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Chapter One- Paradise Lost
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The sun beat down on Ballantine as he paced back and forth across the blindingly bright sand of the unnamed beach. Dressed in his usual khakis and polo shirt, Ballantine felt the sweat trickle from his armpits and down his sides, as the speaker on the other end of the satellite phone he gripped made him more and more frustrated.

“I know that, William!” Ballantine shouted into the sat phone. “What the fuck do you think I’ve been doing all these months?”

Fit, tan, and muscular, Ballantine may have looked like a golf pro, but he was more than capable of handling himself, when the need arose. No matter his physical skills, or even his intellectual skills, his verbal skills was what he needed and they were failing him at that moment.

“Listen, you pencil pushing piece of rhino dung,” Ballantine spat, “you are where you are because of me. I created that division for you. Don’t interrupt me! Listen. That’s what I’m saying to you, got it? Just listen.”

Ballantine took his sunglasses off and pinched the bridge of his nose as the speaker did the opposite of his request. Before putting his sunglasses back on, Ballantine squinted out across the waves at the ship anchored in the deeper waters off the beach. At over 90 meters, the Beowulf III was a triple hulled “research vessel” styled along the lines of the RV Falkor that had been built and financed by Google many years before. Unlike that vessel, the Beowulf III was designed for purposes much more serious.

The B3, as its crew called it, was home to Team Grendel and an additional crew of 10. Ideally it would have had a support crew of 20 persons, but it had become harder and harder to find people willing to sign on to the dangerous, and covert work that Ballantine and Team Grendel were tasked with.

“William, stop,” Ballantine sighed as he closed his eyes and raised his face to the blinding sun. “You are preaching to the choir, my boy. I know exactly how deep I am with this situation. I’ve been running for my life for nearly six months now, so please don’t tell me- Fine. Explain it to me, but don’t forget who you are talking to.”

***
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THE OCEAN BREEZE MADE the thin drapes flutter as Shane Reynolds sat in the lounge chair, a large cocktail in one hand and an almost as large glass pipe in the other. He placed his lips to the stem of the pipe and sucked, as a beautiful Samoan woman lit the bowl that was filled with sticky, stanky pot. Smoke bubbled into the reservoir of water, curled up into the glass stem then disappeared into Shane’s mouth.

“That is amazing,” he said when he finally exhaled the smoke and smiled at the woman. “You have the gift of a green thumb, Linny.”

“Thank you, Shane,” the woman grinned as she took her hit then set the pipe aside. 

Blond haired, green eyed, and tan, Shane had rugged good looks made even more rugged by the eyepatch over his right eye. Decorated with a mutli-colored pot leaf, the eye patch covered the reminder of Shane’s run in with a Somali pirate gang leader two years earlier. A solid reason why he no longer liked ice picks. While Shane had learned to live with the disability, it took some adjustment since he was an ex-Navy SEAL and trained sniper. As he told everyone on Team Grendel, “You only need one eye to shoot. You know, so I can see. Not that I’d shoot my eye. I didn’t mean that.” 

Linny sat on Shane’s lap, dressed in a slight, thin dress, and placed a finger on the eye patch.

“My poor Shane,” she said, “what a cruel world it is to take the eye of such an accomplished shooter.”

She started to lift the eyepatch, but he stopped her as he gently gripped her hand.

“You don’t want to see what’s under there,” Shane said, setting his cocktail down on the table by the side of his lounge chair. “It will ruin the mood pretty quick.”

“I doubt that,” Linny said as she leaned in and kissed his hand, and then carefully plied it away from hers. “I’m not some weak stomached skirt that can’t handle the realities of life.”

“Weak stomached skirt?” Shane laughed. “Are we in some Sam Spade movie?”

“Who?” Linny asked.

“The Maltese Falcon?” Shane asked. “Humphrey Bogart?”

“Never saw it,” Linny said.

“Too bad,” Shane smiled, “it’s a great movie. I don’t know how many times I’ve blazed up and watched that flick. Max can care less about it, but I totally dig those old noir mysteries.”

“Yeah, I like movies with color,” Linny said, plucking the eyepatch off Shane’s face. “I prefer reality to style.”

Shane sat stock still as the beautiful woman in his lap studied the empty eye socket in his face. He waited for the recoil of horror and disgust, but instead, got a coy smile as she leaned in and kissed the edge of the socket then put the eyepatch back in place.

“Oh, my little sniper,” Linny said. “I have seen so much worse than that. Any girl that’s afraid of a little hole in the head is not paying attention to the right hole.”

“I think I get the innuendo there,” Shane sighed as Linny’s lips found his neck and started to work their way down to his bare chest. “I guess it doesn’t matter since we’re well past the innuendo portion of the afternoon it looks like.”

“Well past,” Linny said as she continued to kiss his chest then worked her way back up his neck and to his lips. “Time to move this to someplace more comfortable.”

She got up quickly, her long, brown legs peeking through the sheer skirt. She held out her hand and Shane took it as she led him over to the large bed in the center of the room. Two of the four walls were completely open to the view of the South Pacific Ocean and the warm breeze blew freely into the room, only slightly cooling the sheen of sweat on Shane’s body as he lay down on the bed. 

Dressed only in a pair of camo cutoffs, Shane soon found himself without even those as Linny straddled him and pulled the dress up over her head. Shane let out a low, slow whistle as he looked at her tone body. His fingers traced the tight muscles of her stomach, her chest, her arms, and the many scars that crisscrossed everywhere.

“He should never have done this to you,” Shane said as he leaned up and kissed a large white scar that went from her left breast and down to her navel. “Sick fuck.”

“Love is a strange weapon,” Linny said as she let Shane’s fingers play across her skin. “It props you up even as it beats you down.”

“Do you ever miss him?” Shane asked.

“Never,” Linny said, “and always.”

Shane shook his head.

“He got what he deserved,” Shane said. “Every ounce of it.”

“Do you know what eighteen slugs weigh?” Linny smiled. “Because I do.”

“I bet you do,” Shane said. “What made you finally say you had enough?”

“Let’s not talk about that right now,” Linny said. “If you want something to break the mood, then talking about my late asshole of a husband is going to do it.”

“My bad,” Shane said as Linny leaned down and pressed her mouth to his. “Mmmmm, now it’s my good.”

***
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“NOT GOOD,” BALLANTINE said as he tried not to snap the sat phone in half. “That just won’t do, William. We need supplies, we need financing, and we need rest. Most of all, we need sanctuary. There is no way the Beowulf III can just keep running indefinitely. There has to be something the company can do to... Yes, I know that... No, no, of course I take full responsibility, but that is beside the... Yes, yes, I understand. No, I’ll wait.”

Ballantine sighed and sat down right in the sand. He looked at the tips of his brown loafers and wondered how he’d gotten a thick scratch on the right one. Probably during one of the many firefights the Beowulf III had been in during the last eight months of travel and running.

“I’m guessing they don’t want to play along anymore,” Commander Vincent Thorne called out as he sat with his back against a palm tree, shaded by the thick tree line that bordered the beach. “Can’t exactly blame them. We’ve got some serious heat on our tails.”

Former commander of the Navy SEALs BUD/S training, Vincent Thorne was leader of Team Grendel, the band of ex-SEALs and other Special Forces misfits that Ballantine had brought together to handle less than ordinary situations. In his sixties, but still fit enough to take down men half his age, Thorne was not a man that minced words or wasted his time with pointless pleasantries.

“Commander,” Ballantine said without turning to look at the man, “how long have you been listening?”

“The whole time,” Thorne said. “I followed you down from the lodge when I saw you leave your room with the sat phone.”

“It’s not polite to eavesdrop, Commander,” Ballantine replied. “I obviously wanted privacy.”

“Nothing’s private anymore, Ballantine,” Thorne said. “Not when we keep having to run for our lives from black ops spooks. I signed on to lead Grendel, and work for you, because it was stated that we’d have the unlimited backing of a company with unlimited resources. These last few months have shown me that there are quite a few limitations.”

“We made some enemies,” Ballantine said. “It can’t be avoided in our line of work.”

“No, it can’t,” Thorne said, “but the whole point of working for a company that doesn’t even have a name is so those enemies are kept off our asses. The missions are what matters, right? Hard to focus on missions when we’re constantly looking over our shoulders.”

“Yes, I know that Vincent,” Ballantine said. “That is part of the purpose of this private conversation, so if you... Yes, of course I’m still here! Where...? How do you...?”

Thorne laced his hands behind his head and watched as Ballantine stood up and began to pace the beach once again.

***
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“LIKE A FUCKING CAGED tiger,” a large man laughed as he watched the five foot tall woman before him. 

At six feet and eight inches, the man was not only considerably taller than the woman was, but he also outweighed her by close to two hundred pounds. The bulk of his brown Samoan body stood like a mountain over her as she kept walking back and forth in front of him. He sneered down at the woman, ignoring the fact that she was obviously in great shape. With close cropped black hair and muscles tanned from months out on the open ocean, the woman would have been impressive to anyone that didn’t tower over her by almost two full feet.

“She ain’t got the balls for it, bra,” another man said from behind the first. “Just take the money and let’s go.”

“Hold on, hold on,” the first man replied. “Give the paumuku a chance to make good on her braggin’.”

The woman stopped and looked up at the man.

“Who you calling a paumuku, you susu poki?” the woman grinned.

Both men growled low at the insult and the sneer faded quickly from the first man’s face, quickly replaced by a deadly snarl.

“Uh, sugar ass? What did you just call the very large man?” Max Reynolds asked as he sat at a long table at the edge of a small cliff overlooking the ocean. “Darby? Baby? I don’t think you’re making friends here.”

The woman, Darby, turned and looked over her shoulder and gave Max a wide grin.

“Let me handle this,” she said. “He started it, I finish it.”

Max Reynolds looked almost exactly like his brother Shane, and they were often mistaken for twins, even though they were nine months apart. Or they used to be mistaken for twins before Max was wounded by an IED during his time in Afghanistan and ended up without a left ear and half of his face a mass of burn scars. He absentmindedly scratched at the scarring as he watched the woman he loved set herself for what was going to be one hell of a fight.

Trained as a Navy SEAL, Max could easily jump in and help Darby out, but he had more than a couple of reasons not to. First, Darby was ex-Israeli Special Forces, amongst other things, and could handle herself. Second, she’d kick his ass if he tried to step in. Third, his right leg was almost healed from a nasty break that had happened during Team Grendel’s previous mission in the deeps of the Amazon jungle, and the Beowulf III’s Chief Medical Officer, Gunnar Peterson, would gut him if he hurt it again.

More important than all the reasons, Max loved watching his woman kick the living shit out of people. It was a better high than the large joint he held between his fingers.

“Oh, I was totally going to let you handle it,” Max said as he took a drag off the joint. “I’m just saying that name calling isn’t the answer to solving conflict.”

He took another drag, held it, and then let it out slowly, watching as the smoke drifted in the slight breeze. 

“So hurry up and kick this guy’s ass so we can go have lunch, will ya?” Max grinned. “I’m fucking starving here.”

***
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“FRESH FRUIT!” KINSEY Thorne exclaimed, as the bowl of pineapple, mango, passion fruit, and bananas was set in front of her. She clapped her hands together as she sat at a table on the observation deck of the Beowulf III. “Oh, my fucking god, am I glad to see fresh fruit!”

“One of the perks of anchoring off a tropical paradise,” Darren Chambers said as he sat down opposite Kinsey. “Dig in, ‘Sey.”

“Thank you, ‘Ren, I think I will,” she replied as she grabbed her fork and started to stuff her mouth full of fruit. “Mmmm!”

Kinsey Thorne, daughter of Vincent Thorne and cousin to the Reynolds boys, once had a shot at being the first woman inducted into the elite ranks of the Navy SEALs. The pressure of the task, and the use of methamphetamines, scuttled that history making chance, and she had found herself in a junkie hell that most people only got out of by way of the morgue. With the help of her father and cousins, she was yanked from her nightmare and recruited into Team Grendel.

The man seated across from her could have been a GQ model, but was instead her ex-husband and semi-co-leader of Team Grendel alongside her father. Darren Chambers had left the Navy SEALs to pursue a mad dream of finding an impossible whale that everyone said couldn’t exist. He’d encountered it on a mission and he became obsessed with tracking down the ocean giant, even though everyone around him thought he was insane.

Everyone except for the man that plopped down next Kinsey and shoved her over with his hip so he could snag the bowl of fruit for himself.

“Hey!” Kinsey shouted as she swatted Gunnar Peterson’s hand away. “My fruit, bitch! Get your own!”

“No smacksies,” Gunnar said. “It’s not like you got the fruit yourself!”

Chief Science Officer, as well as Chief Medical Officer of the Beowulf III, and childhood friend of both Kinsey’s and Darren’s, Gunnar was not muscled and trained to kill like the two people he just joined. His training was as a medical doctor and then doctor of marine biology. He was one of the few people that had believed Darren, and along with a small motley crew, had sailed with him in pursuit of the impossible whale. At least until Ballantine had come along and changed all of their lives.

“I’ll get you a bowl of fruit, Gun,” Darren sighed, “since you’re going to join us anyway.”

Gunnar looked at the two ex-spouses and frowned.

“Uh-oh, am I interrupting something special?” he asked.

“No,” Kinsey said.

“It would have been our anniversary if we’d stayed married,” Darren said.

“Really?” Gunnar and Kinsey said at the same time.

“I don’t know why I even try,” Darren sighed as he got up and headed to the steps down to the upper deck. “I’ll be right back with more fruit.”

***
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“SEVENTY-FIVE FEET LONG,” Lucretia “Lucy” Durning said as she downed another glass of liquor and slammed it on the table. “I shit you not, folks.”

Lucy looked into her glass and frowned, her body swaying slightly from the drink.

“What’s this called?” she asked the four men seated across from her in the small bar.

“Pulu,” one man said as he filled her glass again from a pitcher. “You like it?”

“Tastes good,” Lucy hiccupped. “What’s it made from?”

“Little of dis, little of dat,” the man smiled. “Drink up and tell us more about this giant snake.”

“Titanoboa,” Lucy corrected as she picked up her full glass and sloshed some of the home-brewed liquor onto the table, “and not just giant, but prehistoric. Fucking thing shouldn’t exist, but it did. Until we got a hold of it.”

She grinned then took a long drink. With her other hand, she extended her index finger and then cocked her thumb.

“Bang bang,” she said when done drinking. “Snake go dead.”

“You sayin’ you killed a snake that was seventy-five feet long and six feet wide?” one of the men asked then laughed. “Not possible, bra. Things like dat only in bad movies.”

“Snake happens, man,” Lucy replied, “and when snake happens, Team Grendel is there to save the day.” She waggled a finger in front of the men. “Not just snakes, my bulky, muscly, really, really tan friends, but sharks too. Fucking huge sharks. Bang bang, boom!”

Lucy finished off her glass of pulu and smiled. Then she turned and threw up all over the bar’s dirt floor. The men gasped then started to laugh as she wobbled, wobbled, wobbled then fell off her bench and right into her sickness. She lay there, all six feet of her, as the men continued to laugh.

“I think I need a wet wipe,” she slurred before her eyes closed.

***
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“YOU GONNA LET ME SLAP your woman around, bra?” the mountain of a man asked Max. “You just gonna sit there like a pipi elo while I give this kefe a smack down? You pitiful, bra.”

“What’s a pipi elo?” Max asked Darby.

“Stinky pussy,” Darby replied.

“Oh,” Max nodded then smoked the rest of his joint. “Now, if anything is stinky around here, it’s this dank bud. This is some fine, fine shit, dude. A lady we know grows it and I got more. Now, how about you just apologize to my deadly lady friend and we call it a day?”

“I said I’d handle this, Maxwell,” Darby said.

“I know, I know, but I’ve got this killer buzz on and I hate for violence to ruin it,” Max replied. “Don’t get me wrong, woman with the hot ass, I love it when you beat the split fuck out of assholes that deserve it, but this is a really small island and once you crush him I have a feeling we won’t be welcome anymore.”

“That some of Linny’s weed?” the man asked. 

“Hey, dude, I ain’t one to smoke and tell,” Max said as he started to roll another joint. “Max Reynolds ain’t no snitch.”

“Linny’s our sister,” the man responded as he hooked a thumb over his shoulder at the other man, “and she ain’t ever mentioned no scarfaced asshole and a midget dyke before.”

The man started to step around Darby towards Max, but Darby placed a hand on his gut and shoved him back. He stumbled a couple of steps and his eyes went wide with surprise.

“Little thing got some solid to her,” the man laughed. He looked at Darby and nodded. “I give you that, girl.” Then he pointed at Max. “I think you stole some of my sister’s stash. Only reason you’d have her good stuff.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, brown beefcake,” Max said as he licked the joint and sealed it tight.  “I take my pot karma very seriously and I’d never lift someone’s stash. Not ever.” He tucked the joint behind his ear. His right one. “Darby, my dearest killing machine, I have tried to help these gentlemen avoid their inevitable ass kicking, but they just won’t listen. I think a lesson in manners is now in order.”

“Just as I have been saying from the start,” Darby said. “You waste too much time, Maxwell.”

“Don’t you just love how she says Maxwell?” Max asked the men. “Isn’t it the cutest thing you’ve ever heard?”

“Stand up and fight for your woman, bra,” the man growled. “Grow some and do what’s right.”

“Oh, I am, dude,” Max grinned. “Trust me. Darby?”

“I don’t need your permission,” Darby said.

“Well, no, I know that,” Max said, frowning. “I was just setting you up for one of those cool moments where I say ‘Darby?’ and then you punch the guy really hard so he falls to his knees. It was all for effect. A little showmanship doesn’t hurt now and again, does it? We can’t all be brute force and heavy violence.”

“Shut up,” Darby said.

“Good idea,” Max nodded then gave a thumbs up to the two men.

“Your woman owns your cock,” the mountain of a man laughed, “and I’m about to own her.”

“Own this,” Darby said as she rushed the man and basically climbed right up him so her face was in his. She grabbed the back of his head then slammed her forehead into his nose, crushing it into a pulp instantly. She jumped down and gave the man’s knees two swift kicks, sending him to the sandy dirt.

“Own this,” Max chuckled. “Okay, that’s a good one.”

***
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A SCREAM FROM OUTSIDE the bar diverted the men’s attention from the passed out Lucy. They all turned and looked out into the glaring sun.

“That sounded like Levi,” one of them said.

There was another scream that was quickly choked off.

“Shit,” another man said, “we better go see what’s happening.”

“What about her?” another asked as he nudged Lucy with his toe.

“Roll her over so she doesn’t choke if she pukes again.”

***
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THE PHONE ON THE BEDSIDE table rang shrilly, but Linny and Shane were too busy to get it. Their bodies were intertwined, legs wrapped about legs, arms wrapped about backs, mouths pressed hard together. Linny was on top, then Shane, then Linny, over and over as they never stopped moving.

The phone kept ringing.

“Do you need to get that?” Shane gasped as he came up for air.

“Fuck that,” Linny said as she arched her back and ground down on him.

The phone rang on and on.

“Kinda hard to concentrate,” Shane said.

“You’re doing just fine,” Linny smiled as she rocked back and forth on top of him. “Shut up and ignore it.”

He grabbed her and brought her mouth down to his. They kissed with a passion that left them gasping once they finally broke away.

The phone did not stop ringing.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Linny yelled as she grabbed the handset. “What? What the fuck do you want?”

She listened intently as the person on the other end started shouting. Shane traced his finger from her thigh, up across her belly, and to her left breast. Linny swatted his hand away when he began to roll her nipple between his finger and thumb.

“What do you mean a woman broke both his kneecaps?” Linny exclaimed.

That got Shane’s attention.

“She just attacked him? For no reason?” Linny asked. “Where?” She listened then looked Shane in the eye. “The man is American with scars on his face. No left ear. Yeah, I think I know who he is. I’ll be right there.”

Shane didn’t protest when she hung up the phone, got off him, and started to get dressed.

“So... American with scars and no left ear,” he stated, “that would be my brother.”

“I know,” Linny said as she pulled on a t-shirt and then a short cotton skirt. “His girlfriend is beating the shit out of my brothers and cousins.”

“Oh, shit,” Shane said as he hurried from the bed to find his clothes, “that’s not good.”

Linny had grabbed her keys and was heading to the door when he said that. She stopped and frowned at him.

“Wait, you weren’t worried when you heard your brother was involved, but now that you know his girlfriend is, you panic?” Linny asked. “Who is this woman?”

“First, she’s not his girlfriend,” Shane said as he pulled his cutoffs on. “More like he’s her boyfriend. There’s a difference, trust me. Second, my brother can hold his own in a fight, so I never really worry about him. Third, her name is Darby and she will probably kill your brothers and cousins if we don’t stop her.”

Linny just stared at Shane as he got his shirt on. He found his flip flops and hurried to the door.

“What?” he asked as she kept staring.

“A woman is not going to kill my brothers and cousins,” Linny said, “they will kill her.”

“Yeah, you just keep thinking that,” Shane laughed. “I told you I rolled in with a rough crew.”

“Your brother knows she can kill them?”

“Yep,” Shane nodded.

“He isn’t going to stop her?”

“Nope,” Shane replied, “he loves watching her kick ass.”

“Even if she kills them,” she said.

“Even if she kills them,” Shane responded. “I’m sure those two have already justified why your brothers and cousins deserve to die. Max wouldn’t let it happen unless there was some reason.”

“Fucking Navy SEALs,” she said, shaking her head. “Why I get involved with you assholes, I don’t know.”

“Because we’re good in the sack,” he said as he kissed her and turned her towards the door. “Now, let’s save your family from some serious heartbreak.”

***
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“YOU’RE KILLING ME, William,” Ballantine said. “All of this was already sanctioned by the company. We were hired to do a job and we did it. There isn’t a single one of those creatures left out there. We’ve even had time to do side jobs along the way... Yes, I know the Brazilian government protested our mission in the Amazon... What do you mean we were convicted? What the fuck, William? We had immunity! The company was supposed to... Yes, I am aware of that... Well, that’s the legal department’s problem! How is that? They what? Who bought them? Jesus Christ... No, I know exactly who runs that outfit... That really has no bearing on anything... Say that again... No, the last part... How in the fuck can they press charges? They fucking hired us! No, don’t even try that shit with me, William! No... FUCK! Yeah, I’ll hold, but hurry the fuck up... Oh, and William? Protocol fifty-four is in effect if you don’t come back with an answer I want to hear... Yes, you heard me... Well, too bad. They should have thought of that before.”

“This sounds like it’s going well,” Thorne said from his shady spot under the palm tree.

“Fucking swimmingly,” Ballantine replied. “The Team better be enjoying themselves because I don’t think we’re going to get any off boat R and R again for a long time.”

“That bad?” Thorne asked.

“I haven’t seen worse,” Ballantine nodded.

***
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“LEFT SIDE!” MAX SHOUTED. “Right side! Duck! Duck! Yeah! Oh that has to hurt! What?”

Darby rolled to the side just as a foot came down where she’d just been. She sent a quick jab into the man’s calf, right into a nerve cluster that sent the huge man to the ground. Without missing a second, she slammed her fist into the man’s temple then rolled herself backwards to her feet.

“Stop distracting me, Maxwell,” Darby said.

“My bad,” Max said as he took the joint from his ear and put it to his lips. “Behind you.”

Darby roundhouse kicked the man coming for her in the balls. He squealed then collapsed onto his knees while his hands gripped his crotch. Instead of punching him herself, she stepped to the side and let the man behind her do it as the fist that was meant for the back of her head went flying by.

“Oh, shit, bra,” the man said to his friend he’d just punched. He started to say more, but Darby sent a high kick into his throat. He fell to his knees, his hands around his neck as he struggled to breathe through his crushed windpipe.

Two more men rushed her, but she easily avoided their massive bulk and sent one down with three hard shots to his left kidney, and then sent the other one down by stomping on the back of his right foot, snapping his Achilles’ tendon in half.

Men, huge men, used to cracking open coconuts with their bare hands, lay on the ground in various forms of agony. Some cried out for help as they clutched broken limbs, while others just moaned and rocked themselves, gripped by a crushing disbelief that they were taken down by a woman and now lying in their own piss and blood.

“Last one, sexy killer,” Max said as he pointed to the mountain of a man that started it all. “You gonna beat that apology out of him or has he had enough?”

The mountain man, Levi, lay on the ground, his hands protecting the shattered remains of his kneecaps. He looked up at Darby with pain and fear filled eyes as she stood over him.

“Sorry, lady,” Levi said. “I’m so fucking sorry. I shouldn’t have hassled you.”

“Or my boyfriend,” Darby said.

“Right, or your boyfriend,” Levi agreed. “I was being rude.”

“Dang skippy,” Max said as he stood up and walked over by Darby. “Now, let this be a lesson to you, young man. You don’t say bad things to people you don’t know because sometimes they are highly trained killing machines that have an OCD need to beat the shit out of rude fucks like you. Understood?”

“Yeah, bra,” Levi nodded, tears streaming down his cheeks, “understood.”

An open top Jeep without a roll cage came skidding to a stop in the gravel and sand a few feet from the aftermath of the fight.

“Hey, it’s Shane,” Max said as he waved. “Dude! You totally missed it! Darby like fucking crushed these assholes!”

“Those assholes are my family, you stupid...” Linny yelled then stopped as she saw the state her brothers and cousins were in. “Oka... what did you do?”

Max looked from Linny to the broken men that lay in the sand outside the bar. 

“Oh, shit,” he said. “Family?”

“Family, dude,” Shane responded, “brothers and cousins.”

“Oh...huh,” Max nodded then looked at Linny. “Hey, totally sorry about this. That one there said some shitty things to Darby and then it all went downhill pretty fast.”

“You did all this?” Linny asked Darby.

“All he needed to do was apologize,” Darby said as she looked up at the woman that was nearly a foot taller than she was. “I gave them more than a few chances.”

“She did,” Max nodded. “I gave them chances too. They just kept being dicks.”

“Oh, I’m sure you did everything in your power to diffuse the situation,” Shane scowled.

“Diffuse the situation?” Max asked. “What strange words you say, brother. Methinks the Samoan woman has you under her witchcraft.”

“You’re the last one to talk about being under a woman’s witchcraft,” Shane said.

“Ain’t gonna argue with you there, dude,” Max smiled as he took a hit from his joint and handed it to Shane.

Despite the carnage before him, Shane didn’t hesitate to take the joint and suck it all the way down.

“Thanks,” Shane said as he dropped the roach and crushed it under his flip flop. “Now, how the fuck are you going to make this right?”

“Me?” Max asked.

“You and Darby,” Shane said. “Look at them. This island only has around 200 people on it and you just broke like half of them.”

“There are only six there,” Darby said, “and they’ll heal.”

“How?” Linny snapped. “This is Olosega, not Ofu. There’s no clinic on this island, and the one across the straight is total shit. They are going to have to be taken to Faleasao or even to Pago Pago to get the care they need. You have any idea how much that is going to cost?”

Linny threw up her hands and turned in a circle. 

“Why does this shit happen to me?” she yelled. “Why do I get mixed up with these assholes?”

“Lin, come on,” Shane said, “we’ll make it right.”

“Why?” Darby asked. “They started it and I finished it. They should know better than to pick fights they can’t win.”

“Look at you!” Linny shouted. “What man thinks he can’t beat you in a fight?”

Shane and Max both raised their hands.

“That’s because you know what she can do!” Linny yelled.

“Now they know what I can do,” Darby said. She took a deep breath then let it out. “You are upset because you have to take care of them. I understand and for that I’m sorry. No woman should have to take care of assholes like these. They were the ones that thought insulting a woman and her boyfriend, who were just enjoying the sun and some drinks, was a fun way to spend the afternoon. You should thank me for teaching them a valuable lesson in caution.”

“Are you for real?” Linny growled then looked at Shane. “Is she for real?”

Before Shane could respond, Ballantine and Thorne came up a trail from the small cliff that overlooked the beach below.

“Well, someone’s been busy,” Ballantine said as he looked directly at Darby.

“Boys,” Thorne sighed, “what the fuck have you two done now?”

“Us?” Shane asked, looking shocked.

“I didn’t touch them, Uncle Vinny,” Max said.

“Obviously not,” Ballantine nodded. “I’d know Darby’s handy work anywhere.” he saw the stricken look on Linny’s face. “I assume you know these gentlemen, what with it being such a small island.”

“They’re her family,” Shane said. “Brothers and cousins.”

“Employed or unemployed?” Ballantine asked as he reached into his pocket and pulled out a roll of 100 dollar bills.

“Excuse me?” Linny asked.

Ballantine started to pull bills from the roll. “Are they employed or unemployed?”

“They work for me,” Linny said, “in the family business.” She turned and glared at Shane. “Harvest is about to start.”

“So employed then,” Ballantine said as he looked at the roll and just handed it over. “This will cover their medical expenses and any temp labor you need to hire for your crops, Ms. Taaloga. My apologies for the inconvenience.”

“How do you know my name?” Linny asked.

“This is my boss,” Shane said. “He makes a point of knowing everyone’s name.”

“Yes, I do,” Ballantine said. “I was hoping to be able to get to know more about all of you, as I do love this little island of yours, but unfortunately, we must leave immediately.”

“Whoa! You said we’d have a couple weeks to rest up,” Shane said, looking at Linny. “We can trust her, she isn’t going to rat out our location to anyone. That’s why I suggested this place.”

“No, I don’t think she will rat us out, even with the current circumstances,” Ballantine said, “but that doesn’t matter. We have to go.”

“We have a mission?” Max asked.

“That’s need to know,” Thorne said, “and right now all you need to know is that your ass needs to be back on the B3 in two seconds.”

“Uncle Vinny, come on, man,” Shane said. “We have been running for months. We haven’t stopped working. We’ve killed everything we’ve been sent after. What the fuck is left in this ocean?”

“Plenty,” Ballantine said. “More than you want to know, actually, but all of that is inconsequential. Our priority at the moment is to get back to the Beowulf III and get out into international waters as soon as possible.”

The brothers stared at Ballantine then turned to their uncle. Thorne’s face was completely blank as he refused to give even the slightest hint away of what was happening.

“Fine,” Shane said as he looked at Linny. “I guess this is goodbye. I really am sorry for what happened.”

He moved in for a kiss, but Linny took a couple steps back and turned her head.

“Yeah, great,” he said as he glared at his brother. “Come on. The Zodiac is down this way. I’ll drive.”

“Where are we going?” Lucy asked as she stumbled out into the sunlight, her bikini top and shorts coated in vomit. “There a beach party? I love beach parties.”

She stopped halfway and hunched over, and then proceeded to empty the contents of her stomach in such a violent way that her head jerked and slammed into the ground, knocking her out cold.

“You get to carry her,” Shane said as he walked past his brother and pointed at Lucy. “Maybe your girlfriend will help.”

“Yeah, we got it,” Max said.

Darby didn’t argue as she grabbed Lucy’s legs while Max grabbed Lucy’s shoulders. They followed Shane to a different trail than the one Ballantine and Thorne had come up. In seconds, they were lost from sight as they made their way down to the beach and the Zodiac raft waiting to take them back out to the Beowulf III.

“Again, my apologies,” Ballantine said to Linny. “I hope they have a speedy recovery. At least know that it looks like she took it easy on them.”

Linny just stood there as Ballantine gave her a wide smile and followed the brothers and Darby down to the beach.

“What?” Linny snapped as Thorne stood there watching her.

“I know you used to be a SEAL,” Thorne said. “Shane told me all about that asshole. You seem tough and obviously know how to be in charge.”

“Yeah, so?” she grumbled.

“Normally those qualities are good things,” Thorne said, “but when we leave you need to forget about being tough and in charge. If anyone comes here looking for us, you hide. Just hide, and if you can’t hide, then you tell them everything you know. Do not try to lie for Shane, got it? You tell them everything and hopefully they’ll believe you and go away.”

“I don’t fucking know anything,” Linny said. “Shane didn’t tell me shit.”

“I think he probably did,” Thorne said as he pointed at her skirt. “That’s on backwards, by the way.”

She looked down and closed her eyes. “Mother fucker.”

“Remember what I said,” Thorne said one last time as he walked away. “Hide or be honest. Don’t fight.”

Linny looked up as Thorne stepped onto the trail. “Who’s coming after you?”

“Bad people,” Thorne said. “Very bad people. It’s probably best you take that cash Ballantine gave you and get your people out of here. That’ll be safer than hiding or being honest. Best just not to be around.”

Thorne gave her a sad smile then was lost from sight as he descended the trail.

Linny looked down at the roll of 100s in her hand.

“Yeah, I think getting the fuck out of here is better,” she said. Then she looked at the huge men that lay on the ground. “Great. How the fuck am I supposed to get you assholes to the fucking hospital?”

***
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BOATSWAIN TREVOR “POPEYE” De Bruhl cut the motor to the lift and shook his head as he looked at Lucy lying in the bottom of the Zodiac.

“What the hell happened to her?” Popeye asked as he waved his hand in front of his nose. Short, thin, bald, with massive forearms that were covered in tattoos. De Bruhl even had a one eyed squint like the cartoon Popeye. The main difference between the man and the cartoon character was that the flesh and blood Popeye was missing his right leg and in its place was a segmented, titanium prosthetic with a splayed piece of heavy duty rubber at the bottom. “She got food poisoning or something?”

“Something like that,” Max said as he and Darby lifted Lucy out of the Zodiac while Popeye kept it steady. “Where’s Gun? He’s going to need to pump her stomach and put some fluids in her. Pretty sure she has alcohol poisoning.”

“Lightweight,” Popeye said.

“Can you have Captain Lake draw anchor and ready the ship?” Ballantine asked Popeye as he stepped onto the deck. “We will need to leave these waters ASAP.”

“Sure thing, bossman,” Popeye said. “You gonna need to call a meeting? That’s your gonna need to call a meeting voice.”

“Do I have a gonna need to call a meeting voice?” Ballantine asked.

“Yeah, you do,” Shane said as he stepped around Ballantine and headed up to the observation deck. “Sounds just like your constipated voice.”

“Stow it, Reynolds,” Thorne said.

Shane just raised his hand and gave everyone the finger as he took the stairs up to the observation deck where he heard Kinsey and Darren talking.

“I’ll call the meeting,” Thorne said to Ballantine.

“Thank you, Commander,” Ballantine said, then looked down at the stains on his khakis from where Lucy had puked on him during the ride from the island to the ship. “Give everyone time to clean up. Say, thirty minutes?”

“Will do,” Thorne nodded.

***
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THE BRIEFING ROOM LOOKED more like a corporate boardroom than a meeting room on a ship. The walls were paneled in expensive wood while the long table in the middle was made from a single piece of teak. Monitors lowered from the ceiling along the walls except for one side of the room which was nothing but sliding glass doors that looked out onto the clear blue waters of the South Pacific.

“Everyone take a seat,” Thorne said as he sat towards the front of the table. “Lake won’t be joining us since we have to get moving into open waters as soon as possible.”

Darren, Kinsey, Shane, Max, and Darby, all came in and took their seats. Two of the newer additions to Team Grendel came into the room just after them.

In her late forties, with short, bobbed blonde hair and hazel eyes, Dr. Lisa Morganton was known as calm, cool, and collected. In charge of the advanced bio-alternatives division of the company Ballantine worked for, Dr. Morganton was presumed dead in order to be protected from retribution by the Colende drug cartel after having her cover blown as an inside operative. Unfortunately for the doctor, that rouse made no difference since the cartel wanted everyone on the B3 dead.

The other newer addition was former Navy SEAL, Mike Pearlman. A double amputee, Mike had been recruited by a man called McCarthy to pilot narco-subs that Dr. Morganton had designed. Team Grendel had thwarted those plans and recruited Mike once the mission was over, not just because of his skills as an ex-SEAL, but because he had a personal relationship with Gunnar. 

It was all very complicated for everyone.

“How the legs doing today, Mike?” Kinsey asked as she looked at his robotic prosthetics. “Still no glitches?”

“None,” Mike said as he sat down, the gyros and servos in his legs whirring then going silent once he was settled. “Morganton and Gunnar have kept them running beautifully.”

“I bet Gunnar has,” Max said, nudging his brother. “Wink, wink. Nudge, nudge.”

“You ever take them off before you do it with Gunnar?” Shane asked Mike. “I bet you do, huh? Give him a little double stump action.”

“What the fuck is double stump action?” Max asked.

“I don’t know, I just made it up,” Shane replied. “Sounds dirty, though, doesn’t it?”

“Totally,” Max grinned then looked at Darby. “Maybe you and I could have a little double stump action later, eh, my little assassin of love?”

“Don’t be an idiot,” Darby frowned, “you have both of your legs.”

“Yet, none of his brains,” Kinsey said, getting a smile from Darby.

“We are not together,” Mike said. “Gunnar has been very clear on that.”

“Clear on what?” Gunnar asked as he stepped into the briefing room. “What’d I miss?”

“Apparently you’re missing some double stump sexiness,” Max said. “Your loss, dude.”

Gunnar looked at the brothers then just took his seat. “Okay, I’m going to ignore that. Sorry I was late, had to make sure Lucy was hooked up to an IV.”

“She going to be alright?” Darren asked. 

“She’ll be fine once she’s fully hydrated,” Gunnar said then looked at Ballantine. “So, what’s the hurry that you had me backup all my files and start a satellite transfer?”

“That wasn’t supposed to be public knowledge,” Ballantine said.

“There’s twenty of us on this ship, Ballantine,” Gunnar said. “Everything becomes public knowledge at some point.”

“Like my amazing sexual prowess,” Max said. “I’m sure you hear it echoing through the passageways at night.”

“Yet, we never hear Darby,” Shane said. “Hmmm, I’m thinking this may be a one sided love affair.”

“She’s a pillow biter,” Max whispered loudly. Darby just sighed.

“Boys?” Thorne asked.

“Shutting the fuck up, Uncle Vinny,” Shane said.

“Zippity zoo,” Max added as he pretended to zip his lips.

“Now that is out of your systems,” Ballantine said as he stood up from his chair at the head of the table, “I’m now going to jump right in with both feet first. I hate to be the one to tell all of you, but as of this morning, every person on this ship, as well as the ship itself, has been disavowed by the government of the United States Of America.”

They all stared at him for a minute.

“Does that mean we aren’t citizens anymore?” Max finally asked.

“That means that those of us that were citizens are now considered nonexistent and those that weren’t citizens are considered to be foreign aggressors and added to every watch list on the planet.”
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