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THE DOSSIER CONTAINING top-secret data on the ParaCommand mission officially designated “Operation Frankenstein” was, as are all the CryptoFiles, received by a transmission from a Q-Wave quantum computer, wherein these documents, classified as beyond top secret at the highest level, were leaked.

Compiled from a staggering file of verifiable incidents, official records, shocking reports never before uncovered, and transcribed from the testimony of the very credible witnesses involved, the evidence is here within these pages.

The facts that will be presented are true.

This may be the most shocking story you will ever read.
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1:  HEADS UP
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THE MAN WHO HAD FOLLOWED Val West for the last three blocks stood at five-foot-nine, weighed one hundred eighty-six pounds, had a slight deformity in his left foot, suffered from halitosis due to a rotting molar, and dealt with chronic bowel incontinence compounded by the wearing of semi-soiled undergarments.

That was just from what West had been able to pick up by scent.

The man momentarily lost West’s trail in a grimy London backstreet alley. This was by design as West lurked in the shadows, waiting for the man to pass by. He didn’t have time to deal with someone tailing him—especially if this fellow was after the same target and just looking to piggyback on his efforts.

Suddenly, the man stopped mid-stride—he didn’t need a werewolf’s supernatural sense of smell to realize he was now the one being stalked. In an attempt to look like he was just out for a stroll, he glanced over at West and nodded. “Do you have the time?” he asked.

“No,” West replied, his voice taking on an increasingly irritated rasp. “I don’t.”

The man lunged.

West’s eyes flashed a beastly red glow.

The lunge came to a screeching halt. He stood frozen, unsure of what he had just seen, the way one doesn’t quite know what to do when stumbling upon a predator in the wild.

West let out a low growl, which grew in volume and intensity until the man’s fight-or-flight instinct decisively chose “flight,” and he ran off faster than he thought possible on a gimpy foot.

Something was off, though. West couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but he sensed there was more to this. He chased after the man and quickly had him by the scruff of the neck.

“Turns out I do have the time after all,” West said, baring his fangs. He could smell the fear rising and the man’s leaky bowels losing control.

He had him.

“You’re not just a typical street hood. You wouldn’t happen to be employed by, say, HIVE, would you?”

“Nuh...no... I don’t know anything about that.”

“And you’re a lousy liar. Let’s try again.” He grabbed the man by the throat and threw him into the brick wall of the alleyway. There was no further reply as the body went limp and crumpled to the ground—not dead, but West had overdone it.

“Tremendous,” West muttered to himself. He still found it difficult to control his animalistic tendencies, and in this case, he wasn’t going to get anything out of someone unconscious from both fear and excessive force.

Inside the man’s jacket, West found what could be considered identification: a modified PF9 plastic pocket pistol. 3-D printed and untraceable, this was the weapon of choice issued to HIVE agents. There was one more thing to check, to be certain.

He lifted the man’s limp left arm, turning it to the underside of the wrist. Under the sleeve cuff, there it was—a round, red-outlined circle with a red dot in the center. It was some sort of tattoo or scarification, a mark he had seen on the few HIVE agents he’d been unlucky enough to have encountered. The agents weren’t quite brazen enough to carry business cards, but this was the next best thing.

And who, or what, was HIVE?

HIVE was the latest secret organization infecting the world with schemes of domination—or, at the very least, causing problems professionally for profit. They had first come up when West still worked for the counter-espionage unit of International Command and, since working for Commander 7 at ParaCommand, they continued to come up in association with international threats.

West let the sleeping thug lie. With this distraction now out of the way, he could get back to the task at hand. So far, he had managed to get through the day without being punched in the face, but the night was still young.

He stayed on the track of the new trail he had started following—thankfully, one that didn’t resemble the smell of fifty-year-old cat piss. Moments later, his sense and scent detected something lurking behind him, hidden in the thickening fog rolling through the London night. It had a strong scent, like the mustiness of the grave.

Whatever it was, he caught the whiff of scent too late. Through the mist, a monstrous hand punched him straight in the face, followed by giant fingers wrapping around his throat. These HIVE agents were getting bigger... much bigger. This one must be nearly eight-foot.

West squeezed his fingers tight to activate a button on his glove, sending an electric shock through the gauntlet, which transferred to the massive attacker. It only provided a momentary distraction, just long enough for the fingers to loosen their grip, dropping West to the ground. Sparks arced off the giant’s face. He couldn’t see his attacker clearly in the foggy darkness, but in the brief flashes of light, he saw enough to know it was ugly.

As peculiar as all of this was, West didn’t have time to continue fighting, either as a human or relying on the tactical advantage of his just happening to be a werewolf. He ran off, already late in following his quarry, and not about to be further detained by a giant-sized hitman with a lower jaw apparently made of steel.

Ten blocks away, where the scent trail ended, West found himself staring up at a luxurious brownstone apartment building near Oxford and Piccadilly Circus. The top floor penthouse looked to have a splendid view overlooking London. The young lady on the rooftop terrace provided nice scenery as well.

Ossie Weiner could hardly believe his luck.

He watched the teeming nightlife from the balcony of his seventh-floor penthouse at Whitechapel Court. All the lights twinkling over London, all the people coming and going, all the glamorous women going to the nightclubs, couldn’t compare to the sight he had just seen—all five foot five of her, long, silken auburn hair, and with curves so dangerous he was not only willing to risk a fiery crash—he welcomed it.

That delicious fate was still in the bathroom, but would soon be out, and his heart was counting every second with its throbbing beats. He still couldn’t believe his luck. Here he was, sixty-two years old, picking up this stunning girl who was certainly no more than thirty. Maybe she was more like twenty-two, at most. He couldn’t tell. He didn’t care.

The bathroom door opened, its sound alone sending a wave of ecstasy through him. She was all that mattered now. He wondered what her name was, but then quickly decided not to worry about such trivial matters. Her scent made him go lightheaded from the rapid rush of blood to his overheated loins. To say her fragrance was intoxicating was to do it a grave disservice and assumed other intoxicants were even close to being on its level.

She was now his everything. Although they had only met moments ago, he knew she was the one he had to have every moment, every waking moment of his life. Nothing would deny him.

He would die for her.

She would be his bride.

West watched this rather bizarre interaction from his perch beneath the balcony railing. He was only supposed to be keeping an eye on things, not peeping on a quite lucky old man and his lovely date. Still, he had seen enough in his time to know it was highly probable she was more interested in something other than a romantic affair with this man and thought it wise to keep watching.

Weiner swallowed hard, panting slightly as she stood before him, her slender fingers slowly, tantalizingly, reaching up to caress his face. Her touch made him tingle like he was connected to an overloaded electric current. Even if he could pull out the words stuck in his throat, he knew he could never formulate anything but babble for this vision of absolute loveliness. His uncontrollable fever for her was so strong, he wagged his salivating tongue, and it felt like his eyes were going to pop out.

And then his eyes popped out.

West watched in horror as the woman squeezed Weiner’s head with such force that his eyes popped from his skull and were dangling grotesquely from their sockets. Then, with cold precision, she twisted his neck so smoothly, so efficiently, that his head spun around and was still spinning atop the spinal column as the limp body crumpled lifelessly to the stone floor.

It’s going to be one of those nights, West thought as he vaulted up onto the balcony. The woman turned to face him and hissed before leaping straight onto the rooftop above.

It was definitely going to be one of those nights.

West then turned his attention to transforming himself into his werewolf form, Code Name: LoneWolf. Since gaining the wolfskin belt known as der Wolfsgürtel (see Bite of the Wolf—Editor), he had been able to control his lycanthropy. Through practice, he learned to trigger his transformations with thought, emotion, and controlled breathing, while also maintaining his mental faculties in werewolf form.

The rush of hormones and adrenaline surged through him as the physical metamorphosis began: his ears became pointed, his human features shifted to wolf-like and fur-covered, and his eyes glowed a fierce red above a fang-filled mouth announcing itself with a fang-filled snarl.

LoneWolf leaped onto the rooftop in pursuit. The girl was already half a block ahead, bounding effortlessly over the buildings overlooking Piccadilly Street. Although he wasn’t judging, there was something undeniably inhuman about her movements—which only fueled his curiosity. Originally, his mission was to track Weiner, but now, he would be tracking her, and she was leading him on quite an unexpected chase.

With impressive agility, she vaulted across wide gaps, clearing the Royal Academy of Arts entrance and Old Bond Street without breaking pace. Even with LoneWolf’s near-boundless energy, West found it grueling, but he doggedly pushed himself to keep up.

As fast as she was, she would have to slow down as she neared the edge of the roof ahead, so he took this chance to narrow the gap with a forceful leap. Unfortunately for LoneWolf, as he soared through the air, she caught sight of him. With razor-sharp reflexes, she grabbed him mid-leap and hurled him into a glass greenhouse that shattered beneath him.

LoneWolf sprang to his feet, shaking off the shards as he grabbed her leg, yanking her back just as she attempted to cross to the next rooftop. Her powerful leg swung him off balance, sending them both sliding down the slick, slanted metal roof. She managed to stop her fall at the ledge, taking the opportunity to kick him over the side. He cursed her as he tumbled over, becoming entangled in a string of bistro lights strung between the buildings.

Now he was losing his cool. The animalistic tendencies of LoneWolf took over, rage bubbling just beneath the surface. The snarling beast tore at the tangled lights, bulbs bursting as he thrashed. Gripping a cable, he ripped it free from the wall in a burst of bolts and swung it like a lasso, catching a chimney on the opposite building. Aware he was losing her, he swung himself across, landing hard on the next rooftop just in time to see the girl’s shadow vanishing ahead. With a grunt, he pushed forward with all the speed he could muster.

She was fast—too fast. With the distance she had on him, he needed a shortcut, and running along rooftops didn’t offer many. He had only one option left—one he’d hoped to avoid. His official armorer, Dr. Hector Borge, had issued him what he called “Wolfapult Boots.” Apart from informing Borge that the name was an affront to any sort of taste or professional dignity, West had deep reservations about the cybernetic spring-loaded devices built into his boot heels, designed for rapid propulsion. At best, he thought the physics seemed dubious. Still, if he was to catch up to this woman, catapulting himself at an unknown rate of speed and distance was the only chance he had, slim as it was.

The blocks-long stretch of buildings ended at Piccadilly Circus. Once she reached the open square below, he would never find her. Even with his keen sense of smell, it would be impossible to track her among the competing scents of the nighttime crowd.

LoneWolf clenched his jaw. Okay, Borge, he thought, here’s your test, in the name of science and necessity. 

He stopped, leaned back on his heels, and with a click, heard the microprocessors booting up. A high-pitched beep signaled they were ready. He ran forward, and with another click, he was launched into the sky at high velocity.

For a heart-pounding moment, he soared above the rooftops, unsure where—or how—he’d land, desperately hoping it wouldn’t be face down in the plaza of Piccadilly. The woman was still racing along below him, nearing the last roof. He needed to come down now, and to ensure it, he twisted into a swan dive, placing his hands along his buttocks as if directing his speed in a freefall, diving toward his target.

The mystery woman looked up just in time to see a werewolf barreling towards her before they both collided hard on the surface of the rooftop. He had to hand it to Borge. The damn things actually worked, but there was no time to celebrate. The woman flung him off and tore a nearby television antenna from its base, wielding it like a sword.

She lunged at him, and LoneWolf dodged, barely escaping the swing. The antenna suddenly glowed with a greenish hue, electricity crackling along its surface. She aimed it at him, and a charged lightning burst erupted from the tip. He rolled, dodging the deadly bolts, his mind racing, wondering what the hell kind of reception she was picking up.

He was deciding what he would do next, apart from praying these boots had rubber insoles, when the woman stopped abruptly. The antenna clattered to the ground, its electrical glow fading to static and leaving only the scent of ozone. She held her arms straight in front of her, stumbling toward him in what seemed to be an attempt at continuing the attack. He watched curiously as she shambled, then collapsed into a fall.

As he leaned in to catch her—and to his stunned surprise—her body dropped to the ground, leaving only her head in his hands. He certainly didn’t know what to think as he stared at the severed head. The face, still beautiful but marred by visible stitches, was separated at the neck. What appeared to be metal clamps, still glowing and hot to the touch, protruded from the torn flesh, and the skin had begun to shift, turning a sickly green. At his feet, her body oozed, dissolving into a bubbling, pea-green puddle of slime.

West inhaled deeply, his mind clearing as he shifted back from LoneWolf to his human form. He gazed down at the disembodied head, trying to make sense of what he was dealing with. This wasn’t a robot, although there appeared to be small metal parts dissolving in the puddle of green goo that had once been her body. He needed to preserve some of it if he could, and bring a sample back to ParaCommand for Borge to analyze.

He cradled the head in his left arm and squatted down to see what he could retrieve from the bubbling mess. What he found was a swift boot to the face. Caught completely off guard and understandably surprised, he fell backward, the head tumbling across the ground.

“Don’t move,” an angry female voice commanded.

“I wouldn’t dream of it. Let me guess... or you’ll shoot?”

“You are smarter than you look,” the voice said, moving behind him. From the ground, the severed head stared up at them.

West turned to explain, then stopped when he felt the hard steel of the gun jab into his back.

“Make another move and I will shoot. And just so you don’t get any ideas...

“The bullet is silver.”
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2:  SHE’S A LADY
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WALKING WITH A GUN trained on your back always adds a little nervous tension, particularly when it’s loaded with the only type of bullet that can kill you. How did this woman know about his lycanthropy? This was West’s most vexing thought at the moment. She would have to have known in advance in order to be prepared with silver bullets, a decidedly unusual item to be armed with.

Just minutes earlier, she had forced him at gunpoint into her black 1965 Jaguar E-Type, parked near Piccadilly Circus. This wasn’t the first time he’d been forced into a car, and he was curious as to what kind of ride she was taking him on. He had attempted to get a closer look at her through the shadows but was blinded by her deliberately angled dome light.

As this mysterious woman drove far too fast through London’s winding backstreets, West considered his predicament. The man who had tailed him on the way to Ossie Weiner’s apartment was certainly a HIVE agent. And the behemoth—he had to be, as well.

What about her? The obvious answer would be “yes,” but in the world of espionage, obvious answers were few and far between. Still, HIVE was an organization in expansion mode and becoming too prominent a force in the underworld to underestimate.

The car pulled into a darkened alley. With a shove, he was out and on the march again.

She jabbed him with the handgun, ordering him to round the next corner. Should he make a move now? No, it was better to see where this was going. It was a pleasant night for a walk, with spring finally springing in London. Under different circumstances, it would have been truly enjoyable.

Moments later, they rounded another corner and entered the familiar grounds of Highgate Cemetery. This made him more nervous than knowing there was a silver bullet chambered in the gun pointed at his back. He played it cool, though his curiosity was at a fever pitch as they stood before the Gothic mausoleum hiding the secret ParaCommand base entrance.

“Open it,” she snapped.

“Open what, my dear?”

“Let’s not be difficult.” Her voice was sharp, with an undisguised posh English accent. “I’ve been very restrained so far. Now, open the damn door.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. Are you sure you’re in the right cemetery?”

She muttered an obscenity under her breath, then, keeping him in her sights, stepped aside. Her free hand reached over to flip open the moss-covered marble gargoyle’s head, revealing its hidden keypad. The fingers with the expensively polished nails typed a series of numbers. To his surprise, as well as growing annoyance, the mausoleum doors swung open.

West turned toward the figure in the shadows (who had a rather lovely scent at that, though he wisely kept this thought to himself). “We really need to change those locks.”

She responded only by poking him in the side with the gun, pushing him ahead. He thought this was the time to take a chance and make a move. How did she know any of what she had just demonstrated? Surely, Borge had seen her by now on his cameras. Why hadn’t he activated lockdown procedures?

Once inside, they moved through the secret door disguised by a false wall burial vault marker, descending the carved stone steps to Borge’s laboratory. West looked past the walls of monitor screens and cabinets of blinking computers spitting out streams of data and saw Borge at work, hunched over his desk. If he made his move now, the silver bullet would undoubtedly kill him.

But... should Borge activate security and stop her, he could theoretically remove the silver bullets and revive him with a dose of artificial WLF lunar rays. Better still, if he did this right, he might not even get shot. If he was going to act, the time was now.

“Good evening, Kendra,” Borge said, looking up from the electronic device he was soldering.

“Your dog was loose, so I brought him back.” She gave West a final shove forward before holstering her handgun.

West spun around to see the face of a beautiful young woman glaring at him. He was impressed by what he saw. She wore a black, skin-tight, form-fitting catsuit... and what a form for it to fit!

Her blonde hair was swept up in a bouffant style, with long tresses falling over her shoulders in a little dance, framing a face he’d be damned if he’d ever forget. The glittering green eyes were piercing, and the sinful lips were an invitation to a mouth with mean and dangerous intentions.

Whoever she was, she could be both bad news and good news at the same time. He shot a sharp glance at Borge. “You know her?”

“Yes, of course.” He realized the awkwardness of the situation and began to stammer. “This... uh, this is Kendra. Um, I mean... Lady Kendra. Lady Kendra Kenton.”

West’s mouth dropped open. “As in Cedric’s daughter?”

Kendra narrowed her eyes at him. “You really are quite the detective. No wonder they keep you around, aside from having a murderous beast to play fetch with.”

“Hey, now that’s—” West’s retort was interrupted by the hum and crackle of the speaker box and waveform monitor. The leader of the ParaCommand team, Commander 7, was tuning in. The voice transmission came through with the usual speaker hiss and tinny-sound, always seeming distant—especially since West had never met the Commander in person.

“Lady Kenton. So glad you could join us.”

She turned toward the speaker as if addressing someone actually present. “Always a pleasure, Commander. Well, almost always.”

“I know you don’t know Agent West, but I assure you he is of the highest caliber.”

The mean mouth turned meaner. “He almost got a .38-caliber silver slug sent into him tonight.”

West walked over to her and pointed at her holster. “How did you think to pack silver bullets in that .38?”

She looked him straight in the eye with an icy stare. “You don’t think I know how my father was actually killed?”​[∗]

West winced. “That’s not fair. I don’t know what you think you know, but I didn’t kill your father.”

“Maybe not directly. But it is because of you that my father is dead.”

Commander 7 broke in. “Your father believed in what we are doing here, and he also worked extremely hard on the LoneWolf program with Mr. West, Dr. Borge, and me. His death was in the line of duty, and it was a brave and honorable one at that.”

West tried his best to be understanding, although part of him was seething. He could feel his fangs emerging and fought to hold back. Looking at her with glowing red eyes wouldn’t do him any favors—and could also still get him a silver bullet on top of it.

Borge, finding the tension unbearable, slunk back to the side room laboratory and busied himself, keeping one ear on the situation.

“Kendra,” West said in his calmest tone, “Cedric was my friend and, at one time, a mentor. If I could have saved him, I would have, despite the fact that he always said he wanted to be carried off the battlefield on his shield. My being a werewolf doesn’t put me in the same category as the one who killed your father.”

“Yes... the one who killed him—oh, you mean your partner, Agent Wildebeest? Actually, you and he were quite alike. I should know. I was once partnered with him on an assignment in Thailand. And if it could happen to him, it could happen to you. You’re dangerous. I know you’re the ‘Lone-Wolf’ but once you’re gone, then there’s ‘No-Wolf.’ Meaning no more werewolves. Threat eliminated.”

West didn’t think he could reason with her. There was still too much grief and anger flowing through her veins. He was still hoping to avoid being shot with a silver bullet this night, so he decided to change the subject. “I assume you didn’t follow me onto the rooftops of Piccadilly just to threaten to shoot me?”

“Don’t flatter yourself—I always keep a silver bullet loaded just for you. I was at a soiree being held at the Hemlock House.”

Commander 7 rejoined the conversation. “You didn’t happen to be there because of the Hemlock Diamond, by any chance?”

She hesitated before replying. “I don’t steal anymore... at least not from anyone who doesn’t deserve it.”

The Commander was well aware of the Hemlocks’ less-than-sterling unofficial reputation. “So... you were there for the diamond, then.”

“That’s neither here nor there. What does matter is that I saw a familiar face—a friend, and after she left the party, she ended up on a rooftop, where I found your pet, Mr. West, with her head in his hands.”

“Listen,” West said. “I didn’t kill her.”

“That, I believe. Because she’s been dead for a year.”

At this, Borge’s ears perked up. He decided he did want to hear this conversation after all.

So did West. “If you would care to, by all means, please elaborate.”

She let out a heavy sigh and finally lowered her guard enough to join West and Borge at the round table where they held their briefings.

Borge brought her a glass of freshly squeezed beet juice, which she refused.

West offered a glass of freshly crushed ice with a double jigger of gin, which she did not.

“My friend, Lynda Callahan, died in a car accident a year ago, in March. Tonight, I was at the Hemlock House—by invitation, I might add—and was making my way through the crowd across the main floor when I looked over and saw her on the far side. I moved closer to get a better look, thinking it obviously had to be someone bearing a striking resemblance.

“Once I got closer, I could see the faint scar above her left eyebrow. I knew about it because I gave it to her—accidentally, of course—in grade school. There was no doubt it was her, and, understandably, I was at a loss for an explanation. I decided to keep an eye on her and followed a few steps behind.”

She took a big gulp of her gin, gathering her thoughts before she continued.

“Then I saw her talking to Igor Zelensky from Frankentech. I couldn’t hear what they were saying. He stayed close to her and whatever was said was whispered into her ear. Then she went over to another man, the man she left with. After a very brief conversation, she took him by the arm and they were gone. I then tailed them to the penthouse at Piccadilly.” 

West took a moment to process all she had told him. As expected, he had some questions about this whole bizarre affair. “The man Miss Calloway left with...”

She interrupted sharply. “Callahan. She was Irish, not English. Americans never know the difference.”

“My apologies. And I’m Canadian, actually.”

“Hmph. Then you really have no excuse.”

West ignored her and continued. “Miss Callahan left with a man named Ossie Weiner. Have you heard of him?”

Kendra shook her head slowly. “No, can’t say that I have. Neither by face nor name.”

“He’s American. Publicly, he is known as a physics professor. Secretly, he was an engineering scientist involved in a highly classified government project. We think there’s a connection with HIVE. We’re just not sure what it is.”

She downed the last of her drink. “I don’t know anything about that. What I do know is that she was involved with Zelensky, and that’s enough for me to know Frankentech is somehow involved. And you know the reputation the Frankensteins have.”

“Had,” Commander 7 said. “Victor Frankenstein has spent considerable time and effort overcoming his family’s historical reputation. Despite any misgivings you may have about Frankentech or Igor Zelensky or even the rubbish that persists to this day about the Frankenstein family, Victor Frankenstein is a man of good character. There is, without a doubt, more than meets the eye here.” 

Borge leaned in. “Kendra, I know what you think you saw, but how can you be sure this is actually your friend, and not just a case of someone looking remarkably like her, scar and all?”

She stood and reached into the bag slung over her shoulder, tossing the head at Borge. “Check this for an ID,” she said through gritted teeth. “Lynda won’t need it anymore.”

Borge had caught the head reflexively and quickly dropped it on the table when he saw what it was. He let out an exasperated sigh. “Why are people always throwing disembodied appendages at me?”

“Commander,” she said. “My family has known you for a long time and I trust you like I trusted my father. However, trust in others can often be misplaced. For example, I still don’t trust your judgment of secret agent wolf-man, here. And until I say otherwise, Frankenstein—and his organization—is number one on my list.”

Kendra stormed to the exit and punched the sensor, opening the sliding doors. “I’m going after whoever is behind this.”

She paused in the doorway. “Keep your pet on a leash,” she said, glaring at West, “and out of my way, or next time you’ll be picking silver bullets out of him.”

As the doors slid shut, she added, “Thanks for the drink.”

A baffled West stopped to think about his new acquaintance. He was at a loss. “What a delight,” he said. “No wonder Cedric drank so much.”

“She can actually be quite charming when she wants to be,” Borge replied. “Tonight was not one of those times.”

Commander 7 agreed. “Kendra is the only daughter from Cedric’s brief fourth marriage. They had grown closer only in recent years. With his death last autumn and her belief that her dead friend was somehow resurrected by Frankentech... well, she has been through a lot, and quite frankly, I’m worried about her.”

“Sir,” West replied. “I think whoever gets in her way should be worried.”

What a night. The strange fight with a giant henchman and an electrically charged stitched-together woman possibly made of dead body parts would normally be enough to qualify as one of “those” nights.

Then he finally meets the daughter of his long-time spy friend, Sir Cedric Kenton, and their introduction begins with her immediately threatening to kill him. He knew Cedric had children from the aforementioned multiple marriages, but Cedric had largely kept his personal life private—at least as much as a publicly known aristocrat could.

He found her infuriating. He also found her intriguing. And with that, he found himself anticipating their next meeting, of which he was certain there would be one. For now, there was still the matter of her visit. 

West walked to the heavy security doors that acted as a protective barrier between the lab and the hidden entrance in the mausoleum above. “Borge... Cedric’s daughter or not, don’t you think we should change the access codes so she can’t just waltz in whenever she pleases?”

Borge looked up and grinned. “Val, we could change the codes every day and she could still waltz in whenever she liked. Security measures wouldn’t stop someone like her. Wouldn’t stop you either.”

West thought about it for a moment and could only shrug in agreement. It was true. “Aside from receiving an education in spycraft from Cedric, what’s the rest of her story? Professionally, I mean.”

Commander 7 answered. “Lady Kenton, despite her noble heritage and status as a member of the Kenton family, is what you would call an ‘adventuress.’ She is a freelance operative now but has trained and worked with the best throughout the world. International Command wanted to bring her in, but she has never pledged her allegiance to anyone except her own cause.”

The commander paused before continuing. “That’s not entirely fair. She has helped many people all over the globe for her own reasons. And while she was formerly—and occasionally still—a high-level thief, she typically steals only from, as she likes to put it, ‘those who deserve it.’ And right now, with more on her mind than just theft, I don’t think Baron Victor Frankenstein deserves what she intends to bring him.”

“Sir,” West said. “This man, Ossie Weiner—in the briefing files, you mentioned he was working on a top secret government project, but you didn’t say what. Is there any reason to suspect Frankentech’s involvement, along with HIVE?”

It was a fair question. Commander 7 had told him all he needed to know so far, but now, at a dead end, more disclosure was needed. As a growing secret global terror organization, the true extent of HIVE’s infiltration into the international business world was unknown. West explained his run-ins with the HIVE agents who were tailing him.

“HIVE—yes. Frankentech... possibly, but perhaps not directly. That’s what I want you to find out. Weiner was working on the Quantum Collider project. With its potential ability to manipulate neutrons, photons, electrons, and protons, the implications of this device are world changing... or world-threatening, depending on its use. He was the only physicist able to work out the equations needed to make it operational. Although there were other complications with the required hardware, for security purposes, he was the only one with knowledge of its construction.”

Commander 7 continued. “I don’t believe Kendra is entirely incorrect in her line of thinking. Someone within Frankentech is working with HIVE, but I don’t believe it is Victor Frankenstein. It could be Zelensky, but before pursuing someone that connected, you better damn well have something solid, not just a woman’s intuition.”

“Or a woman’s scorn,” West added.

“Indeed. Italian intelligence has a contact inside Frankentech. I have associates in the Italian AISE, and I have been receiving reports with bits and pieces of information. Borge will get you a file so you can catch up while you’re on your way.” 

“On my way, sir?”

“Yes. Tomorrow night is the annual Frankenball in Geneva. Victor sent me an invitation, as he does each year, even though I am unable to attend. I have already RSVP’d with you attending on my behalf. I thought it best for you to meet the baron... socially.

“And know—it will be difficult to connect HIVE or any other operatives to anyone right now. Geneva is crawling with spies like it’s Tangier in 1964. Most likely, if HIVE has any involvement with Frankentech, this business is being conducted elsewhere. Hopefully, you can sniff out a lead.”

With that, Commander 7 tuned out, and the speaker and monitor powered down.

West sat in silence, deep in thought. He was interrupted when Dr. Borge plopped a box down on the table in front of him.

“Before you leave, I do have some new items for you. May I have your belt, please?”

He removed the wolfskin belt and placed it on the table, its gold wolf’s head faceplate glistening under the work lights while Borge ran a scanner over it. As it made a range of ‘bleeping’ and ‘blooping’ noises, West wondered what this was all about.

“Excellent!” Borge said. He continued to examine the belt. This continued for several minutes. West grew irritated.

“Borge,” he said, doing his best to remain patient, “are you going to explain what is so ‘excellent’ or am I to be left in eternal suspense?”

“Oh, yes, my apologies.” Borge began explaining excitedly, his Dutch accent growing thicker the faster he spoke. “I have been working with a tissue sample from the belt. Quite curious it is, and I can only deduce that it employs some sort of interdimensional hypersonic transmutation. You understand that this works in conjunction with a type of internal algorithmic semi-sentience to...”

West gave him a blank stare.

“Meaning... it works much like the biometrics used on a fingerprint encoded gun­ you know, like the type you’ve had that only responds to your fingerprint scan?”

“Yes,” West responded dryly. “Or like, say, an iPhone?”

“A crude example, but yes. Using the sample, I was able to bioengineer the wolfskin belt’s biometric system to match with your DNA. Should one of your many enemies get hold of it, they won’t be able to wear it and use it against you.”

West gave him a smile of approval. “Very nice work, doctor. Once we got past the language barrier, I see what you did, and that is a tremendous development.”

“And that’s not all—if you have a couple of minutes, let me show you a few more things.”

Three hours later, West left for his new flat near Regent’s Park to get some much-needed rest. Instead of sleeping, he lay in bed, reflecting on what had transpired, one thought dominating the others: the entrancing Lady Kendra Kenton, the hot-tempered spitfire who had threatened to kill him and knew how to go about doing it.

She was going to be a problem... a trifling bitch.

Whether he wanted to admit it or not, he was also tremendously turned on. 
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3:  FRANKENBALL
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SPRING’S ARRIVAL IN Geneva’s Old Town is marked by a tree along the Promenade de la Treille whose first bud makes it official. For the elites, it is officially marked by the annual Frankenball, this year being held at Switzerland’s most famous castle, the twelfth-century Château de Chillon on the shores of Lake Geneva.

The driver sent by Commander 7 pulled the limousine up to the lavishly decorated entrance. Val West stepped out into the warm springtime air, tinged by the cool mist coming off the lake. The setting sun gave the water a soothing golden glow, and West found it hard to imagine trouble could ever break its serenity. But he knew better. The hardened cynic in him knew that usually, the greater the beauty, the uglier the secrets.

He paused to take in the view of the towering Alps glowering over the lake, still holding the shadows of winter in their snow-capped peaks. After tipping the valet, he walked up to the entrance of the beautiful yet imposing medieval fortress. He hoped to glean some information about Victor Frankenstein, his right-hand man Igor Zelensky, and if there was any connection between Frankentech and HIVE.

Frankentech had come a long way in both reputation and corporate mission since its founding in the early 1950s by Baron Hans Frankenstein, the father of the current baron, Victor III. There were many rumors about the family’s interests and allegiances during World War II, and whispers of what Baron Victor Frankenstein I had created in his laboratory decades before. Dark stories had circulated all across Europe from Geneva to Karlstadt, Visaria to Transylvania, and all points in between.

However, Frankentech was another matter. Under Baron Victor III’s leadership, it had evolved from a chemical and pharmaceutical conglomerate involved in controversial bio-weaponry and arms manufacturing to a highly respected biotech manufacturer. Among their interests was a dedication to solving world hunger problems through genetically modified agricultural products. Still, it was not without its detractors, with the term Frankenfoods often being used to criticize these efforts.

Despite this, Victor Frankenstein sought to prove his intentions with his actions and created one of the world’s largest charitable organizations, the Frankenstein Foundation. Now in his fifties, Victor had successfully rehabilitated the family name, rebranding it away from its top-of-mind association with monstrous experiments and what he dismissed as “old folk tales” and “rumors and innuendo.”

West had been briefed on all of this and while he trusted Commander 7’s judgement of Victor Frankenstein’s character, he still needed to make his own assessment. Igor Zelensky, however, did not have the same type of voucher for his character, or, as some would say, lack thereof. Zelensky was known for his unwavering loyalty to the Frankenstein family, dating back to his early days working for Hans Frankenstein. Most organizations have a hatchet-man, and Igor Zelensky was Frankentech’s. Cold, ruthless, and efficient, Zelensky made the tough, sometimes unpopular decisions that had built Frankentech into a global business empire.

Now West would have a chance to meet them both. For such a successful and renowned organization, it seemed unnecessary to involve itself with HIVE. Yet, West knew that the unquenchable thirst for power was addicting. He had seen it corrupt men of once good standing before, and he was certain he would see it rear its ugly head again. 

Inside the entrance threshold, West paused to read the room, by both sight and scent. While standing in the archway, he knew he was also being checked out. He was glad it was of the mostly female variety, although there certainly would be more nefarious types interested in his movements.

For such a grand occasion, he was clad in a white tuxedo jacket with satin-striped black tuxedo trousers and a black cummerbund—which also doubled nicely as a cover for the wolfskin belt underneath.

The interior of the medieval castle was decorated extravagantly for the event, festooned with large golden sculptures of mythological characters. Atlas, Gaia, Prometheus, Uranus, and other Greek Titans towered over the throngs of the glamorous, along with illuminated champagne fountains, diamond-encrusted chandeliers and other glitzy items which were impressive, but in West’s opinion, also of dubious taste.

He took his time observing the ballroom while sipping the excellent Moët & Chandon Imperial Vintage ‘46 served by the wait staff. This was not the kind of gala that skimped on its champagne. So far, he had noticed nothing out of the ordinary. The standard array of security cameras mounted high above monitored the proceedings, with any other security measures being undetectable.

What wasn’t undetectable was his contact. Dressed in a tuxedo that might have last been worn to a 1979 high school prom, this middle-aged, mustachioed man was the contact he was here to meet: Gino Primavera of the AISE­­.​[∗]

West watched him fumbling about, trying to toss a few crumpled Swiss francs on the waiter’s serving tray. Amused by the faux pas, he strolled over and stood next to him. “Mr. Primavera, I presume?”

Primavera froze like a deer in headlights. “The weather in Zurich is...”

West cut him off mid-sentence.

“Yes. ‘Quite atrocious, but Geneva is having an early spring.’” Primavera began to perspire. “I’m Val West.”

“But... but the code phrase.”

“I think we’re past that point.” West stuck his hand out to the still-aghast Primavera. As if recovering from a daze, the portly Italian slowly shook West’s hand. 

“Gino Primavera.” He took his hand back, pulled out a soiled handkerchief, and mopped the anxious sweat off his clammy forehead. “Forgive me, Mr. West. It’s just... we have protocols. In fact, I’m here undercover, here to blend in with the rest of the flossy-flossy glamoratti.”

“Yes, I do apologize if I compromised your cover.”

Primavera’s attempts to play at this level were laughable, but West immediately liked him, and being mindful of his own snobbery, he made sure to put Primavera at ease for both of their sakes. He already looked ridiculously suspicious and, by acting so nervous, was likely to create a sense of nervousness in others—people who were already likely paranoid due to their less-than-legal professions.

“Listen,” West said, patting him on the shoulder. “Let’s call an audible. You are... Antonio... Antonio Margheriti, from the Italian Press Corps, here to cover the charitable contributions of the Frankenball.”

Primavera thought for a moment, stroking his thick black mustache. “Yes... yes, I do like that. That is molto bene... uh, how you say, ‘quite good.’ You may not believe this, but I don’t get out into the field much. With this assignment, I said, ‘Gino. You sit at the office too long. You grow into a soft, fat, doughy bitch. Time to get back out and show the younger generation—like you—how this business is done.’”

“Tremendous. Now, let’s—” West’s attention was stopped in its tracks by a scent he wanted a better sniff of. Walking across the ballroom floor was a tall, dark-haired woman in a crème-colored evening dress bedazzled with glittering sparkles. She certainly bedazzled West. Needless to say, he thought she was quite a lovely creature. So much for work, but he would be happy to investigate her thoroughly for any useful information. Primavera may be the official contact, but as far as West was concerned, he was on his own. Gino meant well, but stood out worse than a handful of sore left thumbs.

“Mr. West, this...”

“Hold that thought, Gino... uh, Antonio. Duty calls.”

West crossed the room to introduce himself. Along the way, he picked two fresh glasses of champagne from the roving waiter’s tray and swirled around to meet her gaze.

“Good evening, Miss—”

Before she could answer, or accept the offered glass of champagne, a stern Slavic-accented voice came between them. 

“Excuse me, are you supposed to be here?”

West turned to face the speaker. He was a man in his early sixties, with gray-white hair creeping up on the still-brown hair on top of his head, combed in a dignified side part. The face was long, with hard lines defining it and a hawk-like nose that gave him the appearance of being perpetually grouchy. Perhaps he was.

West knew the face from the file photo. Pleased to meet you, Mr. Igor Zelensky.

“I say,” Igor continued. “How did you and your so-curiously dressed friend manage to get in here? This is the Frankenball, you know.”

Another voice broke in. “By my invitation.”

West, the woman, and Igor Zelensky stopped and looked toward the speaker. Baron Victor Frankenstein III descended the nearby staircase and walked toward them.
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