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To my wife Holly and son Logan – You are my world.

To Chad North – I’m privileged to call you my friend.

To all of the important influences I’ve lost along the way – Ronald Volz, Edward and Loretta Meinzen, William North, Gerald Goggin and Eugene Haines – I hope I have made you proud.

To all those who dare to dream – Make it happen.

And to all those who read this – I hope you enjoy.
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The following stories are fictional and meant for entertainment only.  This book serves multiple purposes:  1) I wanted to make my shorter stories available in print.  2) I wanted to provide readers with introductions to some of my novels by presenting the opening chapters.  3)  I needed to give myself a kick in the ass to complete all of my works in progress.  This book will demonstrate the wide range of stories I write.  It will also display how fragmented my mind can be.  I hope you find something of interest in here.
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The Fireman
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(Chapter 1 of and independent novel)

Novel description:

He’s not your brother’s keeper.

Born of smoke and fueled by revenge.  When the Fireman shows up on the scene, the fire is the least of anyone’s problems.  

When probationary firefighter Alice Durnell survives the first incident involving a mysterious murder, the entire department questions not only her story, but if she’s even capable of doing the job.

Firefighter pride and voodoo magic clash in this horror thriller.  In the vein of Jason Voorhees and Michael Myers, the Fireman is a seemingly unstoppable force who will not quit until his task is complete.

Shane Parker loved the darkness.  It made the fire shine brighter—the other houses pulsed with an orange glowing heartbeat as the light from the flames shimmered through the nocturnal landscape.  Squatting beside a garage and peering through a broken wooden fence across the alley, Shane watched his creation grow with ferocious intensity.  Flames licked out of the windows and waved at him.  He waved back, confident that no one could see him.  He could practically feel the heat—he learned to stay far enough away, having been singed once or twice before.

On cue, the Federal Q siren of the first fire truck screamed like a banshee in the night.

Shane knew the firemen were coming from the nearest station—almost two miles away.  He still had time.  Knowing they’d park right in front of the place and block the best view, Shane always staked out a spot for a clear line of sight before he ever set flame to the fuel load.  He’d wait until they started to put it out.  Once the firemen put water on his baby, it would darken down.  Hating to see his children die, Shane would sneak away right after fire crews arrived.  The fire was so powerful, so natural.  And all those assholes ever did was kill it.  They never cared what it meant to him.

Smoke banked down across the alley, temporarily blocking his view.  Shane sucked in a deep nose-full of the acrid carbon-scorched scent as the sirens grew louder and closer.  For a second, he thought he saw someone standing in the smoke—thought he caught a glimpse of the echoes of flames dancing on the reflective striping of a fireman’s turnout gear.  

As the smoke lifted, the alley was clear.  No one stood there.  Not a fireman.  Not a soul.  Shane just shook his head and focused on his monster.  She (he decided this fire was female and mentally named her Sheila) was getting a little precocious.  Sheila’s flames reached out farther and started warping the vinyl siding on the neighboring house.  Soon, that house might light off too.  Sheila could spawn a twin.  Shelly, he decided—if she let loose.  Sheila and Shelly, his twin daughters for the night.

A soft thud sounded behind him.  But Shane couldn’t take his eyes off of the blaze.  The noise wasn’t enough to truly trip his senses into an alarm.

Shelly started to live.  The siding draped down in a slow liquid sag.  And the wood behind it blackened with char.

Shane’s breath caught.  He was witnessing a second birth tonight.  This one, though, was a natural birth.

The encroaching sirens—multiple ones coming from three different directions—covered the sound of the steady foot treads.

So enraptured in the birth of Shelly, Shane didn’t notice.  Not until he heard the distinct inhale and exhale of the Fireman wearing his SCBA (self-contained breathing apparatus).  It sounded eerily similar to Darth Vader.

Shane popped up and spun around at the creepy sound.  For a brief moment, he stared at his own reflection in the glossed over facepiece of the Fireman.  He couldn’t see the face behind the mask—just his own frightened image mirroring him.

Shane’s breath caught again.  But not at the thrill of witnessing the birth of another fire.  This time, he couldn’t breathe as the steel tines of the Fireman’s Halligan tool speared through his heart.  

As the Fireman impaled him onto the wall of the garage he’d been hiding beside, Shane realized he couldn’t hear the sirens anymore—it was just the damn inhale/exhale reverberation from the Fireman’s respirator.

The Fireman watched until the life fully ebbed from Shane’s eyes.  Then he slowly and methodically made his way toward the rear of the burning house, leaving the dangling arsonist spiked to the structure.

Alice Durnell knew this was it.  She could see the glow against the darkness as they got closer.  The dispatcher had already advised them that multiple people had called about this structure fire—to the firefighters, that meant there was no chance this was a false call or a simple trash fire.  This one was going to be legitimate.  She had eight months on the job and had yet to make a first-in fire.  Her classmates from the fire academy had labeled her as a jinx or “white cloud” as some had come to refer to the omen.  

But not anymore.  Not after this.  This fire was going to be hers.  And all those labels and stupid nicknames could go right to Hell.

Rounding the final corner, Alice’s eyes widened as the house came into view.  Flames clawed their way out of the first-floor windows.  Dark smoke violent roiled from the upstairs windows and eaves.  

As Alice slid her facepiece on—leaving it unclipped from her regulator so she didn’t use any air from her bottle for now—then snapped her helmet into place.

John Marconi, the other firefighter on the back of the engine with her, muttered, “No way that got goin’ that good without help.”  In his opinion (as most seasoned firefighters would agree), this fire had grown too rapidly to have started accidentally.  Neighbors would usually notice and call in pretty early on.

“Might have to go defensive,” Captain John McPheeters offered from the front of the cab.

Those were not the words Alice wanted to hear.  She wanted to get inside the house and directly attack the fire.  The last thing she wanted to do was stand outside and spray water from a safe distance.  She knew that a defensive fire wouldn’t count for shit to add credit to her reputation.

Glancing back at Alice and knowing the itch was killing her, McPheeters asked, “You up for it, kid?”

“Hell yeah!” she shouted through her facepiece.

The driver pulled the engine to a stop as McPheeters ordered, “Cone (Marconi).  Grab a line and hit that exposure.  Nelly (Alice’s nickname and a play on her surname Durnell).  You’re comin’ with me.  If I say to back out, you do so without question.  Understood?”  He knew this fire had spread too quickly—probably due to the use of accelerants.  If it got too hot too fast, they’d have to bail out quickly.

“Yes sir!” Alice responded.  She knew his concern.  She also knew that, like many men on the job, McPheeters probably wondered if she—a girl—could handle the heat.  This was her chance to prove her worth and silence the potential critics.  She hopped out and grabbed the nozzle and an armload of the canvas-jacketed hose.  Yanking it free of the hose bed, Alice scrambled toward the front door.

McPheeters followed—multitasking as he snatched the remaining bedded hose with one hand and slid his mask in place with the other.  Once he flaked the hose out, he unclipped his helmet as it dangled from a clasp on the front of his bunker coat.  Securing his helmet, he gave the driver a signal to charge the hose.

High pressure water snaked its way through the flat hose, inflating it to its full size.  As soon as the hose tightened, Alice opened the nozzle slightly and was greeted with the hiss of escaping air.  Once water sprayed out, she closed it, clipped the regulator to her facepiece and sucked in her first breath of pressurized air.  She’d trained with the equipment often enough that there was no longer a claustrophobic chill with that first breath.

“Give the ceiling a quick shot,” McPheeters said.

All of her academy training told her not to upset the thermal balance by spraying water high.  But when her captain told her to do something, she obeyed.  She opened the nozzle and sprayed until he told her to stop.  Looking back, which took considerable effort with all of the equipment on, she saw him nod.

McPheeters pushed on her shoulder as he said, “It’s not too hot yet.  We can go.”  He had witnessed some of the water raining back down as she had sprayed the ceiling.  If no water came down, the room was getting too hot and wouldn’t be safe to enter.  He made a note of explaining that to her after they had put the fire out.  “Keep it low now.”

Alice slid into the first room in a half-crawl/half-slide.  Pulling the bale back fully, she swept the nozzle back and forth, drenching the room.  

The room immediately darkened down as the heat converted the water to steam.  The steam expanded and pushed the hotter smoke closer to the floor.  Alice couldn’t see the flames anymore, but she knew they were still there.  She continued sweeping the hose stream back and forth.

“Move up!” McPheeters shouted over all of the noise.

Alice surged ahead with three quick kick-slides and continued spraying the area.

“Good knock,” the captain said, telling her they were making headway on the inferno.  “Into the next room,” he ordered.

Alice pushed ahead, keeping low, until she ran into the wall.  Reaching her hand out to push off of the wall, she found nothing but open air.  It didn’t make sense.  She was right up against the thing and it hadn’t budged.  It had to be the wall.  Alice put her hand right in front of her face and extended her arm forward.  She felt it again—the unmoving object.  Sweeping her arm to the left, she again found nothing.  Figuring she must’ve crawled straight into the corner of a partial wall; she reached for the solid object and went to slide around it.  That’s when she realized what it was.  She was pressed up against a leg.  She could clearly feel the stone-hard kneecap under her hand.  It still didn’t make sense, though.  This guy was standing up in the middle of a house fire.  “Cap?  I think I got a victim,” Alice called out.

“What?” McPheeters replied.

Alice heard the thud of a tool being dropped.  Then she felt two vice-like clamps on her shoulders.  She had the weirdest sensation—like the floor had disappeared beneath her.  The pressure on her shoulders released and the world came up at her with a vengeance.  Alice slammed into the ground, landing squarely on her airpack.  The impact snapped her head back and knocked her helmet off.  Her breath heaved out of her lungs.  With a stifled groan, she rolled to her side.  And noticed the flashing red lights pulsing on the blades of grass.  What the Hell? she thought.  Alice was outside.  She wondered how that could be.  Then her mind suddenly focused on the pain in her neck and back.

“What?” McPheeters called out again and slid forward.  Something slammed hard into the side of his head, almost knocking his helmet off.  Years of experience instantly told him that it was an unmanned hoseline flailing about.  He flattened himself out on top of the hose and rolled along the floor, keeping it pinned beneath him.  Finally getting a hold of the nozzle, he trained it on the area where he believed the fire was still raging—it was hard to tell since their attack combined with the thrashing hose had caused more superheated smoke to bank down.  He wondered how the Hell Alice had lost control of the hose.  “Nelly?  Where the fuck are you?”

Somehow, over all of the crackling and popping of the fire and the sounds of the water hissing and rumbling against the walls, Captain John McPheeters heard the distinct woosh of an axe being swung with an inhuman amount of force behind it.

“What the fuck?” Marconi shouted as he saw Alice crash through the window and slam to the ground.  “Where’s Cap?” he yelled.  When she didn’t answer, he growled, “You can’t bail on someone.”  Turning and racing to the front, Marconi snapped his regulator in place and barreled through the front door.  He followed the hose, tracing his way to McPheeters.  “Cap?”  He shook the man’s leg.  “Cap?” he called out again.  When no response came, Marconi knew his leader was in trouble.  Snatching McPeeters by the legs, Marconi dragged him as he crouched against the heat.  Using everything he had, Marconi pulled his captain to the front door then tumbled out onto the porch, tugging McPheeters with him.

The commotion drew others firefighters to that spot.

“I gotcha, Cap,” Marconi huffed out as he yanked his own facepiece off.  

“Jesus Christ!” one of the others blurted.

Marconi looked up at the bewildered and disgusted looks on their faces.

“Where’s his fuckin’ head,” somebody said as Marconi finally got a look at his bloodied and decapitated officer.
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(Chapter 1 of Book 2 in the Infinity Unleashed series)

Novel description:

Skot (a human/alien hybrid) and his companions find themselves battling new foes while still trying to avoid capture by the military of Earth IV.  They discover new allies along the way.  

The group gets split up in their efforts to outrun bounty hunters and military warships.  The chases span multiple galaxies and eventually end with one member of the group questioning the reason for his very existence.  

“Ah, the Montag,” Kers Brennol slurred as he stroked his greasy beard and eyed the holographic image before him.  The blue-tinted picture displayed a modified Kestrel class craft built for speed and not for any sort of aesthetic value.  It looked like a lumpy octagon lying on its side.  “Fast little ship,” Kers added.

The other man held out his arm, exposing an antiquated codex on his wrist.  A duplicate image appeared above it.  A few of the lines in the new hologram flickered in and out or were absent altogether.  “How much?” the man asked as he pressed a button on the wristlet and closed out the image.

“Fifty thousand,” Kers replied, again stroking his long beard.

The other stood his ground.  “I could sell it for scrap and get more than fifty.”  He too had a beard, but his had much less growth to it.

Kers bunched up his shoulders and growled, “I shouldn’t have to pay for what’s mine.”  When the other man didn’t respond, he stabbed a knobby finger at the image still glowing above his table.  “That bastard stole it from me and modified it with parts he swiped from this very mine.” He waved his arm to indicate an area beyond the image.  

Following Kers’ direction, the man eyed the operations of the plant.  Engine housing units made for smaller spacecrafts rumbled down a conveyor as workers scurried around chipping away any spurs while the metal was still hot enough to burnish.  Once the Parillian ore cooled, it could withstand heavy thermal exposure without warping.  

Plants like this one littered the surface of Parillia—one of Earth IV’s moons.  The smaller mines produced barrels for blasters and pulse rifles, while the larger operations constructed the housing units for the massive warships and space cruisers.  And right now, those bigger mines, under government contract, demanded the bulk of the ore as half of the military fleet needed to be retrofitted or completely rebuilt after an embarrassingly failed mission.  Medium-sized outfits, like Kers’, had been suspended from actively mining any ore.  Their businesses would suffer, but only for so long.  As soon as the ban was lifted, the demand for the smaller units would skyrocket and the profits would follow.

Kers focused on the image again.  “Tell you what,” he rubbed at his beard again as if it gave him some insight.  “Fifty for the ship.  A hundred for the pilot.  I’d love to get my hands on that little thief.”

“Any idea what he looks like?”

“Not a clue.  But I imagine he’ll be the one flying the damn thing.”

The other guy reluctantly shrugged.

“You sure you’re not interested in the others?” Kers asked and changed the image.  The hologram rotated from one graphic to another until all five had played through.  Then the cycle repeated itself.  “You want more money?  Just grab one of these.  Government’s offering a mil apiece for ‘em.”  Kers smiled then added, “That’s seven-fifty per after my cut.”

Rane Foxx, the former sergeant, tried not to flinch as his image came up third in line.  The first picture showed Skot, the huge deHera/human hybrid warrior.  Next came Bug—or as they recently discovered 3 Londyn Jasper—a mouse clone whose genetic code was structured to keep her the size of a young teenager.  Then came Foxx, minus the facial hair, in his full military uniform.  He was followed by Jensen Wagner, a handsome but clumsy pilot.  And finally, the image cycled through to Lorelei Chryses, daughter of the former Medical General and Foxx’s current love interest.

“Nah.  Everybody’s looking for them.”  He gestured to his codex.  “I’ll stick with the little fish.  Less competition.”

Kers eyed him suspiciously.

“Last known location?” Foxx asked, turning away from him.

“C Sector.  Drexer system.”

Foxx waved thanks over his shoulder.  As soon as he rounded the corner and was out of Kers’ line of sight, he picked up his pace.  He didn’t like the way the guy had started looking at him.  And he didn’t want to wait to see if the mine operator figured him out.

Making his way back to the ship, Foxx climbed the ramp and shouted, “Get us out of here.”

“Do you want me to get us out of here, get us out of here?  Or would you prefer I get us out of here without making it look like we’re getting out of here,” Wagner’s voice came back.

“Just go, damnit,” he countered as the ramp closed behind him and he headed toward the cockpit of the Deaconess II.  

The sleek mercenary ship lifted off the ground, hovered for a moment then banked to the left and disappeared from any radar trackers thanks to the illegal cloaking device shielding her.

Foxx found the other four in the cockpit.  “Well, the bounty’s still a million apiece on us,” he informed them.  He took a seat and activated the codex.  The image of the Montag appeared.  “He’ll give us one fifty if we get this ship and the pilot.”

“A hundred and fifty million?” Wagner asked.

“Thousand,” Foxx corrected.

“Where to?”

“Drexer system.”

“C Sector.  Shit on me,” Wagner scoffed.

“Quit your bitching,” Bug chimed in.

“Watch your mouth, Three,” Wagner blurted.  He had taken to calling her Three when he was irritated with her as he knew any reference to her clone heritage threw her into a fit of rage.

Bug shot to her feet and raced toward Wagner with a fist drawn back.

Lorelei snagged her in mid-swing.  To Bug she said, “Settle down.  He’s just trying to get a rise out of you.”  To Skot she said, “Stop growling,” as she noted his low rumble just before Bug’s thwarted punch.  To Wagner she said, “And you.  Quit your bitching.”

Wagner threw his arms up in protest.  “What about him?” he said, motioning to Foxx.  “Yell at him too.”

She eyed Foxx.  “The beard looks good.  Makes you look more rugged.”

Wagner shook his head.  “This is such bullsh–”  He stopped when he felt her glare on him.  “There’s a lot of empty space in C Sector.  Not much more than primitive life out there.”

“That should make finding a ship a little easier to find.  Especially since no one else is really looking for it,” Foxx explained.

“’Cause they’re all looking for us,” Bug retorted.

“Why do we have to find this ship again?” Lorelei asked.

Foxx held his hands out, palms up.  “We need to keep moving.  Even if we get beyond the federated systems, the price on our heads won’t go away.  We need money to get far enough away to even have a chance at living.”  He scanned the faces in the somewhat cramped space.  “And we can’t exactly go into legitimate business now, can we?”

“So, we’re officially bounty hunters now?” she asked.

Foxx just shrugged.

“If we’re so strapped for cash, why don’t we turn one of us in for the reward?” Wagner joked.

All eyes turned to him in unison.

“Hey no,” he stammered.  “I’m the pilot.  You need me.  I was thinking, you know...”  He tilted his head toward Lorelei.

As his joke stalled, Wagner had Bug punch in the coordinates for the Drexer system.  The girl plotted the course and checked with Lorelei to ensure they didn’t traverse the wrong side of a Ludlum-Flynn axis again and inadvertently jump through time once more.

Intelligence General Estes Verna made her way to the Atlas Supreme’s office.  She’d been summoned by Neesha Crimscian, Damon Tyberian’s right hand man.  She didn’t like the man and his weasel-like stare.  Never trusting him, Verna always kept her guard up while he was around.  She stepped to the door and recalled her last trip to this room—the time she betrayed Tyberian and then found herself betrayed as well.  She had watched Damon Tyberian fall to his death that very night.

Stepping beyond the threshold to the office, Verna stopped dead in her tracks.  Her hypnotic purple eyes locked on none other than Damon Tyberian himself.

Standing beside Tyberian was Crimscian and his beady eyes.

“But...  I saw you...”  Verna searched for the right words.  Her eidetic memory couldn’t prevent the confusion.

“Die?” Tyberian concluded for her.  Markavious Tyberian—the original host to the unauthorized clone everyone knew as Damon—had decided to take on the name Damon to sustain the lie.  No one would ever know the difference.  He waved a hand dismissively through the air.  “It was a synthetic,” he explained, having preplanned the pseudo-story.

Before Verna could question it, Crimscian interjected, “We tracked a near Earth orbit transmission to someone in this building.  That along with recent threats on the Atlas Supreme’s life led us to take precautions in all of his interactions—both public and private.”  Crimscian maintained the facade.

“But you threatened to kill me,” she finally said.

Again, Crimscian answered.  “The synthetic made that threat.  It was all part of the ruse to draw out the traitor.”  He paused for let the next statement sink in.  “It appears as though the ruse worked.”

“Are you accusing me of treason?” she asked, her eyes locked on Tyberian instead of Crimscian.

“What other conclusion can we make?” Tyberian answered.

“They contacted me.  And I had negotiated the eventual surrender of the alien hybrid,” she lied.  “They were to turn the clone over to me for some tests.  Once I released her unharmed, they would do the same with the alien.  Of course, that outcome would have been different.”

“How so?” Tyberian asked.

“I would have immediately turned him over to you.”

“And the others?”

Verna shrugged.  “A small sacrifice to make to get your prize.”


Crimscian smiled his wicked little grin.  “Decisions like that aren’t yours to make.”



She locked her purple eyes on him.

Crimscian refused to make eye contact with her.

“What about the offer of eternal life?  What about the clones they claim you’re raising as your children?” she asked without taking her eyes off of Crimscian.

“All part of the ruse,” Tyberian answered.  “It was all done to throw you off.  We suspected you of treason, remember?”

“I remember everything,” she countered with a sneer.  

After a short pause, Tyberian shrugged and said, “My suspicion of you leaves me no choice.”

At this, Neesha Crimscian stepped forward.  “Your codex,” he ordered.

Verna raised her arm.  As she did, Crimscian swiped a device over the top of her wristlet.  It chirped twice.  He then held it over his own codex until it beeped once.  She knew he’d just slaved his codex to hers.  He would be privy to all communications and data research she performed.

“Dismissed,” Tyberian said and spun away from her.

When she left the office, Crimscian offered, “She’s too dangerous to be kept in place without restrictions.”

“No,” Tyberian countered.  “She’s too valuable where she is.  But don’t worry, she’s on a short leash.”

“They may contact her again.”

“True.”

“She could warn them.”

Tyberian smiled.  “I’m counting on it.”

Far from the capital city of Paramount, a figure in a hooded cloak stepped into a place known as The Silicon Mangrove.  He waited in line behind a closed door.  Each customer was allowed privacy and he wouldn’t be permitted inside until the other one left.  Once his turn came, the door opened and he stepped into the tiny room.

“Order or pickup?” the woman behind the counter asked.

“Order,” he grunted.

“Right arm, please,” she nonchalantly said as a slot opened in the wall beside him.

He turned away from her and placed his left arm into the opening.

“You need to use your right arm,” she demanded.

A face with jagged silver tracks raked through it looked back at her with disdain.

“The left arm will be just fine,” she gasped.

Seven needles jabbed into his arm, simultaneously drawing blood and pumping a tracer fluid throughout his body.  After a few minutes, the needles withdrew and the genome map was complete.  

In five days, Nyx Sentury, the former Military General, would come back to retrieve his synthetic likeness.
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(an excerpt story from DEAD MAN’S TOUCH)

Description:

––––––––
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Vampire Alexander "Xander" Anatoli must prepare to return to action as an assassin. Since his time in administration has made him soft, he feels the need to hone his killing skills. James Laudon finds himself as the unwilling training partner (i.e. practice dummy) for the vampire. In the midst of the random assault/counter-assault tests, Laudon discovers a horrible secret about Xander's past and realizes the two of them aren't so different after all.

1

“We’re not really set up for this,” Xander protested as Newton and Earlham led Allen into the facility.  

The kid looked around and examined the high-tech but somehow dull surroundings.  He had witnessed their entrance and knew they were well below ground.  “You got any wifi down here?” he mockingly asked.

Xander glanced back toward Laudon’s room, where the smartass still lay unconscious.  “These two will get along great,” he scoffed.

Newton veered his wheelchair in front of Xander as Earlham continued escorting Allen to his new room.  “What were you thinking sending him out into the field?  You know we can’t risk it.”  Newton had made his suspicions clear to the group prior to Laudon getting pulled into the fold.  He knew Barstow was plotting something big.  Once they discovered Laudon, Newton decided to bring him in—whether he complied or not.  If Laudon had opted out, they simply would have drained him dry and used his blood for the ultimate intended purpose.  Keeping him alive made it easier as he’d keep producing blood.  No one was to feed on him.  He was to be Earlham’s insurance policy against Barstow.  Newton was irate with his daughter for draining some of Laudon’s blood for her personal goal.  Now, his anger with Xander dwarfed even that.  “He could’ve been killed.  Or worse yet, Barstow and his minions could’ve gotten a hold of him.  Did you even stop to consider that?”

“I had to make a decision.  Tisby was still too weak to go.  I couldn’t send Charlie out alone.  And I couldn’t get a hold of you,” Xander protested.

Newton stared hard at him.  “Maybe you’re not cut out for the job.”  He looked away and shook his head.  “Earlham would just walk away if I asked him to take this on.  Charlie’s too quick to want to fight.  And Tisby...  She’s still has a lot of growing up to do.”

“Thanks for the bloody vote of confidence,” Tisby’s sultry British voice cut in.

Newton and Xander turned to see Tisby standing there with her arms folded across her chest; her low-cut shirt displaying a glorious portion of her cleavage.

“Looks pretty grown up to me,” Charlie remarked as he stood beside her and appreciated the view.

Tisby blushed slightly and tugged her shirt over to partially cover up.  “I think Laudon’s rubbing off on you.”

Charlie shrugged.  He declined to comment on her choice of words as it would make him sound even more like the annoying jackass.

Focusing her attention back to her father, Tisby stated, “Alec made the right call.”

Charlie nodded his agreement.

Newton rolled toward her, and away from Xander.  “You all have to think about the bigger picture.  Right now, none of you seem capable of doing that.”

“Would you like to know what we came across tonight?” Charlie blurted.

“I’d like to know what happened to him,” Newton demanded, gesturing toward Laudon’s dorm.  “He’s obviously injured.  That... man...  He’d never let this many of us have a conversation without throwing some obnoxious comment into the mix.”  He looked from Tisby to Charlie then to Xander.  “Nobody knows?”

Xander opened his mouth to speak, but someone cut him off.

“I punched him in the fuckin’ face!” Charlie exclaimed.  This gained a smirk from Earlham who had silently joined the group.  

It also drew a sharp glare from Tisby.  “You said he got a concussion fighting the dogman,” she hissed, clearly agitated that he had inflicted harm on Laudon.

“He did,” Charlie protested.  “But then he wouldn’t shut the fuck up on the ride back.”

“So, you punched him?” she snarled.  She stepped closer to him.

Both Earlham and Xander moved to intercede.

Tisby stopped and tried to burn holes in Charlie with her death-glare.  She spun on her heels and strolled over to look in on Laudon.

Reluctantly, Newton conceded.  He eyed Xander.  “Go get Allen situated.  Then we’ll compare notes.”  He rolled toward the command center without another word.

Xander quietly made his way down the hall.  Allen’s quarters were identical to Laudon’s and the others with the exception of the thick Lexan wall and secured door at the front.  “Sorry, kid.  We all had to go through this until we were sure we could control ourselves.”  He refused to make eye contact with Allen.

“For how long?” the teen asked.

“As long as it takes.  We’ll try to make you as comfortable as we can.”

Allen nodded, scanning the walls.  “So, this place is basically a prison?”

“It can be,” Xander said with a nod.
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Xander had joined the others near the bank of monitors.  Laudon was the only adult absent from this meeting.  Still stinging from the earlier verbal beatdown, Xander took a seat and kept quiet. 

Charlie regaled the group with his description of Laudon taking on the dogman.  He also recommended using a tranquilizer on the motormouth for any future trips.  

“There was a lycanthrope and a dogman in the same area?” Newton asked.

Charlie nodded.  “I think the werewolf was newly turned.  But the dogman killed him before I got the chance to find anything out.”

“What would bring them in such close proximity?” Newton asked, fearing the answer.

“Stuckey’s dog is a werewolf too.  She was in heat,” Charlie offered.

Newton glanced to Earlham.  “It’s already started.”

They all exchanged bewildered looks.

Newton held a hand up.  “I’ll explain.  But first, I want to hear everything that happened with this situation.”  Before Charlie started to speak, Newton pivoted his chair.  “Starting with you,” he said, facing Xander.

Xander told him about picking up the details of Stuckey’s story.  He knew they had to investigate and Charlie and Laudon were the only ones available.

“Why didn’t you go in Laudon’s place?” Newton asked.

Xander stared hard at Newton.  He knew why.  He knew the whole damn story.  Instead of tackling the issue head-on, he skirted it and simply offered, “And nine months from now, you can tell me why it wasn’t a good idea to leave Laudon alone with her,” and cocked his head toward Tisby.  The pair were obviously physically drawn to each other.  

Newton eyed his daughter, anger boiling to the surface.  Gesturing toward Laudon’s room, he growled, “He’s not a toy.  He’s not your sexual playmate.  And he’s certainly not going to be your lover.  He’s here for one reason and one reason only.  Do not get attached to him.”

Xander eyed the floor.  As annoying as Laudon was, he somehow had an endearing quality to him.  It would’ve been much easier if the guy had chosen not to be a part of this unit.  Killing him without getting to know him would’ve taken some edge off of that blade.

Charlie, in spite of all the aggravation he had endured, couldn’t bring himself to get behind this idea any further.  He too dropped his gaze toward his feet.

Tisby, the boldest of them, spoke up.  “I’m still gonna fuck him before you have him nicked.”  She spun on her heels and marched into her room, leaving them staring in her wake.

Xander actually broke the silence.  “Back to the business at hand, what did you discover?”

Newton eyed him, partially despising him for taking control of the conversation, but also internally acknowledging the leadership he’d just shown.  “Somehow they’ve concocted a way to emulate the pheromone of a female lycanthrope in heat.  It’s driving the males into combat for mating rights.  But it’s also pushing other females in the vicinity into heat as well.”

“Which perpetuates the cycle,” Xander concluded.  “Do we know who’s behind it?”

“Let me guess.  Barstow?” Charlie offered.

Newton nodded.  “We know Adolph is involved,” Newton started.

“Adolph?  That fucking prig,” Tisby snarled.  She had silently wandered back to the group.  

Newton ruefully eyed Charlie.  “Unfortunately, you’ll have to stay here until we can get this figured out.”  Before the muscular man could protest, Newton hooked a thumb toward Earlham.  “He could barely restrain himself.  How were you when you were near Stuckey’s dog?”

Charlie nodded.  

“The same goes for Allen.  We can’t let him outside until we get this all settled down.”  He went on to explain how they found the kid.  Staring at Xander, he flatly said, “We very well may need you to go out on some assignments until then.”

Xander confirmed with a sigh.  He knew this was coming.  As soon as the pheromone was mentioned.  Earlham, Tisby and Laudon wouldn’t be able to handle all of it.  He also knew Newton would assign him to assist Tisby.  The look in the old man’s eyes was clear—no one but Earlham would be paired with Laudon from here on out.

With everyone resigned to their new, modified roles, Newton queued the recording of his interrogation of Klutch.  

As soon as it got to the part where he described Corra and her thick muscular legs, a new voice cut in.  “He likes beefy gals,” Laudon declared.

They all turned to see him standing there wearing a raccoon-like mask of twin black eyes thanks to Charlie.

“How...  How long have you been awake?” Xander sputtered.

Laudon shrugged.  “Charlie’s grounded.  Adolph’s a fucking prig.  Barstow’s bad.  And Allen’s a pillow-fucker.  Whoever Allen is.”  He shrugged again.  Then his eyes lit up.  “Did Charlie tell you he fucked a dog?”

Charlie growled as he eyed the jackass.

Xander got everybody seated and they continued to observe Klutch’s interview.  No one spoke.  The air was thick with tension as all five wondered if Laudon had heard enough to learn of the ultimate plan for him.
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“Here,” Xander softly said as he slid the food-laden tray through the slot in the door of Allen’s temporary home.  When the kid didn’t move to take the food, Xander deftly tucked his hand in a pocket and extracted a pill.  He placed it on the tray.  He finally looked the teen in the eyes and quietly said, “Don’t tell anybody.”

Curious, Allen leaned forward.  “What is it?”

“It’ll take the edge off.”

Allen slowly walked over.  “What is it?” he asked again.

“A little concoction of my own.”  

The kid looked at him, demanding a more thorough description.

“A little fentanyl,” Xander started.  “Not quite the strength you’ve been using.”

“How do you know what I been usin’?” the teen protested.

Xander inhaled a deep breath.  “I can tell,” was all he offered.

At that, Allen popped the pill in his mouth and dry swallowed it.

Xander shook his head.  “You really should eat something first.”

“Hits quicker on an empty stomach,” Allen replied.

“It’s not about the hit,” Xander admonished.  “And it certainly isn’t about the high.”  He watched the kid loaf back to his bed.  “It hurts to change.  Your body’s demand for the transformation stems from the urge to feed.  Whether you realize it or not, you crave flesh and blood.”

Allen’s posture stiffened.  “What else was in that?” he asked, his pupils narrowed to pinpoints.

“Some leptin to decrease your appetite.”  Xander paused and scanned the hall to ensure their solitude.  “And small dose of blood to quench your thirst.”

“What kind of blood?” Allen inquired.  He’d never felt this kind of energy before—and it surely wasn’t from that weak-ass bit of fentanyl.

“Vampire,” Xander answered.  He wasn’t about to tell him it was his own.  “Feeding on a supernatural is more satisfying than a human.”

Allen’s hand shot out of the slot and latched on to Xander’s arm.  “More,” he demanded.

Xander stood there, stoic, not phased in the least by the kid’s aggression.  He pried his fingers away with ease.

“More,” Allen growled and reached for him again, this time, his fingernails extended into beastly spikes.  His hands started to distort and deform.

“Eat your food,” Xander calmly said.

“You... are... my... food,” Allen hissed as he fought the change.

Xander coolly stepped out of his range and stared at the raging youth.  “You’re an addict.  The sooner you learn what addiction to feed and how to sustain it, the sooner you’ll be free.  You’re at the age where you’re just a factory of conflicting hormones.  Couple that with your drug addiction and you’re on your way to becoming a dogman.”  He looked down the hall again.  “And once you make that backwards evolutionary leap, Charlie won’t hesitate for a second to kill you.”

That seemed to cut an edge in his hostility.  

Allen’s transformation ebbed.  He still craved more blood, more of that new high, but it sat just out of his reach.

Still out of the teen’s range, Xander clasped his hands together behind his back, displaying supreme confidence.  “Werewolves and vampires aren’t that different.  We both need the same thing.  And we will both become monsters if we give into those baser desires completely.”  He turned to leave then stopped.  “With time, you could learn to have the best of both.”

“H-how?” Allen finally stammered.

“First, you have to kick the drugs.  Then, without trying to sound too sanctimonious, you learn to control the beast within.”  He glanced at the untouched tray of food.  “Take care of Allen first.  We’ll deal with the werewolf later.”

“Sound advice,” Laudon’s voice cut in.  He had slid around the corner as he said it.  “You know, from one junkie to another.”

Allen looked from Laudon to Xander, begging for an explanation.

Xander shrugged.  “I was in a bad way before Newton brought me in.  Struggled with drugs.  I had to clean myself up before he would let me be a part of this.”  He looked up at the ceiling.

“And yet, you don’t seem all that happy,” Laudon offered.

“How’d you do it?” Allen asked.  “I mean how’d get off the drugs?”

“Pipe down, pillowfucker.  The adults are talking,” Laudon chastised.  

A low growl pierced the air.  If Laudon hadn’t gone through that experience with Charlie and the dogman, the steady rumble might have unnerved him.  But the kid’s growl didn’t hold the same weight as the others.

Ignoring Laudon, Xander said, “I focused on my new addiction and learned to understand it.  You don’t just get high, you become”—he inhaled deeply—“so much more powerful.  So much more... everything.  The drugs just cloud it.  They actually dull it down.”
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