forced him back down, although it took considerable effort.
“This is why I debated telling you,” she said, exasperated. “You will run off half-cocked and get all three of us killed or captured. We need a plan. With you here, our chances of escape either tripled or dropped to zero. It depends on your state of mind and if you can follow orders for once.”
Sverre glanced at the door again, then hesitated a moment before plopping down on his behind, his arms crossed. “Okay, fine, tell me your fantastic plan.”
“I don’t have a plan yet. I need to assess the situation before making one,” she admitted. “I need you to tell me what’s transpired. What brought you here?”
“Okay, so, me and Izzy escaped from Inquest after I spent weeks there being tortured — by the way, thanks for coming to get me from that hellhole. We hooked up with some guys to steal some stuff from the Farm, and, no, I’m not telling you who they were. At the Farm, we fought with some werewolves who said I had to come with them here because Dragos was holding you prisoner. Dragos said he’d explain things at dinner,” Sverre gushed all at once after taking a deep breath.
“That’s a lot of information to process, but I’ll focus on the relevant parts. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to do anything for you after you were imprisoned. I did investigate incessantly to try to determine what was going on, and Grandfather did the same. It was like we’d hit a brick wall of interference at both the local level and from somewhere higher in the hierarchy of the Order. It’s nearly impossible to get someone out of an Inquest facility once they are there. I’ll skip over the fact you were raiding my home with looters and ask about the welfare of the people who were housed there instead,” Jessica said, attempting to work through everything Sverre had told her.
“Bilford was there, waiting for me. He said he’d managed to save most of the people there, including Sam and Hilda, by locking down the facility before Dragos arrived,” Sverre explained.
“Thank God for that. I did all I could against Dragos, but he’d already killed some of the guards by the time I got there. He’s virtually unstoppable. He toyed with me before bringing me here. I’m surprised he left anyone alive at the compound. I’ve never seen any being as powerful as he is.”
“There’s a reason for that. If we make it out of here, or even if just you do, you should ask Bilford about it. I don’t think it’s right for me to tell you,” Sverre said.
“Our first order of business is getting out of here. I’m not sure I can get all three of us out. Security has been increased since our escape. I should have left your mother in her cell and made my escape on my own and returned with a full company of Order soldiers. I’m tempted to put her back in her cell and hope they are forgiving of her escape attempt.”
Sverre’s voice became dead serious. “You take my mom when you leave this place, Jess. Even if I have to carry both of you over my shoulders, you are leaving.”
She could see there was no point in arguing. “Their security systems have me locked out now. There’s no way for me to contact anyone, and there are more automated sentries and sensors activated than before. I need some way to shut all of that down, and then I need some kind of distraction that will pull the guards away from near Dragos’ throne area for at least a few minutes.” She paused, grabbing his hands. “What are these?” she asked, looking at the tattoos on his hands with concern.
“Well, see, while we were at the Farm, Izzy and Bilford worked on trying to create some kind of God Particle weapon for me, but it literally blew up in our faces. When the smoke cleared, I had these weird gauntlet claw things on my hands and no way to control them.”
“That was incredibly foolish. My father was the only one who knew how to properly bond a weapon to its user. Almost all the agents who went through the process had to use a focus object, like Casca’s hilt. Trying to bond it directly to yourself could have resulted in the loss of your hands or even your life.”
“It’s been a rough time since I was captured and escaped. I thought I could use an edge of some kind,” he responded, upset by her admonition. “Besides, Bilford seemed cool with it.”
She looked at the markings on his hands, rubbing her hands over his, which he enjoyed immensely. “Remarkable. They have partially embedded themselves in your flesh. They are almost indistinguishable from tattoos. What do the runes mean? Have you activated them yet? Do you even have an activation phrase?”
“No, no one said anything about that. I have no clue how they work. At first, they were raised up from my hands, kind of like a latticework glove or something, with these claws. But now…. this.”
Jessica sighed. “It’s just like you to do everything halfway. Since you never had a proper keyword implanted, I don’t know how they would activate or deactivate. They are useless as they are now.”
“Maybe we can figure it out once we escape from here?” Sverre asked, hopeful.
“If we escape. By myself, I think it’s possible, but with you and your mother, and the security systems and guards on high alert, I’m not sure.”
An idea occurred to Sverre. “Wait a second. I-I think I might have something that could help.” Grabbing his suit from the floor, he rummaged through the interior pockets until he found what he was looking for. He produced what appeared to be a small USB drive. “This. This will work. Find a computer terminal and plug this into it. It’ll disable their security systems.”
Jessica took the small device from him, inspecting it closely. “What is it?”
“It’s — well, it’s not important what it’s called,” he said, not wanting to give away any information about Izzy to Jessica. “It’ll disable their entire system.”
“I find that hard to believe. Even the Order doesn’t have that kind of technology. It would require some kind of artificial intelligence system that is able to —”
“Look, it’ll work. It worked at the Farm. Or at least I think it did. Bilford might have already turned those systems off. But it should work,” he promised.
“How long will they stay disabled?”
“A long time. I don’t really know. Maybe as long as it’s plugged in. I wasn’t told how long,” Sverre said.
“This operation is going to take precise timing, so ‘I don’t know’ isn’t optimal. I’m going to need time to move your mother through the building to a safe room near the throne room, so I’m going to have to use this now. There’s a hardwired terminal down the hall I can use. I’m still going to need a diversion that is big enough to bring everyone running. You mentioned a banquet or something tonight. I’d assume most of Dragos’ high-ranking men would be there, leaving the rest of the building light on difficult enemies. If you could draw their attention to the banquet hall, your mother and I could slip out through that emergency exit, then I’d return in about an hour or so with enough operatives to bring this entire place down and rescue you. If I’m wrong about the escape door in the throne room, I might try for one of the elevators.”
“How will I know when to cause a disturbance?”
“We’ll wait in the room and move once we see the guards move out. I’ll leave it up to you to select the time, but don’t wait too long, since we don’t know how long their security system will be down,” Jessica answered.
“What should I do? You are the expert on infiltration and whatever,” he asked.
“If it were me, I’d probably engage in a battle of wits with specific targets in the room after carefully analyzing their strengths and weaknesses. Then I’d play certain targets against each other until a volatile situation evolved. I’d then slip away in the confusion, sabotaging critical systems as I went to add to the mass confusion. That’s if I didn’t have proper tools available to me, like explosives,” she explained. “However, since this is you we are talking about, I’d probably just start a fistfight with whomever is sitting to my right at the table.”
“Come on, I’m not that bad,” he said, trying to think of an alternate plan. He decided it would probably play out exactly as Jessica had said.
“The key is staying alive. I don’t know why Dragos brought you here, but there is no doubt he has some grand scheme involving you — most likely because of your special powers. It could be that he wants to recruit you, but I don’t think he would have gone through all of this trouble for that purpose. If he’d wanted, you would have been dead long ago. If I can escape, I can bring in reinforcements very quickly. I don’t relish the thought of a massive firefight at the top of a skyscraper in New York City, but I’ve seen worse situations.”
“Sounds like it’s going to be a huge shitfest, if you ask me,” Sverre stated.
“Yes, in this instance I will have to agree with you. It will indeed be a shitfest.”
A light tapping resonated through the heavy wooden door. “Mr. Walker? I have the unusual breakfast you ordered.”
“Damn, that’s Isabelle. What do we do?” Sverre asked, panicked.
“Stay calm, invite her in, eat your breakfast. I’ll leave once she is gone.”
“Come on in,” Sverre shouted. He turned back to Jessica, but she was gone. He looked around the room but could find no evidence of her. She’d always been more adept at the ninja stuff than he was.
The door opened. Isabelle wheeled in a chrome cart overflowing with covered platters. “I’m sorry to disturb you, but I have your breakfast. I hope you had a restful nap.”
“You know, you seem far too nice to be working for a murderous vampire lord,” Sverre observed.
Isabelle stiffened at the comment, then relaxed. “Thank you for the compliment. Lord Dalca is an honorable man despite his nature. I am not at liberty to discuss his affairs, but while he is a firm ruler, he is also fair.”
Sverre lifted the lids on the various platters, filling the room with appealing scents. “Food at last. I’m starved!” He dug into each dish, taking a bite from each until his mouth was full. He noticed Isabelle staring at him in wonder.
“I’m sorry, would you like some? Maybe some sausage?” he offered.
She regained her composure before answering. “No, I’ve already eaten, and I’m beginning to think even this quantity of food may not be enough for you.”
Sverre continued shoveling the food in before pausing. “Is there something else you need to tell me?”
She smiled before answering. “No, I’m to be your personal servant for today. When you are done eating, I’ll take your tray away. If you’d like, I could also bathe you and see to any other needs you may have. I am well-trained in sensual massage and have many other…talents. Lord Dalca said to make sure you were well taken care of.”
Sverre froze while leaning over his plate, his fork halfway to his mouth. For a split second, he imagined what sorts of talents Isabelle might have. He broke away from the visions dancing through his mind, as he suddenly felt very uncomfortable for some reason. It was as if someone’s stare was burning away the skin and flesh on the back of his neck. Someone hidden in the room, seething with anger.
“Er, no, that is a very tempting offer, but I’m very tired. I think I’ll just finish napping after eating.” He yawned and stretched to accentuate his statement. “In fact, you can just leave the food here, and I’ll nibble on it a while longer before hitting the sack. Just come back in a bit.”
Isabelle gave no indication whether she was relieved or upset that he hadn’t requested her company. Was she a voluntary servant or some kind of slave, held against her will? He started to ask, but realized he needed her to leave so Jessica could exit the room.
“Thanks for your help, Isabelle. I’ll call if I need anything else. You just go rest or do whatever you want to do for a bit. Take a long break.”
She smiled again, moving to the door to leave the room. “I am grateful for your generosity, Mr. Walker. I’ll be back later to check on you.”
A few seconds after the door closed, Sverre felt a malevolent presence looming behind him. A hand fell roughly on his shoulder, squeezing the muscle too tightly. Jessica leaned in to whisper in his ear, “You made a wise decision.”
She eased her grip and patted him on the back. He started to breathe again and turned to face her. “Look, Sverre, this is the direst situation we’ve ever been in together. I have confidence we can get through it. I have faith in you.”
Sverre’s expression softened. He looked down at his feet, then back at her, suppressing a smile. “Thanks, Jess. I won’t let you down.”
She gripped him by both shoulders, staring him in the eyes. “We are going to do this. All three of us are going to make it out of here. I have one last thing to tell you. Dragos is unbelievably powerful. Don’t attack him directly. Your singular goal is to survive until reinforcements can arrive.”
Pulling him close, she hugged him tightly. Sverre was surprised by the uncommon show of emotion. Stepping back, she gave him one final heartfelt look before slowly opening the door. Noting the hallway was empty, she slipped away.




CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

An hour after Jessica had left his room, Sverre was startled by a loud electronic alarm piercing the ancient hallways and stone walls. The racket was brief, however, sputtering away into a few feeble chirps. The lights dimmed for a moment. He smiled, knowing the security systems must have been disarmed. Thinking of his mother and Jessica navigating the halls by themselves triggered his protective instincts.
Sitting up in bed, he fought the desire to burst through the doorway and assist them, although he had no clue where they were. The souls within him demanded that he aid those in need. They fed on the terrifying images his mind was conjuring. Breathing deeply, he focused on himself, finding his center point. Bilford had taught him this calming exercise long ago, while they experimented and explored Sverre’s strange powers. In the midst of combat, he was unable to control the impulse to dive into the fray, but in the solitary confines of his room, it worked.
A brief knock at the door preceded Isabelle’s entrance. Not waiting for his answer, she peered hesitantly into the room. Sverre noticed a shadow on the wall beside her, indicative of another person. Most likely a guard.
“Hello again, Mr. Walker. I’m just checking in on you. You may have heard the alarm that rang out a moment ago. It was merely a fault in our system, so there is nothing for you to be worried about. Do you require anything while I am here?”
Sverre shook his head. “No, I’m fine. How long until dinner is served? I’m getting hungry again.”
Isabelle blinked several times, trying to process what she’d just been told. “But you just ate enough for three men!”
“What can I say? I’m a growing boy,” he said, shrugging haplessly.
“Dinner will be served at six o’clock sharp. You’ll find formal wear that has been tailored to fit you in your wardrobe in the corner.”
Sverre crossed the room, curious about what clothes awaited him. He suspected it would be some kind of flowing, ridiculous outfit straight out of the Middle Ages. He opened the doors to the wardrobe, peered inside, then looked back at Isabelle, relieved. A very fine modern tuxedo and accoutrements hung inside. “Say, these look like some expensive duds!”
“Money is no object for Lord Dragos. He insists on nothing but the best for his guests.”
Sverre wondered about the cells his mother and Jessica had been held in. Were they also “the best”?
“I think I’ll take a bath, then sleep a bit before dinner. Can you wake me in time to get dressed?”
“I’ll return in a while to assist you with your preparations. Then we will go to the dining hall,” she offered.
“Sounds great. See you in a bit.”
After the door closed, Sverre ran a hot bath in the large tub. His muscles instantly relaxed as the heat soaked into them. He noticed several bruises on his body from the ordeal at the Farm. Leaning back, his hand brushed a small indention on top of the faux wood. Flipping it open, he discovered a control panel. Pressing a few buttons resulted in hidden jets activating all around his body, massaging and relieving his aches and pains. “Ooh, yeah, I could get used to this,” he crooned, slipping down into the water.
He awoke a bit later, unsure of how much time had passed. The water was still as warm as when he’d entered. Standing, he almost fell over the side of the basin. The room spun around him as if he’d been drinking. There was a knock at the door.
“Mr. Walker, it is time to prepare for dinner,” Isabelle said through the door.
Sverre glanced over at the door in a panic, then slipped, falling backward. He grasped at the ornate curtains, ripping them free from the wall before slamming into the hard stone.
The door opened. Isabelle peered in, unsure of what had just caused the commotion she’d heard. She saw a soaked Sverre attempting to free himself from the tattered remnants of the fine curtains. Seeing her, he covered his nude body as best he could with the curtains.
“Lovely curtains. Such fine material. What is this, silk?” he asked.
The dining hall was unbelievably large. Decorative pictures, trophies, and tapestries lined the walls. A fireplace the size of a small bathroom comprised most of the back wall at the far end of a monstrous table. Sverre suspected the table weighed several tons. There was enough room for two more tables of the same size to either side of the one that was present.
Plush chairs lined each side of the table, cushioned with what looked like red velvet. The wood furniture was so dark, it was almost black. Gleaming silverware and reflective plates awaited each diner. Polished candelabras and other decor were spaced every few feet, where room allowed. Everything in the room appeared ancient, as if hewn or forged by master artisans perhaps centuries ago.
Most seats were empty. The table was set for ten people near the fire. Sverre recognized Commander Swift, who sat at the far end of the table, to the right of the large chair on the end. To his left was a beautiful woman. She had pale white skin and long dark hair. She wore a body-hugging dress with a fur collar. Sverre was led to the seat beside her. Isabelle bade him farewell, then left the room.
He suddenly felt very vulnerable. Formal affairs were not his forte. To make things worse, he was supposed to ruin this one in some way without attacking Dragos so that Jessica could lead his mother to safety. The roaring fire now felt as if it was a small sun bearing down on him. He dabbed his head with a napkin. Dragos hadn’t even arrived yet, and Sverre felt like he was about to have a panic attack. His usual bravado had deserted him when he needed it most. Glancing around the table, he took note of those gathered.
Handsome men and beautiful women — all of them undead vampires. Each acknowledged him in turn, but their greetings rang hollow. They attempted to hide their contempt for him behind a welcoming façade. He looked at the grand chair at the end of the table, wondering when Dragos would be joining them. There were two empty chairs farther down the table, opposite each other. Who else was coming to dinner?
He felt the stare of someone upon him. Turning, he met the gaze of the unknown woman whom he’d noticed when he first entered. Her stare bored into him, but she did not speak. Sniffing him, she leaned slightly closer.
“You smell of fear, young one,” she remarked with an accent Sverre could not place. Her demeanor was one of a predator circling around hapless prey that knew it was doomed.
“Why, thank you. That’s my new cologne, Desperation,” Sverre answered.
She puzzled for a moment, unsure what he meant.
“I’m kidding. I think most humans would be a little afraid while in the core of a vampire lord’s castle surrounded by people who would like to have him for dinner,” he explained.
She smiled then, but instead of calming him, it had the opposite effect. Humor was not something that would work on her, Sverre decided.
“Yes, you are like a rabbit that has fallen into a den of wolves. Are they hungry? Will they rip apart the rabbit for sport?”
“Maybe they will adopt the rabbit and raise it as one of their own?” Sverre offered.
“No, I don’t think so.”
“By the way, I’m Sverre Walker. It’s a pleasure to meet you…”
She held out her hand, offering the back of it to Sverre. “I am known as Tarja. I, like you, am a guest of Lord Dalca.”
Sverre took her hand, unsure of what to do. He leaned forward and kissed the back of it after considering shaking it. Tarja gave no indication whether this was appropriate or not.
“So, you and Varulf are together?”
“We were.” She did not explain further.
A finely-dressed man who stood at the doorway to the left of the fireplace interrupted the conversations of everyone gathered. “Ladies and gentlemen, your host for the evening — Lord of…” He paused, receiving a visual cue from the unseen Dragos. “Ladies and gentlemen, I humbly present Lord Dragos Dalca.”
Dragos entered the room with a flourish. His piercing smile disarmed Sverre instantly. An impossible creature of immense power who could kill him with a thought stood before him, but Sverre could only admire the man. Sverre felt impeccable in the suit he was wearing, but Dalca was a rock star, a fashion model and a CEO rolled into one. He felt an unusual attraction to the man. Was this some power of Dragos’? He looked at those gathered around him. They applauded and smiled, standing from their seats. Looking down, he was shocked to learn he was doing the same. Dragos motioned for those gathered to be seated. Once they were, he sat.
“I’m sorry, I do not have my usual patience to hear all of my titles announced tonight. Let us forgo those formalities. Dear friends, I am extremely pleased tonight. At long last, Mr. Walker has joined us. Many of you know this young man has been a fascination of mine for months now. He is truly a marvel of a man,” Dragos said, his look upon Sverre unwavering. Sverre nodded in return, unable to think of anything to say.
Dragos clapped once, signaling the start of the meal. Servants immediately poured into the room, bringing bowls of soup and bread. Sverre wondered if the fare was going to be something gruesome like skinned human, eyeball soup, blood pudding, or haggis.
“Relax, my young friend. I’ve tailored this meal to your tastes. I apologize, but I’ve kept tabs on you ever since you joined the Order. This banquet is for you, to celebrate your choice to join me tonight,” Dragos said reassuringly.
Sverre looked down as the lid was raised from his soup. It looked like normal soup, a creamy white color. It smelled wonderful.
“She-crab soup. I believe it is your favorite?” Dragos said, motioning for Sverre to taste it.
Sverre dipped his spoon into the bowl, then brought it cautiously to his mouth. “It’s — it’s fantastic!” he exclaimed.
“I knew you would enjoy it,” Dragos said, indicating to those gathered to begin dining.
Sverre looked around the table at the other guests. They glared at him with hatred masked with synthetic smiles. He wasn’t sure if it was because of the attention Dragos was giving him or his choice in food. He focused his gaze on his soup.
Dragos noticed the tension in the room.
“Mr. Walker is my favored guest. Show him the same respect you would show me. It is unusual to have one of his kind among us, but that does not mean we abandon civility. I’m sorry, Mr. Walker. My associates and companions are unused to many humans in the castle. Outside of… meeting our needs.”
Sverre noticed that several of those gathered flashed him half-hidden fanged smiles at the mention of “needs.” Dragos sighed as if he was having to admonish children yet again. Everyone gathered took notice, turning back to their meals and conversations.
“I wouldn’t think your kind would enjoy human food,” Sverre remarked, finishing his bowl.
“No, we enjoy everything humans enjoy. Food, sleep, making love. Writing, reading, traveling. We are not so different. It’s an unfortunate side effect that we must consume human blood to continue our existence. Foods like this soup and the accompanying courses are mere excess to us. We gain no nourishment from them. It would be like a diet of celery or water for yourself. We can enjoy the taste of such things as this soup or wine, but they are more like seasoning or spice to us,” Dragos said, swirling the wine around in his glass before sipping it. Every move was graceful, as if practiced thousands of times. He controlled the very air around him. Not a hair was out of place. Was he affecting Sverre’s willpower and perception somehow? Sverre focused, trying to block out anything that might be influencing him. Dragos smiled.
“I’m sorry. It is an ability of my kind. You have probably read of the attraction humans have to vampires. Like moths to the flame. It’s enhancing everything you perceive about me and the others gathered here. The longer you are in our presence, the more enamored you will become. Given enough time, you would do anything for us. The only variable is your willpower. We can control the ability to a degree, but it is always in effect.”
Sverre couldn’t shake the fuzziness from his mind, but he noticed there was a new plate of food before him. He dug into it with zest. Wasn’t there something he was supposed to be doing? He couldn’t remember. The food was too delicious, and Dragos was a marvel to behold. He was hungry for more food and for the words that poured from Dragos. He lost track of time. Which course was this? Was he tipsy from the wine? He’d only had two glasses, or so he thought. He was having a wonderful time with his new friends, at least in his mind. With the exception of Dragos, everyone in the room considered him with contempt and disdain, just as they had at the start of the dinner. The only thing that had changed was Sverre’s perception.
The herald who had introduced Dragos entered the room, whispering something to the vampire lord. Dragos stood before announcing to all gathered, “My friends, we have another special surprise. I was afraid the reunion would be delayed, but thanks to the renowned tracking abilities of our Cen’Ful allies, the celebration will go on as originally planned!”
Two women entered the room, led by several guards. They looked familiar to Sverre.
“I’d like to introduce the legendary Jessica Luvkrafft and dear Mary Walker, Sverre’s mother.”
Sverre’s mind cleared instantly. He looked from his mother to Jessica, at first with confusion, then with panic. They were led to the two empty seats. Jessica refused to sit. She looked at Sverre pleadingly, her eyes asking, “What happened?”
Sverre looked down at the table before him. A half-eaten dessert was evidence the feast was concluding. Hadn’t he been eating soup only a few moments ago? He looked at the fire. It was noticeably dimmer.
“The timing could not be more perfect. I’ve gathered my allies and friends here for a Grandiose Denouement,” Dragos explained.
The guests gathered murmured excitedly at the announcement. Sverre looked at Jessica for explanation. She could only offer a shrug. His eyes settled on his mother. He wanted to jump across the table, knocking the gaudy decorations aside, and hug her tightly.
Her glistening eyes reflected the roaring fire. He could tell she was relieved and terrified at the same time. His fear grew as well. Any single foe in the room would prove a difficult fight, even if he and Jessica worked together.
“For the few in the room who may not know to what I am referring, I shall explain,” Dragos said, nodding toward the humans. “We vampires live unbearably long lives. If we can survive for a certain span, we become immortal. I’ve lived countless lifetimes. Life loses its luster faster than you can imagine. Someone such as myself has accumulated more wealth than I could ever spend. I’ve done everything life has to offer. Seen almost everything on this small planet, from scaling the frozen peaks of the highest mountains to walking along the depths of the deepest seas. My strength has grown beyond imagination. I am not bragging, but merely stating fact.
“Time is cyclical. It is difficult for humans to see due to their short lifespans, but events repeat themselves again and again. For someone such as myself, this repetition is maddening. To combat the madness, our kind developed what we call Denouements.
“To pass the time, we set in motion elaborate schemes spanning months, years, decades or longer. Many of them fail to come to fruition, just as any plan does. When they succeed or are on the verge of success, we may gather our kin together to explain the premise, the strategy, and finally, the results. The Denouement is the final act of our play, the explanation of all that has occurred. Think of it as ‘the villain of the movie explains his grand plan in order to showcase his genius.’ I have hundreds in motion as we speak, but one that I would consider above all others. I believe it dwarfs any that my rivals are plotting. This plan involves you, Sverre, and how you will help me become the first being to bring about world peace.”




CHAPTER FORTY

Sverre glanced around the room, puzzled by the announcement. “I’m afraid you’ve got the wrong guy. I’m not going to help you do anything.”
“Fortunately, this will require no cooperation or thought from you on the matter. It’s completely out of your hands. But first, let me begin my tale,” Dragos said, pacing in front of the fireplace. He paused. “No, let us adjourn to my throne room. The acoustics and ambiance are better there. Ms. Walker and Ms. Luvkrafft, would you care for anything?”
Both women shook their heads in the negative.
Several guards moved to usher each of the humans out of the room. Sverre then noticed Jessica’s feet and hands were bound. The cables attaching the shackles extended and shortened automatically based on the input of a nearby guard. The cables attaching her ankles together lengthened so she could walk again.
“I’m afraid Ms. Luvkrafft has been a rather difficult guest during her brief stay here. The trail of bodies of my guards and subordinates speaks volumes about her abilities. However, no one evades the tracking skills of my werewolves for long,” Dragos boasted, leading the entourage out of the room. The hallway from the banquet hall led out to the grand hall. Sverre recognized the familiar paintings from earlier.
The large suits of armor in front of the giant doors remained motionless. “These are my favorite automatons. Nothing replaces properly trained warriors, but I have been promised that each of these is equal to a modern tank. After witnessing their combat prowess in the arena, I am inclined to agree. However, Ms. Luvkrafft has installed a nasty virus into our security systems, so it will take a bit longer before they are back online. At some point, I would love to know how you did that, my dear,” Dragos stated, turning to look over his shoulder at Jessica. She remained silent.
The doors swung wide, revealing servants quickly moving plush chairs into place in front of the throne. They hurried away as if they were roaches exposed to a bright light. Dragos stepped up to his throne, then paused to motion for those gathered to sit before sitting himself. He motioned again. Servants hustled throughout the audience, offering refreshments.
“Allow me to begin my tale. The first chapter began several hundred years ago, not so long ago. I believe it was the early seventeenth century. I am certain it was in Madrid. You have to pardon me. After so many centuries, my memory is not what it used to be. At the time, I wandered from town to town and city to city enjoying all life had to offer. I was an old vampire by this time, but the world still held unlimited wonders. It was not a small world, like today. Travel was slow, news was slow, and life was slow. I had heard of magnificent plays and performances in Spain at the time. Indeed, unknown to me, there was a renaissance at the time, what is now known as the Spanish Golden Age of Theater. I cannot count the times my —” Dragos paused in the middle of his story, interrupted by a droning noise of unknown origin.
He looked about the room, annoyed. Echoes of a slight rumbling reverberated throughout the room. Excellent acoustics, indeed. Another loud snore caused everyone to turn toward Sverre, dozing in his chair. “Ahem!” Dragos cleared his throat, irritated. Sverre’s head flopped to the side slightly. Dragos clapped his hands together, creating a sonic boom akin to a shotgun blast. Sverre fell out of his chair before clambering back into it, eyes wide with fear and embarrassment.
Dragos composed himself before continuing, indignant. “I will skip ahead. Some of our guests are apparently very weary. While attending one of these performances, I spied a woman of unmatched skill and grace. I wept; her beauty and talent were so breathtaking. However, she had a beau that I was unaware of. A violent, bestial man, filled with rage and jealousy. Of course, such people mean little to me. Minor entertainment at best. I was wrong in this instance. Our combat spilled from my lady’s bedroom into the street, and through several broken doors, adjacent dwellings and even into a tavern, which collapsed from our battle. I pulled his broken body from the wreckage, amazed that he still lived. I had never met such a human warrior in all of my years.”
Dragos shook his head as if reliving his past astonishment and disbelief at the time. “Certainly, I had met and destroyed many supernatural beings in my travels over my long lifetime, but this was a mere human. I tested and probed him throughout the night and into the next morn, using all knowledge of science and medicine available at the time, but I was unable to deduce the source of his power. I concluded it must be spiritual in nature. I found a seer of some renown within the city. She meditated before him, attempting to read his aura. Initially, she was performing her usual stage act for the commoners, but then she saw something. Utilizing her talents in earnest, her sight shifted into the realm of the spiritual.
“She proclaimed that this man had a strong, unusual aura. I could tell her curiosity was aroused. She called to her ancestors to help her see the truth. I could feel something unknown entering the room, which cooled, becoming unusually calm. Closing her eyes, she began chanting spells and prayers in low tones, barely audible. Her eyes burst open. She shrieked in horror, maddened by whatever lurked outside my vision. She screamed about an army of dead, of possession. She dashed from the room, incoherently rambling and yelling about the souls of heroes. I intercepted her, drinking a portion of her blood, then willed her to forget the incident. I hoped I could see a small fraction of what she could see by utilizing her life essence. It had worked on occasion in the past. I quickly returned to the warrior.
“His aura! It was even more beautiful than the wench’s physical beauty. He held such power within him. I was awed, unable to perceive it fully. I vowed to make him mine. I bit deeply into his neck, unable to contain my lust and thirst. His head was almost torn from his body due to my careless frenzy. For a brief moment, I could feel his power flowing into me. I was ascending. I cannot explain the feeling or what was happening. Then it was gone. His aura faded along with his life. I felt a renewed energy and power, but it was nothing compared to that brief initial moment. It was merely the usual invigoration felt when feeding upon a strong human. I howled in despair, fleeing the city, killing anyone in my path. The loss of something so precious drove me mad for a short period.
“I scoured the world for more like this man, but it was an impossible task. Many exceptional warriors were brought before me by my agents, but none had the Gift. I have never stopped looking, researching, obsessing. Yet, at long last, here he is. Here is the panacea for my woes.” Dragos smiled sincerely, gesturing at Sverre.
“I’ve learned so much in recent years about what you are. There have been a few smatterings of writings and tales about your kind, from shamans, seers, and their like. I couldn’t believe my fortune when my spies brought me the reports of a Soul Warrior in the clutches of the Order. I acted quickly, although I believe I am the only one of my kind who knows without doubt you even exist. Leave nothing to chance, as they say.
“I calculated how best to proceed. I needed to analyze Sverre’s power in-depth from a scientific and spiritual perspective. I knew the Order would do this for me, given enough time. Of course, I have my own resources, but there are several pieces of machinery in the possession of the Order, specifically at Inquest One, that I do not have. But I get ahead of myself.
“My moles within the Order stated that Sverre would most likely leave at the first opportunity. I needed him to remain so that he could be studied. An idea occurred to me — that I could perhaps use this opportunity to regain the service of the Cen’Ful clan, which I had sorely missed for years. I was in sporadic contact with certain elements within the clan who were not happy with the leadership of Varulf. The key was Rilus. He could prove more useful in death than in life, if I utilized him correctly. The day Sverre traveled to visit his parents, I personally watched the interaction from nearby. My contact within the Cen’Ful clan had dispatched scouts to the same location, under the impression that they were going to capture Rilus. After Sverre and Ms. Luvkrafft left the premises, I eliminated the father using tools that made it seem like the deed had been committed by a werewolf, then absconded with Mrs. Walker. With no ties to his past life, Sverre would be more apt to join the Order. The werewolves arrived shortly after, just as planned. The Order was now aware there was a pack of werewolves operating without their knowledge, and Sverre was predictably out for revenge, remaining with the Order until he could fulfill his desire.”
Sverre’s hands dug into the armrests of his chair, the wood splintering and cracking. The guards behind him moved closer, alarmed.
Dragos noticed Sverre’s building rage. “I apologize for what you’ve endured. It was necessary. Please bear with me a bit longer. I would dislike for you to be unconscious during the remainder of the tale.” Sverre eased back into his chair, although his cold expression remained unchanged.
“My agents watched Sverre over the coming months, making sure he remained in place while he was studied under Bilford’s watchful eye. Bilford’s notes were invaluable to my research.”
“How did you infiltrate us? Who are the traitors?” Jessica interrupted, unable to remain quiet any longer.
“Those details are unimportant to this story. Suffice it to say, your vaunted organization has been infiltrated by enemy agents for many decades now. Now, please, no further interruptions,” Dragos insisted. Jessica appeared ready to protest, but remained silent.
“I planned to have the worm that was shielding Cen’Ful removed from the Order’s surveillance systems, sowing the seeds of fear and mistrust within the clan. Varulf’s plan to hide in the human world would fail, forcing them to accept my protection again. In truth, he had very few loyalists left after his insistence to leave my employ left the clan destitute. My lady Tarja used the coming months to persuade the clan to return to my fold. Meanwhile, Bilford had exhausted most of the research methods available to him, so it was time to move Sverre to Inquest One. We allowed him the chance to hack the Order’s database files to obtain the satellite coordinates of the Cen’Ful village. When he left on his quest for revenge, we intercepted him, had him branded a traitor, then shipped off for further study.
“The next stage of the plan was the most vital,” he said, looking directly at Sverre as if the next part was explicitly for his benefit. “As you know, we vampires must subsist through feeding on humans. Their blood nourishes our bodies and repairs cellular damage. The key to power lies within the soul, however. When feeding, we take a portion of the subject’s soul within us. The amount depends on the power of the vampire and the strength of the person’s soul. An ancient lord such as myself takes the whole soul from any human I feed on, if he or she perishes. This is why my power is a thousand times greater than that of a young minor vampire.”
“Why wouldn’t a vampire just kill a thousand humans and grow powerful overnight?” Sverre asked. A few of the gathered vampires snickered.
“Can you eat a hundred pounds of meat and become a bodybuilder in a night? We become satiated just as any other creature that feeds. Feeding too much has just as many, if not more, negative effects on us as on a human, because we are feeding on spirit and body. There’s also the risk of discovery if one of our kind feeds too often. It’s why few vampires live as long as I have. It requires patience and planning. This knowledge that absorption of the spirit fuels strength is also not widely known amongst lower vampires or is considered a myth. However, we all know the soul, the spirit, or some type of ethereal being is present in living beings, don’t we?
“Not all souls are created equally. Most souls are mere tidbits, as most humans are content to wallow in mediocrity. Others hold fantastic power, especially those of so-called heroes. Those who sacrifice their own wellbeing for the weak. For whatever reason, these souls soar above others. Perhaps it is some sort of cosmic karma, or perhaps they are imbued with greatness from whatever maker may exist. Regardless, there is great power in these spirits. Sverre’s uniqueness lies in the fact that he is a living vessel containing an untold number of these exquisite spirits. The scanners at Inquest One could not count the hordes contained within you. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of souls inhabiting one body. If it was possible to feed on such power, a vampire such as myself would become godlike. I failed the first time, but I will not fail a second time.
“You may recall a certain machine that did something to you when you were a prisoner at Inquest One. It may have felt like you were having an out-of-body experience. This machine was designed to destroy otherworldly spirits. It never functioned as intended, but I theorized it could be used to draw your own soul from your body. As long as your spirit is within your body, I believe the souls are bound to the vessel. If you die, they vacate and seek a new host. However, I believe that if I could remove your spirit, then feed on the vessel, I could draw them into myself. I would surpass all others of my kind, even the king. Before that could occur, fate intervened. Sverre escaped Inquest One with the aid of another.
“You could imagine my horror. After finding the key to success, to have it snatched away suddenly. I thought the plan was foolproof. Who could have guessed the first escape from that facility would be my prize? I researched his accomplice, then another plan formed once I realized she had done work scavenging for Underworlder warlords in the past. Although I held his mother as a future bargaining chip, he did not know this. I needed a new chip, which is where Jessica came in. I raced to the Farm with little planning, which was extremely foolish in hindsight. However, I knew the defenses well. Even if they were fully functional, my risk was minimal. On the way, I had second thoughts and arranged a deal with Bilford to save the lives of the others in the compound under his care, as well as Jessica’s life. Shortly thereafter, I had my second incentive for Sverre to seek me out.
“I knew he would attempt to contact Bilford or return home at some point, but I was unsure of how long that would take. The longer he was out in the wild, the more chances there were of him doing something foolish and dying. So, I set the second phase of my other plan in motion and set Varulf and his trackers on Sverre’s trail, giving them tips as to where he might turn up. While Varulf was gone, Tarja assumed leadership of clan Cen’Ful. I sent transports to retrieve my wayward werewolves. Varulf located Sverre easily, bringing him directly to me with no trouble, putting my master plan back on course. That plan being total rule of the planet.
“I’ve been locked in a stalemate with two other vampire lords for centuries now. My allies and I could wipe out one of them, but I would be left vulnerable to the one who remains. My resources would be depleted. With the abilities and strength granted to me by absorbing these souls within Sverre, that would no longer be the case. Now I can wipe out these adversaries, depose the cowardly king, and finally employ my global resources to begin consolidating my power base. I will co-opt the governments now controlled by my enemies. I will then go about distributing the resources around the globe that have been hoarded by the rich and powerful, thus ending conflict around the globe.”
“You really think it will be that easy?” Jessica interrupted.
“Nothing is easy. Many religions will be banned, some countries and states will be under martial law, but in the end, I will be seen as the greatest leader in world history. One doesn’t live over a thousand years without learning a few fundamentals about human nature. The consolidation process will take many decades, but I have time to spare. It’s one of the failings of your kind. Great leaders grow old, they die. Their legacies are then ruined by inept imbeciles and greed. The cycle has been endless, but I will end it.”
“Why would you care about helping humans or world peace? Why would you help your enemies?” Sverre asked, confused.
Dragos chuckled, then answered, “Why do you think humans are my enemy? Do you consider cows or chickens an enemy? Forgive me; that analogy is too crude. Humans are the greatest resource on the planet. Art, music, writing, and exquisite food and drink all come from human creativity. I want to see the human race thrive. I want it to evolve past petty squabbles for land, water, food, and religion. Frankly, the human race has been stuck in something of a rut since it came about, but I see a path forward. You are the key to my success, Sverre. Although I would eventually destroy my enemies through careful planning and strategy at some future point, the powers you grant me would shave hundreds or thousands of years off of the timetable. Looking at the pollution levels, the wars, disease, and other factors at play today, I don’t believe the human race will survive another two hundred years without my assistance. Man will destroy everything in the coming years. Once I control everything, this will be averted.”
Dragos bowed before all gathered before announcing, “Thusly, I conclude my Grandiose Denouement.”
Those gathered in the room paused for a moment as if unsure how to respond to such an amazing story. A few timid claps soon turned to resounding applause.
“My friends, thank you for listening to my tale tonight. May your schemes be complex and fruitful. We will reconvene in the banquet hall for refreshments and to discuss our future plans together. Allow me a few moments to tidy up here,” Dragos said, raising his hand to the small crowd. Everyone who was not a prisoner or a guard left the room, barely able to contain their excitement.
Sverre thought for a moment about everything that Dragos had said. It…made sense. What if the minor sacrifice of his life could save billions of lives later? He could feel the agitated souls within him calling out for direction. Self-sacrifice for the preservation of innocents was their thing, not his, yet the idea seemed logical….
“Sverre! Don’t listen to this madman. He wishes to use you for his own ends. His kind and all monsters like him have been a plague on humanity,” Jessica shouted.
“What about my mom and Jessica?” Sverre asked.
“Your mother is free to go. Commander Swift, please take Mrs. Walker down to the reconditioning center and remove all of this unpleasantness from her memory. Do not worry, Sverre, our process is even more refined than the Order’s. She will suffer no ill effects from the treatment. As for Ms. Luvkrafft, she and I made a bargain upon her arrival. If she remained in her cell and caused no trouble, I would have done the same for her as I am doing for your mother. However, she attempted to escape, so she will be remaining with us permanently. She has some unusual abilities of her own which I wish to investigate more in-depth, such as how she resists the bites of werewolves and vampires alike. There is some legacy of her father within her, and I wish to unravel it.”
Sverre intercepted his mother before she could exit the room. A guard moved to block his path, but Dragos waved him away.
“I’m sorry this has happened to you, Mom, but you won’t remember it. I’m sorry about Dad. This is all my fault.”
She brushed his hair aside, gently touching the side of his face. “Sverre, this is not your fault. The world I knew has been turned upside down, but I know you will do the right thing. Even if everything else in the world has gone crazy, I know you are a good person, and you need to know I’ll always love you. Don’t worry about me; you know how tough I am.”
Sverre smiled before embracing her fiercely. “Just…just stay safe, Mom. I don’t know if I’ll ever come home, but I’m happy you’re still alive.”
Commander Swift pulled her way, leading her out the main entrance. She glanced over her shoulder one last time, tears streaming down her face. Sverre wiped the tears from his eyes. He turned to face Dragos.
“Thank you for letting her go. I want to make a deal with you. If you let Jessica go, I’ll do whatever you want.”
“Sverre, no! You don’t know what you are doing! You’ll give this monster untold power if even part of what he says is true!” Jessica shouted.
Dragos shook his head. “I’m afraid the time for bargaining has passed, young Mr. Walker. Rest tonight. You’ll be moved to a more secure facility in the morning. It will take several months to finish duplicating the machinery required for the process. You’ll be very comfortable in the meantime.”
Sverre looked to Jessica, desperation in his eyes. He could see no solution. If he and Jessica were separated, he knew their chances of survival would plummet. His eyes darted around the room, trying to figure out some means of escape, before he spotted the broken armrest of his chair. He leapt toward the closest chair, then shattered it with his fist. Raising a jagged, splintered piece of wood to his throat, a grim determination took hold. “Let us go, or I’ll slit my own throat.”
Dragos responded to the threat with a look of amusement. “You and I both know you will not do it. It wouldn’t be in your nature.”
“You know what I am. I’d gladly sacrifice myself if it means saving others!” Sverre said, jabbing the wood harder against his skin.
Dragos frowned before replying calmly, “I forbid you to kill yourself. Put the weapon down and sit. I have guests awaiting my presence. I do not have time for nonsense.”
Sverre laughed nervously. “I don’t think that’s…going…” he said, becoming confused. His will faded. He tossed the wooden shard away and sat calmly. “What are you doing…?”
Dragos laughed. “I told you. Humans obey my every command. I can will you to do whatever I wish. Even you, with your army of souls fueling you. In my presence, you are but a puppet. Guards, take these two to the dungeons. Keep Ms. Luvkrafft in shackles and keep both of them heavily sedated. I don’t want any further —”
A deafening crash from the hall interrupted him. The guards’ terrified shouts were drowned out by gunfire. Several guards in the throne room moved to place themselves in front of Dragos. The chaos in the hall subsided except for the sound of heavy metal sliding across stone. A monstrous figure stood in the entranceway, silhouetted against the lights from the hall. The arm of one of the automated soldiers from just outside the doorway bounced and clanged across the hard stone, coming to a stop a few feet in front of Dragos. Varulf strode into the room, kicking off a guard that had been clinging to his leg.
“Lord of Death, I would have words with you.”




CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Varulf stomped into the room, followed by Janir. Shouting from farther down the hall indicated Olavi and Abraham were bringing up the rear.
“Varulf. I had hoped you would see reason in this matter. I allowed you into my home, despite your legendary temper, with the expectation you would not do this,” Dragos said. “You know, those guards were not even activated. There was no reason to destroy them.”
“It was something you cherished, so I tore it apart, as you have done to me. I heard everything. The betrayal of my kin, your grand plans. I do not care about any of it. I want Tarja, and I will leave you be. I know it was my own failure that brought this curse upon my clan, but I can at least remove the tumor that grew from within.” His final sentence was partially drowned out by a horrendous crash from far down the hall.
“You just missed her,” said Dragos, unconcerned. “I’m in an excellent mood right now, Varulf. Your success in bringing me this boy and the fact I’m on the verge of something unfathomable to a beast such as yourself are the only reasons I haven’t had you killed. But you walk a fine line at the moment.”
Olavi and Abraham stumbled into the room, laying down suppression fire as they entered. They struggled to pull the massive doors closed behind them. Sverre wondered why their fur was soaking wet, soon realizing it was matted with blood.
“We collapsed…part of the hallway, but they are tearing through the rubble fast. These doors will hold the main entrance if they break through the debris,” Olavi choked out.
“If those doors close, you are all dead,” Dragos warned. The three werewolves looked to Varulf, who nodded. They slammed the doors closed and barred them from within.
“Such a waste,” Dragos said, frowning.
“I couldn’t protect my village from your foul touch, but if I kill you now, they will at last be free,” Varulf said with a growl.
Dragos laughed. It was a cruel, deep laugh without mirth. “You could not best me a hundred years ago. I am far stronger now, while your fur has more gray hairs than not. Scars and old wounds hamper your movement. What hope have you now?”
Varulf disappeared, reappearing directly in front of Dragos. His blow connected squarely in the center of Dragos’ face, sending him through his throne, which exploded into pieces that ricocheted around the room. The reinforced walls of the castle cracked when Dragos slammed into the dense stone. Varulf palmed the skulls of the two guards as if they were balls and twisted their heads simultaneously. They fell to the ground in unison.
“This time, I am full of rage,” Varulf snarled.
Dragos rose to his feet, dusting himself off. The expensive suit was now an expensive set of rags. “My, you are upset. You know, that throne was an irreplaceable antique. It was the throne of the last king of Sri Lanka. I am going to mount your head on the wall for this affront.”
“I’m going to gnaw on your bleached, dusty bones,” Varulf returned.
Sverre turned to Jessica. “This is getting really heavy!”
“If these two go all-out in here, we will be killed!” she warned, concentrating on her bonds. The guard behind her looked at the two of them, then back at the fight between his master and the towering werewolf. He clearly did not want to get in the middle of the fight that was about to take place, so he devoted his full attention to Jessica and Sverre.
“You — stop that,” he ordered Jessica, raising his rifle stock.
She flipped up, wrapping the cord linking her ankles around the back of his head. Yanking downward, she flipped him forward. He toppled over her chair. By the time he had regained his senses, she stomped his head, shattering his helmet’s faceplate. He groaned in pain, unable to move. Searching his body, she found the control device to her shackles. A few seconds later, she was free. “Let’s go!”
They raced to the side door, which Janir held.
“Can we get out?” Sverre asked.
“No, there are several guards on the other side, and I hear more coming. I…I don’t think this door will last much longer,” Janir answered, fear in his voice.
“What was the game plan here?” Sverre asked.
“Varulf said we were going to either kill Tarja or Dragos or die trying,” Janir admitted.
“Some plan. Even if you killed either one of them, I think the ‘die’ part was going to get worked in there at some point. Any ideas, Jess?”
“The hallways are flooded with enemies. There’s no way back out, except…” she said, looking at the wall directly behind Varulf and Dragos.
“We don’t even know if there’s an escape route back there, or how to open it,” he countered.
“Look at the throne. There’s exposed wiring in the wreckage. I’d wager it was designed to ride a track back into the wall where an escape hatch is. I can probably complete the circuit to activate it if we can get those monsters away from there for a moment.”
“I don’t think we are going to get those two to do anything they don’t want to do,” Sverre observed, in awe of the battle between the two titans.
“Our chances of survival just increased exponentially due to these werewolves. We need to take advantage of this situation,” Jessica responded, cautiously moving toward the rear of the room.
“The female is correct. I will help you if I can, whelp,” Varulf said, slashing at Dragos with his claws.
Dragos avoided the attack easily. “Do you really think I am not in complete control of this situation? Varulf is like a small child to me. No one is leaving.” To prove his point, the vampire lord flicked his hand as if waving away a fly. The edge of his blow caught Varulf under his chin. A split second later, the imposing beast bounced off of the high stone ceiling before crashing hard into several of the chairs. He struggled to rise again.
“You’ve…grown stronger,” Varulf said, wiping away a long strand of bloodied saliva from his muzzle.
“As I said. Now, if you’ll die quietly, I can tidy up here. I have guests waiting. Tarja in particular can be very impatient, as I’m sure you are aware.”
Varulf stiffened at the mention of the traitorous name. He flung himself back at the vampire lord without care. The sound of the deafening blows vibrated through Sverre’s body. It reminded him of being close to the speakers at a concert.
“Isn’t there anything we can do to help him?” he asked Jessica. She stared at the fight intently, trying to find an opening to make a break for the destroyed chair’s wiring.
“We must remain away from them. Although neither wishes us immediate harm, one stray blow would cripple or kill us instantly,” she replied without looking away from the fight. “I don’t think we are going to gain any more fortune today.”
An explosion rocked the castle. The two combatants paused, listening.
“Is this your doing, dog?” Dragos hissed. Machine gun fire resounded outside the walls. The faint sound of men shouting could be heard.
“You know such methods are not mine,” Varulf responded, his ears twitching as he focused on listening. Varulf turned toward Sverre. “I believe your friends have come for you.”
***
Outside the castle, Izzy shouted at the pilot of the aircraft, “Keep it steady! I can’t hit jack shit with you jerking all over the place!”
“Sorry, but we’ve got about twenty hostiles shooting the heck out of us. Or should I have let that RPG blow us out of the sky?”
“Just shut your trap and keep circling,” she said. The side of the aircraft was open. She lay flat, her sniper rifle picking off a new target every few seconds. Hoss manned an armored minigun, raining down thousands of glowing tracer rounds upon the castle’s courtyard and battlements. The aircraft whirled around the building in sweeping arcs, obliterating everything visible. Opposite Izzy’s craft, another gunship attacked in a similar manner. The castle was bombarded from two sides simultaneously. A police chopper approached, only to spiral away after being struck by a device that disrupted its electrical systems.
Hoss halted his fire for a second, turning to Izzy. “It’s going to get real hot up here, real fast. The Order’s probably going to show up in about ten or fifteen minutes, then there’s the cops and news choppers.”
Izzy flipped over to her side and began typing furiously onto a laptop. It was wired directly into a large focusing dish under the aircraft. “Looks like their security systems are going to be down at least another thirty minutes. Luckily, my Izzy Special gives me a pipeline directly into their systems, or hacking this place would be just about impossible. I’m downloading their building schematics now.”
Several bullets struck the inside of the craft, causing her to duck.
“Hoss, get your ass in gear!” she shouted. “Okay, attempting to locate our boy now.” The dish under the aircraft began sweeping across the castle. “I’ve got him. Move us over to the west wall and get ready to open that wall up.”
The aircraft swung around, getting into position. Izzy entered the cockpit with the laptop. Taking control of a joystick, she looked back and forth between the laptop and the screen in front of her. She moved the joystick around, clicking a red button at intervals. A dot appeared on the screen each time she did so. After a few seconds, she had drawn a circular pattern on the castle’s wall on the screen. She hit the button one more time, then squeezed the fire trigger. A pod under the aircraft opened wide, revealing two dozen holes. Each fired a thin tube at the wall. The tubes released clamping hooks which dug into the hard stone immediately upon making contact. A dozen drill bits bored into the stone in unison. Once the final bit was through, a foam was injected into each hole.
“Fire in the hole!” Izzy shouted, hitting the detonator. The blinding white flashes of the muffled explosions lit up the night before the wall crumbled away, falling toward the streets and sidewalks below. “That’s going to sting. Hope the gunfire scared all the idiots away.” She waited impatiently for the dust to clear. She wasn’t sure what to make of the sight before her.
The room was a throne room of some type. It looked like it was already partially wrecked. At the center of it were Varulf and a drop-dead-gorgeous vampire she assumed was Dragos. Then she saw him. “Sverre!” she shouted, running back to the open door in the aircraft. “Get us closer!”
“You were saying something about our fortune changing?” Sverre said, smiling at Jessica.
“These are friends of yours, I assume?” she asked.
“Yeah. But I don’t understand how they found us. Even the Order couldn’t find this place.”
“It probably has something to do with that device you gave me, don’t you think?”
“Oh, yeah, Izzy said it phoned home when you activated it. I bet that’s how she did it.”
“Izzy? What’s an Izzy?”
“You’ll see. We’ve got to get over there.”
Dragos grabbed a small piece of rubble from the ground. “I cannot explain how angry I am at the moment. My favorite throne lies at my feet in pieces. The ancestral stones of my castle have been destroyed. I believe what hurts me most is that everyone in this room thinks so little of me.” With blinding speed, he flung the rubble at Izzy’s aircraft, striking it squarely in one of the thrusters. The craft wobbled, threatening to fall from the sky.
“Holy shit, he just tore through the armor plating like it was nothing,” Izzy cried, looking up at the gaping hole in disbelief.
Dragos bent down to retrieve another projectile. Varulf leapt toward him, tumbling into the vampire, bowling him over. After a brief scuffle, they rose with Varulf’s arms looped under Dragos’ arms, holding him in place from behind.
“Go now, boy! I will hold him!” the fearsome beast shouted, straining to hold the limitless power of the vampire lord.
Sverre and Jessica dashed across the room, frantically heading for their one chance of escape. The aircraft bucked and wobbled. Smoke poured from the damaged thruster.
“Hold it steady!” Izzy shouted, motioning to Sverre.
“You’re lucky we’re still in the air. I can’t hold it much longer!” the pilot shouted back.
Sverre and Jessica reached the edge of the room. The floor crumbled off into oblivion. “Whoa!” Sverre shouted, pulling Jessica back.
“It’s too unstable,” Jessica observed, analyzing the floor at their feet. “Can you toss us a rope?” she shouted at the people in the aircraft.
“No time for a rope, Jess. Here, climb into my hands,” Sverre said, cupping his hands on top of his knee. “I’ll flip you across.”
Jessica stepped onto his hands, crouching low. “Three…two…one!” she shouted, timing her leap with his action. Sverre heaved, flinging her through the air. She landed inside of the pitching aircraft easily, rolling to her feet.
Stepping back several paces, Sverre expertly cleared the distance as well. His form was similar to that of an Olympic long jumper, although he needed less runway to make his jump. Jessica wondered if any of the spirits within him had competed at some point throughout the ages.
Dragos’ face twisted in fury at the events transpiring before him. “No!” he screamed with such intensity that Sverre winced. The aircraft pulled away from the building, gaining altitude slowly due to the damaged thruster.
Dragos flung his head back with such rage and power, Varulf’s muzzle snapped with a sickening crunch. Several teeth skittered across the floor. Not even the monstrous wolf could ignore such a blow. Clutching his shattered muzzle, he was unable to contain Dragos any longer. The vampire dashed to the broken wall, but the aircraft was too far away.
He turned back toward Varulf and bellowed, “Cur, I would have liked for you to suffer, but my anger will find release. I will reacquire the boy shortly, but my grand night is ruined.”
Varulf smiled, blood dripping from his still-mending muzzle. “Lord Dragos, it gives me great pleasure to bring you this humiliation.”
Dragos moved too quickly for even Varulf’s keen senses to track. He struck the wolf once, sending him sailing toward a wall. He matched the speed of the wolf’s limp flying body, striking a dozen blows before Varulf impacted the wall. The vampire continued his onslaught, effectively using the large wolf as a punching bag. A red jet of blood erupted high into the air as every ounce of air was pounded out of Varulf’s lungs. Most of his ribs shattered. Several of his internal organs ruptured. All in less than a second.
“Varulf!” Olavi shouted, leaving his post to rush to his leader’s side.
“No. Escape,” Varulf whispered. His fractured body flailed under the thunderous blows.
“We won’t leave you, sire!” Janir said. He wished to help but was held back by fear. He remained at the doorway, although there was no reason to stay. The shouts and cries of the guards no longer rang out through the halls. The attack on the castle had either killed most of them or caused them to flee. Janir opened the door with caution, then fled.
“Janir! Get back here, you coward!” Olavi shouted.
“Go…with,” Varulf gurgled, blood frothing from his mouth. His body’s natural healing power couldn’t keep up with the barrage he was suffering.
Olavi and Abraham looked at each other, then headed for the door Janir had used. Olavi paused again, gripping the door, torn. After a moment, he escaped as well.
“After you are dead, I will hunt them down. I could have ended you already, but I find this activity to be very therapeutic,” Dragos explained.
***
“So, I had to pull your ass out of the fire again. Some bodyguard you turned out to be. Maybe you should be paying me,” Izzy smiled, looking up at Sverre.
“I can’t believe you came back for me. How’d you convince Drake to let you borrow two of his aircraft?” Sverre marveled.
Izzy frowned before responding. “I let him keep half the money from the job we pulled at the Farm. Plus, I had some help convincing him.” She nodded toward Hoss.
Sverre slapped the large man on the shoulder. “I wouldn’t think you’d be that attached to me after one mission.”
“I try to repay my debts as they accrue, Mr. Walker,” Hoss replied, grinning. “Valkyrie and Mercury wished to come, but I wouldn’t allow it. They need to recuperate.”
“Would you care to explain who these people are, Sverre?” Jessica interjected.
Sverre looked at Izzy, unsure of what to say to Jessica about the group. They were mortal enemies, after all. Talk about having conflicts between circles of friends.
“I’m Izzy, and these are the boys. I hope you appreciate Sverre comin’ back here to rescue you,” Izzy said, eyeing up Jessica from head to toe. “Frankly, I’m not sure what he sees in you. After you left him hanging in Inquest One, that is.”
“I’ll have you know that I tried…” Jessica began arguing, but Sverre was staring at the fight between Varulf and Dragos, tuning out the discussion. Involuntary yelps of pain carried across the night sky as the aircraft very slowly moved away from the castle.
“Wait!” Sverre shouted. Everyone in the aircraft turned.
“What is it? Are you worried about your mother? Order agents are about five minutes out. She is most likely still in the processing center,” Jessica offered.
“No. Go back. Go back now.”
“We can’t go back after we just —” Izzy said, trying to figure out what he was doing.
“Please, go back,” he begged.
Izzy traveled up front for a moment, then returned. The airship changed direction.
“What are you doing, Sverre?” Jessica asked.
“I’ve got to help him. I’m not going to leave him like that.”
“Who? Varulf? Why the holy hell would you go back for him? He’s the one who kidnapped you from the start!” Izzy exclaimed.
“He…wanted to do the right thing. He tried to help us. He only wanted to help his people,” Sverre stumbled, attempting to make sense of it himself. Was this a decision he was making, or was he driven by those within him? Either way, it was suicide.
Jessica grabbed his shoulder, twisting him to face her. “I can’t allow you to do this. If Dragos gains access to you again, it could be just as he said: the end of the world as we know it. I forbid you from —” she stated before crumpling to the floor, unconscious. Izzy stood behind her, flexing her hand.
“She does prattle on, doesn’t she?” she asked with a grin.
“I’m one hundred percent sure I’d rather face Dragos than Jess when she wakes up,” Sverre said. “What did you do to her?”
“Maybe one day I’ll tell you. She’s goin’ to nap for a few minutes. For now, go kick that vampire’s ass,” Izzy smiled, handing him a satchel.
Sverre glanced into the bag, nodding with satisfaction. “Thanks for everything, Izz,” he said, holding out his fist. She tapped his outstretched hand with her own fist before replying, “I’ve got your back.”
Backflipping without looking behind him, he landed twenty feet inside the throne room. Izzy shook her head, wondering if he was the one she should have incapacitated. “Pull back and wait to see what he can do,” she said, swapping out the magazine in her rifle.
***
Varulf shuddered at Dragos’ feet, quivering involuntarily. Barely recognizable now, his one functioning eye turned toward Sverre. “F-fool,” he gasped.
“It takes great courage to sacrifice one’s life for the betterment of others, Sverre,” Dragos said, turning to face the young man. “It speaks volumes about your character that you came back to save mankind from itself. I will see to it that you are honored for generations to come. An entire citadel will be built honoring you.”
Sverre shook his head before assuming a fighting stance. “Nah, I just can’t stand cruelty to animals.”
“We’ve really got to work on his one-liners,” Izzy said, shaking her head.




CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

“I haven’t fought one of your kind in a long time. It will be interesting to see how much stronger the vessel has grown since then,” Dragos said, sauntering toward Sverre.
A submachine gun appeared in Sverre’s hand as if pulled from thin air. Sweeping the gun across the room, he unleashed a hail of bullets with a braaaaaap. Dragos was an impossible target, darting randomly about the room. His speed was unbelievable. Regardless, Sverre was sure several rounds had found their target.
“You are a magnificent marksman. A credit to the soldiers who inhabit you, and your own reflexes,” Dragos remarked once the gun had run out of ammunition. He tossed several bullets to the floor, then pried a few deformed rounds from his flesh, where they had lodged without penetrating.
“You’re freakin’ bulletproof?”
“Small arms fire can do me no harm,” remarked Dragos.
Sverre pulled a grenade from the bag. “I bet this will leave a mark.”
“Not as much as you might assume. However, would lobbing an explosive with a delayed timer at me be the best course of action? What of your friends hovering outside?”
With Dragos’ speed, timing the grenade would be impossible. Sverre tossed it away, then dove into the bag, looking for a weapon more suitable. Two large military knives emerged from the bag next. A serrated twelve-inch blade sat atop a handle that curved around to form a guard around the knuckles, essentially becoming bladed brass knuckles.
“Fearful-looking weapons, but ineffectual,” Dragos observed.
Sverre rushed forward, swinging one knife while bringing the other up from below. Dragos blocked both blows, smiling. Sverre flipped the blades around, reversing the direction of his attacks. Dragos blocked each blade with the tip of one finger. The skin did not break. Grabbing the knives, Dragos snapped both of the blades off, tossing them away. Sverre was left with a barren handle in each hand.
Sverre responded with a flurry of kicks at the vampire’s head. Dragos flicked each away easily. Changing tactics, Sverre moved in close. He struck at Dragos’ vulnerable areas in quick succession. Each attack was either blocked or avoided completely.
“This is extremely disappointing. The one I fought back in Spain was much livelier. By my calculations, you should be at least twice as powerful as he was,” Dragos said, dissatisfied.
“I’m just getting warmed up,” Sverre countered. He grappled the vampire, attempting to wrestle him to the ground. Dragos’ eyebrows rose slightly as the young man strained to throw him down. Sverre would have had better luck tearing down a marble column with his bare hands.
“I am beginning to think you are a fool,” Dragos said, his voice dripping with contempt. He swatted Sverre across the room, taking care to restrain the blow. The young man landed hard on the floor, the breath knocked from his lungs. Pushing himself up, his hand fell upon the broken wooden leg of a chair. Palming it against his forearm in order to conceal it, he stood.
“Are you finished? We need to escape before the Order arrives,” Dragos said, pulling the wiring from his wrecked throne. A hidden door opened on the rear wall. “This pod will take us outside the city. Damn the lot of you for compromising my castle.”
While the vampire lord was distracted, Sverre focused his rage, as he had done when he fought Varulf. The familiar surge of power flooded his body. Muscles bulged; veins strained against the increased pressure. Dragos turned just in time to see Sverre’s fist strike him squarely in the jaw, lifting him from the ground. Sverre’s other hand drove the makeshift stake into Dragos’ heart. However, it was Sverre who cried out in pain, grabbing his hand. Splintered shards of wood jutted from his flesh. The stake had shattered completely against the vampire’s impossibly dense flesh.
Dragos rubbed his chin, impressed by Sverre’s attack. “That is the power I had expected to face. I commend you on your effort.” His hand darted out, grabbing Sverre by the throat. He lifted the struggling young man from the floor, putting Sverre between the aircraft and himself.
***
Izzy attempted to reposition the cross hairs of her rifle. “Damn it, I can’t get a shot now,” she cursed. “Not with this tub bucking around like it is.” Jessica groaned beside her, attempting to stand.
“What-what happened?” the dazed young woman asked.
“Oh, hon, the aircraft pitched, and you hit your head,” Izzy lied.
Jessica’s eyes narrowed, considering Izzy’s answer with mistrust. She then noticed Sverre held captive by Dragos. “Why the hell are we still here? How did he get back in the castle?” she cried.
“Sverre demanded to go back, so we did.”
“You fools! Do you know what you have done?” Jessica gasped.
“Yeah, well, you could jump back over and give him a hand,” Izzy offered.
Jessica merely glared at the young woman in response.
Sverre strained with all of his might against the grip of Dragos, but it was futile. The vampire lord’s strength was immeasurable. Dragos walked toward the escape pod. “Still, you struggle? You saw Varulf’s fate. Give in to your destiny. You were born to give me the strength to rule over this planet.”
“I…think I was put…here…to stop…people…like you,” Sverre croaked, struggling to breathe. The strength of his limbs faded as Dragos slowed the flow of blood through his neck.
“Foolish heroic nonsense. I will become an immortal god with your death.”
“I…agree…with the boy,” came a voice from behind. A blood-drenched hand fell upon Dragos’ shoulder, causing him to turn.
Varulf stood behind him, struggling to remain standing. The werewolf’s body was shattered, dozens of bones still broken. Blood gushed from gaping wounds that no longer healed. Exposed bones pushed through ragged skin and muscle.
“I think…he was put…here to…stop you,” Varulf said. Fluid gurgled in his throat as he spoke. Unfocused eyes attempted to perceive the world around him. The wolf was more dead than alive.
“I will free you from your misery, beast,” Dragos sighed, raising his other hand to deliver the mortal blow.
“You…must…be stopped.”
At the instant before Dragos could strike, Varulf summoned his final reserve of strength, dashing at the vampire. Dragos moved to protect himself, but he was not the target of the attack. Varulf’s fangs bit deep into Sverre’s throat. Thrashing his head, he ripped tendons, muscle, arteries, and veins free. Blood sprayed into the air in a crimson fountain, soaking both vampire and wolf alike. Varulf fell face-first to the floor, unmoving.
“I atone…” the dying werewolf gasped, falling limp.
“No. Nooooo!” Dragos screamed, looking from Sverre to Varulf, then back to Sverre. Laying the limp young man down, he pressed on Sverre’s neck, attempting to stanch the flow of blood, but it was futile. Blood gushed around his fingers, pooling on the floor. Latching his mouth on the young man’s shredded neck, he tried to gain at least some portion of power before Sverre died. It was too late.
Howling in rage, Dragos pounded the stone floor of the castle again and again. Ancient stonework cracked and crumbled. Dust fell from the ceiling. Paintings crashed to the floor. The entire skyscraper shuddered. Dragos turned on Varulf’s warm body, ripping into it, slashing and smashing. Limbs and flesh rebounded off of the walls and ceiling, yet he continued.
***
“Get us the hell out of here!” Izzy screamed at the pilot. The broken craft lurched away from the structure.
Dragos raised his head, his eyes locked on the people in the aircraft, his face full of dark fury. Rising to his feet, he quickly appeared at the edge of the broken wall and shouted, “Stop!” in a volume that should not have been possible. The craft ceased its escape, hovering in place.
“What the hell are you doing? I said, get us out of here!” Izzy bellowed at the cockpit.
“I…I can’t do it!” the pilot responded.
“Light that son of a bitch up!” Izzy commanded Hoss. The large man refused to move.
“They are under the power of Dragos, as are we,” Jessica explained. She also stood in place. Izzy found she could not take action either.
“Pilot, move the craft closer. Use all of your skill to hold it steady. All other occupants, step into my throne room and remain still once here. After your passengers have exited, crash your craft into the Hudson River,” Dragos ordered.
Jessica, Hoss, and Izzy exited as commanded. Once they were clear of the craft, it dutifully flew away.
“You are going to pay for that,” Izzy said, trembling. She strained to look at the departing craft but was held immobile.
“No. I am going to take Ms. Luvkrafft with me for experimentation, but first I will replenish myself with the blood of you two fools,” Dragos said, moving toward Izzy and Hoss. “Then I will visit Drake’s pathetic utopia and wipe out every living and undead being there in retaliation for this affront.” Grabbing Izzy’s head, he tilted it to the side. She closed her eyes, waiting for the sharp fangs to bite deep into her artery.
“Oh my God…” Jessica gasped, horror in her voice. Dragos paused a moment to regard the young woman. She was staring at something behind the vampire, fear in her eyes. A large shadow fell across the vampire. “Var —” he began before a large, furred fist connected with his chin, sending him crashing into the ceiling. He landed on his feet thirty feet away, wiping a spot of blood away from his mouth.
“No…” he whispered, staring at the monstrosity before him.
Once again, a large werewolf stood towering before the vampire lord. It was slightly smaller and leaner than Varulf. Dark brown fur glistened and reflected under still-swaying overhead lights. Steely muscles contracted and strained, the striations in the tissue clearly visible in areas where the wolf’s fur was thinner. The creature stared at its clawed hands, opening and closing them. Strange, glowing runes covered them.
“Sverre, no!” Jessica cried out.
The beast looked up at the mention of the name. “J-Jess?” it growled. Touching its throat, it appeared confused by the sound of its own voice.
Dragos laughed, crossing the room to rejoin the group. “This is magnificent! The stupid beast attempted to kill you to thwart my plans, but instead merely passed the curse to you. The transformation saved your life. It has all worked out in my favor.”
“Grr, I wouldn’t say that,” Sverre countered, smiling to expose a mouth full of deadly fangs.
“Child, please. No more nonsense. Varulf was an annoyance, and I’ve entertained you enough tonight. Sverre and Jessica, come with me. I want you other two to jump —” Dragos started to command, but Sverre moved quickly, slashing across the vampire’s chest with his new, natural claws.
“I order you to stop!” Dragos directed, flustered.
“Now I know why Varulf stayed a wolf the whole time,” said Sverre, taking a step forward.
“I would not have guessed you would gain immunity to my power so quickly after assuming your animal form. Regardless, just as his attacks were useless, you will find the same. A mere werewolf is as much threat to me as a small toddler is to an adult human. Come with me willingly if you want these others to live,” Dragos threatened.
Sverre licked his fingers. “I’m not sure I’d call my attack ‘useless.’”
Dragos looked down at his chest. Long, angry, bloody gashes traced across the angelic porcelain muscle. The tattered remnants of his finery flapped in the breeze from the cool night sky.
“Impossible!”
Sverre walked forward, raising both hands high above his head, bringing both arms down upon the vampire. Dragos caught his wrists, stopping the blow completely. Sverre lashed out with his leg, but Dragos jumped backward to avoid it.
“Your attacks have become clumsy. Where is the warrior prowess of the martial artists from earlier? Is it because your new form is now alien to you, or because your spirits have abandoned you?”
Sverre paused, thinking. He wasn’t sure of the answer himself. He noticed Jessica moving toward Dragos, unable to resist his last command to follow him. The vampire lord grinned, moving to intercept her.
“No!” Sverre shouted, exploding across the room. Tackling the vampire, he drove him into a wall, grabbing his wrists.
“I will make you a bargain. Come with me, subject yourself to my plan, and I will leave Jessica, your friends, and Drake’s compound alone forevermore,” Dragos hissed, straining against Sverre’s mass. “Refuse me, and I will slaughter them here and now, then I will —”
A flood of strength flowed through Sverre at the thought of his friends being harmed. He squeezed hard. Dragos’ wrists cracked, beginning to splinter. Dragos inhaled sharply, unused to such intense pain. A wicked grin spread across Sverre’s face.
“I think I know one difference between Varulf and me. His rage was limited to his own. My rage is fueled by thousands!” he shouted, pressing Dragos into the stone wall, crushing the breath from him. The vampire’s ribs creaked and groaned, fracturing. For a second, it seemed as if he would be compacted flat under Sverre’s force. He recalled those days walking across the bottom of the seas. The crushing pressures of the ocean’s depths were meager in comparison to the force administered by his current foe. Desperate, he bit deeply into Sverre’s neck, forcing the young werewolf to release him.
Dragos kicked off the wall, diving for the nearby Jessica, but Sverre’s large hand lashed out, grabbing the vampire’s trailing arm. Twisting, Sverre flung the vampire over his head in an arc, slamming him into the ground. Everyone else in the room fell to the ground from the shock wave.
Dragos rolled to his feet, lunging at Sverre. His flailing attacks ripped one of the werewolf’s ears off. While Sverre was distracted, the vampire drove several fingers deep into Sverre’s chest. Howls of pain echoed across the room. The strength and speed of the vampire was such that if Sverre wasn’t careful, he’d find his limbs or head ripped free before he could react.
“You are one of the strongest foes I have ever faced, but I have fought hundreds of battles. You are a mere boy. Subduing you in this form will be a true test of my mettle. You are fortunate that I require your living body, or you would have ended up like Varulf by now,” Dragos bragged, motioning at the scattered remains that decorated the walls and floors of the room. The throne room now resembled a nightmarish slaughterhouse.
Sverre focused past his injuries, once again grabbing the vampire’s wrist, pulling it free from the gaping holes in his chest. The pain of his wounds fueled his anger, increasing his strength. Wrenching upward, he snapped the vampire’s forearm, bending it back at a ninety-degree angle. Dragos screamed in agony.
“Someone once told me that dragging out a fight with a werewolf is the last thing you want to do, because they just get stronger the madder you make them,” Sverre said, slicing across the vampire’s face with his claws. Dragos smothered the wounds on his face with his hands, pulling them away to reveal dripping blood. His face was a mixture of rage and disbelief.
Sverre inspected his own wounds, running his hands along his torn ear and pierced chest. The damage was nearly healed already.
“If this comes down to my life or yours — rest assured, I will kill you,” Dragos seethed, wiping the blood away from his face. His broken arm flopped uselessly at his side. Sverre breathed a sigh of relief that vampires apparently didn’t have the same enhanced healing he enjoyed. He really should have studied more when he was stationed at the Farm.
“Hoss. Hoss!” Izzy whispered. The big man attempted to move, but was unable to. The vampire’s control over him remained unbroken. “Guess I’ll do it myself,” she sighed. Closing her eyes, she concentrated. After a few moments, her body collapsed upon the floor. Seconds later, she revived, confused by her surroundings. “Where…what the hell is going on?” she asked before her attention was drawn to the massive battle across the room. “Holy…wait…I remember now. We came here to rescue…then the ship got hit…but how the hell did we get in here?” she wondered, moving to Hoss.
She found she could not recall what had happened since Sverre exited the aircraft. She deduced that she must have used her power on herself, wiping the last few minutes of her memory, a risky maneuver that could have resulted in wiping more than just a few minutes. She must have been under the control of the vampire in order to use such an extreme measure. She did the same to Hoss, hoping she didn’t wipe out anything important. A minute later, he recovered, still groggy.
“Hoss, I had to wipe a bit of your memory to get you out from the vampire’s control. We’ve got to get the hell out of here,” she said.
Sverre noticed the pair moving to escape. “Izzy! Take Jessica with you!” he shouted, straining to hold the vampire.
“Sverre? What happened to you?” she gasped, shocked that the beast was the same young man she’d come to rescue earlier.
“Just grab Jessica and go!” he said with a growl, sweat and blood matting his fur. The vicious fight had left both combatants exhausted, bloodied, and bruised. Dragos would need to feed soon to repair his injuries. It was best if the room was empty when that happened. Jessica continued to move slowly toward the vampire, still entranced.
“Release her!” Sverre ordered, wrestling the vampire to the ground. Sverre flipped around quickly, placing the vampire in a spinal lock hold. Sverre’s leg wrapped around the back of the vampire’s head while his arms pulled the vampire’s left arm.
“I…will…not,” Dragos uttered, fighting against the maneuver. Sverre brought down his leg with full force, threatening to snap the vampire’s neck. Even with leverage, he was sure he didn’t have the strength to do it, but the pain from Dragos’ end was excruciating.
“I…release…you, Jessica,” Dragos said, relenting.
Coming to her senses, Jessica searched the room. “Sverre!” she shouted, stepping forward.
“No! Run, Jess! I’ll hold him!”
Taking advantage of the distraction, Dragos drove his free elbow deep into Sverre’s ribcage. The entire section caved in completely. Sverre gasped as his lung collapsed, pierced by the broken bones. Dragos rose to his feet, stomping Sverre several times, breaking his shin, femur, and forearm. Dragos’ damage output was threatening to overwhelm him, just as it had with Varulf. Fear replaced anger.
“You may not be aware, but werewolves have one glaring weakness. If subjected to enough pain, they may pass out and revert to their human form,” Dragos explained, strategically attacking Sverre’s weak points.
“Get over here!” Izzy shouted, catching Jessica’s attention. The Stalker assessed the situation unfolding in front of her, then raced to the open door. There was nothing that could be done in the face of such unyielding power.
Dragos turned to the fleeing humans, drawing in breath to speak. Sverre whipped his undamaged leg around, sweeping the vampire from his feet. Sverre rolled over on top of him, punching his face with enough force that the stone behind the vampire’s head cracked. Sverre wasn’t sure what it would take to kill Dragos, but if he didn’t find a way soon, they would all perish. Then he recalled the stake from earlier. It would have worked if not for the hyper-dense skin protecting Dragos.
Drawing his arm back, he slammed his hand down, the tips of his claws cutting through the nearly impenetrable skin, driving into the chest of the vampire lord. Leaning in, he forced his hand into the chest cavity with all of his available strength and weight.
Dragos screamed, thrashing involuntarily from the pain. He grabbed Sverre’s arm to prevent its further intrusion. “Time for…a heart attack,” Sverre said, gasping in pain from his injuries.
From the doorway, Jessica shook her head in shame. Izzy groaned. “You’ve heard his one-liners too?”
Blinding light flooded the room from the dark night sky outside. Several aircraft lowered into view silently. A voice boomed from a loudspeaker on the craft directly outside the room, “Do not move. The building is surrounded.”
“Finally,” Jessica said, relieved. She had expected the Order to show at least ten minutes ago. “It’s over.” She shouted to Sverre, “Just hold him a bit longer. We’ll get him restrained, then take him in for enhanced interrogation.”
Sverre looked down at Dragos. The vampire smiled up at him. Why did he also look relieved?
“Yes, unhand me, boy. We’ll get this all straightened out, I’m sure,” Dragos smirked.
“You heard him, Jess. He’s got people all inside the Order. He’ll be out in a few hours.”
“No, I’ll personally make sure he is not. We need him alive to gain intelligence on his operations. Stand down, Sverre,” Jessica ordered, moving towards him, her palms up, trying to defuse the situation.
Sverre looked towards Izzy and Hoss for guidance. Izzy shook her head in the negative. “He’ll wipe us out, Sverre. He’ll either get the Order to do his dirty work, or the bastard will march on us himself. He ain’t gonna stop until he gets you. Think of what happened to your dad. Think of what he’ll do to your mom.”
“No, don’t listen to her, Sverre. We will contain this. We can protect your mother,” Jessica pleaded.
“They couldn’t even protect themselves at the Farm,” Izzy reminded him.
He turned to face Dragos. “She’s right. You gotta die. Nothing personal. No, I take that back. You killed my father and abducted my mom. This is personal.”
“Impudent idiot!” Dragos screamed, grabbing hold of Sverre’s arm that terminated in the vampire lord’s chest. “As if I would die because of you!” he shouted, jerking Sverre’s arm out of its socket, dislocating it. He continued to pull. The ripping sound of Sverre’s muscles and tendons was audible across the room. “I will turn your mother into a vampire who feeds on swine on her hands and knees. I will —”
“Wrong,” Sverre growled, his countenance darkening. Thrusting forward, his hand tore through the vampire, ripping through his chest and spinal column, exiting out of his back. The still-beating heart exploded against the stone floor, leaving a crater.
“Ack!” Dragos sputtered, coughing blood into Sverre’s face. “You…have no idea what you’ve done. A war is coming. You’ve killed millions. I…would have saved them all…I…” Beams of light began to emit from the vampire’s mouth and eyes, as if a flare had been ignited within him.
“This is our cue to exit,” Izzy said to Hoss, already dashing towards the escape pod.
Dragos began to shake violently, cracks appearing in his visible flesh. Blinding rays erupted from every new fracture. Jessica dove for cover just as the vampire exploded in a lethal explosion of fire and fleshy shrapnel. Sverre was thrown across the room, landing near Izzy and Hoss.
“Come on, this is the only way out!” Izzy ordered the shaken werewolf. Ears ringing, partially blinded and burned over large portions of his body, Sverre stumbled in their general direction.
“Halt, or we will open fire,” came the voice from the lead assault ship.
“Sverre, stop!” Jessica yelled, approaching the group. “Don’t go with them. We can help you. We’ll take you to Inquest One. They’ve made progress on a cure for lycanthropy. In a few years, we may be able to cure you,” she pleaded. Despite her words, her eyes regarded him with what looked like a mix of disgust and horror.
“A few years? Are you nuts, Jess? I’m never going back to that hellhole! You don’t know what I went through. There are other vampires out there, and the Order is compromised. I’m not going to be a plaything for anyone ever again!” he shouted.
“Come with me, or I’ll have to take you in. Look behind me. They’ll mow you down. You might survive, but they won’t. Don’t make me hurt you.”
He paused, shaking his head, “You…you already have, Jess.”
Hoss and Izzy entered the escape pod. Sverre slowly followed, limping. Several high-velocity rounds destroyed the stone to the left of the group. A warning shot. Jessica looked at the craft behind her, then back at the sorrowful eyes of Sverre as he backed away. Leaping in front of the group, she spread her arms wide, forming a barrier between them and the aircraft’s guns.
“Move aside, Stalker Luvkrafft,” the loudspeaker voice commanded.
“Go! Hurry! They may still fire!” she shouted, looking over her shoulder.
Hoss and Izzy were already jammed into the escape pod. Sverre attempted to enter, but his frame exceeded the available space. “You’re going to need to be human,” Izzy said.
“I don’t know how to change!” Sverre said, panicked. She touched his muzzle. A feeling of calm replaced his fear and anger. A moment later, his human form squeezed into the pod. Fortunately, Dragos liked to travel with a lot of leg room.
“Sverre, I’m-I’m sorry,” Jessica said, moving in front of the doorway in order to continue shielding the trio.
“I’m sorry I let you down, Jessica. I hope we can work things out.”
“Me too.”
Izzy punched the launch button, sending the pod careening down an elaborate tunnel network. It was a jarring, uncomfortable ride, with the unrestrained occupants tossed about inside. Miles outside of the city, a large boulder split in half, revealing a large metallic circular doorway in the ground. The slats retracted into the door housing. The escape pod rose from the ground. The door of the craft opened, sending Sverre tumbling out into the cold night air. He vomited into a nearby bush.
“Well, that sucked,” Izzy said, following him out of the pod. Hoss helped steady her.
“We need to get to a phone so I can call up an Underworlder safe house,” she stated, leaning on her knees until the nausea passed.
“You go,” Sverre said, wiping his mouth as he rose.
“What the hell are you going to do? They are going to hunt you down,” she exclaimed. “Your girlfriend’s probably already locked up, never going to see the light of day again.”
“I don’t know yet. I need some time to figure things out. Maybe I’ll just take down the whole organization.”
Izzy let out a long whistle. “You don’t dream small, do ya? I guess I’ll hang around a bit. You do owe me five million for Drake’s assault craft you lost.”
They limped away, heading away from the city.
“I lost? How do you figure I lost it?”
“It was your bright idea to go back to the castle, wasn’t it? If we’d followed my plan, we’d have been on our way back to Xibalba right now.”
“No one told you to wait outside the castle,” he countered. “How do you think I feel? I’m a freakin’ werewolf now.”
“How’s that workin’ out for ya?”
“I’m too tired to think about it. I’m seeing three of you right now, and I don’t know which one is the real one.”
“Lucky boy.”
The bickering continued long into the night. Hoss shook his head, wondering if he would have been better off plummeting from the skyscraper.
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