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1:  THE WOLFSANGEL
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NOTHING FEELS QUITE like the stinging tingle of an unexpected punch to the face. The knuckles smashed into the bridge of his nose before he had time to think once about it, let alone twice.

His name was Val West, and he could have been just another tourist enjoying the sights and sounds of Transylvania’s annual Oktoberfest celebration. He could have been just another middle-aged businessman, smartly dressed in his light brown worsted three-piece suit with cream shirt and olive tie. Or, he could have been an international criminal using the din and distraction of Brasov’s premier event to arrange illicit acts. 

As it happened, he was none of these... some, or all of which could get you kicked in the face for any number of reasons. Instead, he was a secret agent for a secret organization and his secret was apparently out. As he struggled to shake off the dazed haziness, his muscle memory from countless fights kicked in. With a rapid knife-edged chop to the throat, he sent his attacker to the ground, gasping for air. After one more chop to the back of the neck for good measure, he ensured that the fellow who had been following him since he left the Acasă la Dracula hotel minutes earlier would not be waking up soon.

Val West checked his face, straightened his tie, and resumed his business. What was his business, exactly? Upon stepping out of the shadows and over the unconscious attacker, he set off to find a gypsy. Not one who could tell his fortune, but one who could tell him his immediate plans for the future.

Twenty-four hours earlier, Val West had walked down the sidewalks of a neglected old London neighborhood littered with the remnants of once-prosperous businesses. Orange sunlight bounced off the window fronts, its glare obscuring the faded and decayed displays. West’s destination was a decrepit storefront known as Rare Lampshades Unlimited, a store specializing in rare and imported lampshades. He considered the inclusion of “unlimited” to be somewhat absurd, but despite this, the store was never meant to generate profits and had never experienced any customers, apart from the occasional curious tourist who was chased away or, on rare occasions, actually bought a lampshade.

Rare Lampshades Unlimited was just another one of International Command’s stations, and IC stations were almost always located in front businesses such as this one. There are always businesses that leave you questioning how or why they were started, let alone manage to be profitable or viable. This is why: They are designed to be neither profitable nor viable. The previous station he reported to was operating under the cover of manufacturing electronic dog polishers.

He could smell the scent of dusty must hanging in the air before he even entered. While West struggled with the uncooperative entrance door, the old bell attached to it by a string jangled violently. It would be a few moments. It always was, as they played this game of storekeeper and prospective customer.

“Coming, coming,” bellowed a voice from downstairs. West looked around the store, slightly amused that nothing had changed since he first began reporting to this station over ten years ago. From the look of the décor, with its faded, lumpy wallpaper and scuffed wooden floors covered by patchy orange and green rugs, nothing had changed—or been cleaned, for that matter—since at least the mid-1970s.

The shopkeeper, Henri de Balsac, was an old agent who had gone senile but still spoke in code quite well; so well, in fact, that it seemed it was his only manner of speaking. The old man hobbled toward West, carrying two lampshades. Dust filled the air with each step, causing a great sneeze from Henri. 

“Good day, monsieur. I was just bringing up these absolutely wonderful new acquisitions: these rather exquisite 1920s barbola boudoir lampshades. And I’m sure you will appreciate this particular beauty.” He held up a rather ugly, moth-eaten lampshade with a floral print made with what looked like decomposing carpeting. “An Italian paralume from the 1930s with beautiful appliqué dark and light green decoration on a beige background. The inside of the shade still has its original paper protection, which contributes to its soft, beautiful light.” 

“How about a lamp to go with it?” West inquired, continuing to play this part with Henri. One never knew who might be listening in, especially with the recent opening of a Bulgarian VCR repair shop down the street.

“We only sell lampshades exclusively, monsieur,” said Balsac, running his fingers along his waxed gray mustache.

“That is unsatisfactory. Surely your storeroom has the special type of lamp I’m seeking.”

“Harrumph.... Well, if you insist, monsieur. A lamp is better than a candle.”

“But both provide illumination,” replied West, using the code speak Henri still delighted in using.

Henri led West to the stairway and said with a wink, “Straight down and to your left. It is the door marked, ‘Employees Only’, but we’ll make an exception in your case.” West thought that might have been a good-natured dig at his work ethic and smiled to himself, knowing not too far from now these exchanges with Henri would come to an end. Even though Henri seemed to love it, West decided no matter what phase of his career came next, he would be damned if he would spend his remaining years playing the part of a shopkeeper for some dusty International Command fake storefront.

He passed through the swinging back doors into the storage area, where a vintage desk lamp cast a dim glow in the dingy room. With one short pull followed by three long tugs on the lamp’s drawstring, a hidden door in the wall creaked open. Beyond it lay a narrow hallway, ending in a thick, metal-sealed door. West approached the door, feeling an uneasy flutter in his chest. It could be the briefing for a new mission—or it could be the official orders that his days as a field agent were coming to an end.

There was also another feeling, an even more sickening one, that IC had become rotten, slowly taken over by those who seemed to have other—possibly sinister—interests. Despite the required shadowy sketchiness of a secret intelligence organization, this was the first time Val West had ever wondered if he was on the right side.

This was also his first time meeting his new commander, Major Flanagan. His previous commander, Mr. Mulvaney, had been in intelligence for decades and had once been a top operative, which made him an effective spymaster. He hoped this Major Flanagan had the field-tested toughness needed for the job.

West had spent most of his career under the command of Mulvaney. Despite being assigned low-level assassinations lately, West knew it was IC policy directives, and not the opinion of the tough-but-fair Mr. Mulvaney, that drove those decisions. He stood before the door as an infrared scanner identified him, which then opened to a large installation filled with computers, maps, graphs, and other highly sophisticated equipment used in the current state of espionage. 

“Mr. West,” a pleasant female voice called out from a partially open office door. “Please come in.” Through the doorway, he saw a pair of shapely legs under a navy-colored skirt. He peeked in and saw the very attractive owner of the legs: a brunette with her hair pinned up, focused intently on the papers on her desk.

“Well, I must say the Major definitely has good taste in secretaries,” West said as he leaned closer and looked her up and down. “I approve.”

Meeting his gaze with her cold, narrowed eyes, she replied, “I do not. I am Major Flanagan. I would like to say it’s nice to meet you, Mr. West, but already I have my doubts.”

West straightened to attention. “Ma’am.”

Major Flanagan motioned to the chair in front of the desk. “Please sit down.”

​West detected something unusual in her tone, aside from the irritation caused by their introduction, and along with it, he felt butterflies of anxiousness regarding what would happen next. She took out his file and began reading his stats aloud, keeping one eye on him to verify their accuracy. He turned his gaze to the gold curtain covering the wall behind her as she read, trying to stay cool and composed.

International Command Personnel File:


	Valentine West

	Race: Caucasian

	Age: 44

	From: Bear Lake, Manitoba, Canada

	Drafted via Camp X-9 in Ontario

	23 years of service in International Command



The Major eyed him up and down. “Five foot, eleven and a half inches tall. One hundred eighty-five pounds.” Her eyes expressed some doubt as she glanced at his gut. As she continued her examination, she compared his file photograph with his appearance as he sat before her.

“Eyes: Light brown. Hair: Medium brown, usually side-parted, combed back.” She paused a moment and then scribbled on a notepad. “Note: add hair growing whiter in color on sides.”

“Actually,” West interjected, “I prefer the term ‘growing blonder.’” 

She ignored the comment and continued. “Rugged features, with square, masculine jaw and dimpled chin. Small mole on upper left cheek. Quite a nice write-up. I’d say it’s also quite accurate.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” West said, blushing slightly.

“As is standard operating procedure for field operatives of a certain age, your recent assignments have become less demanding. Your file shows high marks, and I see your previous commander has recently had you on routine sanctioning missions.”

“Yes, ma’am, although I am still quite capable of more than that.”

“That’s what I was hoping. A situation has come up. With our current caseload, I need someone with experience who can be relied upon.”

She dropped a heavy gold bar onto the desk.

“Have you seen one of these before?”

“If you mean a gold bar, yes, of course.” 

“I assumed you would know at least that much. Look at the symbol.” He had expected to see a Nazi swastika, a common marking on vintage gold bars of this type. Instead, he saw a mark with which he was unfamiliar. It looked like a sideways, inverted “Z” with a vertical line in the center: (as pictured in Figure 1.1—Editor.)

[image: wolfsangel Icon - Download wolfsangel Icon 2069901 | Noun Project]

Figure 1.1: The Wolfsangel Mark.

“I’m sorry, ma’am. I am not familiar with this particular brand mark.” He wished he had known, as he was now thinking that maybe he wasn’t being sent to an office job, but rather on an assignment that required more than just being a glorified hitman. 

“It’s a Wolfsangel. German for ‘wolf’s hook.’ British Narcotics, working with Interpol on a planned drug bust near Belgium, instead found a smelting operation of gold bars. Nazi gold bars. Not just Nazi gold bars but marked with this: the Wolfsangel. These bars were rumored to have been produced by certain divisions of the Nazi SS during World War II, but until now, not a single one has ever turned up.”

“Where do we come in?” West asked.

“Normally, this would be handled by Her Majesty’s Treasury, but since this bust, large amounts of newly melted gold have been making their way into various European markets. We have reason to believe this is an international operation, and the Chief Secretary to the Treasury has requested MI6 defer this case to International Command. We have received some intelligence reports from Transylvania, which suggest a connection to this gold influx. Being that we are short-handed at the moment and despite your most recent medical report, which is, shall we say, questionable, I think you can handle this in a hands-off capacity.”

“Hands-off?”

“Yes. I want this to be strictly an intelligence-gathering assignment. No fisticuffs, no car chases, no killing, and NO GUNS.”

“Doesn’t sound like much fun at all.”

“You’re not here for fun. This is a different time than when you first joined International Command, and to better reflect the current landscape, we want to remake IC’s image as kinder, gentler... more inclusive.”

“This is a secret organization, ma’am. I don’t think public image is all that important.”

“Well, I do, so if you want this assignment, I suggest you get going. Otherwise, we have an Albanian supermarket location that could use a new door greeter.” She placed a folder marked with the designated ‘top secret’ symbol on the desk. “You’ll find what you need in this briefing, including credentials to get you into Transylvania. Your flight leaves for Brasov early tomorrow morning, where you will meet with the other assigned IC operatives—a local contact, and an IC agent being sent over from the Vintage Telephone Book Emporium—AKA, the Florida bureau office.”

She handed him the dossier, which he placed in his briefcase. West bowed politely, added a “ma’am,” and exited the office.

On his way back up the stairs, he reflected on how he was relieved to still be an active agent, but still felt uneasy about the direction IC was heading in. His was a dangerous world, not concerned with politeness, correctness, equality or inclusiveness. It was especially not concerned with fair play or the perceived intolerance of a well-placed bullet. Even with his reservations, it was still an active field mission, such as it was.

He rounded the stairs and walked back into the main floor room. Balsac was busy stacking assorted lampshades into a display. As the day went on, he would take it down and start again several times to pass the time.

“Monsieur,” Henri called out as he noticed West leaving. “Did you find the lamp style you were looking for?”

He looked at the old man and let out a sigh. “To tell you the truth, Henri, I really don’t know yet.”

Henri shook his head. “That is regrettable indeed.”

“It is,” West said with barely disguised bitterness. “I shouldn’t have expected to find clear light in such a shady business.”

West bid goodbye to Henri and walked out onto the broken, lonely sidewalk. He wondered what lay in store for him on this mission, to what was known as the land beyond the forest: Transylvania.
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A BLOATED ORANGE MOON rose over the Transylvanian city of Brasov as it celebrated the coming of October. Soon, Val West would rendezvous with fellow International Command agent Thomas Hedison, codenamed Wildebeest. The two had been partnered in the past, and being a few years younger, Tom was still enjoying the prime of his career as a field operative. West found the quite jovial Hedison to be as close to a friend as one could have in the business.

They would be meeting with Dacia Zabor, known in International Command as Double Agent Gypsy. West had seen her photograph in the mission dossier and what he saw impressed him favorably. A beautiful Romani gypsy woman, she worked as a personal assistant in the Transylvania National Alliance security office under General George Ferenc. Unbeknownst to Ferenc, she was also feeding information to IC. Viewed as a traitor by the Transylvanian government, she owed her life—and her father’s—to International Command and repaid that debt with valuable intelligence whenever possible.

After his scuffle with the shadowy figure trailing him, West felt oddly energized as he walked down the festively decorated street. He had tweaked his bad shoulder a bit, but he hoped the plentiful Transylvanian wine he had heard so much about would help soothe it. The crisp autumn air filled his lungs as the furious fiddling of traditional Transylvanian folk music grew louder with each step. In the bustling festival atmosphere, the three agents could exchange information freely, a rare moment when Transylvanian authorities couldn’t keep a tight watch.

At the heart of Oktoberfest, the town square buzzed with activity, filled with tents of all shapes and sizes, along with lively stages scattered throughout. Men dressed in lederhosen and wearing hats festooned with feathers danced around with large steins of Transylvanian beer, lusting after the desirable young women in Bavarian dirndl dresses who seemed to be everywhere. However, despite the natural distraction, West was only looking for one woman in a dirndl: Double Agent Gypsy.

He walked the cobblestoned streets, marveling at the magnificent backdrop of the mountains beyond Brasov, colored by the last red splashes of a spectacular sunset. He was looking for the agreed rendezvous point, a wine tent called “Cort de Vin.” He ignored his rumbling stomach and the zingy sweet pepper odor of Paprika Chicken-on-a Stick wafting through the air.

Around the corner near a gaudy fortune teller’s tent, he stumbled upon the Cort de Vin, where Dacia Zabor immediately caught his eye. She was even more striking in person than her file photograph had hinted at, and he had to remind himself he was here on business. Dacia, already aware of who he was, spotted him immediately, and with a knowing, almost playful smile, made her way over, a goblet of wine in hand. 

She flirtatiously danced around him and handed him a goblet of Transylvanian wine. She then spoke while holding hers up, the glass covering her mouth. “Only speak about business while you are appearing to take a drink,” she instructed. Though she spoke with a thick Transylvanian accent, her English was impeccable, and her long dark hair matched her distinctive and attractive Romani features. She wore the traditional Transylvanian dirndl with a tied apron knotted squarely in the middle and a lace blouse, which was struggling to restrain her ample bosom.

West nodded to show he understood her instructions, tipped his goblet back, and told her that once Wildebeest arrived, they would need to find a quieter, more private place. She nodded, and he led her to a small table. Once seated, she took the glass away from her lips to speak more conversationally. “You have been to Transylvania before?”

“No, I’ve never managed to sneak in here,” West replied with a smile. “It is quite a lovely country.”

Gypsy thought for a moment and responded, “Lovely, but dangerous.” West thought the same of her as she continued. “The Transylvanian wilderness can be dangerous at night, especially on nights with a full moon.” She reached under her apron and passed something to him under the table. By feel, he could tell it was a knife of some kind.

He raised the goblet to his lips. “Thank you, but I am armed.”

“It is a silver dagger. You may find your gun will fail you, and it could save your life.”

“I appreciate the gesture. I have seen a lot of strange things during my time, but I don’t believe in superstitions.”

“It doesn’t matter if you believe in superstitions or not. You are in Transylvania, and they believe in you. Please take it, I insist.” 

Reluctantly, West accepted. He did think a dagger was always a welcome addition, so he took it as a practical item, but more out of politeness to her. He quickly palmed the sheathed blade and slipped it inside his suit jacket. Just as he did, a sharp slap on his back made him freeze. Could the Transylvanian secret police already be on to him? Had they found their sleeping comrade he had laid out earlier? West spun around, only to be greeted by the familiar, almost always smiling, toothy grin of Agent Wildebeest, Thomas Hedison. 

“Val West, how the hell are you?” Hedison said through a mouthful of Paprika Chicken-on-a Stick. “It’s gotta be at least three or four years since we last worked together.” Gypsy gave a disapproving glance at Hedison for his loud and careless attitude toward what was a very dangerous situation for her. She gave them directions to a gypsy encampment just outside of the festival area where they could speak more freely.

She left first, followed a few minutes later by West and Hedison. Despite knowing a more direct route, they chose a longer path, circling back twice as a precaution, but mostly out of habit from their long experience in the spy game.

Upon arriving at the camp, they spotted Gypsy standing near a covered wagon. They all climbed in, and Gypsy took out a map, spreading it on the small table between them. She spoke in whispered tones, always believing they might be under surveillance.

“A week ago, two men came to General Ferenc’s office. One was a short, thin man with curly hair and large nose. He was a loud Australian, with an even louder Hawaiian print shirt, and did most of the talking.

The man with him—who the Australian seemed to be working for—was tall, maybe six foot five. He wore a black suit and tie, with black overcoat, and he carried a large briefcase. He had slicked back hair and appeared to be in his forties. His face had a hard look—a stone face, but the thing that stood out most was a scar that ran from his left ear down to the chin, marking the left side of his face. The scar stood out enough, but there was a look in his eyes that was cold... and terrifying.

“The x-ray installed in the doorway revealed neither were carrying firearms. They barged in past the entryway to the reception area and the Australian started talking very fast to the other receptionist. She explained he needed an appointment, and that General Ferenc was a very busy and important man. The Australian stressed that it was a matter of national importance. At this time, I took the opportunity to take some photos.”

“Can we see these photos?” West asked. Gypsy sighed, explaining that the camera device was implanted and would need to be removed and sent to IC for processing.

“Now the next part is what was most unusual. The scar-faced man opened up the briefcase and held up a gold bar... marked with the Wolfsangel symbol. The receptionist called in to Ferenc’s desk and once he heard about the gold bar, he was of course very interested in meeting with the two men. Ferenc came out of his office, practically drooling over the thought of the gold bar. He is a pig in all things. I am sorry... I digress.

“He greeted them warmly and invited them into his office. I was able to hear most of the conversation through the hidden microphone IC gave me to place in Ferenc’s office. It didn’t all come through clearly, but I could make out that a deal was struck between Ferenc and the two men for what they termed as an ‘ecological study.’ The two men then left Ferenc’s office. On their way out, I overheard the scar-faced man say to the Australian, ‘It’s amazing who will see you when you arrive with a gold bar to start the conversation.’ He had a gravelly, whispery, hiss of a voice.”

West had been taking all of this in and, as promising of a lead as this was, he hoped she had more. She did.

“I was able to see the billing and manifests of what Ferenc was arranging for them. There is billing for heavy equipment movers and other construction machinery, along with building materials, shipping trucks and personnel—some even from the Transylvanian military—all under the account and orders of General Ferenc, as ‘official business.’ This equipment is all going to an area northwest of the village of Vlkava.” She pointed to Vlkava on the map and used her fingernail to trace a route approximately to the position she had described.

“What do you know about the area where they are bringing all of this equipment?” West asked.

“There is nothing there. It is an undeveloped, unpopulated woodland area, property of the Transylvanian government. The area they are bringing everything to is about a half kilometer from the base of the South Carpathians. Beyond it lie the Cozia, Lupului and Vâlcan mountains.”

West thought for a few moments and then turned to Hedison. “What do you suggest for a route to sneak in and do a little snooping around?” 

Hedison stroked his chin and looked over the map. “There’s a small river here, running along this ridge. We can come in at the outskirts of Vlkava and hike to the river. Looks like approximately a three-to-four-kilometer walk. Nice night for it and with the moon as bright as it is, we should be able to get away with minimal light use. Then, we’ll follow the river up to this point here, right before it widens. The cliff is lower at this spot, so we’ll go up there and move in to take up positions.” He pointed to the outer perimeter of the site, which was ringed with forest. “This looks like good enough cover for us to see into their worksite, and if we can, move in closer for a better look.”

“Splendid,” West said as he further studied the map. “Let’s plan to leave for Vlkava in an hour. Gypsy... Dacia, you have been a tremendous help. Now, get along back to the festival so your alibi will stay intact in case you are questioned when you go in to work on Monday.”

Gypsy wished them well and kissed them both on their cheeks, which gave West a tingle he should have expected, but had not. He was impressed with what a brave and resourceful young woman she was and how International Command was fortunate to have such an asset. And what a marvelous asset indeed.

West drove Hedison in his rental car along the winding country roads to Vlkava, a tiny old traditional Transylvanian village. After parking, they shed their overcoats and the two, clad in the standard issue black spy suits of International Command, took the small amount of equipment needed: night vision binoculars and climbing gear, along with the equipment they weren’t supposed to bring. West had his trusty Glock 19 chambered in 9mm, and Wildebeest had his old, scuffed SIG Sauer P226 pistol. Before they left, West grabbed the silver dagger Gypsy had given him, strapping it to the equipment belt across his chest.

Hedison roared with delight. “So much for being ‘non-lethal observers.’”

West was glad they agreed about the impractical absurdity IC was trying to impose on them. “I don’t know about you, but if I’m going into the wilderness in the dead of night, I plan on taking a weapon or two. Let’s just try to not kill anyone for once, if only to save on the endless paperwork that IC requires now.”

Hedison chuckled again and the two friends started off through the thick underbrush. To pass the time, they made quiet conversation. 

“So,” Hedison asked, “what code name do they have you using these days?” 

“I don’t get to use it much, but I’m officially listed as Z-10.”

“Z-Section?” Hedison shook his head. “What the hell is that about? You’re too good to be muddling about in Z-Section, doing low-level sniping jobs.”

West shushed him for talking too loudly and, in a low tone, explained that he agreed. “I also have about five years on you, so let me know if you’re treated as well when you start reaching mandatory retirement age.”

“Not me. I’m getting out before that. I joined for the adventure, but now I think I’ve had my fill. I got a gal back in Wichita I’m planning on settling down with. I’m going to do some farming, and maybe have... oh, I don’t know, eight or ten children. If nothing else comes up between now and the end of the year, hell, this may even be my last mission.”

“I envy you, being able to walk away like that.”

“It’s just a job, my friend,” Hedison said. “But my family and my future family are more important these days than chasing skirts and scumbags across the globe. Soon it will be time to sit back, enjoy the country life and write my memoirs... that no one will be able to read. Secrecy Act, you know.”

Faint sounds of trickling water confirmed they were on the right track. They soon reached the river, the waters shining brightly under the full moon’s illumination. On the other side was the high, rocky cliff, topped with trees. The cliff ran along the river, and they followed it until they found a low spot in the river to make their crossing.

Continuing along the riverbank, they found what they were looking for: the cliff line ended and was now a sizeable, but much easier to climb, hill. Upon reaching the hilltop, they slowly and quietly walked through the woods until Hedison stopped to look at his infrared compass. 

“Ok, let’s split up here,” he said. “The edge of the woods is still another three hundred meters or so. You go up that ridge, and I’ll go down in the swamp.”

“Fine. Radio silence until 2400. That is, if you can go that long without talking.”

Hedison grinned. “Hey, it’s going to get lonely in that ol’ swamp. Didn’t bring a flask, so I might have to break radio silence for a sing-along to keep entertained.”

“You go right ahead. I’m going to be doing the old sniper go-into-a-trance trick and zone out until I see something interesting.”

“You’re no fun anymore, but alright. Radio silence until 2400... I guess I can make it for another couple of hours or so.”

“Enjoy your swamp. I’m going to find myself a nice tree with a good view to settle into.”

And that’s exactly where Val West found himself. Up a tree. Very fitting, considering his uncertain status with IC.

Shafts of autumn moonlight broke through the dark forest canopy as night settled in. West prepared to spend the bulk of the evening in the discomfort of a gangly old tree trunk. He rubbed his aching shoulder and thought about the fight he'd had earlier with the Transylvanian agent who had attacked him. Luckily, he'd been able to end it quickly—because these days, the longer the fight, the slimmer his chances.

Now, reduced to a simple “non-lethal observer” as his new boss had put it, and stuck on a routine case like this, he feared his days of action and adventure were coming to a close. His past injuries were catching up to him—this was evident by the way his knees creaked while climbing up the tree—but he still felt he could hang with the younger agents.

Every mission left its scars, as his recent medical report had shown. Time may have been catching up with him, but experience was more important than physical ability and with his level of expertise, he didn’t have to work as hard. That’s what he told himself, although he hadn’t quite convinced himself yet.

Leaning back on the tree branch, he heard a rustling in the thick underbrush and looked down to see a rabbit leap out, followed by a hungry wolf on the hunt. West knew the feeling as he watched his fellow hunter in the darkness. Even if he didn’t agree with the “observe only” orders of this directive, it was still a hunt, and he was on it. More importantly, he could feel the feeling of the hunt, the taste of the wild blood that never leaves. It was all he could taste at the moment.

He checked his watch and saw that it was nearing midnight. Soon he would contact Wildebeest to report the uneventful last hour. Perhaps he would have something of note to relay. The moon was still shining brightly, though periodically covered by clouds. A thick, low-lying fog had settled in, rising just enough to obscure the ground but not his view from about eight feet up, though it would be hell to navigate through on the way back. From his perch, he scanned the site, which remained shrouded in darkness.

Then the blinding light hit him straight in the eyes.
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AS SOON AS THE HARSH light hit him, he immediately and instinctually froze in place. Based on the light’s movement and the distant sound of tires crunching on gravel, he realized it was the headlights of a vehicle. He let out a sigh of relief as he stood on his tree branch. Although the lights seemed directed at him, he knew he couldn’t be seen amidst the thick and tangled foggy woodland where he was watching.

The vehicle, a Hummer H2 limousine, pulled up and parked next to one of the newly constructed buildings. An outdoor motion light came on, and West was relieved that he and Wildebeest had stayed in position and had not triggered any motion lights or other security measures. 

West raised his binoculars. The outdoor motion light illuminated the entire construction site and penetrated to the edge of the woods, providing plenty of detail. From his vantage point on the tree branch, he scanned the area and saw two large metal pole buildings, both of recent construction, as well as the heavy equipment Gypsy had noted in the billing documents. He could spot a number of earth-moving vehicles—backhoes and rear-end loaders, along with large cranes. Across the cleared area were large shipping containers and rows of semi-trucks with cargo trailers. 

The limo doors opened, and the first person he saw was a gawky, thin man with a poof of frizzy, curly hair and a bulbous, beak-like nose. Upon exiting the vehicle, the man nearly fell into a mud puddle and shouted, “Chroist!” That would be the Australian.

Keeping him steady was a mustachioed man in a military uniform. West could see it was the uniform of the Transylvanian National Alliance. Despite having never met, West knew this to be General George Ferenc by his jowly appearance, and, visible even from this distance, his cheap hairpiece and poorly dyed mustache. Based on his knowledge of Ferenc, he wasn’t surprised that he was involved. If there was a dirty deal going on, he was sure to be involved and profiting from it. He figured it wouldn’t take too many gold bars to persuade Ferenc to put his own interests above Transylvania’s.

In addition to the two, there was a third man—the one Gypsy had described as the “scar-faced man.” Just as she had described, he wore a long black topcoat over a black dress suit with a black necktie. West focused the binoculars more intently and saw that the man had dark, slicked back hair, a thin, dignified mustache, and that scar—a gruesome mark starting below his left ear, crossing his cheek, and running down to the bottom of his chin. He had an intense look in his eyes and seemed to be in his own world while the other two talked loudly to each other.

The scar-faced man soon rejoined the Australian and Ferenc, and the three continued talking while gesturing off in the distance toward the mountains. He soon broke away again from the other two and quietly walked towards the woods, towards the direction of West.

Could he have seen me? West wondered, with the little internal pitter-patter which always accompanied the potential of being discovered. West didn’t think it possible. He was five hundred feet away, through thick woods and a fog adding further concealment. Was there something on him that glinted in the moonlight, perhaps? Something that attracted this man’s attention?

Before he could think to make his next move, the man stopped. West watched him, waiting for him to do something. It was an interminable few seconds before the man looked up at the full moon shining through the clouds, sniffed the night air and walked back to the other two men, who were now inside the pole building. 

West decided it was time to break radio silence. He activated his wrist communicator to signal Hedison.

“Wildebeest, come in.”

The communicator crackled with static. “Hey there, good buddy,” Hedison responded. “I can’t see a damn thing through this fog. How about you? 

“I’ve been up a tree.”

“Sounds about right.”

“Indeed. You probably couldn’t see it from down in the swamp, but a vehicle just arrived near my position. I saw the three men Gypsy described. Once they leave, we can move in for a closer look. There are some motion lights we’ll need to watch for. Just hang tight and stay quiet for now.”

“Well, I hope this fog lifts by then. Otherwise, it’ll be a hell of a time even getting to your position without getting lost at least once or twice.”

“I’m going down to a lower branch. I should be able to see the headlights when they leave from there and...”

Suddenly, the wolf he had seen earlier came bursting through the fog, followed by the rabbit and several deer, all in tow.

“Come back on that—you were cutting out,” Hedison said.

“Sorry,” West replied. “Just had some wildlife come racing through. A wolf chasing a—”

All he heard next was Hedison screaming in terror—a dreadful sound that echoed through the swamp all the way to the tree where West was crouched. Through the receiver, amid the garbled cries, he could make out a horrid snarling in the background. Whatever was attacking Hedison, he had to try to help him.

West began climbing down when the growls and a howling bounded through the thick undergrowth toward him, twigs and branches snapping as it advanced. Could it be a grizzly? There were many roaming the wilds of north Transylvania. Whatever it was, it was bursting through the woods like a storm wind. He moved back up the branch, over six feet off the ground. West was reaching for his gun when the beast leaped through the air, knocking him off the tree branch.

Instinctively, he backflipped out of the tree, a move he had not used in years. His left knee instantly paid for it. The beast jumped down from the tree branch and West fired, emptying his entire clip. It appeared to be unfazed by the bullets rippling into its torso and began charging towards West. He ran, ignoring his throbbing knee, relying on all the adrenaline coursing through his body.

West knew he had some kind of hellhound on his trail, and he ran like hell through the tangled thickets, blood running down his face as the sharp branches tore through his clothing, then into his flesh. Unaffected, the beast pursued him through the brambles and the brush, leaving a path of destruction in its wake.

Painfully jumping from rock to stump to low branches, swinging himself forward, he used his speed and momentum to power through. West needed to find something—anything—to give him some cover from what had to be a rabid wolf of some kind. With the thick forest and fog, he couldn’t see more than a few feet in front of him, let alone see anything he could use to shelter himself. He pushed himself forward, with the beast so close he could practically feel it breathing on him.

It stopped suddenly. West could now hear the distant sound of the rushing river and realized this was the end of the line as he remembered the cliff drop into the gorge. 

It was in this last split second of realization, while sliding off the cliff edge, that he grabbed hold of a small, knotted fir tree. He wasn’t sure it could support his weight and while looking over the cliff edge to see where the wolf was, he also felt around for places to grip.

The wolf did not retreat, and slowly crept toward him. Through the mist, he could see the glowing red eyes as the moonlight glistened off the white fangs, the rest hidden in darkness. It inched closer with its open maw of champing teeth. West knew he only had one chance left. He felt for the silver dagger Gypsy had given him and while holding himself over the cliff edge with his right arm, an exhausted, aching arm, he used his left to unsheathe the dagger.

With an agonizing effort, he pulled himself up with his right arm. The shining red eyes and fanged mouth rushed at him. West swung his left arm upward, the dagger striking it in the chest. He felt it dig in deep and make its mark. The beast howled in pain and clamped its fangs down hard on West’s right forearm. The sharp, immediate pain sent a shock through him, and he realized he had lost his grip.

As he let go, all he felt was the feeling of falling into the darkness far below.
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4:  lupus hominarius
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AS NIGHT FADED INTO dawn and daybreak transformed the foreboding appearance of the Carpathian Mountains, a small ripple appeared on the now calm surface of the river. The ripple moved along with what looked like a massive bird flying down the river’s path, its quiet, but strange insect-like hum scaring off wildlife in its wake.

Miles away, in a quiet clearing in the Transylvanian forest, sat a large gypsy caravan covered wagon. Inside, a short, hunchbacked man with prematurely gray hair, and a mustache and beard fashioned into a Van Dyke, sat in front of a computer screen, furiously working the controls of a drone that was somewhat unconvincingly disguised as an enormous bird.

Special Double Agent Gypsy, Dacia Zabor, entered the wagon and brought a warm cup of tea to the man. He continued working the controls, oblivious to Gypsy’s presence, while using his free hand to fiddle with his waxed mustache points. 

“Any luck yet?” Gypsy asked in her thick Transylvanian accent, which sounded like a sweet sing-song melody to the man named Dr. Hector Borge.

“I flew the drone as close to the construction site as I could without being spotted and couldn’t find any traces. From the data intercepted from the wrist com-link, no vital signs were transmitted. Based on that and the last audio transmission, I’m afraid Agent Wildebeest is dead.”

“The other one—Val. You said you had a fix on his location.”

“I did, but the com-link is no longer on his body. I used the drone to fish what was left of it out of the river about a half hour ago.” He breathed out a sigh. “All I have now is that he was in the river, but exactly where may prove impossible to determine. Thank you for the help... you best get back to Ferenc’s office before anyone gets nosey. And Gypsy...”

“Yes, Dr. Borge?”

“Thank you for the warm tea,” he said with an equally warm smile. “It’s quite chilly this morning and I very much appreciate it, as well as all of your assistance.”

“You’re welcome, sir. I hope you find Agent West and, for at least closure, that you find Agent Wildebeest.”

“Dacia, you are too kind and too good for this rotten business. I’m afraid our purposes are not so much for closure and respect for the dead, but for more practical purposes. Heartless, but practical. And necessary.”

Dr. Borge went back to his drone, feverishly scanning through its camera viewfinder to find a trace of West. After another hour, he maneuvered the drone from the river’s edge to a swampy area where a small tributary had slowed to a trickle. Following the tributary’s path, he let out a yelp and quickly zoomed in for a closer look.

In a green pool of slime was Val West, lying partially upright on the bank in the shallow swamp waters. Borge immediately scanned for vitals and found the faintest trace in the prone, unconscious body. He sent the drone in closer and positioned it over West. Two long pincer-like arms extended from the drone’s body and gently picked up West under Borge’s careful control.

“Commander,” Borge’s voice announced excitedly over the transmitter, “We have found him. No, sir, we’re just in time. Tell Cedric to have transport ready at the border crossing. I’ll be there soon with the cargo.”

Borge got up from his seat and left the wagon. Outside, he opened the door to another wagon and entered a code on a wall keypad. A large glass cylinder, large enough to hold a man, emerged from inside, placed on a platform which extended with it.
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