
        
            
                
            
        

    

Into the Breech
 
   Forcing her head up, she saw a ray of golden light shining down from the heavens onto Startüm as he screamed out his prayer to Ukko. The devil’s challenging roar suddenly turned into a bellow of anger as the creature momentarily backed away from the golden glow. 
 
   When the light died away, the creature immediately lunged at Startüm in a lightning fast attack, swinging its battleaxe in a whistling arc. 
 
   As if in slow motion, Beth saw the creature’s rippling muscles as it struck before she could cry out a warning. Instead of running away or dodging, she saw Startüm raise both glowing Katanas before him. 
 
   Flexing his arms, Startüm caught the edge of the weapon low on his blades as his voice rang out. 
 
   “Kanskje!”
 
   Unbelievably, Beth watched as Startüm stopped the massive battleaxe in mid swing! 
 
   Red glowing runes met blue in a blinding explosion as the weapons sparked like a blown transformer where they touched. The corded muscles in the demon’s arms bulged from strain as it sought to physically overpower the annoying creature that dared to defy it, but Startüm stood before the beast unmoving, meeting the otherworldly creature’s power head-on. 
 
   Bellowing in rage, the demon swung its battleaxe back into the air as it struck at Startüm with a long clawed hand.  
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Chapter One
 
   Location Earth present day:
 
   I’m sure some people think it would be pretty cool to be raised by a Werewolf, but they’d have no idea what they’re talking about. 
 
   Don’t get me wrong, it’s not that I didn’t love my Grandsire Shadowfang, but Werewolves do not think like Klavikians do or Humans for that matter. Not that I particularly understood what it meant either being born half Klavikian and Werewolf myself. 
 
   If anything, I understood humans a lot better, since the majority of my life has been spent living on Earth. 
 
   Grandsire always said “taking care of me” was the last promise he made to his daughter, my Mother, when we fled Irlendria, but I don’t remember. Now days, I struggled even to remember the sound of her voice. 
 
   Every year, it seemed like I remembered less and less about my parents, except for the day of their death, which will be forever burnt into my mind. 
 
   I had just turned eight years old when my parents were murdered. They’d died during the fighting when the Tuonellian’s betrayed my people. Even now, sixteen years later, the memories of that day’s events still weighed heavy on my heart, but never more so than on the anniversary of their death. 
 
   This year was no exception, which was probably why I was still here walking the beach instead of heading back to prepare for my class tonight. 
 
   The sudden squeal of excited children cut through my gloomy thoughts and the chilly April afternoon. 
 
   I could smell the coconut suntan lotion and the acidic tang of sweat, before I saw the family of four walking down the beach headed in my direction. The parents were carrying a Styrofoam cooler between the two of them, with oversized beach bags thrown over each of their shoulders as they trudged slowly after their children. 
 
   The girls raced for the water laughing excitedly, when the youngest suddenly stopped to stare at me with her blue eyes and dimpled red cheeks. Her sweet face was framed by two blonde pigtails sticking out from either side of her head. With her hands on her hips, she looked at me seriously, in her little poke-a-dotted bikini with pink blowup safety-floaties on each arm, before offering me a shy smile. 
 
   I felt the sadness that had been weighing down my soul the entire morning suddenly lessen as I grinned back. The moment passed as quickly as it had come, and she was off once again, running after her sister who was already stomping in the surf nearby. 
 
   The sisters began shrieking together, at the sudden coldness of the water as the first wave splashed against them. Still smiling, I watched the girls for a moment longer as they giggled excitedly playing in the surf, before turning back around. I saw Mom and Dad still trudging slowly down the beach. 
 
   Unconcerned that their children were already playing in the water while they were still so far away, which wasn’t exactly smart. 
 
   Unlike most South Florida Beaches, Jupiter Beach didn’t have any lifeguards stationed to watch out for Reef Sharks, or colored flags to warn beach goers about tidal conditions. There was a little chalkboard that was updated every morning with the latest surf report. It was strategically positioned near the middle of the two mile stretch of coastal road, next to the main stairwell, where the local surfers tended to hangout. 
 
   Otherwise, that was it. 
 
   You entered the water at your own risk, which wasn’t a problem for the locals. If you wanted a guarded tourist beach, you could head four miles south to Juno Beach, which boasted a small boardwalk and an expensive parking lot. 
 
   That was pretty much the same story for every beach south of Jupiter all the way down to the tip of Key West. 
 
   Jupiter Beach was the dividing line between tourist and local beaches.  I didn’t believe that was accidental for one second. Locals further north liked their own beaches to relax on without having to fight the seasonal tourist crowds on the weekends. 
 
   Not that I could blame them, I disliked the crammed pack tourist beaches as much as any local. 
 
   Although, northern beaches came with a certain amount of risk, which most Floridians accepted without a second thought. Most natives were familiar enough with the seasonal variances of the Atlantic Ocean to know how to mitigate those risks almost instinctively, whereas tourists tended to run into problems. 
 
   It’s something that I had to learn for myself the hard way, during my first half year of living here. 
 
   Even though I knew they couldn’t hurt me, it was still unnerving having several hundred Reef sharks swim under my surf board. It happened one day while I was a half of a mile out from shore, when the sharks annual migration south caught me by surprise one sunny afternoon. 
 
   Grandsire’s only comment, at the time, was that a true Werewolf would have been smart enough not to go into the ocean in the first place. 
 
   Needless to say, I didn’t miss a surf report after that! 
 
   Anyway, there was no explaining to my Grandsire why I surfed. He just couldn’t understand how I felt.  The reason I surfed was that it naturally subdued my Werewolf half’s violent tendencies. Surfing was the only place I felt free from the bestial rage inside of me. 
 
   After a couple months of living in Florida, I could normally fit in and not do anything obviously stupid that would shout tourist, which was saying a lot. But then again, I was used to blending in after being raised around the world. 
 
   Usually, Grandsire and I moved to a new country every year or two, which generally stopped any problems from occurring with the local governments. 
 
   I nodded my head at the tourists as they passed by. Mom looked like your typical mid-westerner with a stocky frame that of screamed of German and Irish ancestry. Her skin was white as a sheet, and she wore a brightly colored floral patterned one piece that you’d find in any resort shop. Her husband was around six foot two with a massive barrel-chest. He probably went bald in his early thirties and now had only puffs of hair around his ears, which gave him a Friar Tuck look to his face. If I had to guess, I’d say he weighed a solid two hundred and thirty pounds that cried meat and potatoes diet. 
 
   Now that I was nearer to them, I could smell them both over their suntan lotion. The woman was nervous, even though she gave me a broad smile, but her odor was quickly overwhelmed by the stench of fear and adrenaline coming from her husband. Walking past me, the tough guy gave me a hard stare.
 
   Immediately I felt my shoulders begin flaring out as anger surged through my veins. 
 
   My first instinctual reaction was to confront the man’s challenging gaze and dominate him until he submitted, but with Klavikian stubbornness, I refused to give into my violent urges. Instead, I subdued the animalistic rage with an iron fist as I struggled against the beast welling up inside of me, fighting to be released. 
 
   Forcing my Werewolf half back down, I made my feet keep moving past the guy as I continued my walk down the beach. Not being controlled by my Werewolf’s instincts was the main difference between me, a half-breed, and a full-blooded Werewolf, which was primarily due to my Klavikian blood and a strong sense of self more than anything else.
 
   Not that I particularly blamed the man for his extreme reaction to me, I’d experienced that my entire life. 
 
   Although people’s behavior varied dramatically when they met me, invariably the first thing that they commented on was my size. I’m tall, just over seven feet and weighed nearly five hundred pounds. Most people would expect someone with my kind of mass to be extremely overweight, but, with me, it was all toned muscle. 
 
   If I were human, I would have weighted in the range of two hundred and eighty pounds for my size. Grandsire explained that I weighed so much more because of my Werewolf bloodline, which gave me a much denser bone and muscle mass than any Human or Klavikian possibly could have. 
 
   Either way, the black XXXL T-shirt I’d thrown on, before heading down the beach, was so tight that it looked painted on my chest, but it was the largest T-shirt I could find. At least it covered the Rök rune tattoos that covered my chest and back, but that still left the runes running down my arms and legs visible. Along with everything else, include my goatee and crew cut, and most people mistook me for a Professional Wrestler or a Bodybuilder. 
 
   I was twenty four Earth years old, but still got carded whenever I bought alcohol. 
 
   I considered myself an adult, even though on Irlendria I would only have been somewhere between seventeen and eighteen years old. This age difference between worlds gave Grandsire and me considerable grief, since he didn’t think I was old enough to make decisions on my own. 
 
   Needless to say, I thought differently. 
 
   Thinking of Irlendria once again, I felt the memories I’d been trying to hide from all day begin flooding into my head as I once again relived the final moments of my parents death. Tears ran down my face as a deep raging grief filled my heart. 
 
   Closing my eyes, I fought the steel bands of intense emotions that suddenly seemed to be crushing my chest. Breathing heavy, I felt my training kick in as I slowly began reaching out for the feelings instead of fighting them, accepting them for what they were. Separating each emotion, I allowed myself to experience the anger and despair associated with each one, before letting them flow through me. 
 
   Acceptance was the key to controlling the intense emotions. As fast as it had come, I felt the moment pass, and within seconds the painful bands gripping my soul released once more. Instead of feeling weak and helpless, I felt only a steady purpose! 
 
   Grandsire had always explained it to me this way. 
 
   Being half Werewolf meant I had to learn how to live with the beast inside of me. If I allowed my Klavikian half to hold onto hate or fear, it would drive my Werewolf half into an uncontrollable bloody rage. 
 
   Unfortunately, being a Werewolf meant that he couldn’t help me much with my Klavikian half in dealing with the Werewolf part of me. Even so, over the years I had learned to cope, but it always seemed to be a work in progress. 
 
   Somehow, I’d made it through my teen years without killing anyone I shouldn’t have or going crazy, but trust me. At times, that had been no easy feat for me, or for that matter, my Grandsire. 
 
   Clearing my mind, I breathed in the fresh ocean air. 
 
   Except for the kids playing in the waves and a couple of people walking in the distance the beach was empty, but then again that was normal for South Florida in April. 
 
   Once the temperature dropped below sixty degrees, the only people crazy enough to go into the water were tourist and surfers, which still made me laugh. Since, I’d lived in many places where sixty degrees was the summer high! 
 
   Tourists typically flocked to the Gold Coast of Florida, which centered on Miami and Ft. Lauderdale. Northern beaches like Jupiter were considered off the beaten path, so to speak. My reason for coming here was that Jupiter Beach also happened to be the closest beach to my studio that usually had decent waves for surfing. 
 
   Unfortunately, today wasn’t one of those days.
 
   Frowning, I looked out over the gray chop of the Atlantic Ocean once again. 
 
   After fighting that soupy mess for two hours, I finally decided to give up trying to get any rides in for the day. The waves themselves were large enough, but the westerly wind kept flattening the crests too much to hold a surfer of my mass.
 
   Probably a more accurate statement would have been that I needed a lot more practice surfing before I could handle waves like those. Although, to give myself credit, even the regulars that I’d seen earlier hadn’t stayed for more than five minutes, before heading back to their cars. 
 
   Not that I actually cared, for me it was about having fun and not being perfect for a change.
 
   My whole life, up until I turned twenty one, had been about mastering everything demanded of me by my Grandsire, until one day I exploded. For the last three years, I’d been trying to learn how to have fun for a change, which was still a novel concept for me in many ways. 
 
   Don’t get me wrong, I still worked hard at my lessons and devotions, but now I tried to keep a couple hours a week set aside for relaxation. Not making fun into work was still a constant challenge I struggled with, but slowly I seemed to be getting the hang of it.
 
   Analyzing my time surfing again I reconsidered my first thought. Maybe it was more of an issue of body mass instead of lack of skills. Try catching a wave when you weighed as much as I did! 
 
   Realizing I was doing it again, I laughed out loud. 
 
   See what I mean, it’s hard just to have fun and not try to analyze every aspect of an experience. I still had a lot of work to do at just being. 
 
   Besides the fun, the next best thing about surfing was that it was essentially free. Free at least after the initial purchase of the surf board, which was essential in regards to my current financial situation. 
 
   As it was, I barely made enough money to pay my lease for the little shop off of US1 that I was currently calling home, and still feed Grandsire and me. Grandsire and my higher metabolism meant we both consumed a much larger amount of food daily to keep our denser bodies fueled than a human, which equated in today’s day and age to money. 
 
   Thankfully, the money situation was getting better since the word had been getting around about my Ukko Healing Classes. This last class’s registration had filled up a week before it was even supposed to start! 
 
   I hadn’t realized just how well known the classes were becoming in the United States. With how good it was going, I might be able to eat something other than Ramen noodles for a change!
 
   Thinking about the class once again, I sighed inwardly. I needed to head back if I wanted to have everything ready in time for tonight’s class. 
 
   Surprisingly, there was more interest in the healing classes than the self defense courses I’d been teaching for the last six months. 
 
   In the past, the self defense courses were what drew the people in, but now, more and more, it was all about natural healing. It seemed like the word about my healing classes were spreading like wildfire, which obviously changed the feel of the classes, at least for me anyway. 
 
   Most of my life had been spent studying and teaching martial arts with classes full of men, but now my healing courses were mostly filled with women. 
 
   Not that I was complaining, it was just a decidedly different atmosphere than what I was accustomed to. Not to mention, I still wasn’t sure how to handle all of the attention. 
 
   Sigh, twenty-four and still a virgin! 
 
   That alone was strange enough in today’s day and age, but not uncommon among Werewolves who mated for life. My training and devotions left little time for a social life, and moving every year or two didn’t help either. Not that I would inflict someone I loved with my terrible Geis! 
 
   Over the years, I began to believe it would be best if I remained alone.  
 
   Closing my eyes for a moment, I let the blowing winds take my worries away. Even after all of these years I still struggled to understand this strange world I’d found myself thrown into. 
 
   My reminiscence was suddenly cut off by a heart wrenching scream from somewhere behind me! 
 
   Looking back the way I’d come, I saw it was from the tourists I’d past earlier. The Mother was standing knee deep in the surf yelling hysterically at her husband as he struggled against the battering waves with a limp form under each of his arms. 
 
   Even from this distance, I could see the man’s face was contorted in agony as he fought his way back to the shoreline. As I watched, he suddenly disappeared under a large wave still twenty yards out.
 
   Seeing the man’s unconscious body surface behind the wave, floating face down in the water, I immediately felt myself shift into combat mode as I sprinted back down the beach. 
 
   If they were going to live, I had to get them out of the water quickly. That meant getting to them before the rip current sucked them out even further. 
 
   Focusing my Will, I said a quick prayer to Ukko. 
 
   “Acelerar.”
 
   Power flooded through me as the word left my lips. With a green glow surrounding me, the aura took effect as I practically flew through the air. 
 
   Within seconds, I crossed the fifty yards back to the tourists as the next wave began forming behind the floating bodies. As the wave started dragging the bodies further out into the ocean, I plowed into the surf, leaping into a flat dive as soon as the water hit my knees. 
 
   I covered the first ten yards in the air, before slicing below the surface. 
 
   Out of all of the seal’s I’d mastered, “Acelerar” was the most visibly noticeable aura, since it nearly tripled my movement speed. The aura used huge amounts of energy, so I couldn’t hold it for any great length of time, although, in short bursts, it was extremely effective. 
 
   Grandsire had said that my power reserves should grow with repeated use, similar to a muscle when exercised. Even though it felt as if I burned too quickly through my energy reserves, I could tell his wisdom was proving to be correct. Every day, I could do a little bit more. Unfortunately, I had already used up most of my energy earlier today when I was surfing, and I still hadn’t fully recovered.  
 
   Strong strokes brought me to the floating bodies in a matter of seconds. 
 
   Breaking the surface, I scooped up the two girls under my right arm and their Father with my left just as the next wave hit, hurling us in a white foaming rush towards the beach. Arching my back, I rode the wave until it broke near the shoreline. Feeling as my feet touched the sandy bottom, I braced myself as the rip current started sucking the wave back out into the ocean. 
 
   That’s when it hit me too. 
 
   Burning fire wrapped around my torso and legs, racking my body in agony. For a second, the intensity of the pain stole my breath away. 
 
   Grasping for air, I fought the building pressure in front of me as the water tried to tear the family from my arms. Out of the corners of my eyes, I saw the rest of the wave breaking to my right and left, passing around me as it was sucked back out into the ocean. 
 
   A second later, the wall of water in front of me began flowing away, until I was left standing in the surf near the hysterical Mother. 
 
   Focusing my Will, I triggered the Rök runes of protection tattooed into my skin. Flaring to life, the runes began to glow red against my tanned skin. The searing pain was still there, but it was now muted to a dull ache as I carried the father and children the rest of the way up the beach. 
 
   Functioning similar to armor, my runes offered protection against physical and elemental damage, but at the cost of using up my energy. With the Acelerar aura and Rök runes both activated, I could feel the last of my power reserves dropping quickly, but at least the excruciating pain was temporarily better. Although even with my armor in place, I could feel my muscles still burning. 
 
   Whatever had attacked me must have been poisonous!
 
   I allowed my Werewolf rage to flow, which kept my muscles moving as the woman helped me with my precious burden. Focusing my Will, I released the aura as we laid the unconscious bodies on the dry sand. 
 
   Now I could now see the Portuguese Man O’ Wars thick strands of stinger tentacles covering their bodies in layers as my own pain suddenly made sense. 
 
   Portuguese Man O’ War traveled in groups by the thousands driven by the tides and the wind. Sometimes a storm would drive a whole group onto a shore, which is what must have just now happened. 
 
   Normally, you would see the washed up bodies on the beach and know not to get into the water, or get hit by a tentacle or two as the bodies broke apart as they were washed ashore. The burning of the poison would hurt enough to get you out of the water, but not be dangerous enough to cause serious injury. The girls, unfortunately, had been unlucky enough to be just entering the water as the entire group of Man O’ War was being first blown ashore. 
 
   Not that the Father had fared any better than the girls. 
 
   You barely could see his skin from the mass of blue tentacles covering his body. That amount of poison was enough to cause sudden death in children, and cardiac arrest followed by death in adults. 
 
   I had to move quickly. 
 
   The best way to deal with any emergency situation was to keep calm. Besides the obvious concern for a loved one, fear in most cases comes from the ignorance of not knowing what to do next. I wasn’t a medic, per say, but I could save their lives. 
 
   Looking into the Mother’s red rimmed eyes, I explained what I needed from her.
 
   “Don’t touch the tentacles, or you’ll just be poisoned too. I’ll handle that. Do you know CPR?”
 
   Numbly she shook her head up and down. 
 
   “Yes, I’m an RN in New Jersey.”
 
   Being a nurse meant she understood the danger her family was truly in. Trying to put all of the confidence I had into my next words, I gave her hope that she needed to hear. 
 
   “Good, once I get the tentacles off we’ll get them fixed up in no time."
 
   Quickly, I worked on the youngest girl first. Using both hands, I began ripping off the mass of tentacles wrapped around her body. 
 
   The tentacles easily covered over two thirds of the child’s body, and everywhere I removed the tentacles were left blistered swollen skin. The girl was not breathing as I passed her quickly to her Mother. Who frantically flipped her little girl over to pump the water from her lungs as I started on the second child. By the time I cleaned the tentacles off, I could see her lips were already turning blue. 
 
   Definitely a bad sign! 
 
   Quickly picking up the girl, I draped her over my forearm using a modified Heimlich maneuver to pump the water out of her lungs, before passing her to her Mother. Who started giving CPR immediately to the second child as I moved on to the Father. 
 
   I gave him the same treatment that I’d given the girls, and in moments he started hacking and moaning as the water left his lungs. He was already going into shock as I laid him back onto the sand. 
 
   Unfortunately, contact poison was one of my few weaknesses on Earth, since its effects could pass through even my skin. It wouldn’t kill me, but I would be hurting until I neutralized its affects. My Ukko pendant thumped against my chest as I quickly tore off my shirt, before pulling off the fibrous mass of tentacles still wrapped around my arms and legs. Thankfully the T-shirt had mostly protected my torso. 
 
   Free of tentacles, I willed-off the Rök runes that had been protecting me from further exposure to the contact poison. Slowly the red glow of the tattoos faded to black once again. 
 
   Looking up, I saw the woman’s look of fear as she continued giving CPR to her daughters.
 
   Between the poison coursing through my system, and the strain from holding the Acelerar aura and runic armor, I was already feeling light headed. Still, I couldn’t rest if I wanted to save the girls lives. Letting my sense flow into them, I could already tell they were too far over the line of life and death for me to restore on my own. 
 
   I would have to ask Ukko to intercede on their behalf. 
 
   Luckily, their Mother was able to give me the extra time I needed to at least get the tentacles cleared, but there was no way she was going to be able to keep up that pace much longer. 
 
   CPR is exhausting when you’re giving it to one person, let alone two, so time was of the essence. I had to move quickly to save them before they were out of even Ukko’s reach. Shaking my head to clear the poison’s effects, I knelt next to the mother, in-between the two little girls. 
 
   Stopping for a second, she looked at me anxiously. 
 
   “We have to get them to a hospital, or they’re going to die!” 
 
   Immediately she went back to giving them CPR. 
 
   There was no time to explain. 
 
   Gripping the fist sized pendant hanging from my neck, I began to pray. The pendant was shaped in a point at one end with an arch flaring down at the other end. For me, it was the holy symbol I used to represent my devotion to Ukko and was a symbol of his power, which had been given me at my birth by my Father. 
 
   Looking up to the sky, I chanted out my prayer in high Klavikian as my voice began rising in volume.
 
   “Ukko, ber jeg om makten til å redde disse menneskelige barn. Vennligst gi meg kraft til å returnere dem til sin mor!”(Ukko, I ask for the power to save these human children. Please give me the strength to return them to their Mother!) 
 
   The holy symbol in my hand began to glow as a bright golden beam of light shot down from the heavens, enveloping me in an eye watering ray of holy light. I saw the woman fall back onto the ground holding her arm protectively before her eyes in shock. The ray of light slowly began to fade as it gathered into the pendant hanging from my neck. 
 
   Bringing both of my hands together in supplication, I felt Ukko’s grace flowing through me as I bowed my head to my chest, chanting my thanks. 
 
   “Takk min herre for livets gave du gir til disse barna!” (Thank you my Lord for the gift you give to these children!)
 
   The glowing light traveled out from my pendant and down my arms before stopping at my hands. Gently, I placed my glowing hands onto the children’s foreheads. 
 
   Ignoring the alarmed look of disbelief in their Mother’s eyes, I focused my thoughts and Will as I spoke my prayer out loud.  
 
   “Helbrede.” 
 
   The golden glow flowed from my hands into the children as soon as the word left my lips. The holy light enveloped the girls as the healing energy began coursing through their injured bodies doing its work. 
 
   The light lasted for only a moment, but in my mind’s eye I focused on each process needed to bring the children back to life. I felt the girls’ souls pulled back from the brink of death as the healing fire cleansed the poison from their bodies. Where the fire left, only healed internal organs remained. Their hearts began to pump once more as their lungs drew in the air of their own accord. Lastly, the blistered swollen skin covering most of their bodies disappeared as if the attack had never happened. 
 
   When the light faded away, the healing was complete. 
 
   Suddenly, coughing chokes filled the air as both girls began hacking the rest of the water from their lungs. The youngest sat up first clutching at her Mother. 
 
   “Mommy, I want to go home now.”
 
   “Holy Crap!” 
 
   Suddenly, I couldn’t smell anything, but the fear pouring out of the woman. Looking at me in shock, she held her daughter close to her chest in a tight embrace. Running her hands over her daughter’s body, she searched for the poisonous burns that were there just seconds earlier. 
 
   “What the Hell did you just do?”
 
   I helped the older girl sit up as she reached wordlessly for her mother crying. The woman clutched both children to her chest, rocking them back and forth as she continued to look at me fearfully. 
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   I didn’t blame the woman for her reaction. People’s normal response to seeing something they didn’t understand was fear. It had been that way throughout Earth’s bloody history. Add, on top of that, the intense emotions of knowing you’re going to lose your children, to suddenly having them saved from a miracle by a holy tattooed man were enough to freak anyone out. 
 
   Tiredly, I gave her my usual response. 
 
   “I’m just a stranger who happened to be at the right place at the right time, nothing more than that.” 
 
   Ignoring my spinning head, I crawled on my hands and knees to the woman’s husband. Sitting back on my thighs, I placed my hands on either side of the man’s head, once again praying to Ukko. 
 
   “Helbrede.” 
 
   This time, the bright golden light didn’t shoot down from the heavens at my prayer, but instead shined forth from my hands, enveloping the woman’s husband. Unlike the children, who had been knocking on deaths door, the man was only injured, which put his healing well within the realm of the power that Ukko had blessed me with. 
 
   The wounds healed slower this time, with the healing light fading away before the man’s injuries were fully healed. What was left would be a painful rash, but the internal damage from the poison had been fully repaired. 
 
   Removing my hand from the man’s head, I let myself fall back onto the dry sand panting heavily. 
 
   The poison was obviously affecting me more severely than I’d anticipated, but that wasn’t the reason for the incomplete healing. As always, it was Ukko’s decision. 
 
   He wanted the parents to have something to think about for the next few days, so that next time they would think before putting their children lives at risk. Ukko was merciful, but hard, as I knew well from my own personal experiences.
 
   The woman dragged her children to her husband’s side as she helped him sit up whispering anxiously into his ear. Half dazed, the man held onto his family looking at me with an unreadable expression on his face. 
 
   “Except for feeling like truck just ran you over, you’ll be okay after a full night’s rest. The painful rash on your skin will clear up within the next few days.”
 
   The man nodded his head carefully in response to my words. 
 
   I wasn’t sure if that was due to him being freaked out like his wife, or because he was still wiped out from the entire ordeal. The stench of the woman’s fear was currently overwhelming every other odor in the area, but I imaged it was probably a little bit of both. 
 
   I heard the wife hissing loudly to her husband. 
 
   “That’s not possible!”  
 
   Ignoring the comment, I rolled to my hands and knees. Slowly climbing to my feet, I carefully picked up my soiled T-shirt, before heading back down the beach for my gear. 
 
   You would have thought the woman would have been grateful instead of angry. Either way, that had been enough fun for me for one day. It probably would be easier to burn the T-shirt than to clean it, but I didn’t have any clothing to waste, so I brought it with me.
 
   “Excuse me, Sir.” 
 
   Turning around, I saw the man slowly stand with the help of his wife. She immediately stood behind him, anxiously clutched their daughters. 
 
   “Thank you for saving our lives.”
 
   Looking the man in the eyes, I gave him a tired bow. 
 
   “Don’t mention it. I’m just a Good Samaritan who happened to be in the right place at the right time.” 
 
   The man’s wife visibly relaxed at my words. Although, I could tell from her body language, she was struggling with her next question, but looking at my injuries she asked anyway. 
 
   “Do you need any help?”
 
   “I’ll be okay, it looks worse than it is. Try to get some rest.” 
 
   Turning around to go, the man stopped me with one last question. 
 
   “Can I at least get your name?”
 
   Smiling, I took the man’s offered hand shaking it firmly. 
 
   “Sure, it’s Startüm Ironwolf.” 
 
   Releasing the man’s hand, I started walking away. 
 
   “Sorry, but I really need to get going.” 
 
   I was going to be late for class, not that I had much of a choice in the matter. Being a Paladin of Ukko means that I was required to help those in need, whether it worked with my schedule or not. 
 
   Quickly, I headed back down the beach trying not to stagger as I walked. 
 
   Healing people like that always created questions. My healing power did not remove the memory of pain or fear of the experience, everything that happened was still there. My healing touch only repaired the physical body. 
 
   Most people couldn’t handle being faced with the supernatural, especially in a life or death situation. Few people have seen my rune armor in action and still wanted to be friends with me afterwards. The glowing red tattoos were too similar to the world of devils and demons to make most humans comfortable. 
 
   From my experience, there were few people in this world who could look at a person’s actions and judge them independently of their looks. 
 
   The beach had been mostly empty, so hopefully that had stopped anyone but the mother I had helped from seeing the use of my power and raising questions. Even in the worst case scenario, people would be hard pressed to believe a hysterical Mother if she decided to make an issue about what happened. 
 
   It’s not like most people would believe her story, even if they’d seen the energy being used before their own eyes. 
 
   People in today’s society knew that magic and miracles did not actually exist, and even when evidence to the contrary suddenly presented itself in their lives, most people would change what they saw to make it fit into their world outlook or scientific explanation. 
 
   Now, I’m no wizard or sorcerer with the gene that would allow me to wield the raw forces of magic. Although, I did have a base education in magic theory from my Grandsire and could perform magic using thaumaturgy. Normally, I did that by infusing runes for a specific purpose, like the Rök runes tattooed into my skin, but that sort of magic was more mechanical in nature. 
 
   Definitely not the ‘spell slinging’ magic that a wizard or sorcerer used. 
 
   Meaning that, anyone with the right training could draw out magic sigils, and, by focusing their Will, infuse their energy into the design to power it. These symbols functioned like preset formulas built into the fabric of creation that anyone with the right training could use. Although that type of magic worked best when the symbolism that was being used held specific meaning to the individual inscribing the symbol, which was why I mostly used Rök runes for my own work. 
 
   Wielding your typical “spell slinging” magic was similar to having a direct power cord to an energy source, with the “magic gene” creating the connection. 
 
   A wizard or sorcerer, in many ways, was similar to an engineer that built a machine for a specific purpose. While an engineer needed a power source to bring their creation to life, wizards or sorcerers were born already directly connected to their power source. The focus of their Will alone was the vehicle that directed the power they commanded, removing the need to build a machine to focus the power for them into action. 
 
   On the other hand, my source of power was entirely different from either one of those types of magic. Its source was derived from the divine and based in faith, a gift from my patron God Ukko given to me at my birth, due to my mix race if you believed my Grandsire’s stories. 
 
   In application, it was similar to that of a sorcerer. Since I have a limited reserve of energy to use at any one time, I had to wait until it regenerated back to be able to cast more spells. 
 
   Unlike a sorcerer, I could only use the power available to me in particular ways. This was determined by my need via communion with Ukko. 
 
   Let me just make one thing clear, Gods never explain anything directly. 
 
   It was more through sensations and feelings that Ukko tended to communicate concepts to me. Sometimes the process of learning was similar to that of being hungry and learning how to eat, while, at other times, it was like learning physics from a mime. 
 
   Easy or hard, every day brought new opportunities to learn. 
 
   I had been in communication with Ukko since my birth, but at the age of twenty four I still did not begin to understand the Will of Ukko, except for one thing, which both Ukko and my Grandsire seemed to agree upon. In order to stop the evil that had killed my parents, my people, and that was even now taking over my world. I must possess immense fortitude and endure tremendous personal sacrifice.
 
   Try growing up with that heavy weight hanging over you! 
 
   For the longest time, I had spent every waking moment trying to prepare for any possible hardship my Grandsire and I could conceive, but about three years ago I’d flipped out on him. Exploded, actually would have described that argument more accurately, which had also been the main reason I’d started to surf. 
 
   Let’s just say, it was one of many things that I’d decided needed changing. Needless to say, Grandsire and I were still adjusting to the new situation.
 
   Walking back to my gear, I received a few strange looks from the people I passed. 
 
   It’s hard to say if the stares were due to my tattoos or the swollen red marks crisscrossing my body. Grabbing my old towel and surfboard, I headed up to South Beach Road where my old pick-up truck was parked. 
 
   ‘The Beast’, as I liked to call it, was a Ford pick-up truck born sometime in 1972 and had been white in another life. 
 
   Now days, it was more Bondo gray than anything else from the various repairs over the years. Not that I cared. Most people would call it ugly, but what it didn’t have in the looks department it had in character. When you turned on the engine and hit the gas, it practically roared. Most importantly it had long ago met my primary requirements. 
 
   It was cheap and reliable! Even now, I could still find parts for the truck at the local junk yards to keep the thing running. 
 
   Throwing everything into the Beast, I climbed into the cab and sat for a moment breathing hard. I’d better deal with the poison if I didn’t want to feel like crap for the rest of the day. 
 
   Pulling out my old water bottle, I cracked the lid draining the warm water inside in one gulp. My light headed feeling somewhat subsided as I found the apple I’d brought for my lunch, which I quickly wolfed down to the core in a matter of seconds. 
 
   Restored enough to attend to my own injuries, I prayed to Ukko.
 
   “Helbrede.”
 
   Golden light enveloped me as a refreshing coolness washed over my damaged body. In a flash, my injuries were fully healed as the light from the spell disappeared. Except for having low energy reserves, I was once again ready to go as if I’d never had been injured. 
 
   Starting up the engine, the Beast roared to life as I pulled out onto South Beach Road heading to US1. Not that low energy reserves would be an issue, I would regenerate most of that in the twenty minutes it took me to drive home.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Two
 
   Location Irlendria / Pack Shadowfang’s Winter Den:
 
   Scourgebane fangs sank deep into the creature’s throat, holding on, as Silvermane lunged from behind hamstringing the animal’s hind legs. 
 
   Feeling the immense stag’s headlong flight suddenly falter, Scourgebane jerked his powerful neck, slamming the animal to a bone jarring stop into the deep snow. Using his whole body, he kept the buck pinned to the ground as Silvermane darted in again, this time she shattered the animal’s hind legs, snapping through the bones cleanly with her strong jaws. 
 
   Crippled severely, the stag’s struggles weakened as Scourgebane fangs tore open the deer’s throat, as its bleating cries filled the night. The white snow turned to red as the stag slowly bled to death.
 
   It had been too long since Silvermane last joined him for the hunt. 
 
   For the last six months, she had been either too gravid carrying their young, or too busy taking care of their pups to join him. Finally, they could have some time alone together. Silvermane’s littermate, Moonglow, had offered to look after their pups, so they could hunt together this night. 
 
   The stag was unusually large, at least eight hundred pounds, and would feed the pack well. For now, being the hunters that had made the kill, they would feast on the most succulent parts of the animal, before bringing the carcass back to Winter Den for the Pack.  
 
   Steam rose into the cold night air as Scourgebane tore open the soft underbelly of the stag. Moving aside, he allowed Silvermane to have first choice of the tasty internal organs. 
 
   Eagerly, she snapped through the stag’s sternum, tearing out the animal’s still warm heart. Scourgebane admired his loving mate as she gorged on the large organ. Her namesake silver coat now tinged red with blood. 
 
   Suddenly, his nostrils flared as the scent of strange wolves came to him. 
 
   Not the familiar scent of the Pack, but of trespassers in the Shadowfang’s domain. From their stench, he recognized them immediately as Werewolves of the Brokenfang Pack. 
 
   Springing to his feet, he faced the intruders as he felt Silvermane brace herself behind him. At first, Scourgebane thought it was a hunting party that they had run into, but as the mass of glowing red eyes began lighting up the dark forest in front of them. 
 
   He realized something wasn’t right. 
 
   Yellow eyes narrowing in anger, he watched as the nafda continued advancing into the clearing.  To him, the Brokenfang Pack were more Wereworgs than Werewolves, since the cowards had no concept of honor.  
 
   Sniffing the air intently, he suddenly smelled another scent he was all too familiar with.  
 
   <Scourge> 
 
   A loud growl started rumbling deep in his chest as Scourgebane’s hackles rose on his back. Bokenfangs traveling with the Scourge could mean only one thing. Meeting Silvermane’s eyes, he heard her thoughts reflect his own as she came to the same conclusion.
 
   <The Pack was betrayed>
 
   In close proximity, Werewolves communicated using Mentem-loqui speech, which was telepathy in its purest form. Unlike the confusion most races experienced when expressing ideas or concepts between one another, for the Pack there were rarely questions or misunderstandings. 
 
   For most Werewolves, Mentem-loqui speech was a sharing of thoughts, emotions and general intent, but for life mates such as them. The connection went so deep as to verge on the sharing of one mind. 
 
   Suddenly the wind changed direction, and with it came the stench of more Brokenfang wolves encircling them from behind, cutting off any chance of escape. Coming to her mate’s side, Silvermane’s hackles bristled on her back as she felt Scourgebane’s fury as if it were her own.  
 
   In a blur of thought, ideas and strategies began being flashed between them as they considered their options. In a matter of seconds, they reached the same conclusion. They were too far away from the Pack to send out using Mentem-loqui speech to warn of the approaching danger, the distance was simply too great. 
 
   This was a major incursion. 
 
   Already they could see that there were too many Werewolves for them to fight their way to safety. The only option left was to use Ululate-loqui speech to warn the Pack. 
 
   Ululate-loqui speech was the ancient hunting tongue of the Pack, which Werewolves had used since times immemorial. Before Meliki, the Goddess of the Forest, gave the Pack the gift of Mentem-loqui speech and made them the guardians of her domain. 
 
   Even though Mentem-loqui speech was used for most communication between Werewolves, in honor of their ancestors, the Pack never stopped using their ancient language. Besides being used to express intense emotions or to drive prey during the hunt, Ululate-loqui speech was also used to communicate simple messages over vast distances.
 
   Their agreement was near instantaneous. 
 
   Silvermane’s sudden howl broke the quiet winter night freezing the approaching wolves momentarily in place, giving Scourgebane the precious seconds he needed for his transformation into Werewolf form, which the Pack used for fighting. Muscles stretched as bones popped and shifted into place, Scourgebane’s sleek black wolf form turned into a four hundred and fifty pound mountain of muscles and claws. 
 
   Raising his arms out to either side, he rose to his full height of nine feet as he howled out his own challenge at the Brokenfang wolves.
 
   Glaring at the Brokenfang wolves surrounding them, Scourgebane’s black lips drew back from his mighty fangs in a ferocious snarling growl that promised death. Fear reflected in the Brokenfang wolves’ eyes as they recognized the Werewolf standing before them. Frozen in place, their ears perked forward as they listened fearfully for a response to Silvermane’s call. 
 
   The seconds ticked by as the silence stretched out without any answering reply. Slowly, the Brokenfang wolves began to close in for the kill.
 
   Once again, Silvermane arched her neck back and howled, her clear call ringing throughout the small valley in a long winded cry. Once more, the Brokenfang wolves paused in their approach as they waited intensely listening for an answer to her call. 
 
   Slowly the seconds ticked by, hearing nothing the Brokenfang wolves’ confidence grew as they growled out their own promise of carnage. 
 
   “It was time to kill!”   
 
   Scourgebane and Silvermane immediately understood what was wrong. 
 
   They were too deep in the valley for their message to reach Winter Den. If they were going to alert the Pack, they needed to call from the ridge between the two valleys far above them. 
 
   Warning the Pack was now their only purpose!  
 
   Silvermane began her transformation as Scourgebane slashed with broad swipes of his long clawed hands. He kept their enemies at bay while she completed her transformation. Within seconds, her own Werewolf form stood back to back with that of her mate, silver and black now moving together as one. 
 
   Silvermane’s Werewolf form was not the mountain of muscle like that of her Scourgebane’s. The top of her head, at seven feet, barely reached his shoulders, and she only weighed three hundred pounds, but her Werewolf form, like that of her mate, was solid muscle. 
 
   What she lacked in size and mass she more than made up for in speed and strength.
 
   Not all Werewolves had three forms. Most wolves only could switch between a wolf and humanoid form, the magic in their blood being too weak to transform into a third form. 
 
   The Shadowfang Pack was full-blooded Werewolves, able to transform into the forms of Human, Wolf and Werewolf. They were also individually bigger and stronger than the other Werewolves of Irlendria. Not only was the Shadowfang Pack’s blood purer than that of the other Packs, they were larger than the other Werewolves too. Scourgebane was noticeably three times bigger than any of the Brokenfang wolves, whereas Silvermane was only twice as large. 
 
   Scourgebane was also the Pack’s First, Second only to the Pack Leader in strength and power. Although individual Werewolves held their own rank in the Pack, mated pairs took the position of the highest Werewolf in the pair-bond, so Silvermane’s status in the Pack was the same as that of her mate. 
 
   Even though she was not as large or powerful as Scourgebane, with her raw speed and innate ability, she was a highly skilled warrior in her own right. 
 
   Scourgebane would have been Leader of the Pack. If not for the unusual situation where their Pack Leader was in another dimension guarding over the offspring from the first joining of a Shadowfang and Klavikian. He would have long ago taken over the leadership of the Pack as his rightful place. 
 
   Although this situation was a first in the Pack’s ancient history, Scourgebane held no resentment for the need to stay as the Pack’s First. He understood what it meant for the Pack to be joined with the Klavikians by blood with Ukko’s blessing. 
 
   These Wereworgs had no idea of what they now faced. Scourgebane refused to name the honorless scum Werewolves. 
 
   The growls of the Brokenfang wolves surrounding them grew in intensity as their lips peeled back from their fangs, their eyes flashing in pure rage. How dare a female have the audacity to face them in combat! 
 
   For the Brokenfangs, females in their Pack were considered only slightly better than prey themselves. A female’s sole responsibility was to breed new offspring for the Pack. When they were too old for that simple task, they had their throats ripped out before they were fed back to the younger females. Their flesh not considered worthy as meat for a male. 
 
   Seeing this female stand up to them enraged the Brokenfang wolves to no end. They would teach this bitch a lesson once they ripped apart the male! 
 
   Attacking suddenly, the wolves facing Scourgebane rushed him in a wall of fur and fangs as their Pack brothers dove at his back for the kill, disregarding Silvermane completely.
 
   The first six wolves died as Silvermane’s claws flashed in a flurry quicker than even wolf eyes could follow. She tore the first wave of wolves’ throats out before they knew what was happening, as they dove blindly for Scourgebane’s vulnerable backside. 
 
   The second wave of wolves, seeing what had happened to their Pack Brothers, targeted Silvermane next. Ripping into her, they rent chunks of flesh from her chest and neck as they tried to drive her to the ground. 
 
   Howling in rage, she drove their assault back in a bloody confused mess with her ferocity.
 
   The first swipes of Scourgebane’s massive claws split the first wave wolves attacking him in half, while his powerful backhand threw the second wave through the air in every direction. Before he could recover, the next gray wave tore into him with fangs and claws. 
 
   Standing against their overwhelming numbers like a living mountain, he reached up with his large clawed hands crushing the skulls of the wolves hanging from his neck and chest. Ripping out chunks of his own flesh, he flung their broken bodies away howling in fury. Undaunted by their assault, he continued tearing apart the waves of wolves trying to overwhelm him by their sheer numbers alone, as more and more wolves sprang into the gaps left from their dead Packmates’ corpses.
 
   Slowly Scourgebane and Silvermane made their way up the side of the valley. 
 
   Heading for the ridge, they slaughtered wave after wave of wolves. Every attack leaving them more bleeding and broken than the last, but still they fought with fangs and claws as their enemies littered the ground around them thick as autumn leaves. 
 
   Suddenly, the Brokenfang wolves dropped back a pace as the rest of their Pack came up from behind. Fresh reinforcements rushed to fill the gaping holes left in the advance forces shredded ranks. 
 
   The new wolves surrounding the bloodied Shadowfang Werewolves snarled and snapped at each other in anticipation, fighting for position to be the first to taste the prey’s blood. Further behind them was the Scourge who would be arriving any minute. 
 
   Their time had run out! 
 
   Scourgebane stood over Silvermane protectively as she lay panting at his feet. Her namesake silver coat was now matted with blood and gore, while her arms hung limply at her sides, mauled beyond use. 
 
   Scourgebane wasn’t in much better shape either. 
 
   Great chunks of flesh and skin hung from his torso while the tendons of his legs had been shredded to ruin, making it difficult for him to even stand, let alone sprint the last fifty yards to the ridge of the enclosed valley, now blocked by a deep ring of fresh Brokenfang wolves.
 
   A Werewolves life was filled with violence and death, for that was the nature of the hunter. They had no fear of death or regret for what could have been. Neither was a concern that crossed their minds. 
 
   Their sole focus was in the here and now. 
 
   Their only concern was finding a way to warn the Pack. 
 
   Silvermane raised her head painfully looking at the same path as her mate, when the idea came to her. Scourgebane, sharing her thoughts, understood the plan immediately, agreeing that it was the only chance they had to reach the ridge above and give their warning. 
 
   Pride and love filled Scourgebane for his mate, reminding him once again how their strength and weaknesses complemented each other, making them both stronger. 
 
   Tonight it was he, Scourgebane, who had held the waves of wolves at bay again and again, stopping their assault as they sought to crush them. Yet, it was Silvermane who broke the waves, slaughtering the wolves like nafda. 
 
   He was the shield that protected while she was the blade that dealt out death! 
 
   The energy in the air released suddenly as the circle of Brokenfang wolves decided to attack, before the Scourge could steal their prey away from them. Leaping as one for the kill, they rushed forward in a wave of gray. 
 
   They would take their prey down now! 
 
   Feeling the same energy, Silvermane leapt into the air as Scourgebane muscular arms lifted her from the ground. Using his whole body, Scourgebane threw her into the air above the attacking wolves’ heads, further up the valley’s steep sides. For a second, the assault wave faltered as Brokenfang wolves followed Silvermane’s arching flight. 
 
   With a howling growl, Scourgebane slammed into the wolves like a battering ram!
 
   All thoughts of defense gone, he ignoring the wolves pouncing onto his unprotected back as his massive claws reaped death before him. His attack lasted for only several seconds before he was buried under a mass of gray bodies, but in that short time he slaughtered wolves by the dozen. 
 
   Enraged beyond thought, the rest of the Brokenfang wolves attacked as one tearing Scourgebane apart, but his death gave Silvermane the time she needed to sprint for the rim of the valley. 
 
   Not all of the Brokenfang Pack was distracted by Scourgebane’s attack. Seeing Silvermane suddenly rushing for the rim, they tried to chase after her, but they were too far away to stop her from reaching the top of the valley.
 
   Reaching the ridge, Silverman threw her head back howling in the ancient tongue of the Pack into the cold winter night. 
 
   Her first notes froze the wolves tearing Scourgebane’s corpse apart, as they suddenly realized their mistake. Reverberating over Shadowfang’s Winter Den, her howl warned the Pack of the betrayal of the Brokenfangs and the Scourge that ran with them. 
 
   Lastly it called the Pack to Winter Fang Heart. 
 
   The Brokenfang wolves that reached Silvermane first ripped her throat out as she finished her first message, but they were too late. The main force of the Brokenfang Pack yapped anxiously as seconds later the valley below them began ringing out with the answering howls of the Shadowfang Werewolves. 
 
   Mangecoat followed his wolves to the rim of the valley where several wolves still tore apart Silvermane’s corpse. 
 
   Angrily, he snapped the neck of the nearest wolf. As the dying cries of their Pack Brother filled the air, the rest of the wolves stepped away from Silvermane’s corpse warily as their Pack Leader listened to the howls coming from the valley below.
 
   True, not all of the valley answered back in response to Silvermane’s call, the other hunting groups had managed to penetrate deep into Shadowfang’s territory before the first warning had been given. Still, there were too many Shadowfang howls ringing from the valley below to make him feel confident about the success of the invasion, but that was not his concern. He had only agreed that his Pack would take out the Shadowfang Werewolves guarding the passes into the valley, and kill any Werewolves trying to escape. 
 
   Looking back at his dead Pack Brothers carpeting the hillside below him, an angry growl rumbled deep in his chest. His Pack had more than paid their share of blood in this night’s massacre. It would take many seasons for his Pack to recover from this night’s battle. 
 
   His wolves moved aside, making way as the main assault force of Scourge Slashers began flooding into the valley below. The need for silence was now past. 
 
   Lifting his misshapen head, Mangecoat warbling call rang out across the valley, directing his wolves back to guarding the passes. In response, the warbling howls of the Brokenfang Pack cried back in answer.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Three
 
   Location Irlendria / Pack Shadowfang’s Winter Den:
 
   < I’m hungry>, Starfire complained once again.
 
   <You’re always hungry>, Frostbrand quipped back to her twin. <I don’t know how you can still be hungry after eating so much> 
 
   Lying on her back, she happily yawned holding her round belly. <I’m so full >
 
   <I’m always hungry>, Starfire grumbled, sighing into her paws unhappily.
 
   Picking up Frostbrand, Luthar cradled his daughter in his arms, rubbing her swollen belly gently. 
 
   “How is Papa’s little fatty doing tonight?”
 
   < Frostbrand is a fatty … Frostbrand is a fatty> 
 
   Starfire’s teasing broadcast stopped abruptly as she dodged their mother’s playful swat.
 
   Stretching out, Frostbrand yawned tiredly in her father’s arms.
 
   <I’m not fat> 
 
   Gently, Luthar slid Silvermane’s pups, Quicksilver and Pathfinder, sleeping little bodies to the side, as he leaned back onto the plush bearskin blanket lying on the snow. Resting his head in his wife’s lap, he ran his fingers through her white mane of hair that practically glowed in the moonlight. Smiling lovingly, he gazed into her yellow eyes. 
 
   “God I’ve missed you, my love.”
 
   Moonglow kissed her husband, nipping him lightly on the cheek. Her smile promising more once their daughters fell asleep. 
 
   “As I have you, my mate.”
 
   For a moment, she regarded her husband sternly, “I do not care for it when you travel into danger without me. The next time we will travel together, with half of the Pack at our backs if need be!” 
 
   The sternness left her eyes, as she stroked his face gently. “I will not lose you to the same type of betrayal that killed my Pack Sister and Ilmarinen Ironwolf at the hands of Loviatar and her ilk!”
 
   Luthar clasped her hand gently. “I will not try again without you at my side, my love.” Looking into the night’s sky, anger flashed across his face. “There are rumors that Loviatar stirs in Tuonela, and that Scourge have been seen moving in the shadows. Something’s is happening, even if I can’t put my finger on it. In every land, there were whispers behind closed doors of a growing evil. Rumors of whole families being ripped apart, even in the largest of cities, were talked about wherever I went, but every time I broached the subject. I was sent away by those in charge.”
 
   Moonglow frowned, deep in thought for a moment. “I have heard what you speak of in some of the oldest stories of the Pack. Tomorrow, we must speak of this with Cloudwalker. If anyone can find the connection between the now and then, it will be her.” 
 
   Smiling again, Moonglow stroked the worry away between his eyes continuing. 
 
   “For now, my man, we will enjoy your first night home.” 
 
   Turning to Starfire, who sat listened intently to her parents talk. Moonglow scooped her daughter into her lap. 
 
   “Aren’t you tired my little Star?”
 
   <I can’t sleep when I’m so hungry, Momma>
 
   Opening up a leather pouch at her waist, Moonglow pulled out a large strip of raw meat. “Would this help you to find sleep?” 
 
   <Yuppie, meat> 
 
   Jumping onto her hind legs, Starfire caught the first piece of meat slurping it down in one gulp, before diving head first into the pouch at her mother’s waist. 
 
   Finishing the whole bag in short order, Starfire climbed back onto her mother’s lap before falling into a comatose sleep. Amazed, Moonglow looked at her husband questioningly as she began stroking her daughter’s swollen belly. 
 
   “I don’t know where she puts it all. Even for a Werewolf pup of the Pack, her hunger is unheard of.”
 
   Luthar smiled knowingly. 
 
   “She will be a sorceress of the flame. Even at this young of an age the fire within her burns.”
 
   “Wouldn’t Frostbrand have this same burning you speak of?”
 
   “No, she will be a sorceress of ice. Of course, as she uses her magic her body will require more food like any sorceress, but nothing like the needs of her sister.”
 
   Smiling, Moonglow pulled her mate’s head back nipping his ear. “Talking about needs, it has been much too long since I have been with my husband!”
 
   Grabbing his wife’s hair roughly, he pulled her in for a hard kiss when suddenly a loud howl rang across the valley. Even after all of this time, Luthar couldn’t follow the Pack’s Ululate-loqui speech, not that he hadn’t tried time after time to learn it. Unfortunately, Damarien audio ranges were simply nowhere near that of a Werewolf’s to be able to distinguish all of the complex sounds that made up the howling cry. What he did understand was his wife’s reaction. Concerned, he watched her head jerked upright as she immediately focused entirely on the message.
 
   <Brokenfangs have attacked betraying the Pack> 
 
   <Scourge Slashers are invading Winter Den> 
 
   <Fall back to Winter Fang Rocks> 
 
   <Scourgebane is dead> 
 
   Shifting Starfire to the crook of her arm, Moonglow sprang to her feet, knocking Luthar from her lap in her haste as the howl cut off as suddenly as it had begun. Cradling Frostbrand in his arms, Luthar jumped to his feet next to his wife, who was already scanning the edge of the forest nearest to them intently. 
 
   Luthar followed her gaze with growing apprehension. Looking back to Moonglow worriedly, he saw that the change was upon her. Already, her face was beginning to lengthen into a wolf muzzle as fangs began to grow from her mouth. Silver course hair began sprouting all over her body as her neck began to thicken and her shoulders started to swell. Her clothes ripped apart as her legs and arms began stretching, filling out with thick corded muscle. In a matter of seconds, she towered above him in her Werewolf form. 
 
   “What’s wrong Moonglow?”
 
   Werewolf form was solely used for fighting. He had never heard a Werewolf using speech while transformed, but in her anger. Moonglow managed to form words in a deep guttural growl. 
 
   “We have been betrayed by the Brokenfang Pack, and Scourgebane and Silvermane are dead!” Before she could finish translating the rest of the message, a pack of worgs burst from the tree line heading straight for them. 
 
   Reacting instantly, Luthar stepped forward protectively standing over Quicksilver and Pathfinder, still asleep on the blanket. Gathering his Will, he lifted his free hand before him, palm opened, yelling.
 
   “Stella!” 
 
   Four searing bright purple stars shot out of his palm. Streaking out, they slammed into the front line of the attacking worgs. As the stars impacted, the first four Wereworgs burst into purple flames as the magical fire consumed them in seconds. The surviving worgs, not slowing down, ran around their burning Packmates as they closed in for the kill.
 
   There just wasn’t enough time to stop them all! Yelling in anguish, Luthar shielded the pups with his own body as Moonglow sprang over his head. Stretching her arms out wide, she hit the Wereworgs head first like a giant war hammer, slamming the pack of worgs to the ground. 
 
   For a second, there was an explosion of growls and fur as Wereworgs met enraged Werewolf Mother. Razor sharp claws shredded as fangs ripped out chunks of flesh and throats. In a matter of seconds, eight Brokenfang worgs laid strewn in bloody pieces across the ground. 
 
   Bleeding heavily from dozens of wounds, Moonglow came back to Luthar. Her sides heaving as she switched to Mentem-loqui speech. 
 
   <Give me the pups. We must go quickly> 
 
   Not arguing, Luthar gave Moonglow their daughter before helping his wife gather up Frostbrand, Quicksilver and Pathfinder into her massive arms. Waking up groggily, the puppies looked around confused. 
 
   Frostbrand’s and Starfire’s eyes opened wide, in shock, at the sight of their bleeding mother.
 
   <What’s happening Mamma>
 
   <Keep still my daughters. We must hurry back to the Den>
 
   <Mamma you’re bleeding>
 
   <Shush Honey, Mamma will be alright> 
 
   Hugging the pups to her chest tightly, Moonglow set out at a fast lope for Winter Fang Rocks. 
 
   Luthar hadn’t argued with his wife over taking the pups. They both knew that if it came down to outrunning pursuit that she was better suited for the task. Moonglow could run much faster than he ever could hope to and unless they cut off her head or physically tore her apart. She was virtually indestructible to physical attacks. 
 
   Already, the blood had stopped flowing, and her gaping wounds were already starting to heal. By morning, there would be nothing left of the injuries but scars. 
 
   Most importantly, Luthar hadn’t argued with his wife, because it left him free to protect his family if needed. 
 
   Loosening his tunic and winter cloak, he followed after Moonglow as fast as he could in the deep snow. If they came under attack, he would need to remove the heavy clothing as quickly as possible before he could fight effectively. 
 
   Sorcerers took in magical energy through their skin. Not to mention, any type of clothing or armor blocked their ability to focus their magic power through that area of their body, which was why most sorcerers entered combat wearing little to no clothing.  
 
   Before they had reached the safety of trees on the other side of the meadow, they heard the screeching calls of Scourge Slashers erupting behind them. The sound rose to a loud frenzy as the Slashers saw their prey escaping. 
 
   Looking back over his shoulder, Luthar stopped in horror at gray monstrous shapes clawing their way out of the woods. Running on all fours, the creatures’ fang filled jaws gnashed in anticipation at seeing their prey. There were so many of the creatures that it looked like a flood pouring out into the meadow behind them. 
 
   With sudden clarity, he understood the Tuonellian objective. 
 
   Looking once again towards Moonglow and their daughters, he realized that, with her injuries and the extra weight she carried, there was no way even she could outrun the Scourge. Not when she was in her fighting form, and they were this close. Knowing what needed to be done, he came to a sudden stop. 
 
   Hearing Luthar’s footfalls halt behind her, Moonglow turned back to her mate. Looking into his eyes, she called out to him as his intent became clear to her. 
 
   <Do not do this my love>
 
   Tears streaming down his face, Luthar looked across the distance into Moonglow’s yellow eyes, yelling to be heard over the oncoming horde of Scourge. 
 
   “There is no other choice, my love. They have come for our daughters. You must not allow them be taken!” 
 
   Looking back once more at the approaching horde, he turned one last time back to his wife and daughters. 
 
   “Now, you must go my love!” 
 
   <I love you> 
 
   Howling in anguish, Moonglow turned away from her mate, clutching their pups tightly to her chest. For now, there was no time for thoughts of loss, only for the need to protect their children. In wolf form, she could have easily outrun the Scourge pursuing them, but not in her fighting form. It would take every trick she could think of to reach the safety of Winter Fang Rocks. 
 
   Turning away from his family, Luthar faced the approaching Scourge once more. Ripping off his cloak and tunic, he faced the oncoming horde bare-chested as his wife’s cry of anguish rang out behind him. 
 
   Focusing his Will, Luthar reached through his connection for the raw source of energy that powered his magic. Concentrating, he opened his soul commanding the power to flow into him. As if understanding his need, the magical energy rushed into him like never before. Power thrummed through his body, so much that it drowned out all sound from its intensity. Feeling as if he were going to explode, Luthar sank to his knees to keep from falling over as he reached out for even more power. At the very limit of his talent, he waited for the enemy to come. 
 
   When the first Scourge was within arm’s reach, Luthar jumped to his feet flinging his arms wide.
 
   “Sivallus”
 
   Purple energy exploded out from his outstretched arms in an explosive arc in front of him, incinerating everything across the meadow in a wave of pure destruction. Turning around, he ran after his wife. 
 
   Reaching once again for that raw source of power as the Scourge continued pouring out of the woods behind him. He had almost reached the tree line, when the next wave of Scourge caught up to him to tear him apart. 
 
   Turning around, Luthar lashed out with his right arm.
 
   “Sivallus”
 
   Once again a purple wave of energy slashed out incinerating everything in its path, but this time the magical flames died out before covering even half of the distance to the forest on the other side of the meadow. Luthar saw the frenzied Scourge already clearing the distance to him as soon as the flames dissipated from his spell’s blast. 
 
   Not bothering to run anymore, he just backed up slowly as he called his power to him. Within seconds, the next wave of Scourge was on top of him. 
 
   Slashing out one last time, Luthar screamed at the top of his lungs. 
 
   “Sivallus”
 
   This time, the swath of destruction lasted just seconds before dissipating away as Luthar collapsed to his knees, from exhaustion. Lifting his head up as the lead Scourge leapt on top of him, Luthar reached for the very last of his power.
 
   “Stella tempestas”
 
   A shower of little purple stars blasted into the Scourge on top of him, killing another handful of the foul creatures, before he was cut down by their slashing claws. Luthar died knowing that he had slaughtered thousands of the wicked creatures, but most importantly. 
 
   He had given his wife a chance to get their daughters to the safety of the Pack. 
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   When the link in her soul suddenly blinked out, Moonglow knew that Luthar had died. 
 
   Even before she heard the triumphant screeches of the Scourge ring out behind her. Ignoring the tears streaming down her face, Moonglow plowed through the waist high snow. Heading for the ribs of Winter Fang, she heard the sounds of pursuit spreading out behind her in the forest. 
 
   In the deeper snow of the woods, the Scourge would easily catch up to her. She needed to get to firmer ground if she were going to have any chance of outrunning them. 
 
   Cutting south, Moonglow headed for the thinnest part of the forest as she heard the laboring breath of the creatures closing in from behind. Cursing in frustration, she realized they were catching up to her too soon. 
 
   Moments later, she heard the sounds of other groups circling ahead, trying to cut off her flight. Listening intently, she ran silently through the thinning woods. She heard the closing of the trap as the Scourge in front of her suddenly changed direction, charging directly at her. 
 
   Judging the closing distance, Moonglow waited until the first misshapen heads sprang up out of the dark right in front of her, before making her move. Shifting the whimpering pups to her left arm, she sprang twenty feet into the air. 
 
   The closest Scourge leaped after her a split second later, but she was already passing high above its head. Slamming into the massive trunk of the nearest tree, she sank her claws deep into the trunk, bracing herself once more. 
 
   Rushing after her in a flurry of angry screeches, the pursuing Scourge ran to the base of the tree. Leaping onto the thick trunk, they began climbing after her with their long clawed hands. Flexing her powerful legs, Moonglow sprang once more. Flying through the air, she cleared forty yards, before crashing into the frozen ground. Diving into a roll, she jumped back to her feet as the Scourge screeched in anger behind her taking up the chase once more.
 
   Moonglow’s feet hit solid ground a moment later, as she broke out of the deep snow of the forest onto the windswept plateau of Winter Run. Her feet pounded the windswept stone like a pounding drum as she ran up the steep incline. 
 
   Already, the Scourge were once again closing in for the kill. Except this time, she could see their red eyes and tooth filled maws clearly in the moonlight as their numbers turned the plateau behind her into a dark oozing mass. 
 
   Sides heaving from exertion, Moonglow passed under the first set of rock formations arching to either side over her head. Watching out of the corner of her eyes, she saw two the fastest Scourge start passing on either side of her. 
 
   Unfortunately, she knew this game all too well. 
 
   Springing at the same time, both Scourge slashed with their long claws. She felt their sharp claws slicing deep into her legs, before falling away. Just as the next two began taking up position behind her. 
 
   Except for a deep rumbling growl in her chest, she showed no other reaction to the injuries as she ran on.    
 
   Passing under the third set of stone ribs, the next set of Scourge sprang onto her back. Digging their claws deep into her shoulders blades, they sliced deep gashes down her spine, before tumbling to the ground behind her as she ran on. 
 
   Shrugging off the injury, she continued towards her goal as the next Scourge in line closed in behind her. Again they slashed deep into her pounding legs trying to take her down, and again she ignored the pain as if it were nothing. 
 
   Focused solely on her goal, the spot just before the point where the last set of stone ribs came together over her head, Moonglow blocked out the blood streaming down her shredded back and legs as her muscles screamed from the strain. The pain was nothing, in comparison to the need to save the lives of her daughters. Somehow she managed to stay ahead of the pursuit passing under the fourth and fifth stone ribs before the next two Scourge could close to attack range.   
 
   Reaching her goal, Moonglow crouched suddenly just as the Scourge behind her lunged at her back. Leaping straight up with all of her strength, she shot into the air as the Scourge slammed into her from behind. 
 
   Realizing she wouldn’t make the jump with the extra weight on her back, Moonglow stretched out one long arm high above her head. Her massive clawed hand barely caught the top edge of the rocky outcrop as she slammed to a stop. 
 
   The sudden halt jarred one of the Scourge loose. Slashing wildly, the creature slid off Moonglow’s back, falling to its brethren gathering below as the remaining Scourge drove its clawed hands deep into her muscular shoulder blades.  
 
   Seeing his prey helpless, the Scourge head snapped forward as its fangs sank deep into Moonglow’s shoulder. Screeching in rage, it ripped out a large bloody chunk of flesh from the arm that clutched the puppies protectively to her breast. Gulping down the tasty morsel, the Scourge screeched in triumph to its brethrens below as it sank its jaws once more into her bleeding shoulder. 
 
   Helpless, Moonglow could only howl in agony.
 
   <Leave Mamma along>
 
   The mental cry burnt through Moonglow’s pain as a searing elemental blast of fire and ice shot past her head, almost making her lose her grip on the puppies in her arm. Looking over her shoulder, Moonglow saw the Scourge’s gaping jaws encased in ice, frozen wide open, while the only thing left of the top half of its head was a smoking blackened skull. 
 
   Slowly, the Scourge’s lifeless body fell away from her back to the plateau below. In amazement, she looked at her daughters. Luthar had tried to explain to her, but she had never truly understood how powerful their daughters would be until now. 
 
   Pushing the thoughts of Luthar away, Moonglow hugged her pups tightly to her breast. 
 
   <Thank you my daughters> 
 
   Taking a deep breath, Moonglow gave one mighty heave, propelling them to the top of the rocky outcrop. Collapsing to her hands and knees, she took a moment to catch her breath.
 
   <Momma your hurt> 
 
   Starfire’s and Frostbrand’s Mentem-loqui speech echoed in unison in her head. 
 
   <It will be okay my wondrous daughters>
 
   Struggling to get out of their Mother’s arm, Starfire proclaimed loudly. 
 
    <Let me go. I will protect you, Momma> 
 
   Seeing the blood pooling onto the stone ledge, Frostbrand wailed loudly. 
 
   <Momma you’re bleeding> 
 
   Looking below, Moonglow watched the Scourge horde as it began to move once more. Already, they were nearing the pathway at the far end of the plateau, which would take them to her current position in short order. 
 
   <Be still daughters. We must keep moving> 
 
   Climbing painfully to her feet, Moonglow took three quick steps, before jumping the gap to the trail that would take her the rest of the way to Winter Fang Rocks. 
 
   <Oof> 
 
   Landing heavy, Moonglow forced her shredded legs into a run as the sounds of claws on stone came to her from further down the path. They would be here any second! Throwing her head, she howled as she ran.  
 
   <The Scourge have invaded Winter Fang Spine>
 
    Looking over her shoulder, she saw the Scourge round the bend on the trail below. 
 
   <I need help> 
 
   Scrambling up the winding pathway of the Spine, Moonglow entered Winter Reach. Seeing the dark shapes of Winter Fang Rocks soaring high above her in the night’s sky, she broke into a dead sprint. 
 
   The large stones where roughly shaped like giant teeth, creating a natural barrier at the top of the peak in the shape of a giant maw. The only way in or out was between the two largest stones near the center, which was why the Pack had given the mountain peak its name. 
 
   Moonglow heard the screeches of triumph ringing out behind her from the Scourge as a response to her cry for help sounded in her mind.
 
   <We are here> 
 
   The first of the Scourge up the path were only steps behind her as she passed through the two massive stones that marked the entrance to Winter Fang Rocks, when the large dark shapes of Werewolves rose from their hiding spots on either side of the entrance. Lunging forward, they slammed into the leading wave of the Scourge horde as Moonglow passed through their lines to safety. 
 
   Dead Scourge bodies flew through the air as the Werewolves sprang forward, filling the gap between the two massive stones with their hulking bodies. Their razor sharp claws cut through the Scourge wave with devastating slashing blows as the ferocity of the attack threw the Scourge back in shock. 
 
   A moment later, the leading wave of the Scourge turned and ran, heading back down to the plain below. Seeing their enemies escaping, the Werewolves began howling after them in pursuit. 
 
   <Stop> 
 
   Ridgeback’s mental order slashed through the Werewolves’ blood lust, stopping them in their tracks. Rising to his full height, he stood in front of his Packmates. 
 
   Several of the youngest Werewolves growled angrily at Ridgeback’s command, as their instincts screamed for them to continue chasing their bloodied prey. Bloodfang, one of the youngest, faced Ridgeback exploding in anger. 
 
   <They are getting away> 
 
   Enraged beyond reason, the young Werewolf ignored Ridgeback’s orders as he sprang after the fleeing Scourge. 
 
   Leaping over the young Werewolf’s head, Ridgeback landed lightly in front of Bloodfang. Faster than thought, his backhand slammed the young Werewolf back into two other young Werewolves who had started following after him. The three Werewolves fell into a pile on the ground. Growling loudly, they quickly sprang back to their feet ready to fight. 
 
   Visibly swelling, Ridgeback faced the young Werewolves growling his next words out loud.
 
   “You will stay with the Pack!” 
 
   Ridgeback was not an alpha, but his dominant aura was strong enough to override the younger Werewolves natural instinct to chase down their prey, and cut through the bloodlust that was overwhelming their thoughts. Chastised, they hung their heads submissively falling back into the ranks of the Pack standing guard at the approach to Winter Fangs. 
 
   Ridgeback wasn’t particularly angry with the young Werewolves. He still remembered how it was when he was young. The bloodlust would make his blood burn in his veins. Facing the Scourge horde as they flooded the plateau below, he growled deep in his chest. There was no time for that kind of foolishness tonight. 
 
   <Soon there will be more than enough carnage to satisfy even you, young Bloodfang> 
 
   The Werewolves laughed heartily at Ridgeback’s joke. It kept their minds from wondering what had befallen the majority of their Pack Brothers and Sisters that hadn’t made it back to Winter Fang Rocks. 
 
   Looking about him, Ridgeback estimated there were less than forty Werewolves standing with him. Over half of them were females still recovering from giving birth to their young. Add another handful of females staying with the youngest pups deeper in the Fangs, and that was all that was left to preserve the Pack’s very existence. 
 
   Holding his clawed hand palm up, Ridgeback looked into the night’s sky as it started to snow once again. Sniffing the air, he smelt the brewing storm forming in the dark sky above. 
 
   Angrily, he balled his elongated hand into a fist. If only the storm would come sooner rather than later, they might have a chance. 
 
   Suddenly, the screeching sounds of the Scourge filled the air as they charged forth in a massive wave of claws and fangs. Sweeping his gaze over the Werewolves standing with him, Ridgeback strode down the line growling orders. 
 
   <Do not let them fool you in being drawn away from your Packmates >
 
   <You are not hunting as Lone Werewolves tonight, but fighting together for the future of the Pack> 
 
   Looking out at their enemy, Ridgeback last words reverberated through them.
 
   <We will stop them here> 
 
   Baring their fangs, the Werewolves howled out their rage. Standing shoulder to shoulder, they held their ground as the first Scourge wave broke against them.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Four
 
   Location Irlendria / Winter Fangs / Scourge Camp:
 
   “Commander Annork, I see you received my dispatch.”
 
   Crunching the last of the Scourge runner in his massive jaws, Commander Annork turned his red eyes away from the battle raging on the slope above as he regarded the new arrival with open disdain. Standing flat footed, he towered over the grongor mounted highborn bellowing in rage. 
 
   “I do not need any help in slaying these animals!” 
 
   Seeing the four black robed forms riding up behind Lord Nardak, his bellowing changed suddenly into a fearful hiss. 
 
   “Lord, what are they doing here?”
 
   Lord Nardak smiled cruelly. “It appears the Dark Lady does not share your confidence in this matter.” Privately, he feared the Acolytes of Loviatar as much as any Tuonellian, but he had learned long ago the secret in dealing the Goddess’s Dark Sect when he was extremely young. Annork had thought he had won a significant victory when he had wrestled this command from him months earlier. 
 
   The fool had no idea! Werewolves were no dumb animals to be taken lightly in their own den. 
 
   Looking over the mountain of dead piled up before the approach to Winter Fang Rocks, he shook his head in disgust. He doubted if there were two hundred Scourge left, out of the ten thousand that Annork had begun the attack with.
 
   “You will command the surviving nafda to fall back at this time.”
 
   Reaching for Lord Nardak with his oversized fists, Annork bellowed again in sudden anger. 
 
   “You command nothing here ...”
 
   “Our mistress is less than pleased with your lack of progress Annork.” 
 
   Rocking back on his heels, the soft hissing words cut through Annork’s bellowing tirade in mid-blast. His mind fearfully registering the lack of title in the acolyte’s address. Whipping around, he bowed his head addressing the acolytes directly. 
 
   “Forgive me Dark Sisters. The Brokenfangs failed to silence the animals as they promised. Hence, I have lost more forces to these animals than originally expected.” 
 
   Heads bowed, the acolytes dismounted moving as one to stand in front of Commander Annork in a half circle. Looking away, he began bellowing commands to the remaining Scourge, when four black blades pierced his skin. A second later, the ground slammed into his face as the paralysis affected hit him instantly. A choking scream of agony, came from his nerveless lips as black blotches of corruption began spreading out from the small knife pricks, consuming his flesh. 
 
   Smiling, the first acolyte’s hissing voice continued. “Our Mistress accepts your apology, Annork son of Kherhn. She knows this will not be an issue in the future.” 
 
   Joining her sisters, the acolytes left the rotting corpse where it lay as they walked to the middle of the windswept plateau. Spreading out double arm intervals, they began clearing the snow from the ground at their feet as the lead acolyte’s voice rang out once more.
 
   “Lord Nardak, you will pull your forces back to a point twenty paces behind us, and wait for further instructions. We will deal with these beasts.”
 
   “As you command, Priestess.” 
 
   Bowing deep in his saddle, Lord Nardak rode away quickly calling out commands for the Scourge Blood Leaders to pull back their warriors. The screeching commands, of the Scourge Blood Leaders, echoed behind him as he rode through the ragged troops. Slowly, the surviving warriors began moving to the acolyte’s specified location. 
 
   Scourge society was loosely organized by tribes of family groups. Blood Leaders were warriors that had defeated all challengers in their brood, only then would the other warriors follow their commands. 
 
   Since the Tuonellian had dominated the Scourge, they had forbidden the Blood Leader’s the right to choose their own Sypan, or Horde Leader, since the previous Scourge uprising. Instead, Tuonellian Hulks were typically used to lead the Scourge. Tuonellian Hulks were rare mutant Tuonellian High Born that were not much saner then the Scourge they commanded. Due to their enormous size and incredible strength, the Scourge Blood Leaders accept Tuonellian Hulks as their natural leaders, without the usual challenging rituals demanded by their traditions. 
 
   The Scourge revered the Hulks, dissimilar to Tuonellian society that considered Hulks little better than the Scourge they commanded. Hate filled rage boiled through him at the old thought. Using his mighty blade, Lord Nardak cruelly slashed any laggard not fast enough to stay out of his path. 
 
   Fighting the urges of his ravishing hunger, he swore at the curse he was forced to endure since his birth. 
 
   Looking back once more over his shoulder, he saw the acolytes start pouring glowing green liquid onto the frozen ground. Within seconds, magic green flames began burning at their feet. Quickly turning away, he galloped to the front of the Scourge formation to await further orders. 
 
   It was always best not to make the Dark Priestesses wait! 
 
   Sweating even in the cold of the blizzard that was forming, he watched the black robed shapes of the acolytes as they chanted before the burning sigils. Reaching a crescendo, their voices cried out in unison as they fell to the ground on their knees. 
 
   “Uncinus Antitheus!” 
 
   At first, the silence was complete, but, slowly, the sounds of the storm began howling around them once again, and still the acolytes did not move. Shifting restively, Lord Nardak looked from side to side at the Scourge behind him. The slaves had collapsed to their knees, when the acolytes had cast their spell. Unmoving, they held their claw hands protectively over their heads. Shifting restively beneath him, his grongor reacted to his irritation, when a loud tearing sound suddenly filled the air. 
 
   Whipping his gaze back to the magical glowing circles in front of the acolytes, Lord Nardak froze in place. 
 
   Unexpectedly, he saw large clawed hands appear in midair as if reaching through a hole. Thunderous tearing sounds reverberating across the plateau as the holes in front of the acolytes began growing in size as the clawed hands literally began ripping open the very fabric of creation! 
 
   In horror, he watched as spike covered heads and cloven hooves began forcing their way through the small openings. Seconds later, four hulking twelve foot tall creatures, covered in foot long bone like barbs from head to hoof, stood within the circles of power as the green flames flared into a fiery cage around them.
 
   “Barbed Demons!” 
 
   The name tumbled from Lord Nardak’s numb lips as the old stories of the otherworldly creatures swept through his mind.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Five
 
   Location Irlendria / Winter Fangs:
 
   Looking out at his surviving Pack mates collapsing to the ground around him, Ridgeback hung his head, refusing to give into the exhaustion he felt. 
 
   A Battle Leader had to be strong for his warriors. They had thrown the Scourge back repeatedly throughout the night, until they fought atop a mountain of dead twenty deep. He didn’t know why the Scourge had suddenly stopped their attack and pulled all of their forces back to the far side of Winter Reach, but he wasn’t going to complain about their good fortune. 
 
   Only tattered strips of flesh clung to his broad chest and muscular arms. Everything else had been stripped away during the fighting. 
 
   Ignoring the pain, he automatically began tearing large chunks of flesh from the dead below, shoving the bloody chunks of meat into his maw. The flesh tasted like burnt wood ash, and he had to force himself not to puke after every swallow, but as his Sire always said. “Food was fuel,” as long as his body had the fuel it would continue repairing itself until he died. 
 
   Pushing his exhaustion away, Ridgeback lifted his head, once more surveying the battlefield with his one uninjured eye. He vaguely recalled having the other one ripped out of his skull sometime during the fight, but it was mostly a blur as was everything else about the battle. 
 
   Following his example, the surviving three males and twelve females joined him in the impromptu feast. All of them were mangled from battling the relentless enemy, but they were all that were left to protect the young, and defend the Pack itself from extinction. Sitting back on his haunches, Ridgeback closed his eyes for a moment. 
 
   He could feel his body already beginning to recover.
 
   <You should see this> 
 
   The broadcast came to him suddenly, from Farseer. 
 
   <I sense wrongness below> 
 
   Grabbing another fist full of flesh, Ridgeback moved to where Farseer perched watching the plateau below. Squinting, he saw the dark silhouettes reflected in the light cast from the green magic flames.
 
   “Sisters of Loviatar”, he growled angrily. 
 
   At any other time, Ridgeback wouldn’t have given the Dark Priestesses a second thought, since Werewolves were resistant to most magic. Given the Pack’s dire straits, seeing them here now could only be an evil omen. 
 
   Normally, only wizards or sorcerers were a cause for alarm, but even then there were few enough of those in the world. Wizards for the most part kept to themselves, preferring to have solitude for their studies, while sorcerers were insane and had to be killed at a young age. Thinking of Moonglow’s mate, Ridgeback mentally corrected himself. Most sorcerers were insane and had to be killed, while, an exceedingly few, like Luthar Feltalc were not corrupted by their power. 
 
   The Pack was proud to include the Damarien as one of their own. 
 
   Feeling the hackles on his back begin to rise, Ridgeback brought his wandering mind back into focus on the priestesses below. Their chanting voices rose into a crescendo as the air began to crackle with magical energy. Suddenly, a cry rang out from below as the priestesses released their spell in a great surge of power. 
 
   “Uncinus Antitheus!”
 
   Ridgeback’s ears flattened as an unnatural silence swept across the plateau, quieting even the strong winds of the raging storm for several heartbeats. Seconds later, the noises of the storm came crashing back as thunderous ripping sounds reverberated from below. 
 
   Surging to his feet, Ridgeback’s yellow eye turned blood red at the stench of pure evil filling his nostrils. Enraged, he howled into the night’s sky as four massive demons stepped out of their portals into the glowing green circles of power before each priestess. The rest of the Werewolves began howling a moment later, echoing their own hatred at the sight of the evil creatures below. 
 
   Even from this distance, Ridgeback could see foot long razor sharp barbs covering the humanoid shapes of the demons, from spiked head to cloven hoof. The green flames suddenly flared high into the night’s sky, trapping the creatures inside the circles of power. 
 
   Roaring in fury, the demons began slamming their bodies against the circles imprisoning them, but gradually the commands of the priestesses forced the demons to stop their assault upon the magical barriers. Focusing their Will, the priestesses forced the demons to obey. Slowly, the demons turned to face the Werewolves as their fanged mouths began gnashing with anticipation. 
 
   With a wave of their hands, the Priestesses’ Will broke the circles of power binding the Antitheus in place. Released from their prison of green fire, the demons charged the surviving Werewolves with a savage roar. 
 
   Bringing his rage under control, Ridgeback strode to the center of the approach issuing commands.
 
   <Males to me> 
 
   Looking at Cloudseeker, Quickfoot and Bloodfang as they scrambled into place next to him, Ridgeback continued. 
 
   <We will stop the demons here, while the females go for the kill> 
 
   Pointing at the gathered females, Ridgeback picked out Moonglow, Skywalker, Dreamflower and Deathpaw.
 
   <You four will lead the assault, choose your warriors quickly> 
 
   He faced the demons once more as the females began shifting quickly into their positions around him. Unbelievably fast, the creatures had already cleared the plateau, and were even now charging up the mound of dead. Out of the corner of his eyes, he saw Moonglow move to his side, standing next to him with her two Pack Sisters at her side. 
 
   Leaping forward as the creatures came into grappling range, Ridgeback slammed his clawed hands through the barbs protecting the demon’s neck. He let the brute force him back, until he could feel his long clawed fingers wrapping around the base of the monster’s massive head. 
 
   Digging his claws deep into the creature’s muscular neck, Ridgeback pushed back with all of his might. He stopped the demon’s charge just before it drove him into the heart of Winter Fang. 
 
   Ridgeback howled in agony as the demon suddenly changed tactics. Wrapping its arms around him, the creature pulled him against its massive chest as dozens of foot long barbs punched through his body. Losing his last eye, Ridgeback blindly tore into the beast with his mighty fangs. He felt the barbs pierce his muzzle and skull as he snapped the hard bones off at their roots with his powerful jaws. 
 
   Focused solely on destroying the enemy before him, he suddenly died as the monster ripped him apart, ending his life in an explosion of blood.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Moonglow knew they were in trouble, when the demons charge took out all of the males except for Ridgeback in the first rush. Without slowing down, the same creature that ended Bloodfang’s life grabbed Skywalker next. As the demon’s arms wrapped her in its deadly embrace, her Pack Sisters tried to come to her aid as they uselessly impaled themselves on the massive barbs sticking out of the creature’s back. 
 
   Holding her own force back, Moonglow followed close behind the creature battling Ridgeback, waiting for an opening. Seeing Ridgeback snap off the barbs protecting the beast’s neck, she gave the command for her Pack Sisters to attack. 
 
   Rushing forward, Woodheart leaped onto the demon’s shoulder as one of the large barbs pierced her breasts. Slashing at the creature’s neck with her long claws, she felt her life’s blood start pumping out onto the white snow. Every slash made the wound in the beast’s neck larger, but the demon simply ignored the injury as it caught Ridgeback in its deadly grip.
 
   <It does not bleed>, Woodheart wailed in despair!
 
   <It will never bleed! The only hope we have is to cut off its head>, Moonglow broadcasted back! 
 
   <Then sisters, use my body as your shield>, Woodheart cried out in her weakening Mentem-loqui speech.  
 
   Farseer and Moonglow leapt onto the demon next, tearing deeper into the creature’s neck as it suddenly ripped Ridgeback apart before their shocked eyes. Enraged, the beast caught ahold of Woodheart, driving a fist through her chest as its other clawed fist sank deep into her back, before wrapping its fist around her spine. With one tremendous jerk, the monster ripped Woodheart’s broken body off of its shoulder barbs. Practically tearing her in two, it flung her shattered remains away like a broken doll. Next, the demon turned its focus on Farseer and Moonglow as they struggled to tear the creature’s head from its shoulders. 
 
   Falling backwards suddenly, the demon caught Farseer under its massive bulk. Rolling back and forth, her howls of agony lasted only seconds as the razor sharp barbs shredded her to bloody pieces. 
 
   Attacking with all of her strength, Moonglow managed to rip open the wound until she hit bone. Seeing the exposed spine, she pulled her first back to smash through the bones, when the beast lashed out blindly. Slamming her in the face with a backhand blow, she was suddenly flying through the air. Hitting the ground a second later, she slid to a stop several feet away from the monster missing half of her face. 
 
   Stunned, Moonglow rolled over just as the massive demon pounced on top of her, crushing her legs. Howling in despair, she watched as the beast raised its barbed fist to rip her heart out. One more blow was all she needed! 
 
   A scorching blast of flame suddenly slammed into the creature’s misshapen face. 
 
   <Leave Mamma alone> 
 
   Unhurt, the demon smashed its fist into Starfire’s face, slamming her to the ground with one hit. Laughing wickedly, it lifted the little Werewolf in its clawed hand as it turned to Moonglow, holding the limp body before her eyes. 
 
   “Nooo!” 
 
   Lunging once more for the demon, Moonglow cried out as the creature’s clawed fist punched through her shoulder, slamming her to the ground. Taunting in a guttural voice, it lifted the weakly struggling Starfire to its gapping jaws.
 
    “Watch me eat your whelp before I end you’re life, Bitch!” 
 
   Suddenly, a freezing blast of cold froze the demon’s arm pinning Moonglow to the ground in a solid block of ice. In surprise, the creature’s head whipped around.
 
   <Let go of my sister>, Frostbrand cried out tearfully. 
 
   Seeing her chance, Moonglow slammed her fist through the frozen arm pinning her to the ground, shattering it to the shoulder. Howling in rage, she punched her fist through the demon’s spine, blasting the creature’s head from its shoulders. A second later, its lifeless body collapsed next to her on the ground. 
 
   Pushing herself to her elbows, Moonglow gently removed Starfire from the demon’s stiff fist, cradling her daughter in her arms.   
 
   <Let me see your face Starfire>
 
   <Mamma it hurts so much. I can’t see>
 
   <I know Baby, let me look> 
 
   Laying Starfire gently onto her back, she inspected the damage. Licking the blood from her daughter’s eyes, she used her tongue to clean the deep slashes from the demon’s claws running down her daughter’s face, washing the wounds gently. 
 
   <Is Starfire going to be okay Mamma> 
 
   Scooping up Frostbrand in her other arm, she held her babies close to her chest. 
 
   <She’s in a lot of pain, but she will live Frostbrand>
 
   <Can you see now Starfire>
 
   <Yes Mamma>, looking up weakly. <It hurts so much, Mamma>
 
   <I know my love, but soon it will be better. For now, you both must be strong my loves, stronger than you’ve ever been before> 
 
   Holding her pups close to her chest, she gazed across the battlefield as the other demons ripped the life out of her Packmates. Her daughters would be slaughtered, and there wasn’t anything she could do to stop it! Seeing the last of her Pack Sisters ripped to shreds, she suddenly had an idea.  
 
   <Daughters, we must hide if we are going to survive this night. I have a plan, but for it to work you must remain silent. No matter what you hear or what happens to me, you must remain quiet. Promise me daughters> 
 
   Looking with wide eyes in the direction of the screams coming from the other pups as the demons gathered them in a pile, they looked into her serious eyes.
 
   <We understand Mother> 
 
   Hiding her daughters under her own body, she hauled the demon’s massive corpse to her once more. She had one chance to make this work. Carefully, she positioned the body above her, before letting it gently fall on top of her. Gritting her fangs, she allowed the razor sharp barbs to slowly slide through her flesh, until they came to a stop against the stone beneath her. Lying still as the dead, she focused on conserving her strength as she felt her blood begin pooling on the ground beneath her. 
 
   Hopefully, the demon’s corpse would hide them from their enemies! 
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   “These are not the beasts we seek!” The Dark Sister hissed in anger to the Scourge Blood Leader, held before her in the clawed hand of her demon.
 
   The hissing screech brought Moonglow back to sudden consciousness. She kept fading in and out despite the rage coursing through. She had an idea what was causing the problem, but there was no way to stop the growing weakness inside of her. Not as long as they were surrounded by their enemies. It wasn’t that she was simply losing too much blood. There was something about the demon’s barbs that was interfering with her body’s ability to heal! 
 
   For the last two hours, Moonglow had endured listening to the Pack’s young being butchered as she lay helpless unable to stop the slaughter. “If it’s the last thing I do, I will kill you!” Moonglow’s vowed silently to herself.
 
   “Mistress, none of my warriors consumed the beast’s young! Of this, I swear!” The Blood Leader repeated with his head bowed low, not meeting the acolyte eyes. Slaves were forbidden from looking directly at their masters.
 
   Backhanding the Scourge at his words, she continued shrieking. “You want me to take the words of a slave? Do you think I am so foolish to think you had your eyes on every one of your nafda during the entire battle?” 
 
   Enraged, she turned to the surviving warriors pointing back at their Blood Leader.
 
   “Here is what I do with liars!” 
 
   As the words left her lips, the Barbed Antitheus roared ripping the Blood Leader in half with its massive claws. Quickly, it shoved the bloody halves into his ravenous maw. 
 
   Stalking away from the rest of the Scourge, she approached the surviving Werewolf pups huddling together in fear. Picking up one of the young pups at random, she began strangling the little female as she once again began asking the same question.
 
   “Tell me where Luthar Feltalc’s sorceress children are or I will smash you to pieces!”
 
   <I have not seen them. Not since they left with their mother>, the female managed to broadcast as she gasped helplessly for breath. 
 
   “We tracked their Mother here. Now tell me where they are!” 
 
   <They were not with her when she arrived>, the female replied weakly.
 
   “You lie!” 
 
   Yelling at the top of her lungs, the head acolyte began slamming the small body against the nearest rock. Lifting the bloody puppy once again to her face, she continued screaming.
 
   “Tell me what I want to know!” 
 
   Realizing she had killed another one of the little beasts, she threw the female’s broken body against the nearest rock screeching at the top of her lungs. Taking deep, breaths she slowly regained control of her volatile temper. Once more under control, she looked at the five remaining puppies addressing her sisters.
 
   “The time has come. Let us make ready the circle.” 
 
   Whimpering cries filled the air as each priestess picked out one of the remaining pups, before standing at the four corners of Winter Fang Heart. Using their black knifes, they pierced a small hole just above the young Werewolves’ hearts. Slowly, the priestesses walk in a circle, drawing out a greater circle of power in their blood. 
 
   Helpless in the priestesses steel grip, they watched in horror as their life’s blood pumped out onto the cold stone ground. Finished, the priestesses laid the dying puppies at each cardinal point of the fiendish design. 
 
   Moving quickly, three priestesses mounted their grongors as Lord Nardak commanded a hundred of the Scourge to move into the center of the circle. Nervously, the warriors joined the three acolytes and two demons already standing at the center of the circle of power. 
 
   Retrieving the last Werewolf pup, the head acolyte handed the whimpering female to the demonless acolyte leading the assault.
 
   “You know our Dark Mistress commands. I am giving you this opportunity to prove yourself, Sister Dyniessus.”
 
   “I will not fail, Sister Lytolna!”
 
   “I know you will not, Sister. I will stay here guarding the portal, awaiting your triumphant return.” 
 
   Exiting the circle, Sister Lytolna strode to her demon side, before turning to face Sister Dyniessus once more.
 
   “Go now with Loviatar’s blessing!” 
 
   “As Loviatar commands” the acolytes intentioned back. 
 
   Focusing their Will on the circle of power, the acolytes began to chant as Dyniessus laid the terrified female back in her arm. Lifting her black dagger high into the air, above the young puppy’s heart, she waited until the magic circle thrummed with energy. Feeling the power begin to peak, she hissed out her spell, piercing the little Werewolf’s heart with her black blade.
 
   "Advectio!”
 
   Moonglow almost cried out as the force suddenly disappeared in a flash of green flames. Comprehension hit her like a battering ram! 
 
   Loviatar must have figured out the secret Shadowfang used to hide them from her sight! 
 
   Suddenly, the reason for the invasion made sense! All members of the Pack are connected to their Pack Leader by a bond of blood. The priestesses must be planning to use the Pack’s blood bond to track down Shadowfang’s location, and to find the youngling he’d spirited away. To do that, they would have to cast their tracking spell from the same gate that the original portal was opened from. 
 
   They would need to use the gate at the center of Winter Fangs Heart!  
 
   


  
 

Chapter Six
 
   Location Earth / Florida present day:
 
   John Temple looked up at the brilliant flash of light towards the east that suddenly lit up the night’s sky for several seconds, before fading away. It was practically on top of where they were patrolling. 
 
   Bill Thomas, his partner sitting in front of the airboat, turned around with a questioning look, before giving him the go ahead to head towards the bright flash. Pushing the throttle forward, the engine roared even louder as the airboat began picking up speed. 
 
   Quickly, they slid around the next bend in the river, heading for the point where they’d seen the light.
 
   John had grown up in Hope Sound when it was only a one traffic light town. He’d spent most of his youth, tramping around Jonathan Dickenson’s State Park when he was in the Boy Scouts as a kid. Later, he worked as an attendant for the Park when he was going to Jupiter Community College, before applying to become a Ranger. 
 
   Bill had a similar story. Together, they’d spent the last seventeen years patrolling the wild life sanctuary. Over the years, they had handled everything from the routine drunken campers on the weekends, to fighting some of the worst forest fires in the park’s history. 
 
   Seeing the branch of the river to Trapper Nelson’s covered in a thick fog, John throttled down the engine to a crawl as he steered the airboat by memory alone. Normally, his first thought would have been they had a forest fire on their hands, but approaching the docks. He suddenly swore. 
 
   The temperature must have dropped by at least sixty degrees! 
 
   This was certainly not any forest fire conditions he’d ever heard of before. During all of the years he’d spent as a Ranger, this was the first time he’d seen anything like this period. Seeing the worried looks Bill kept throwing over his shoulder, John figured Bill must be thinking the same thing. 
 
   Coming to a stop, John killed the engine as Bill jumped out, tying the bow to the moorings. Looking up the stairs that lead to the top of the high bank, he couldn’t see anything, except for the thick fog lit up from the full moon somewhere overhead. 
 
   “You ever heard of anything like this before Bill?”
 
   Hitching up his belt, Bill scanned the upper edge of the bank before replying. 
 
   “Nope, can’t say that I have.”
 
   Getting down from the pilot’s seat, John climbed up onto the dock next to his partner. 
 
   “How do you want to handle this Bill?” 
 
   “I’d feel better if you came up and watched my back, while I run a quick patrol around the perimeter.” 
 
   John nodded his head in agreement. “Sounds like a plan.”
 
   Taking the stairs up to the bank, both Rangers looked around warily, shining their flashlights ahead in the thick fog. Visibility was maybe twelve feet at best. The sudden crunching sound under their feet brought both men to a sudden stop. Bill bent down to inspect the ground as John kept watch. 
 
   “Look at this John. The grass is frozen solid!” 
 
   John’s face was suddenly serious. The creep-o-meter had just shot through the roof!  
 
   Resting his hand on the pommel of his automatic ready to draw, Bill headed out into the fog calling back to John. “You’d better call this in.” 
 
   John pulled out the radio at his hip as Bill disappeared into the fog. 
 
   “Charlie three to COM.” 
 
   John’s voice broke the silence he hadn’t even realized was there. Usually, the Florida Everglades were alive from the many sounds of its various inhabitants, but tonight it was oddly silent. 
 
   Not getting an instant reply, John nervously broadcasted once more. 
 
   “Charlie three to COM.” 
 
   “Go ahead Charlie three.” 
 
   Hearing the dispatcher’s response calmed his nerves somewhat. 
 
   “COM, show us ten ninety-seven for a signal thirty-seven at Nelson’s Place.”
 
   The dispatcher answered bored, “ten four, I’ll change you’re status to ten ninety-seven.” 
 
   A sudden loud thump caught John’s attention as something hit the ground in front of him a short distance away. Putting his radio away, John pulled his out his automatic. Pointing it at the ground, he slowly swept his flashlight from side to side.
 
   “Is that you Bill?” Walking forward, he tripped suddenly as his foot slammed into something hard on the ground. Catching his balance, he felt the automatic kicked in his hand.
 
   BOOM 
 
   The forty-five roared deafeningly into the night as John swore loudly. Shining the flashlight behind him, he looked to see what he’d tripped over. Unless he could find something decent to blame it on, like a gator, Bill would be riding him hard all the way back to base about discharging his weapon. 
 
   Shining the light on the ground, John saw the mutilated creature that he must have tripped over. Seeing the dead animal, he frowned thoughtfully. 
 
   That was weird for April. 
 
   Normally, it wasn't until closer to Halloween when they had to deal with the crazies sacrificing animals. 
 
   Walking over to the dead creature, John used the bottom of his boot to get a better look at the animal, when suddenly he retched on the ground. Looking back up at him was the bloody half of Bill’s face! 
 
   Suddenly, loud screeching calls rang out in the darkness surrounding him. Bringing his colt forty-five up before him, he crossed his wrists, so the flashlight shined out over the weapon’s barrel. Swinging the heavy weapon back and forth, John saw dozens of red eyes reflecting back at him from out of the darkness.  
 
   “I am a Florida Ranger. Stay back or I will use deadly force.” 
 
   He heard the crunch of grass as the creatures began to slowly advancing on him. Yelling, John targeted on the closest set of eyes, squeezing the trigger to his automatic.
 
   BOOM …. BOOM … BOOM … BOOM
 
   The forty-five kicked again and again in his hands as he swung around in a circle, aiming for the center of each set of eyes. The eyes darted away as John heard the familiar meaty smacks of the bullets slamming home. Seeing the creatures hesitate, he turned and ran, heading for the dock as the forty-five continued to roar in his hand. 
 
   Hitting the stairs leading down to the airboat, John jumped. Taking the steps three at a time, he heard claws rake on wood a second later behind him. 
 
   Turning around he, sank to one knee swinging his forty-five back up with both hands, when suddenly he was flying through the air. 
 
   Crashing to a stop against the side of the airboat, John rolled difficultly to his knees. Trying to catch his breath, he suddenly realized there were only bloody stumps where his hands used to be. 
 
   Looking up, he screamed as a gray blur leaped on top of him, ripping his head from his shoulders!   
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Sister Dyniessus bent over the dead body of the strange creature, pulling out the unusual device still strapped to its waist. Commanding the nearest Scourge to her side, she pointed the opening of the device at the Scourge chest as she’d seen the creature do. For a second, nothing happened as she fiddled with the device, until she found the odd lever.
 
   BOOM
 
   The device jumped in her hands, making her grip the thing quickly, so as not to drop it on the ground. The Scourge in front of her grunted in surprise as something slammed into its chest. Searching in the dirt at the Scourges feet, Dyniessus found an oddly shaped soft hunk of metal still warm to the touch. Prepared this time for the kick, she pointed the device once more at the Scourge, triggering the lever again just as her sisters came to see what she was doing. 
 
   This time, she saw a bright flash as the metal shot out of the small hole, before slamming to a stop. 
 
   Once again, the piece of metal bounced off the Scourge’s chest as Leenara, this time, picked up the warm piece of metal. Turning the piece of metal over in her clawed hands, she looked questioningly at Dyniessus who was busy inspecting the shiny piece of metal that had shot out the other side of the device.
 
   “What does the thing do?” 
 
   Thoughtfully, Torenundra took the piece of metal from Leenara as she squeezed the soft metal in her clawed fingers, before pointing at the corpse by their feet. “Try using it on that.” 
 
   Following her sisters suggestion, Dyniessus pointed the opening of the device at the dead body, triggering the lever twice more. This time, the results were much more dramatic indeed as globs of the flesh exploded into the air. 
 
   Kneeling excitedly next to the corpse, the sisters inspected the large holes the pieces of metal had blasted through the corpse. It was obviously a weapon of some sort. Leenara commanded the Scourge to bring the other body to them as Dyniessus found the same smashed metal in the ground beneath the creature. 
 
   The other creature’s body was quickly laid at the acolytes’ feet. This time, Leenara used the device on the second corpse with the same dramatic results. Licking up the bloody chunks of meat that splashed onto her face, Torenundra grinned wickedly. 
 
   “They taste so much better than Werewolf.”
 
   Looking over her shoulder, Leenara looked at her sister in disgust. “Anything is better than Werewolf. Didn’t you eat before we left Tuonela?”
 
   “I did, but being on the road always makes me so hungry.” Torenundra complained melodramatically.
 
   Turning to the Scourge, Leenara placed the weapon next to its head, once again triggering the lever. The Scourge’s head jerked to the side as the small piece of metal slammed into the side of its head. The Scourge began turning a lighter shade of gray, signaling its anger, but obediently kept its head bowed as the priestess went about her tests. Dark Sisters were known for eating Scourge that annoyed them. 
 
   Wanting to try too, Torenundra jumped up taking the device from Leenara. Placing the device against the Scourge’s head, she flicked the lever, but nothing happened. Angrily, she fiddled with the thing for several minutes, before Leenara took the weapon back to try it herself. Again nothing happened. 
 
   “What did you do to it, Torenundra?”
 
   “I didn’t do anything. It just stopped working.” 
 
   Watching her sisters argue, Dyniessus looked at the shining metal objects lying on the ground. More likely, the device was just empty. Either way, it was time to stop playing around and get to work. Standing up, she looked at her Sisters.
 
   “Enough!” 
 
   The command silenced her Sisters immediately as they rose to their feet in front of her waiting. 
 
   “It is time to begin preparing your spells!”
 
   Bowing in respect, Leenara and Torenundra went to work on their tracking spells. Carefully, they each drew a circle of power out onto the ground with a triangle in the center. Using her knife, Dyniessus deftly removed the dead puppy’s front legs, before attaching a golden chain to each paw. Placing one paw in the center of each circle, Leenara next set a piece of rock taken from the Winter Fang Heart, in each of the circles. 
 
   Lastly, Torenundra placed the hairs given to her by Priestess Lytolna for her last component. The hairs had been removed from the corpse of the boy’s dead mother. Even death could not save Novastar from serving the Dark Goddess’s will. 
 
   For Leenara, Dyniessus gave her the female pup’s pierced heart to use as her last component. Placing the heart into the circle, Leenara rose with Torenundra at her side. Together, they began chanting. Drawing in their Will, they sealed the circles with their power. Focusing individually on their intent, they cast their spells.
 
   “Invenire!”
 
   The power flared as the acolytes broke the circles with their feet, releasing the tracking spell. Picking up the chains, the sisters wrapped one end around the middle of each paw. Holding the dangling paws before them, the acolytes watched as the claws pointed roughly southeast. 
 
   Observing the slightly different angles, Dyniessus questioned her Sisters. 
 
   “How close are we to the prey?”
 
   Concentrating on her tracking spell, Sister Leenara answered first, “around twelve lat to the Pack Leader.” 
 
   “Seventeen to the whelp”, Sister Torenundra hissed a moment later.
 
   Frowning thoughtfully, Dyniessus continued. “Then we will need to split our forces.” Seeing the look of surprise from her sisters, she explained her reasoning. 
 
   “We do not know what kind of resistance to expect in this world. We cannot count on all of these creature’s weapons being useless against us.” 
 
   Seeing her sister’s nods of agreement, she paced laying out their strategy. 
 
   “Except for the fifty of the Scourge that will remain here with me, the two of you will divide the rest our forces into two groups. Between the Scourge and the Barbed Antitheus, you should have no problem smashing any resistance. 
 
   Remember, this is a quick raid. You are to move fast, hit hard and return with your prey. By then, I should have the spell prepared for our return.” 
 
   Looking back to her sisters once again, she smiled in anticipation. 
 
   “Now go!” 
 
   Bowing their heads, Leenara and Torenundra turned at once issuing their own orders. In minutes, they were heading out on their grongors with their Scourge and Barbed Antitheus following close behind. 
 
   Watching them go, Dyniessus expected no issues. Even on Irlendria, the Scourge were breed to be unusually tough, and were a match for any but the strongest beasts. 
 
   Barbed Antitheus were another story altogether. 
 
   They were creatures from another plane of existence, whose bodies were all but indestructible magical constructs. Between them and her Sisters there should be nothing prepared to stop them. 
 
   Offering a prayer to Loviatar, Dyniessus began constructing the portal that would transport them back to Irlendria.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seven
 
   Location Earth / Florida present day / Startüm:
 
   “Obviously I just don’t get it!” 
 
   Angela screamed in frustration, exasperated at the lesson as she flounced onto the meditation mat. I still didn’t understand why Angela had joined the healing class first of all things. Typically, the ex-military types weren’t interested in these types of lessons in the beginning, and she definitively had that look about her. Between her tightly toned body and precise movements, she was unmistakably a practitioner of the open hand art of fighting.
 
   Calling over my shoulder, I answered her outburst in a calm voice. “Just a moment Angela, let me finish up with Susan, and I’ll give you a hand.” 
 
   Focusing once more on Susan, I wordlessly watched her work as she breathed hard from the strain of focusing her Will. I could feel her intense concentration as the skin of the wound began knitting together on its own accord. Her healing touch was slow and steady. As I watched, the injury fused together until not even a scar was visible. 
 
   “You did that perfectly Susan.” Leaping to her feet, she hugged me excitedly as her knees suddenly buckled, giving out on her completely. 
 
   Unsurprised, I was ready for her. Slipping my arm around her, I caught her before she could fall flat on her face. Holding her tightly, I had her lean on me as she wobbled unsteadily on her feet from exhaustion. 
 
   “Easy there, you know how rough healing is on the body.”
 
   “You’re telling me! I could tell you didn’t help me at all this time either.”
 
   “Nope, that was all you.” Smiling, I patted her shoulder once more, before letting her go. 
 
   “I think that’s enough for tonight. Just make sure you get something to eat, before heading out.” 
 
   I liked Susan a lot. Even in her late thirties, she was still an attractive woman with fiery red hair and a natural bubbly personality. Although she’d lived in Florida for most of her life, she was originally from Savannah, Georgia. Whenever she got excited that strong Southern Belle accent would always come out. 
 
   For some reason, she always made me think about the family I’d never had while growing up, like a favorite aunt. From what I could tell, I wasn’t the only one to feel that way about her. All the women in the advanced class looked to her as a surrogate Mother. I think that was mostly because she just genuinely liked taking care of people. 
 
   “There are more than just sandwiches upstairs. Shirley, Lora and I brought in potluck for everyone tonight.” 
 
   My questioning look brought a slight blush to her cheeks. “Well, we know you don’t cook much, and those sandwiches from the local deli were getting a bit old after every class.” 
 
   No argument there! The deli sandwiches were high in protein, but certainly lacking in the more relevant areas of ‘variety and taste’. Especially since, I’d been living off of them for the past several months now. 
 
   “So… Michelle told you I was low on cash, huh?”
 
   Susan’s cheeks brightened even more as she wagged her finger at me in mock severity. 
 
   “Startüm Ironwolf! Most of the women who come to your class don’t have much in the way of extra cash, and you don’t charge enough for what you’re teaching us anyway! Not to mention, Terra and Cindy haven’t had enough money to pay for their classes, and yet you teach them anyway.”
 
   “Well, they are both trying to save up enough money to move out of the shelter, and ...” Looking into her now serious eyes, I held up my hands in mock surrender. “Okay… okay, I know when to give it a rest.” Facing her fully, I gave her a slight bow. 
 
   “Thank you, Milady.”
 
   “No need to thank me.” I smiled seeing her suddenly flustered. She turned to go, but stopped for a second, looking back over her shoulder.  
 
   “By the way, we set the crock pots up in your kitchen.”
 
   Seeing my worried look, she made a shooing motion with her hands. 
 
   “Please, don’t worry about that old wolf of yours. He didn’t give us any problems at all. I put a full plate of food in your bedroom, and he settled down happily before falling back to sleep.”
 
   Switching to Mentem-loqui speech, I broadcasted to Grandsire. 
 
   <Old Wolf, huh? I didn’t know you were so easy to handle as that>
 
   <What can I say? She knows how to get on my right side, unlike others I know>
 
   <Yea, through your stomach> 
 
   I shook my head, feeling the mental connection break at my last words. He must be mellowing in his old age. 
 
   Focusing once more in front of me, I gave Susan an impish grin, before turning serious.
 
   “Thank you for the food. You know as well as I do that, for some of the women, this will be their only meal they have for the whole day.”
 
   “I know, which is why I help out where I can. Not to mention, it’s gratifying to cook for people who truly appreciate it.”  
 
   Like I said, she just had a generous heart. “Go ahead and start without us. We will be up soon enough. I just want to try something to help Angela over her hump, before calling it a night.”
 
   Heading up the stairs to the second floor that I used as my apartment, Susan called out over her shoulder. “Just don’t take too much time, or there won’t be anything left over!”   
 
   I held a laugh back at Susan’s empty threat. She loved to exaggerate, and between the three of them. I was sure they’d cooked enough for a small army. Seeing Angela holding her head in frustration, I sat in front of her, Indian style, looking into her emerald green eyes. I could smell how worked up she was as she stared back at me pissed off.
 
   “So, you want to talk about it.” 
 
   “Talk about what?” She said surly. 
 
   “The whatever, that has you so conflicted inside?” 
 
   Sitting back, Angela crossed her arms looking at me warily. “What do you mean?”
 
   “One of the most important things for any healer to have, is the peace of mind to focus their energy.” I gave her a wry smile. “Even a blind man could see you’re worked up about something. Whatever it is, it’s blocking you from healing tonight.” 
 
   “I can’t talk about it.”
 
   I ignored the stench of her hormones as her stress levels suddenly shot through the roof. I can’t read minds, but I had a pretty decent idea when someone was lying. Whatever it was, she truly believed she couldn’t tell me.
 
   “Fine, we don’t need to talk about it, but you do need to set it aside if you want to learn what I’m teaching. Otherwise, you’re just wasting my time and your money.”
 
   “What do you care, you’re getting paid.” Seeing the earnest look in my eyes, she took a deep breath. 
 
   “Fine, so how do you think you’re going to help me get over this hump?”
 
   “Listen, I know you are strong enough to sense when energy is being used around you. Now you just need to learn how to get that same energy to respond to your will.” 
 
   Pulling out the small knife I used for the advanced students, I held it out for her to see. “I think your biggest problem is, you’re just unsure how to do it.” 
 
   “So, you want to slice me up to help me learn? Are you out of your freaking mind?”
 
   A part of me noticed the smell of adrenaline didn’t change to fear when she started screaming at me, which I thought was intriguing. Her display of anger was actually an act to hide whatever was actually bothering her. Waiting for her to take a breath, I cut her off sharply.
 
   “No one is going to hurt you. I’m just going to show you what I mean.” 
 
   Jumping to her feet, she blanched as I suddenly sliced open the back of my hand. The cut was deep enough that the skin was visibly gapping open as blood began welling up out of the wound. 
 
   “Now, I want you to focus on the flow of energy…” I stopped as I smelled the acidic tang of true fear rolling off of her. 
 
   Backing up towards the door, she began blasting me in truth. “Your freaking insane is what you are!”
 
   Quickly healing my hand, I wiped the blood away holding it up for her to see. The simple act stopped her in her tracks as she looked at the back of my hand in shock.
 
   “What the hell did you just do?”
 
   “You tell me.”
 
   Fear forgotten, her curiosity got the better of her as she came storming back into the room. Grabbing my hand, she turned it over, unceremoniously looking for the knife wound that had been there just a moment earlier. Even with her intense scrutiny, she couldn’t see any mark left on my skin. 
 
   “I saw a golden flash of energy surround you for a second.” Dropping my hand, she looked at me, skeptical once more. “Is this some kind of sick street magician trick or something?”
 
   “Give me a chance to show you, and then you tell me.”
 
   Sitting in front of me once again, Angela gave me her full attention. 
 
   “Fair enough, show me.”
 
   Holding my smile back, I laid my hand in her lap. 
 
   “Okay, this time I want you to cradle my hand, and I will do this slowly while you watch.”
 
   This time, she didn’t even flinch when the blade sliced my skin open, nor did she say a word as she watched the skin slowly knit itself back together. Once the wound was fully healed, I wiped the blood off as she inspected my work, looking at me in awe.
 
   “I could see what you were doing!”
 
   Smiling gently, I laid my hand back into her lap.   
 
   “Now, I want you to give it a try. If you’re willing?”
 
   Seeing her silent nod, I sliced the back of my hand open once again.
 
   This time, it was her energy that began slowly knitting the skin back together. Like an invisible needle and thread, I watched her concentrate on controlling the power as the wound slowly began to heal once more. By the time she finished, the sweat was literally pouring down her face as she panted from exertion. 
 
   Releasing the energy, she looked at me half dazed.  
 
   “God, this is some crazy shit!” 
 
   Inspecting the roughly healed skin, she looked up at me embarrassed. “I think that’s going to leave a mark this time.”
 
   Smiling, I concentrated slightly as the scar suddenly disappeared in a golden flash of light, whole once more. “I told you, it’s not a problem.”
 
   Standing up, she took my proffered hand as I half-lifted her onto her unsteady feet. Giving her my shoulder to lean on, I wrapped an arm around her slim waist as I began helping her towards the stairs. “I think that’s enough work for tonight. Right now, you need to eat something before you pass out.”
 
   “God, I feel like I just ran a marathon.” I could feel her concentrating fully on placing one foot in front of the other.
 
   “Yea, healing is harder work than most people realize. It’s just like anything else, practice makes you better.” 
 
   Stopping at the foot of the stairs, Angela turned to face me with an odd look on her face. I could tell whatever inner conflict that was bothering her earlier had come back in full force once again.
 
    “You know, when you first invited me to come to the advanced class, I didn’t know what to think.”
 
   I shrugged my shoulders smiling. “Nothing stranger than more of this, and sometimes pot luck.”
 
   Seeing her disbelieving look, I pointed to the handout taped on the wall.
 
   “I’m only teaching The Ukko Healing Method, nothing more, and nothing less.”
 
   Helping her up the stairs, I switched back into my teaching voice. 
 
   “Most importantly after healing, it’s best to eat and drink something to help your body recover more quickly, which is why I always have food out for the advanced class.”
 
   I stopped as the smell of gun oil and sweating men suddenly floated to me on the night’s breeze. A second later, the warning alarms began going off in my head as the wards I’d setup earlier around the building were triggered all at once. Seeing the wary expression on my face, Angela stiffened in alarm as I stopped half way up the stairs, looking at the door. 
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   Hearing the footfalls stop outside the front door, I knocked Angela onto the stairs as I recognized the strong acidic odor coming from the other side. Shielding her with my body, I triggered my Rök runes as her confused screams were cut off abruptly. 
 
   KABOOM!
 
   The explosion shredded the wooden door to my building, blowing it to tiny bits as a cloud of dust and smoke billowed into the room. Standing up, I gave Angela a quick once over, before heading to the gaping hole where my door used to be. A second later, a group of black suited men carrying assault rifles, and wearing black body armor began running towards the smoke filled doorway. Through the deafening ringing in my ears, I made out the yells of “CTA” and “Freeze” as the men approached.
 
   Fighting my first instinct to tear apart the intruders trespassing into my territory, I forced the raging beast inside of me down as I blocked the doorway with my body, facing the CTA agents. The first two agents heading for the doorway suddenly stopped, seeing me standing in their way. Reversing their rifles, they slammed the butts of their weapon into my chest and face yelling in a shrill voice.
 
   “Freeze, get on your knees now!” 
 
   Ignoring the blows, I stood unmoving in the doorway focused on the Mentem-loqui fight going on inside my head. 
 
    <Grandsire stop right now>
 
   The answering growl reverberating in my mind was response enough to my command as I felt his incredible rage surging through our link. For a second, I almost lost myself before I felt my iron Will slamming back into place. Focusing my thoughts, I brought my own instincts under control once again. It was never a smart idea to open up a conversation with my Grandsire by issuing a command, but if I hesitated for a second. He would slaughter the agents without a second thought.
 
   <We will only use force on these people if we must. I will not have my students suffer the consequences of our actions> 
 
   I almost could read his mind, after living so many years together. Slowly, I could feel my words beginning to penetrate through the haze of his instinctual fury. The need to protect his Domain from intruders ran deep. I didn’t exactly need the telepathic link to figure that out, since I was fighting a similar battle inside my own head. Unlike Grandsire, I was required to adhere to a strict code of conduct as per my relationship with Ukko, which he well understood. Again, I broadcasted to him.  
 
   <We will use force if we must, but only at the time and place of our choosing>
 
   There was a long pause before, I felt him calm down enough to reply back to me in Mentem-loqui.
 
   <I will spare their lives, for now>
 
   <Thank you, Grandsire>
 
   Focusing on the CTA agents standing in front of me once again, I realized that they must have struck me several more times during my argument. They probably thought I was hopped up on some kind of new street drug, since I wasn’t responding to the physical pain. Seeing their confused hesitation, I realized both agents had tasers pressed against my chest as I suddenly became aware of the electronic clicking noise coming from the little plastic devices held in their hands. 
 
   Annoyed, I grabbed the two agents by the front of their jumpsuits, lifting them effortlessly into the air. Fearfully, they began repeatedly slamming their tasers into me as I began shaking them in my rage. I shook them until they dropped their weapons as their fellow agent froze unsure of what to do next. 
 
   Looking at the team of agents surrounding me, I practically growled at the men.
 
   “Who are you and where is your search warrant to enter my property?”
 
   I watched as another agent ran up to me with a riot control gun. Leveling the weapon at my chest, from no less than ten feet away, he fired the gun center mast. Unfazed, I waited until the last rubber bullet bounced harmlessly to the ground as the smell of fear suddenly rose up from the agents surrounding me. 
 
   Seeing the men nervously pointing their assault rifles at my chest, I felt my yellow eyes begin to glow as my temper began to rise.
 
    “I will ask one last time! Show me your warrant for entering my property and identify yourselves, or I will assume you are common criminals and respond accordingly!”
 
   I felt a gentle hand hesitantly touch my shoulder. Turning around, I saw Angela looking at me anxiously with the other women from the advanced class standing behind her.
 
   “They do not need a warrant to apprehend an illegal alien. Not since the Patriot Act was passed into law in two thousand and one.”  
 
   Thoughtfully, I looked back at the agents surrounding me.
 
   “Gentlemen, I suggest you show me your identification.”
 
   The agent dangling in my right hand suddenly barked out an order to the rest of the men.
 
   “Do it!”
 
   Slowly, the agents began flipping out their badges. Taking my time to read each one, I nodded for the agents to put them away one at a time. Lastly, I looked at the badges of the agents I was holding before me in the air. 
 
   Bringing the agent’s face in my right hand close to my own, I growled my next words. 
 
   “Agent Thompson, I take it you are responsible for the actions of this assault group?”
 
   Straining to maintain his dignity, the agent tried to stop his voice from cracking.
 
   “Yes, I am the Officer in charge.”
 
   Turning around, I held Agent Thompson towards the unarmed ladies of my class. 
 
   “Are anyone of these ladies holding a weapon, or threatening your people in any way?”
 
   “No Sir, they are not as far as I can tell.”
 
   Turning back around, I set both agents onto the ground in front of the rest of the assault team, looking Agent Thompson directly into his eyes.
 
   “Unprovoked, your men have attacked me multiple times without cause. If anything happens to these women, I will hold you and your team personally responsible. Have I made myself clear?”
 
   I could smell the mixture of fear and adrenaline from the man as he met my gaze unflinchingly.
 
   “Yes Sir.”
 
   Releasing them both, I stepped away from the doorway nodding to Agent Thompson.
 
   “You may proceed. I will not resist.”
 
   The agents surrounded me before cuffing my hands behind my back. In my mind's eye, I could see Grandsire escaping through the hidden bolt hole in the bedroom. There was a crawl space between the ceiling and roof that we had built for just such an occasion.
 
   Breathing a sigh of relief, I remembered back to the first time this happened. 
 
   First off you need to understand that Werewolves are insanely protective of their Dens. I had just turned twelve years old and for about a month we had been living in the Qinghai Province, of China, after fleeing Irlendria, when we attracted the attention of the local government. They sent troops to pick us up for questioning, but the soldiers were brutal in their treatment of foreigners. When they began beating us with their weapon, Grandsire went berserk changing into his Werewolf form. By the time his rage had subsided, he had ripped the entire force apart, literally limb by bloody limb. 
 
   The horror of the crime scene had driven the country’s military and police forces into a crazed frenzy. They tore the country up in their efforts to hunt us down, but they never found us. 
 
   Eventually, we made it out of the country by traveling over the mountains into India, in the middle of winter, but it was a changing point in my relationship with my Grandsire. The problem was not because of the bloodshed. Ukko was not a turn the other cheek kind of god. The problem was the innocent Wutu families that had offered to help us. They had all been brutally slaughtered by their own government. 
 
   I vowed on that day, I would do my best never to allow that to happen again! 
 
   It was in India where I came up with the concept of The Ukko Healing Method and The Ukko System of Self Defense, and started giving lessons in every town we passed through. Grandsire accepted the new direction in our lives, understanding that I had to weigh my actions with the Will of my God. 
 
   Grandsire taught the self defense courses, while I worked on my healing classes. We taught wherever we traveled, until I was old enough to be teaching both on my own. We were especially careful not to put the lives of our students in danger, whether it was from the local crime lords or governments. 
 
   Normally, crime lords that crossed us disappeared overnight, which scared the corrupt government officials enough to leave us alone. We made enough money to live, and Grandsire was satisfied as long as I kept advancing my skills in martial arts and kenjutsu, the way of the sword. 
 
   My thoughts were suddenly slammed to the present as I forcibly was shoved into the back of an armored black van at gun point. I was able to see the rest of my students from the advanced class being hustled into a similar van nearby, before the doors were slammed shut. Thankfully, except for being stunned, no one seemed to be hurt. 
 
   The faces of the agents that piled into the van with me were less than friendly. Looking at their grim faces, I gave them a cheery smile.
 
   “So, can any one of you fine gentlemen let me know why I’m being arrested?” 
 
   The moment stretched out without any reply forthcoming. I was just about to repeat the question, when the closest agent answered sullenly. 
 
   “You are not being arrested, but detained.”
 
   Again the silence stretched out as I waited for clarification. Receiving no further explanation, I cleared my throat addressing the same agent.
 
   “Could you let me know why I am being detained?”
 
   This time the agent sneered as if he’d been waiting for the obvious question. 
 
   “You are being detained for suspicion of domestic violence to the United States of America, under the Patriot Act.”
 
   We rode in silence except for the sounds of the engine as I considered the charges being leveled against me. I had known that these agents were from the newly organized Counter Terrorist Agency, but I only had a basic understanding of the laws of the United States. 
 
   I did understand one thing. 
 
   Ever since the inception of the Patriot Act, it made many of the laws that protected citizen rights null and void in the United States and the CTA was the enforcement arm of Homeland Security. Under the Patriot Act, I could be held without charges for an indefinite amount of time, and there was nothing I could do legally to fight it. That made the decision of what to do easy enough. I just had to do my best to clear my students before I left.  
 
   Sitting back, I closed my eyes reaching out with my mind once more to Grandsire.
 
   <They are charging me with Domestic Terrorism. We will need to initiate Bolt>
 
   <When will you be at the meeting place>
 
   <We should be heading to the new Counter Terrorist Agency building off of Blue Heron Avenue. Give me around two hours. I need to help our students first before we leave>
 
   It didn’t take long to reach the new facility from my business. Already, I could feel the van heading down into an underground garage as Grandsire broadcasted one last time.
 
   <I will be waiting>
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight
 
   Location Earth / Florida present day / Shadowfang:
 
   Still in Werewolf form, Shadowfang sniffed the air cautiously, before dropping through the bolt hole back into the bedroom as the CTA personnel went about the task of confiscating all of their gear from the building. 
 
   Moving silently to the doorway, he quickly grabbed two soldiers as they walked by the bedroom door. Before they could shout out a warning, Shadowfang slammed their heads together with a solid thunk, before dropping them to the floor unconscious. Ears alert for any sounds of alarm, he crept out of the bedroom looking for more intruders.
 
   Hearing a group of four men climbing the stairs, he flattened himself behind the door to the second story. Waiting silently, Shadowfang quietly closed the door behind the last soldier entering the living room, without alerting them to his presence.
 
    Lunging forward, he attacked in a blur of speed before they knew what was happening. Swinging his massive arms, he smashed the men to the floor knocking them unconscious in a matter of seconds. 
 
   Silently, he carried the men to the far wall, before binding them with duck tape. Returning to the bedroom, he quickly taped up the two men laying on the floor in the same way. 
 
   After making sure the soldiers were secure, he immediately began packing Startüm’s gear into a large backpack. Looking at the pile of stuff, Shadowfang shook his head silently. It was at times like these that he wished the boy traveled more like a True Werewolf. A small anvil, various specialty tools needed for repairing armor and inscribing runes went into the bottom of the bag first. Next, the three books of Ukko that Startüm was writing, along with the stash of fake ID’s and money in several different currencies. Lastly, he threw in a pair of steel toed hiking boots, before tying the backpack closed and dropping it in the center of the room. 
 
   Three strides brought him to the equipment hanging on the wall above the sofa. Quickly, he took down the two Katanas, tanto and suit of armor hanging on display. Dropping the equipment in the center of the room next to the backpack, he went in search for a duffel bag large enough to hold the rest of the gear.
 
   He was proud of his grandson, Startüm. After his parent’s death, the boy had worked tirelessly preparing for their return to Irlendria. Like his parents, he chose to fight the Goddess Loviatar and her people, the Tuonellians. 
 
   Shadowfang had not made it easy on his grandson, because there wouldn’t be any second chances. The boy had to get it right the first time!
 
   They had traversed the worst deserts and glaciers this planet had to offer. Living off the land, he taught his grandson how to survive in every extreme condition possible. When they moved between the various countries of the world, they always made their home in the poorest, most down trodden slums imaginable. 
 
   In these places, he had taught his grandson how to fight the evil they saw around them, while helping the destitute that lived in these Hell Holes. Though all of the horror they had encountered, the boy had always kept his purity of heart, conducting his actions with an honor that humbled Shadowfang at times.
 
   Initially, he had doubted the wisdom of his daughter’s love for the Klavikian, Ilmarinen Ironwolf, but now after spending the last sixteen years raising his grandson. He knew she had chosen wisely. By the time the boy had turned fourteen, he could match the strength of an adult Werewolf. Now, at the age of twenty-four, his grandson was a true beast, even by Werewolf standards, and that didn’t include the abilities that Ukko had blessed him with. 
 
   Even though the decision had lead to his daughter’s death and that of her mates, he now believed as she did, that the boy would have the power to halt the growing tide of darkness taking over Irlendria. Many of the races blamed the coming together of Beasts and Klavikians for the growing darkness, but Shadowfang knew that the evil of Loviatar would have come one way or another. 
 
   Only now, they had a chance to fight. Although, that only would come to pass if Shadowfang and the Pack could keep Startüm alive long enough to claim his birthright.   
 
   Finding the empty duffel bag in the corner of the room, where one of the agents had discarded it as worthless. Quickly, Shadowfang began packing the armor and weapons. He would meet up with his grandson under the bridge, where Jupiter Road crossed over the Loxahatchee River, and then together they would make their way out of Florida cross country. 
 
   Hearing a muffled scream suddenly coming from the far wall, Shadowfang’s looked at the soldiers now awake as they watched him in horror. Striding to the wall, he towered over their bound forms. Using his long claws to push the soldiers back against the wall, he could smell the pungent odor of their fear. 
 
   Looking down at them, he let his hot breath blow into their terrified faces as he growled.  
 
   “Keep quiet, and no harm will befall you.”
 
   Drawing his is black lips back from his mighty fangs, he explained their second choice.
 
   “Make any noise, and I will rip your throats out.”
 
   Seeing the men freeze in terror, he rose to his full ten feet, giving them one last menacing look, before returning to his packing. He smiled to himself, that should keep them silent long enough for him to gather up the gear they needed and leave. 
 
   Stopping suddenly, Shadowfang heard the sounds of yelling men and automatic weapons fire erupting from outside the building. 
 
   Looking around warily as the fighting grew more intense. He heard a faint scraping sound as a distinct scent came to him on the night’s breeze.  Instantly, the windows to the second floor imploded! As the explosion of glass blew past him into the room, he turned around in time to see the familiar dark shapes of Scourge sprinting through the shattering glass. 
 
   Already in motion, Shadowfang slammed into the first wave of Scourge rushing at him. Striking with his massive fists, he crushed their gray heads like a wrecking ball with one hit. 
 
   A second later, the Scourge’s dead bodies blasted out of the building in a loud explosion of concrete, just as another two of the creatures pounced on top of him, slashing deep into his chest with their claws. Ignoring the wounds, he wrapped a massive hand around each of the creature’s throats, before ripping them off his chest. 
 
   Squeezing the life from their thrashing bodies, he threw his head back howling out his anguish into the night.
 
   They had run out of time!
 
   Feeling an evil presence suddenly behind him, Shadowfang turned around just as a massive barbed fist slammed into the center of his chest, blasting him through the wall behind him.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nine
 
   Location Earth / Florida present day / CTA HQ:
 
   “Explain to me, once again, Agent Foster. Why have you detained my Detective?”
 
   “I’ve explained to you once already, Sir. We are investigating a terrorist threat affecting the National Security of the United States. Detective Kurwoski will be released as soon as we can fully understand the reason for her involvement with this terrorist group. I will interrogate her myself, Chief Darden.”
 
   “I will say this one time only. I don’t give a shit about the investigation you are conducting. I have told you repeatedly. Detective Kurwoski was there under my direct orders investigating the death of a Mr. Delgado Delko, and his group of local muscle. That is, her only connection with this terrorist group.”
 
   “I’m afraid you do not understand Chief Darden, I…”
 
   Picking up the receiver, Chief Darden began yelling at the top of his lungs.
 
   “Senator MacKay has already ordered you to release my Detective, Agent Foster!”
 
   “I have already explained to the Senator. He is not part of Homeland Security’s command structure…”
 
   Overriding Agent Foster, Riviera Police Chief Timothy Darden continued his verbal barrage.
 
   “I will be there in two hours to pick-up my Detective. She will be leaving with me, even if I have to storm the building using the department’s APC units.” 
 
   The Chief paused, for a second to let his words to sink in.
 
   “Have I made myself clear Agent Foster?”
 
   “Chief Darden, if you will just let me explain…”
 
   Cutting off the local Director of the Counter Terrorist Agency once again, Chief Darden switched tactics.
 
   “What time is it now Agent Foster?”
 
   “Twenty-thirty hours.”
 
   “What time will I be there to pick up my Detective?”
 
   “Twenty-two thirty hours.”
 
   “Currently, I have units covering every exit from your Facility. They will be making sure that Detective Kurwoski does not leave before I arrive. Once again, have I made myself perfectly clear, Agent Foster?”
 
   “Yes, Chief.”
 
   “Now, pass me to Detective Kurwoski this second, so I can make her aware of this fact too!”   
 
   Transferring the call to his Head Computer Analysis, Cindy Ross, Agent Foster quickly brought her up to speed on the current situation. He gave her the go ahead to transfer the call to the Detective, so she could speak with the Chief before completing the transfer.
 
   Hearing the screech of tires from the street outside his office, Agent Foster looked out of the window just as several Riviera Police units pulled to a stop in front of the CTA’s building, blocking the exits to Blue Heron Boulevard. Chief Darden was making sure that one Agent Foster understood that he was not just making idle threats.
 
   Holding his head, he tried to determine how best to control the situation. He had grossly breached interdepartmental protocol, when he had forcibly detained the Undercover Riviera Beach Detective. Now, he had miscalculated the response from the local city’s Police Chief. This was turning worse by the second! 
 
   Florida was far from Washington DC, and states below the Mason Dixon Line, unlike their Northern counterparts, still had no qualms about disregarding Federal Department directives. Especially, when it was obvious those directives were legally questionable. As long as the Florida Senator approved the Chief’s actions, Agent Foster had no doubt that the man would enforce his local jurisdiction. 
 
   He couldn’t even make a complaint through official channels, since he had overreached his authority, which the Chief clearly understood. Without solid evidence showing the Detective’s involvement, even the Director of Homeland Security would be reluctant to back him up on holding the Undercover Detective, with the Florida Senator breathing down her neck in Washington. 
 
   Dammit! If only the man would have listened to him, before condemning his actions. He might have understood why it was so vital to detain Detective Kurwoski! Never before had any covert agency managed to get one of their agents accepted into the cult’s advanced classes, it was if Startüm Ironwolf could always smell them out. Reviewing Detective Beth Kurwoski personnel records once again, he had to admit she seemed to be the proverbial no nonsense Cop. She had several commendations from the local Mayor, and even had one from the Governor for outstanding service above the call of duty. Although, reading in-between the lines, he could see she didn’t deal with departmental politics that well, but never less the woman obviously had the full backing of her Chief. Tossing her file onto his desk, he picked up the thick classified file on Startüm Ironwolf, along with his laptop, before heading to Interrogation Room number two. 
 
   He’d best use these two hours to get as much information out of the Detective as possible, while he had the opportunity. Nodding at the guard for him to open the door, Agent Foster stalked angrily into the Interrogation Room. Stopping in surprise, he checked out the Detective, while she finished her conversation with the Chief. She didn’t look like the hardened Police Officer her records made her out to be, not with those shapely curves, large green eyes and black shoulder length hair. Even though she wasn’t what he would have typically called beautiful, there was something about her that caught the eye. Seeing her hanging up the phone, he got down to business once again. 
 
   “Detective Kurwoski”
 
   Frostily, she greeted him back. “Agent Foster.”   
 
   “Please sit down. I have a few questions I would like to ask you about Startüm Ironwolf, and the Ukko Healing Class you’ve been attending.”
 
   “Let me explain something to you, Agent Foster. I will not answer any of your questions until I have my badge, my gun and my jacket returned to me first. Also, that door had better be unlocked, and those guards removed. Have I made myself clear enough?”
 
   “Detective Kurwoski, you do not understand the seriousness of the issue at hand.”
 
   At his words, the Detective sat down putting her feet on the table. Tipping her chair back, she crossed her arms as she watched him without saying a word. They stay like that almost a minute, before Agent Foster made up his mind, calling to the guard at the door.
 
   “George?”
 
   “Yes Sir?”
 
   “Please bring the Detective’s gear, including her gun and her jacket.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Detective Kurwoski is officially our guest. Once you’ve returned her equipment, please unlock the door, and return to your station.”
 
   “Sir, yes Sir.” 
 
   It took another five minutes for George to come back with the Detective’s stuff. Handing over the items, he quickly left the room looking, back and forth, nervously between the Detective and his Boss. 
 
   Standing up, Detective Kurwoski flipped her police badge over her belt as she quickly slid the clip out of her automatic. Confirming the weapon was fully loaded, she slid the magazine back into place, before slipping the weapon into its holster and clipping it to her belt. Lastly, she put on her black leather jacket before folding her arms back across her chest.
 
   “Would you like to try this once again?”
 
   Sighing deeply, Agent Foster sat at the table beginning the discussion from square one.
 
   “Detective Kurwoski, I would appreciate your assistance with a case we’ve been working on, which happens to coincide with the undercover investigation that you were assigned to by your Chief.”
 
   Sitting down opposite of him, she returned his smile.
 
   “Now Agent Foster, that wasn’t really so hard was it?”
 
   Ignoring her sarcastic remark, he began his debriefing.
 
   “Can you explain to me how you became involved with Mr. Ironwolf and his Advanced Healing Classes?”
 
   “Approximately six months ago, a local gang leader, named Delgado Delko, turned up dead, along with all of his local talent, in his Cuban restaurant off of Broadway. We suspect, that Mr. Delko was in the process of taking over everything from Broward County to Jupiter Beach.”
 
   “So, who took his place?”
 
   “Well, that was the strange thing about the entire situation, which is how my department became involved. The next several violent gangs that tried to take over the area turned up missing. It seemed like as soon as they began putting the squeeze on the local business around Northlake and Old Dixie, they would suddenly just disappear.”  
 
   “I take it, that’s when you began taking notice of Mr. Ironwolf.”
 
   “Exactly, we mounted an undercover operation, and I was sent in to get evidence.”
 
   “Have you found any evidence linking Mr. Ironwolf to the killings?”
 
   “None during my investigation, as far as I can tell Mr. Ironwolf is clean.”
 
   “How did you get invited into the advanced courses for The Ukko Healing Method, if I might ask?”
 
   “I was just invited last week. Actually, tonight was my first class. Why do you ask?”
 
   “Well Detective. For the last seven years, we have been trying to get one of our agents into the inner circle of these Ukko Healing Classes, ever since we became aware of Mr. Ironwolf activities when he moved to Brazil. Since then, we’ve dug up lots of information, but not once has any covert agency managed to penetrate his inner circle, until now.”
 
   Tossing a picture of a young boy on the table top, Agent Foster continued.
 
   “Mr. Ironwolf developed the Ukko methodologies in India, when he was around nine years old. Two years later, he moved with his Grandfather to Japan, where he began studying kenjutsu along with aikido, gensei-ryue and jiu-jitsus. During this time, we believe, he perfected his teaching methodologies, for the Ukko Healing and Self Defense classes. After that, they disappeared for another two years, with scattered reports of his teachings showing up throughout the Middle East and Russia.”
 
   With each country, Agent Foster began tossing out a corresponding picture. “Germany, France, Norway. Interpol has had the same reports as you, of violent gangs being wiped out wherever these Schools begin to appear. Not once, has any country’s law enforcement or intelligence agency succeeded in getting one of their agents further than the basic introductory classes. Nor, have they had success in duplicating the lessons of the advanced classes when they manage to get surveillance recordings of the teachings.”
 
   Looking into her eyes once more, he continued without reading his notes.
 
   “Detective, Mr. Ironwolf, as far as we know, speaks at least eight languages, and we suspect he might know several more. He is a black belt in at least fourteen martial art forms, and his teachings of Ukko, we estimate, will displace Islam as the second largest religion in the world, within the next five years.”
 
   Pushing the open file in front of her, Agent Foster let her see the title of the folder, before showing her the last set of pictures. Not waiting for her to finish flipping through the bloody crime scene photos, he continued with his briefing.
 
   “With all of the information we have been able to uncover, we still do not know where Mr. Ironwolf and his Grandfather came from.” He ignored the questioning look she gave him. “We only know that they showed up in the Qinghai Province, in China, sixteen years ago on December twentieth. They supposedly arrived a month earlier through some sort of magic portal if the report, given by one surviving Chinese peasant, can be believed. After slaughtering the Chinese Army that massacred the small village where they were staying, Mr. Ironwolf and his Grandfather were forced to flee into India.”  
 
   Finished, Agent Foster sat back in his chair. 
 
   “Maybe now, Detective, you can understand why the CTA is so interested in debriefing you.”  
 
   


  
 

Chapter Ten
 
   Location Earth / Florida present day / CTA HQ:
 
   Looking up as the door open, I was surprised to see Angela following the officious looking suit entering the room as the armed guards standing in each corner suddenly snapped to attention. Coming to a stop in front of me, the suit nodded at the guards.
 
   “Gentlemen, as you were.”
 
    The guards eased back into a ready stance with their weapons held before them as the suit, and Angela took their seats across the table from where I sat. For a long moment, you could have heard a pin drop in the room as the three of us stared back at each other. Meeting Angela’s eyes, I nodded my head in greetings.
 
   “Angela.”
 
   “Actually, it’s Detective Kurwoski.”
 
   I had to smile at her formal response.
 
   “Detective, I’m glad to see you are unharmed. I expect the same can be said for Susan and the other ladies in our class.”
 
   Hesitating for a moment she looked at the suit next to her before answering.
 
   “Everyone is doing fine as far as I know.” 
 
   Giving her a nod of thanks, I turned my gaze to the man in the black suit.
 
   “I presume you’re the one responsible for this meeting, Mr. …?”
 
   I let the “r” drag out until he stiffly filled in the name.
 
   “It’s Agent Foster, Local Director for the South Florida Counter Terrorist Agency.”
 
   My eyebrows rose at the man’s title. 
 
   “Are Ukko Healing Classes now considered an issue of National Security Agent Foster?”
 
   Seeing him grimacing I continued.
 
   “Just because my T-shirt says ‘May the Force Be with You’, does that mean you’ll also be arresting Star Wars fans? Is Yoda now a National Security Threat?”
 
   Apparently not appreciating my humor, Agent Foster ignored my gibe comments. 
 
   “Actually, Mr. Ironwolf, all persons illegally entering the sovereign territories of The United States are my concern.”
 
   Sitting back, the loud metallic clank of the handcuffs hitting the chair, from where I was chained to the floor, echoed in the small room.
 
   “I thought they already had the Department of Immigration for those types of issues.”
 
   Ignoring my comment, Agent Foster threw several pictures from his file in front of me on the table.
 
   “Brazil, France, Norway, you don’t seem to care much about country borders, do you?”
 
   Leaning forward again, I cocked my head to get a better look at the pictures.
 
   “Wow, these are some nice close-ups! I’d love to get some copies. Do you have any in color?” I couldn’t help being sarcastic, it was one of the annoying personality traits I’d picked up since living on Earth. Seeing a flicker of annoyance cross his face, I eased up answering the question. “Honestly, I’ve never concerned myself with lines on a map one way or another.” 
 
   “Obviously not,” leaning forward, he looked at me intently. “Why have you’ve decided to come to the United States, Mr. Ironwolf?”
 
   “Well that’s an easy enough answer. Besides working on my surfing, I’m just sight seeing while spreading the Teachings of Ukko.” I could tell he wanted to argue the point, but I didn’t give him the chance. Cutting off his next words, I nodded towards the file lying on the table in front of him. “You’ve obviously been keeping a close eye on me. If I’ve been doing anything else, you tell me.”
 
   My words seemed to bring the Agent up short for a moment, but Detective Kurwoski immediately began working me over.
 
   “Can you tell me what happened to Mr. Delgado Delko and his men?”
 
   “Yea, he was less than happy when I explained I didn’t need his protection.” 
 
   “And you didn’t go to the Police about his threats?”
 
   “Well, they didn’t really give me much of a choice at the time.”
 
   Detective Kurwoski commented dryly. “He and his men seemed to all have suffered a massive accident, which broke all of their necks while they were in the process of unloading their assault rifles.”
 
   “I noticed that too, strange isn’t it?”
 
   “Tell me Mr. Ironwolf, after all of your teachings on balance and healing. When it comes down to it, really, you’re just another vigilante.”
 
   “Not at all, but I will defend myself when I must. Ukko has never been one of those ‘turn your cheek’ kind of god.”
 
   Cutting back into the conversation, Agent Foster threw out some more pictures of different crime scenes from Colombia, Mexico and France. “That seems to be a consistent problem wherever you go.”
 
   Smiling, I spread my handcuffed hands as far as the chains would allow me. “There seems to be a lot of evil people in this world. If you’re so concerned, why not charge me for my crimes or simply deport me?” 
 
   Triumphantly, Agent Foster sat back crossing his arms as if he’d been waiting for just that response. “And where would you suggest I deport you to Mr. Ironwolf?” Tossing more pictures onto the table, “maybe I should send you to China. I’m sure the Chinese would be interested in asking you few questions.”
 
   Frowning at the pictures spread out on the table of the massacre sixteen years ago, I sighed deeply thinking back to that fateful night. “You know, I don’t understand why the Chinese soldiers began massacring their own people. To this day, I mourn the deaths of those kind villagers whose only crime was helping my Grandsire and me.” Pausing to look at the first picture, I spoke softly. “Grandsire doesn’t follow the Will of Ukko, but”, flipping through the pictures of the torn apart bodies, “I feel no sorrow for these soldier’s deaths. His methods might look harsh, but let’s just say Grandsire’s used the tools he had at hand.” 
 
   Seeing the look of horror in Detective Kurwoski’s face at my casual remarks towards the horrific crime scene photos, I explained my point further. “Those soldiers were nothing but murderous thugs in uniform. Without provocation, they tortured and then murdered every man, woman and child.” I met Beth’s eyes unflinching. “Those men deserved the brutal death they received. Although I will say that ever since China, Grandsire and I have been more mindful to the possibility of violent government reprisals against our students.”
 
   The handcuffs clanked loudly again as I suddenly sat forward looking into Agent Foster’s eyes.
 
   “That conveniently leads into my question for you Agent Foster. What are your plans in regards to my students?”
 
   Trying to ignore my open threat, Agent Foster leaned back nonchalantly. “Nothing out of the ordinary, following standard procedures we will get their names, run them through a few tests and let them go back to their lives. Surprisingly enough, the people who take your classes are always so helpful, so willing to answer our questions and show us everything you’ve taught them.”
 
   Somewhat mollified, I leaned back in my chair once again.
 
   “I’m not surprised, I only teach good people.”
 
   “Surprisingly enough, I agree with you on that point. The thing I don’t understand is that no matter how hard your students try, they cannot teach us what you’ve taught them. They can teach other people, it seems at random, but never the people we bring for them to teach. Even after following the recordings we have of your teachings and working with your students. No matter what we try, we cannot duplicate what you’re teaching them to do. Can you explain why not Mr. Ironwolf?”
 
   The sudden mental pictures of white coat scientist and serious faced agents sitting in a classroom in some secret base chanting and inscribing symbols of power on the floor, but having nothing work as they try to follow the videos from my classes, made me laugh out loud. They thought it was a system or process that would give them the results they wanted! I imaged it was driving them crazy trying to figure out why the symbols of power seemed to work, but none of the advanced lessons that I worked with my students on. Seeing the anger building in Agent Foster’s face, I tried to choke back my laughter.
 
   “Is that what has you in such an up roar? Why didn’t you just simply ask me? I would have gladly answered your questions any time.”
 
   Seeing the surprised look the man gave me, I suddenly understood.
 
   “I guess simply asking me directly never crossed your mind?”  
 
   Shaking my head in wonder, I tried to explain. 
 
   “I could see why you guys would be in such an uproar, but I’m sorry to say it just doesn’t work like that. Except for the symbols of power I teach, everything else is a matter of faith.”
 
   Seeing Agent Foster’s confused look I tried to explain.
 
   “I imagine every one of your agents is probably extremely adept at following orders and being, well, good agents. But, that positive in your book, is actually considered a negative in Ukko’s. Ukko requires that a person be Good, but Good as defined by Ukko’s standards.” 
 
   “What are you babbling about?”
 
   “I am not babbling. I am trying to explain how Ukko determines whom he will accept as”, I paused searching a word that might convey the idea best, “let’s use the term acolyte.”
 
   “I did not ask you for a lesson in your religion. I asked you why we cannot reproduce your results.”
 
   “And I answered your question.”
 
   “You gave me some religious mumble jumble bullshit for an answer.”
 
   With sudden clarity, Detective Kurwoski interrupted our argument. “Actually, he did answer your question Agent Foster.”
 
   Angrily, Agent Foster snapped at the Detective sitting next to him. “What do you mean? He didn’t answer anything! He just babbled some religious nonsense about Ukko!”
 
   “I think I understand what he’s trying to say. Startüm is saying, he doesn’t make the decision of who is allowed to learn.” Looking at me unbelievingly, she half-whispered the next words as she suddenly realized the truth of what I was saying. “He can only teach those who have been accepted by Ukko.”
 
   Slapping my hand in the back of my palm I grinned. 
 
   “That’s exactly right! The Detective gets a gold star and moves to the front of the class.” 
 
   Seeing Agent Foster confusion, I tried another allusion.
 
   “Look, let’s use friendship as an example.”
 
   Seeing his look of annoyance, I paused for a moment. “You do understand the concept of friendship, right?”
 
   Annoyed, Agent Foster answered my questions with barely controlled rage. “Yes.”
 
   “Good. Let’s say I introduce you to a friend of mine, you might hit it off and becoming close friends, or you might hate each other and have nothing to do with one another.”
 
   “And your point, Mr. Ironwolf?” 
 
   “Well, if Ukko accepted you as a friend, then I would help you understand how to use anything he allowed you to borrow.”
 
   Looking back and forth between the Detective and me, Agent Foster hollered in exasperation.
 
   “I don’t have time for this crap!”
 
   Standing up abruptly, he stabbed a four digit code into the phone hanging on the wall.
 
   “Cindy, I need a helicopter and two field teams ready to move out in the next twenty minutes. We are taking Detective Kurwoski and Mr. Ironwolf to the Miami Airport. I need an Air Force transport on standby to take them to Washington DC as soon as possible.”  
 
   Slamming the phone down, Agent Foster pulled out his automatic pointing it at Detective Kurwoski as the four guards angled their automatic rifles towards her feet.
 
   “Now Detective, you will hand over your weapon and badge.”
 
   Jumping to her feet, Detective Kurwoski backed up against the table gripping the butt of the automatic still holstered at her waist. 
 
   “Are you insane? You have been given a direct order to release me, and even after all of your bullshit I still agreed to help you. Now, you are going to break the law by illegally detaining me by force?”
 
   “Once we are in Washington DC, it will only be a matter of jurisdiction. By the time Senator MacKay cuts through all the red tape Homeland Security throws up, I will have gotten the answers I want from the two of you.”
 
   The sounds of snapping metal brought their argument to a sudden stop as I stood up. The bolt that had been attached to the cement floor clanked loudly against the metal table as I tore the steel handcuffs from my wrists as every weapon shifted to me. Detective Kurwoski threw herself out of the line of fire as the guards began yelling orders. 
 
   “Sit down and put your hands behind your head!”
 
   Standing with my hands slightly spread out on either side of me, I waited for about two minutes until their screams finally to start to settle down. Turning to Agent Foster, I continued calmly.
 
   “You really are an idiot, aren’t you?”
 
   “Agent Walker, if Mr. Ironwolf does not sit down in the next thirty seconds you are authorized to shoot him.”
 
   “Sir, yes Sir!”
 
    “Agent Foster, I am leaving now. It would be best if you ordered your men to stand down, or I will be forced to hurt them.”
 
   “You will sit your ass back down, or I will have you shot Mr. Ironwolf!”
 
   “Remember you were warned.“ Shaking my head in exasperation, I turned immediately to my right striding towards Agent Walker. The guard’s training took over as he opened fire with a three shot burst at my legs.
 
   BBBRRRAAPPPT
 
   The noise was deafening in the small room. Ripping the rifle from the agent’s hands, I snapped the weapon in half over my knee, before clubbing the man unconscious to the ground. Turning around, the other three guards let loose with their weapons on full automatic as I grabbed the nearest agent. 
 
   The only visible effect of the rounds slamming against my chest was the shredding of my T-shirt. I didn’t even bother triggering on my Rök runes since human weapons couldn’t penetrate my tough skin. Knocking the next two guards unconscious in quick succession, I headed for the last agent who was in the process of emptying another full magazine into me at point blank range. The moron just refused to accept the fact that his weapon was useless against me. I laid him out a second later while he was slamming another clip into his assault rifle. Dropping the left over ruins of my T-shirt to the tile floor, I walked up to Agent Foster pushing my rune tattooed chest against the muzzle of his automatic.
 
   “Drop your weapon now.” 
 
   I could see his inner struggle before reason finally won out as he dropped the weapon to the floor. Grabbing him by the back of the neck, I pushed him towards the locked door. I didn’t even bother having him input the code. Instead, I just blew the metal door from its frame with one solid kick as I looked back at Detective Kurwoski.
 
   “I suggest that you at least follow me out Detective, unless you want to enjoy Agent Foster’s hospitality further.”
 
   Looking around the room stunned, I saw her face suddenly harden with resolution as she fell in behind me.
 
   Walking down the hall, we entered the main operation center. The various computer analysts looked up in shock from their monitors as we began walking down the stairs to the central floor. We reached the bottom of the stairwell just as another group of armed agents burst through the door leading to the main corridor. Seeing me holding Agent Foster, they began yelling at the top of their lungs.  
 
   “Freeze, put your hands on your head!”
 
   Giving Agent Foster’s neck a firm squeeze, I pointed him in the direction of the armed agents whispering harshly.
 
   “Tell them to put their weapons away before someone really gets hurt.”
 
   Raising his voice, Agent Foster addressed the assault leader.
 
   “Have your men stand down, Agent Moss. We are dealing with a Hotel Charlie situation.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “I said, have your men stand down Agent Moss!”
 
   Looking around the room, I noticed one of the two large screen monitors was displaying the live news feed from the local Channel 29 News. The reporter was standing in front of the CTA barricade before my building as she spoke into the camera giving her report. 
 
   “Representatives from the Counter Terrorist Agency are still not answering any questions as to what terrorist activities were being conducted here at the school for the Ukko Healing Method, but…”
 
   BBBRRRAAAKKK 
 
   The bursts of automatic weapons fire began ringing out in the darkness as the crowd standing in front of the barricade began screaming. The camera swung to point at the front of my building as dark shapes began jumping on top of the CTA agents standing near the entrance. The computer analyst suddenly looked up at Agent Foster anxiously.
 
   “Sir, Agent Thompson’s team is under attack!”
 
   Releasing Agent Foster, I stood back watching the video feed as he began issuing orders to his people.
 
   “Cindy, put the satellite feed on screen two.” 
 
   “Harry, see if you can get Agent Thompson on the line.”
 
   The satellite feed came up on the right display as I watched the camera man following the news reporter as she ran past the barricade following three CTA Agents. They stopped as a gray colored creature rose up out of the darkness in front of them. The camera’s spot light only had a chance to catch a brief glimpse of sharp claws and fangs as the three agents assault rifles barked suddenly. The creature leaped backwards in surprise at the loud noise, but a moment later it stood back up once again unharmed. This time the agents unloaded their entire clip into the creature, but it ignored the hail of bullets as it pounced on the nearest agent. As it began ripping the man apart, the reporter began screaming into the mic. 
 
   “Oh my God, what the hell is that thing?”
 
   Suddenly, the reporter and the camera man began backing up as the creature leapt on top of the last two CTA Agents, slamming the men to the ground. As the beast began ripping them to shreds, another four of the creatures came rushing up out of the darkness. 
 
   BRRAAABBBTTT
 
   Suddenly, all five creatures were thrown back violently as a heavy machine gun roared into the night. The video swung wildly around as the camera man focused momentarily on a black CTA van with a machine gun mounted on top of its roof. The loud whine of the spinning barrels were deafening as the deadly weapon hammered at the monsters nonstop, while brass cartridges poured out onto the ground like water. The camera swung crazily again focusing on the gray creatures as they began standing back up on their clawed hands and feet. They looked like mutant hyenas in the red glow of the tracer rounds slamming into them as they hunched over screeching loudly to one another. As one, they rushed the van shaking off the machine gun rounds as if they were water. Crashing into the armored vehicle, they crushed the armored panel as they slammed the van onto its side. Using their claws, they quickly peeled back the armored panels like a tin can, before rushing in through the breach screeching in rage. A second later, the gunner’s cries were abruptly cut off in a gurgling wet cry of terror.
 
   Suddenly, four loud sledgehammer like sounds came from the direction of my apartment. Whipping around, the camera focused on the noise just in time to catch several gray shapes blasting out of the concrete block walls to the second story of my building. A second later, I heard a Werewolf’s cry of anguish howling out into the night. For a second, my breath caught in my throat at my Grandsire’s lamentation. 
 
   The howl was abruptly cut off in a loud explosion of dust and bricks blowing out of the building as a massive black shape crashed through the wall. The camera man had some skills. He followed the falling object all the way down to the ground, until it slammed to a stop on top of the tore up van laying on its side. As the camera focused on the shredded remains, I saw Grandsire smash his way free of the wreckage as his thick muscular arms rending the heavy armored vehicle effortlessly in half. 
 
   In Werewolf form, Grandsire stood ten feet tall and five feet wide at the broadest point of his shoulders. His black coat, now streaked with the silvery gray of old age, shimmered in the moonlight. I watched mutely as his head swung from right to left scanning the night warily as his large clawed hands hung ready at his sides. At that second, he looked truly magnificent, except for the blood pouring out of the large gaping hole in the center of his chest. His black lips curled back from his white fangs as his deep rumbling growl reverberated through the camera’s mic.
 
   Suddenly, five dark forms sprang at him from the two halves of the van. Grandsire’s arms moved in a blur as his razor sharp claws slashing blindingly fast through the gray vile bodies. A second later, the five gray creatures lay dead on the ground in bloody pieces. The brutal fight occurring too quickly for the camera to capture. 
 
   A third explosion rang out into the night as another part of the second story wall of my apartment blasted out in a cloud of dust and debris. Suddenly, a humongous creature with blood red scales and black tiger stripes landed in front of the camera man. Standing on oversized cloven hooves, the reptile looking creature was noticeably larger than Grandsire with foot long barbs sticking out all over its body. 
 
   Swiveling around the creature focused on Grandsire, immediately lunging after him at an incredible speed as its claws lashed out in a blur. Somehow, Grandsire managed to avoid the lightning fast blows, but even the near misses were devastating as the monster’s barbs tore deep furrows through his arms and chest. Ignoring the pain, Grandsire slashed again and again carving large chunks of flesh out of the wicked monster’s hide with no apparent effect. Before long Grandsire’s forearms were shredded into bloody ribbons from the creature’s barbs, but still he attacked relentlessly. 
 
   Suddenly, one of the monster’s fist hooked Grandsire’s shoulder, before he could dodge out of the way. It was on him in a flash as it brutally slammed him to the ground. The camera caught every gory detail as the creature’s massive fists began pummeling Grandsire’s body as bloody chunks of Werewolf splattered out with every hit. 
 
   I felt my vision blur as the camera man swung away from the scene. He was running once again as cries erupted all around him. The gurgling cry of the reporter was suddenly cut off just as the camera fell to the ground. A second later, a man’s blood splattered face landed in front of the camera as one of the gray monsters began ripping him apart. The last sounds heard were the dying man’s screams before the signal was suddenly cut off in a burst of static. A second later, the news feed switched back to the news room’s main studio, and the shocked face of local news anchor, Becky White. Ghost white, she began stuttering into the studio cameras.   
 
   “That was Lisa Summers reporting on the scene live. We will have further updates as soon as.” Stopping for a moment with a look of horror on her face, she spoke in a sudden rush of words, “as soon as we can get another reporter on the scene. For now, we will take a look at the local weather with Frank Williams.” The camera quickly switched to a map of the state of Florida.
 
   “Tomorrow will be another cloudless day with the high in the …” The rest of the words faded away into the background as I choked back my grief. 
 
   Grandsire’s howl had said it all.  
 
   “Sir, they’re all dead.” Cindy’s raw voice broke the silence, and for some reason the words seemed to kick start my brain back into gear once more. Locking my pain away behind a closed door in my mind, I watched Agent Foster step behind Cindy’s chair as they began working on the satellite feed, while the rest of us watched the action on display two overhead. 
 
   “Can you get a fix on that location?”
 
   The loud clack clack clack of the keyboard seemed to echo in the quiet room as Cindy began tapping commands into her terminal furiously.
 
   “Harry, I can’t seem to get anything on infrared, can you switch the satellite’s feed to visual?”
 
   “I’m on it.”
 
   I watched as a satellite view similar to that of Google Maps showing my place suddenly appeared on the screen. Slowly Cindy began panning around the area. 
 
   “I don’t see anything moving in the target area now.”
 
   Frowning thoughtfully, I moved behind Cindy and Agent Foster.
 
   “Try looking directly North from my building on I-95.”
 
   At Agent Foster’s nod of approval, Cindy began panning the satellite North up I-95. A moment later her voice called out excitedly.
 
   “I think we have them!”
 
   Suddenly the image steadied, and we were looking at a top down view of a group of sixteen creatures with one riding something large as a Greyhound bus. The bus sized creature looked like a crossbreed between the biggest crocodile you’d ever seen and a giant mutant spider. I heard a gasp of shock from the CTA personnel as the creature blew through an oncoming Semi, not fast enough to get out of its way, without stopping. 
 
   I could hear Harry’s awed whisper from where I stood.
 
   “It must be running at over sixty miles per hour non-stop!”
 
   The creatures suddenly went off-road shortly after passing the Hope Sound off-ramp. It headed into the swamp without slowing down as Agent Foster slammed his fist on the table in frustration. “Do we have any idea where they’re going?”
 
   Cindy was already calling up a directory of everything in the area when I answered his question.
 
   “I imagine they’re headed for Tapper Nelson’s place.”
 
   “Why would they want to go all the way out there?” Cindy snapped at me confused. “It doesn’t make any sense. There’s nothing out there.”
 
   “They’re heading there because it’s the closest ‘focal point’ of elder arcane energies in the area for them to use as a gateway between worlds.”
 
   I felt the tension slam back into place as all of the eyes in the Command Center immediately turned to me, once again looking at me like I was crazy. Sighing, I tried to explain.
 
   “Look, there’s only two main Ley Lines that cross over the state of Florida, and only two focal points for elder arcane energies on this coast. To escape, they would have to be heading towards Trapper Nelson’s or the Coral Castle. The Coral Castle is too far south, and, either way, they’re heading north. The only place they would be going is Trapper Nelson’s.”
 
   Angrily, Agent Foster turned on me. “Too far away from what?”
 
   “From my Grandsire and I.”
 
   Backing away from me fearfully, Agent Foster started yelling as the assault team leveled their rifles at me once again. 
 
   “What the hell are you?”
 
    “It’s a ‘smoke and burn’!” Detective Kurwoski exclaimed in sudden comprehension cutting off Agent Foster. 
 
   Nodding my head in agreement, I began explaining. “My father’s people and my parents were murdered when I was only eight years old. Grandsire rescued me from certain death hoping that he could hide me in your world, until I could grow strong enough to return to ours to stop the evil that is slowly destroying it.”
 
   Looking at Agent Foster, I could smell the stench of fear radiating from him. “I am half Klavikian and half Werewolf.”
 
   Seeing the terrified looks on the faces of the Command Center’s staff, I could understand their reaction to me. From what I understood of human culture, Werewolves were one of their race's most terrifying legends, and that monster had just been beaten to a bloody pulp by an even worse horror. Now, one of those nightmarish creatures was standing in the same room with them, and they didn't know how to react. 
 
   Oblivious, Detective Kurwoski continued with her train of thought. “If that is a ‘smoke and burn’, then why are they heading back towards the gateway without coming after you?”
 
   Understanding her train of thought, I began heading for the exit, only to have the assault team point their weapons at me blocking my way. Annoyed, I looked over my shoulder.
 
   “Agent Foster, tell your men to stand down before I have to hurt someone. You know Detective Kurwoski just asked the right question. There must be another strike group out there coming after me.” Turning around, I looked him in the eyes. “If I return now to my own world, they will be forced to chase after me leaving Earth alone.”
 
   “Great, so they leave us alone for now, but what do we do when they come back? They know where we are and that we can’t hurt them.”
 
   “Why do you think I’ve been teaching Ukko classes to humans ever since I’ve been in your world? If you want to protect Earth and give your people a chance to defend themselves, then study my teachings of Ukko.”
 
   Normally, I kept an iron fist on the Werewolf part of me, because I was afraid of losing control of the savage beast always fighting to get out. But now, turning around to face the assault team blocking my way, I felt my eyes beginning to glow yellow as I let the Werewolf inside of me rise to the surface. 
 
   “Step aside now!”
 
   I could smell the fear and confusion coming from the men as they suddenly staggered backwards, opening a path before me. The team leader was the last to move as he fought against the force of my Will. Sweat beaded on the poor agent’s face as he struggled against the command in my voice. With a look of horror, he started backing away with the rest of his men as he looked back and forth between Agent Foster and me.
 
   Even though Werewolves are naturally aggressive creatures, there are only a few that are strong enough to be Alpha Males, or Werewolves with dominate enough personalities that allow them to rise to leadership positions within a Pack full of predators.  Like anything else, some Alpha Males were stronger than others, but in my case the Alpha side of my Werewolf was overwhelming in its nature. Meaning that, when I exerted my Will it had somewhat of a psychic impact on others. I didn’t understand exactly why it happened the way it did, but I knew it had something to do with the aspect of my Werewolf’s inherent power. Many of the problems Grandsire and I experienced, while I was growing up, had been due to the fact that we were two Alpha Males living under the same roof. As Pack Leader, he should have easily dominated our relationship without question, but my inner Werewolf overwhelmed even him. Amazingly enough, we hadn’t fought each other to the death. Even though I longed to understand what was happening, unfortunately, it was one of those taboo subjects of my Mother’s people that I could never discuss openly with my Grandsire. Yet somehow, over the years, we learned to make it work. 
 
   I watched as Agent Moss slowly backed up confused as his rational mind struggling at being dismissed so casually by someone with five assault rifles pointed at their face. Although, after watching Agent Thompson’s assault team get wiped out, logically he knew there was nothing he could do to stop me. Before Agent Foster could try counteracting my orders, the entire building suddenly shook from a massive impact. A split second later, alarms began blaring as the staccato cracks of assault rifles rang out from somewhere below. 
 
   Quickly tapping out commands on her keyboard, Cindy called up the cameras covering the entrance to the first floor of the building as she pushed the output to display one. The cameras came online as another massive crocodile spider like creature filled up most of the camera’s view covering the foyer. It was simply ignoring the automatic gunfire coming from the agents guarding the entrance to the building. From the camera’s angle, I could see the black robe figure, riding on the creature’s back, yelling commands at the gray nightmarish shapes that were rushing into the building. 
 
   Now that I could see the creatures clearly, my heart sank as I recognized them for what they were, Scourge. As I watched, the creatures slammed into the defenders like a gray wave, ripping the agents apart in a matter of seconds with their claws and fangs. My heart began beating in my chest as the last creature entered into the camera’s pickup. It was another one of those humungous nightmares covered in barbs that had murdered my Grandsire. 
 
   It was too late, the Tuonellians had come, and I didn’t have any of my weapons or armor to fight them!
 
   The command center staff froze in terror as the creatures began heading further into the building slaughtering the CTA’s personnel as they searched for their prey. Crossing back to Agent Foster, I grabbed him by the front of his suit lifting him into the air screaming.
 
   “Where are my students?”  
 
   The man gasped in a rush of words. “They’re upstairs in Interrogation Room three.”
 
   Dropping Agent Foster back to the ground, I turned to the assault team leader. “Agent Moss, have your men release my students, and bring anyone else from upstairs.” Not even bothering to consult Agent Foster first for approval, he began giving orders to his men as he rushed up the stairs.
 
   “Agent Foster, we need to get your people out of the building immediately. What’s the best way to accomplish the task?”
 
   Seeing her boss’s blank look, Cindy spoke up quickly. 
 
   “Sir, we can use the fire escape routes. Our fire evacuation plan has all the floors using the stairwells on either side of the building.” Following Cindy’s logic he quickly agreed.
 
   “Do it! Cindy, once you’ve finished that, give the Miami Office a quick rundown of the situation here, and have them takeover coordination for this emergency. Harry, I want your section to send all of our systems active files to the Miami Servers, and then initiate a Case Omega breach.” 
 
   Speaking quietly, I quickly explained my plan to Agent Foster as Detective Kurwoski silently listened in. 
 
   When I finished, Agent Foster turned to his people screaming over the sound of the fire alarm. “People, you have thirty seconds to begin lining up at the Emergency Exit on the East Wing.”
 
   The camera view on Display one switched to a split view of each floor’s main hallway. Already, the Scourge were slaughtering the personnel on the second floor, but the people on the third floor were already exiting the building using the west stairwells unmolested. At least some of the men and women would make it out alive.
 
   “Startüm, you're okay!”
 
   Looking up, I saw Susan following Agent Moss down the stairs with the rest of my advanced class behind her.
 
   “What’s happening? Why have they arrested us?”
 
   “Ladies there is no time to explain everything, the Tuonellian have come and are slaughtering the agents below as we speak. The plan has us exiting as a group down the emergency stairwell with me leading in the next fifteen seconds.”
 
   The ladies looked at one another in consternation, but not panic. As a group, they turned to Susan giving her a quick nod.
 
   “We are ready. Where do you want us Hon?”
 
   “Susan, I want you to take Deanna, Vanessa, Stephanie and protect the rear. Everyone else, find a battle buddy, and stay spaced out among the CTA personnel as we head down. Remember to conserve your energy in-between fights”
 
   It was easy to forget to trigger off the Rök runes in-between combat in the heat of battle, and waste needed energy. Seeing Cindy and Harry run up with their teams following behind Agent Foster. I faced everyone projecting my voice. “We will be heading down the stairwell together in a moment. If we are attacked, do not stop or you will die. My students will do their best to protect you.” Looking at Agent Moss and his team I continued. “Do not try to assist them, or you’ll only get yourself killed.”
 
   I could see the confusion in the assault team’s faces. How where these little women, without any weapons, going to protect them against an enemy that couldn’t be hurt by their assault rifles? Turning around, I didn’t give them time to argue as I moved out.
 
   Opening the door, I hit the first stairwell as a group of four Scourge were headed up to the fourth floor. Focusing my Will, I triggered my Rök runes as I leaped into the air. The leading Scourge looked up just as my flying drop kick slammed into the center of its face. With a loud crack, the leader flew back into the other three Scourge behind it, knocking them down the stairs in a screeching pile of arms and legs. Pulling my arm back, I jumped down the last flight of stairs power driving my fist into the first Scourge’s chest as it screeched in pain. My next hit slammed into the head of the next gray creature as it tried to disentangle itself from the squirming pile. Slamming a knee in the first Scourge’s head, I left a large dent in its bony carapace protecting its skull as I elbowed the third trying to push itself up to its hands and knees. Stomping down with my foot, I crushed the arm of another Scourge as the first creature suddenly rammed me back against the flight of stairs slashing savagely with its sharp claws. 
 
   The Rök runes held, deflecting the majority of the vicious attack, but my chest still burned like fire as the claws tore open my skin. Slamming my fist into the same spot on the side of its head, I felt the bone weakened under my assault. My next hit smashed through the skull, killing the Scourge as another set of claws raked at my back. Kicking backwards, my foot blasted the creature from my back into the other Scourge, knocking the entire group to the ground once again. Quicker than I would have thought possible, the creature sprang to its feet lunging at me once again. Deflecting its slashing claws with my forearms, I captured its arm in an elbow lock. Instead of stopping at the point of pain, I yanked the elbow down with all of my strength, shattering the joint. Twisting around, I clothesline the Scourge with my forearm slamming it to the ground. Leaping on top of the creature, I began hamming my fist into its gray forehead again and again. The armored bone of its skull shattered after my third strike, killing it instantly. 
 
   Throwing the body away, I stomped a clawed hand as one of the surviving Scourge tried to push itself up. A part of my mind registered the sound of shattering bones as I slammed my knee once again into the second creature’s head. The last Scourge’s razor sharp claws began slashing my leg open as I crushed its head with my next blow. Capturing the claws raking my leg, I snapped the wrist before breaking the creature’s elbow with my foot. Enraged the last Scourge sank its yellow fangs into my thigh as I hammered at its face. My fourth strike shattered the creature’s skull like a ripe melon as the force of the blow ripped a bloody chunk of flesh out of my leg. Kicking the corpse away, I called out over my shoulder as I began taking the stairs two at a time.  
 
   “Let’s move people!”
 
   I reached the ground floor on the east side of the building without further issues. Holding the door open while CTA personnel began streaming into the parking lot, I pulled Agent Foster aside pointing at the nearby field as Detective Kurwoski stopped next to us.
 
   “Get your people as far away as possible. I will get those creatures to follow me as soon as everyone is clear.”
 
   I could tell Agent Foster had a lot more he wanted to say, but instead of giving me any more lip, he gave me a quick nod of agreement. Suddenly, one of Agent Moss’s men staggered through the open doorway covered in blood as the sounds of fighting echoed down the stairwell. I braced the man with my shoulder as he began explaining what happened.
 
   “They hit us on the second floor. Agent Moss and several others are down. Your ladies are holding the creatures back, but they’re going to need a miracle to break free of those things.”
 
   “Cindy!”
 
   Cindy looked up as I nodded at the Agent I was holding. Running to me, she slipped her shoulder under the man’s arm, before leading him away quickly as I ran back into the building with Detective Kurwoski and Agent Foster following close behind.
 
   Heading back upstairs, I saw one of the Scourge smash through the women’s lines as it slammed Susan to the ground with a solid hit. Seeing her friend go down, Donna jumped to her aid only to fly back a second later as the creature’s backhand shattered her left arm. Bouncing off of the wall, she hit the ground screaming in agony. 
 
   Even the Rök runes they were using couldn’t protect them from a direct hit! 
 
   There was no way a human could go head to head with these powerful creatures, they just weren’t strong enough. Instead, my students were using a modified fighting technique I’d taught them to keep the Scourge at bay, which worked as long as the creatures didn’t land a solid blow against their rune armor. I saw Vanessa and Stephanie close rank as they fought valiantly to hold the rest of the Scourge at the door to the second floor, but there were simply too many of the monsters. 
 
   Running to help Susan, I slammed my fist into the Scourge’s head, knocking it away before her Rök runes totally failed. The gray creature rolled smoothing to its feet, springing at me in one smooth motion. As its claws sliced into my chest, I flipped it over my shoulder slamming it hard into the ground. Pinning it down with my knees, its claws tore at me as I hammered its face until I crushed its head a second later. Jumping to my feet, I moved to Susan’s side checking her over quickly. She still lived, but she was torn up badly. Focusing my Will, I placed my hand on her forehead whispering softly.
 
   “Helbrede.”
 
   The golden glow of my healing spell surrounded Susan with its light as her wounds healed instantly. I saw her eyes snap opened a second later as I dragged her to her feet. 
 
   “Susan, I need you to help Donna and fall back. Do you think you can handle that?”
 
   Nodding her head numbly, Susan stumbled to Donna’s side slipping her right arm under her shoulder. As the women began heading down the stairs, Agent Foster and Detective Kurwoski followed behind half carrying Agent Moss and another one of his men to safety. Ripping the emergency exit door off its hinges, I held the door in front of me like a battering ram yelling for Vanessa and Stephanie to get out of my way.
 
   “I’ve got this. Now get the hell out of here!” 
 
   The door practically filled the hallway as it slammed into the bunched up Scourge. Catching them by surprise, I drove the whole group back down the hallway as their clawed feet slid uselessly on the tiled floor. Before they knew what was happening, we went over the balcony to the building’s atrium, falling in a confused screeching mass to the lobby below. 
 
   I saw the black cloak rider leap off the top of the grongor as the heavy metal door slammed into its head, just before I landed on top of the pile of screeching Scourge. Slamming both feet into the two nearest creatures, I flipped backwards, rolling to my feet as I surveyed the ensuing chaos smugly.
 
   That certainly got their attention! Now, it was time to get the hell out of here while the getting was good! 
 
   Hearing the crunch of glass next to me, I spun around just as a barbed fist slammed into the center of my chest. The next thing I knew, I was sliding off the smashed-in hood of a car in the parking lot to my hands and knees in a pool of my own blood. 
 
   Sitting back on my thighs, I stared at the large bloody hole in the middle of my chest. The Holy Symbol of Ukko still glowed brightly from where it hung around my neck. Somehow, the pendant had deflected the worst of the blow, stopping the barbs from piercing my heart. Numbly, I focused on the three large barbs protruding out of my chest from where they had snapped off the monster’s fist when it struck me. Coughing up blood, I felt my rage begin boiling up inside of me like a terrible storm.  
 
    “It couldn’t end here! Not like this! Not after all I’d been through!”
 
   It felt like everything was moving in slow motion as I looked towards the front of the CTA building, and saw the barbed horror striding across the parking lot heading straight for me. Its fang filled maw forming into a grotesque ferocious grin.
 
   Nothing seemed to work right as I forced my body to respond. Climbing slowly to my feet, I faced the creature as the blood poured down my chest. 
 
   “I wouldn’t let it end like this!”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
   Location Earth / Florida present day / CTA HQ:
 
   Detective Beth Kurwoski looked out towards the parking lot at the sound of crunching metal as a car alarm began ringing into the night. She saw Startüm slide off the crushed front-end of a smashed car. He fell to his hands and knees just as a bestial roar echoed from the destroyed entrance to the building. Looking back once more at the retreating backs of Agent Foster and the rest of the command centers staff, she turned to Susan knowing what she needed to do.
 
   “Go on without me! I’m going to help Startüm!”
 
   Taking off at a fast sprint, she headed for one of the armored SUV parked near the emergency exit, pulling out her automatic. It took three shots before she damaged the lock enough to force the door open. Putting the weapon away, she slid under the dashboard quickly ripping away the large plastic cover to the steering panel. Finding the yellow and green leads connecting to the starter, she tore the connectors loose as she sparked the wires together. A second later, the engine roared to life as she heard a loud pounding on the passenger side window. Sitting up, she popped the locks to open as Susan jumped into the passenger seat.
 
   “He’s going to need healing, so I’m coming with you!”
 
   Seeing the barbed creature already striding across the parking lot heading straight for Startüm, Beth didn’t even consider trying to talk Susan out of coming along as she slammed the door shut. After all of the male chauvinism she had to deal with over the years since joining the Force, she wasn’t about to tell Susan to stay behind where it was safe.   
 
   “Then you’d better sit down and buckle up fast!” 
 
   Susan eyes bulged slightly, but she didn’t say another word as Beth slammed her foot on the gas. The Ford’s eight cylinder engine growled to life, squealing rubber as it shot across the parking lot. Aiming the SUV for the monster, Beth watched the speedometer begin to climb.
 
   “Twenty … thirty-five … forty-eight … sixty-two …” 
 
   Turning the steering wheel, she lined the heavy vehicle on her target, centering the SUV on the beast. At the last second, both Startüm’s and the creature’s head whipped around in surprise as the vehicle slammed into the barbed horror at over eighty miles per hour. 
 
   The impact shook the entire SUV as the creature’s long barbs pierced the reinforced bumper, becoming stuck in place as the monster was swiped off of its cloven hooves.  Beth wasn’t sure what she’d expected to happen, but having the vicious looking brute stuck in the SUV’s grill was not one of them. In shock, she watched the monster twist itself around to face her, while its long claws tore chunks out of the hood as if it were made of tin foil. Seeing its reptilian eyes glare at her in rage, she slammed her foot down onto the brakes. 
 
   The look of anger turned into instant shock as the beast shot away from the front bumper like a spiked volleyball as the tires screeched to a bone jarring stop. Beth smiled with grim satisfaction as the creature crashed into the facilities dumpster on the far end of the parking lot in an explosion of garbage. It didn’t matter how badass you were, velocity and mass trumped every time! It was just a matter of having the right tool for the right job. 
 
   Suddenly, there was a loud rending noise as one of the dumpsters flew into the air. With a growing horror, Beth watched the monster push itself to its feet unharmed. Standing to its full height, the creature smashed the last dumpster away with its fist as she threw the SUV in reverse, slamming her foot on the gas. Her heart felt like it was beating in her throat as she met the monster’s evil red gaze from across the parking lot. 
 
   Not taking her eyes off the creature, she skidded to a stop in front of Startüm, yelling out the window as the beast took off after them. 
 
   “You have to get in now!”
 
   Staggering to his feet, Startüm quickly opened the door collapsing across the back seat just as an explosion of glass and metal shot out of from the building’s entrance. Punching the gas, Beth turned the SUV in the direction of Blue Heron Boulevard as the grongor landed right behind them in the parking lot. Immediately, the massive head focused on the vehicle speeding away. With an explosive roar the monster barreled after them like a living freight train as its oversized head entirely filling the rear view mirror. 
 
   Gauging the distance, Beth realized there was no way they were getting out of the way in time! Taking ahold of the steering wheel with both hands, she yelled over her shoulder.
 
   “Hold on!”
 
   SMASH
 
   The tires squealed loudly as they skidded onto Blue Heron just as the grongor’s massive head slammed into the back of the vehicle. The rear window explosively shattering from the impact as the vehicle spun wildly out of control. Using both hands, Beth yanked hard on the steering wheel, stopping the top heavy SUV from flipping over. On the third spin she managed to regain control of the vehicle once again. Looking over her shoulder, she saw the dark gray shapes begin pouring out of the CTA building.  Running on all fours, they ran behind the barbed nightmare as their screeching calls rang out into the night. 
 
   Stomping on the gas, Beth burnt rubber heading for the I-95 on-ramp as the grongor circled around for another charge. She just had enough time to throw the SUV into a skidding slide for the northbound ramp as the monster leaped again. The vehicle flew around the corner on two wheels as the creature narrowly missed the SUV.
 
   Roaring in rage, the massive beast continued up the side of the overpass.  In one smooth motion, it suddenly leaped into the air as it flipped around. Landing just behind them, it took up the pursuit once again. Looking in the rear view mirror, Beth swore softly as she saw the beast closing in once again.
 
   “Damn that thing is fast!”
 
   Entering the I-95, Beth’s foot never let up off the gas as she jinked around an old Buick in the slow lane, swerving just as the grongor charged again. Susan screamed shrilly next to her as the creature closed the gap with one giant leap. In horror, they heard the shriek of metal being crushed as the beast’s massive jaws chomped down the car next to them. With one jerk of its powerful neck, it flung the Buick over its shoulder into the air. 
 
   Blood boiled in Beth’s veins as she watched the car crash behind them in a twisted pile of metal. She had given her oath to protect the people of this city! Gritting her teeth in helpless frustration, she swore to herself that she would stop these creatures if it was the last thing she did! Taking one last look at the wreckage in the rearview mirror, she fervently hoped the family had somehow managed to survive the crash. 
 
   As the speedometer climbed over eighty miles an hour, the grongor slowly began falling behind them when Beth heard Susan’s sharp intake of breath. Tearing her eyes from the creature behind them, she followed the woman’s shocked gaze to the backseat. Her own breath caught in her throat as she saw Startüm’s grievous wounds. 
 
   The bloody slashes covering his body were serious enough, but her eyes couldn’t look away from the white bones sticking out from the raw meaty hole oozing blood in the center of his chest. She had seen enough death during her time on the Force to know the seriousness of the injury. He needed immediate medical attention! Unbelievingly, she watched Startüm pushed himself into a sitting position on the backseat. Taking a ragged breath, he began speaking softly.
 
   “Susan, I need you to take these barbs out first before we can work on the wound. Can you do that for me?”
 
   Smiling grimly at Susan’s tight lipped nod, he continued softly.
 
   ”I’m not sure how much help I’m going to be with this.”
 
   At Startüm’s direction, Susan slid between the two front seats, bracing her feet on either side of his head as she got into position in front of him. Leaning forward, she grabbed a barb in each hand as Startüm suddenly looked away. Seeing the slight blush spreading across his cheeks, Susan shook her head in disbelief. 
 
   “Half dead and you’re just now noticing I have breasts for the first time?”
 
   “It must have something to do with the position.”
 
   Looking down at herself, Susan gave a throaty chuckle as she speculated for a moment how it must look from his angle, before turning back to Beth. 
 
   “Men are all the same. Half dead and still distracted by breasts.”
 
   A bloody coughing fit from Startüm immediately brought them all back to the business at hand as Susan took a tighter grip on the barbs sticking out of his chest. 
 
   “On the count of three.”
 
   “One … two …”
 
   “Three!”
 
   Beth saw Startüm’s eyes roll back in his head as Susan pulled the barbs free. As blood began squirting all over the cabin, Susan quickly yanked out the last barb. Watching in the rear view mirror, Beth saw Susan place both of her hands over the gaping holes in the center of his chest. Suddenly, she felt the familiar flow of energy from earlier that evening during the advanced healing class. It wasn’t the surge of energy that she’d felt Startüm using. Instead, it was a steady stream of healing energy pouring out next to her. A minute later, Susan collapsed into the seat next to her, laying her head against the window. Worried, Beth helped the older woman swing her legs around as she gulped air into her lungs.   
 
   “I did it!” Susan whispered softly before fainting in exhaustion.
 
   Looking into the backseat, Beth saw what the older woman meant. The bloody hole in Startüm’s chest was now almost fully healed. She almost lost control over the SUV when his yellow eyes suddenly popped open meeting her gaze. 
 
   “Detective, can you drive us back to my place? I need to get my weapons and armor if we are going to have any chance of destroying those creatures.”
 
   Seeing that she was approaching the Palm Beach Garden’s exit, Beth swerved onto the off-ramp heading east. She could use US1 to loop back for his place. Looking into the rearview mirror, she glared at Startüm. 
 
   “Men, always thinking you can do more than you can. Look at yourself! You can barely sit up. How the hell do you think you’re going to fight those things in your current condition?”
 
   “I’ll be strong enough if you can get me something to eat. I need food, preferably meat!”
 
   She was about to lay into him about how macho dumb that was, when she saw a flash of golden light and felt a surge of energy behind her as his wounds disappear before her very eyes. Forcing herself to calm down, she suddenly understood what he meant remembering her own weakness after the little bit of healing she’d done earlier that evening, and the talk about food after class. 
 
   Angling the rearview mirror, she saw their pursuers following several blocks behind when she saw a Burger Shack coming up on the right side of the road. Quickly making her decision, she pulled into the parking lot in front of the fast food joint. 
 
   Slamming the SUV to a stop, she ran through the front doors of the fast food joint waving her badge at the teenager behind the register feeling like an idiot.
 
   “Police Business!”
 
   Throwing a fifty on the counter, she grabbed an extra large bag before scooping up all of the food sitting under the heating lamps. She could already picture the media’s reaction to the video footage as the reporters questioned what fast food had to do with a Police Emergency as she ran for the SUV, when Startüm began honking the horn furiously. Jumping behind the wheel, she slammed her foot on the gas just as the grongor crashed through the McDonald’s lobby a second later. Speeding across the parking lot, she jumped the SUV over the sidewalk onto US1.
 
   At first they barely managed to stay ahead of the monster, but slowly the SUV began pulling away as they picked up speed, when suddenly Beth’s cell phone started to ring. Tossing the bag of food at Startüm, she answered the call. 
 
   “Kurwoski here!”
 
   “Beth, are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine, Chief.”
 
   “What the hell is going on? I just pulled up to the CTA’s building, and it looks like a war zone. There are dead agents everywhere! What the hell happened here?”
 
   “I’m aware of the situation, Sir. The suspects responsible are currently chasing after me now.”
 
   “What’s your location?”
 
   “I just turned onto US1 from Palm Beach Garden’s Boulevard heading south bound.” 
 
   “Do you think you can make it back to the CTA headquarters?”
 
   “I believe so, Sir.”
 
   “Good, the SWAT and APC teams should be arriving any minute.”
 
   “Sir, only deploy the SWAT if they have AP rounds. Even then, they might still be wiped out like the CTA agents were.”  
 
   “What can you tell me about the suspects and their hardware, Detective?”
 
   “Chief, did you see the recent Channel 29 broadcast on the late news?”
 
   “No Detective, I did not. Can you explain to me what has that got to do with my question?” 
 
   “Beth!” 
 
   “Hold for a sec, Sir.”
 
   Looking over her shoulder, Beth cocked an eye at Startüm as he spoke around a mouth full of cheese burger.
 
   “Do you have any officers who can use a compound bow?”
 
   “Several, why?”
 
   I have some arrows that should damage the Scourge.”
 
   “Scourge?” 
 
   “Yea, those gray humanoid things with the long claws and fangs.” 
 
   Frowning for a moment in thought, she spoke into her cell phone.
 
   “Chief, is Officer Rawlings, Johnson or Murphy on the scene?” 
 
   “Yea, all three of them are on-site. Why?”
 
   “Tell them to leave their shotguns behind, and to bring their bows instead.”
 
   “That doesn’t make any sense, Detective.”
 
   “I know Sir, but please give the order. I am the officer on the scene.”
 
   She could hear the irritation in his voice, but the Chief had always trusted her judgment before. She prayed that he would take her lead on this as well.
 
   “Good enough. We can talk about this once you’re here. I just received confirmation that we should have eyes in the sky over your location any minute now.” 
 
   “Good, then I’ll let them explain what we are up against Chief.”
 
   “That’s highly unusual Detective.”
 
   “Chief, this is a highly unusual situation. Excuse me Sir, but I need to focus on my driving. Expect us in about fifteen minutes.”
 
   “Watch your back Detective.”
 
   “Yes Sir. See you shortly, Chief.”
 
   “Goodbye Detective.”
 
   Slipping the phone back into her jacket, Beth rolled her eyes at the words coming from the backseat.
 
   “So it’s Beth, not Angela?”
 
   Annoyed, she began explaining.
 
   “Look, no Undercover Detective uses their real name on assignment.”
 
   She saw Startüm smiling at her words in the mirror.
 
   “I’m not criticizing, I was just asking for clarification.”
 
   “Yes, it’s Beth.” She bit the words off. Annoyed at having to give her real name to the undercover suspect she had been assigned to watch.
 
   Switching topics, Startüm commented offhandedly. 
 
   “I see you’ve decided to let someone else explain what’s chasing us to your Chief?”
 
   Exasperated, Beth began gesturing excitedly with her hands while she drove.
 
   “Really, what am I going to say? Yes Chief, I’m being chased by a mutant spider crocodile as large as a semi truck along with twenty alien nightmarish creatures racing behind it.”
 
   “Twenty-one actually.”
 
   Grabbing the steering wheel with both hands, Beth slid the SUV around the corner onto Hibiscus Lane as she raced past the ripped bodies and crushed vehicles scattered on either side of the road heading to Startüm’s place. Quickly, she slid to a stop in front of the wrecked building. Looking around, Beth shivered as the emergency vehicles’ silent strobing lights threw an eerie pale over the street. Jumping out of the SUV, Startüm yelled back over his shoulder.
 
   “Wait here. I’ll be back in just a moment.” With that, he jumped. Dumbfounded she watched him sail into the air, clear through one of the larger holes in the second floor wall.
 
   “Yea.”
 
   Shaking her head, she muttered darkly.
 
   “I’ll just wait right here for you to come back.” 
 
   Seconds later, he was jumping back into the backseat with two large bags and a compound bow in his hands. Beth stepped on the gas as soon as she heard the door slam shut. 
 
   Speeding down Hibiscus Lane once again, she threw the vehicle into a slide as she skidded back onto US 1, when the building next to them exploded in a cloud of concrete blocks and debris as the grongor blasted onto the street behind them. As if in slow motion, Beth saw two black shapes spring from the creature’s back to land on top of the SUV as she whipped around the corner. 
 
   A second later, a clawed fist slammed through the roof slashing around wildly inside the cab. Before she could react, a claw hand slashed through the shoulder of her arm holding the steering wheel. Screaming in pain, Beth looked at the ragged bleeding stump where her shoulder had been just a moment ago. Somehow, she managed to grab ahold of the steering wheel with her right hand as she focused on keeping pressure on the gas. As if from far away, she heard Startüm’s words ring hollowly in her ears.
 
   “Stay down!”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Reaching for the bag with my weapons, I wrapped my hand around the handle of my Katana. Whipping the blade free, I spun around slicing in a wide arc through the SUV as glass shattered throughout the vehicle. Slamming my palm into the roof of the vehicle, the wind grabbed the heavy sheet flipping it upright into the air. Standing up, I slashed diagonally across the metal as the runic blade sliced cleanly through the roof and the two Scourge clinging to the backside like a hot knife through butter. Pieces of metal and bloody chunks of Scourge hit the ground a second later, bouncing behind the speeding vehicle. Moving fast, I scooped Beth up in my arms as she stared in shock at the bloody stump of her shoulder. 
 
   Quickly, I picked up her bleeding limb from where it still hung gripping the steering wheel. Pressing it gently against her bloody shoulder, I prayed softly to Ukko. 
 
   “Helbrede.”
 
    The shock faded from Beth’s eyes as she looked at me in amazement, gripping the steering wheel once again with both hands. Smiling gently, I patted her now whole shoulder.
 
   “Detective, try to be more careful in the future. I don’t have extra energy to spare if I’m going to deal these creatures.” 
 
   Before she could think of an appropriate sarcastic retort, her cell phone started ringing again. Sitting back, I shoved another cheese burger into my mouth as I started pulling out my armor from one of the duffle bags I’d grabbed. Now that the roof had been removed, I could see a Police Helicopter trailing us high overhead as bits of the conversation came to me on the blowing wind. 
 
   “Yes I’m alright, Chief … I thought that was best … from what I’ve been told it’s called a grongor … yea, those things are Scourge …”
 
   Ignoring the rest of the conversation, I sat back and began strapping my armor into place.
 
   The two and a half years I’d spent in Japan learning kenjutsu had profoundly influenced the style of my armor. I stole from everywhere, but the main design was roughly based on the ‘Do Maru’ Samurai armor of the Heian period, used during the Genpei War in Japan. The Japanese culture, even in modern times, spent an enormous amount of time discussing the strengths and weaknesses of the various armor styles from their Samurai past, and had craftsmen that, even now, forged armor following the traditional techniques. Unlike the present day armor makers of Japan that chose to remake their armor designs in exact detail to honor their ancient ancestors. My goal had been to forge the best armor possible using the strongest metals Earth had to offer, since all the tinnearlian metal from Grandsire’s Great Sword had gone into the creation of my Katanas and tanto I now carried. 
 
   First, I pulled on the leather armored jacket and pants with sewn in scales made from a titanium iron alloy. It was flexible enough to allow freedom of movement, and thick enough to serve as padding for the armored plates that would go on top. Similar to the armor I was donning, the leather along with each scale had been inscribed with individual Rök runes for strength and protection against various types of attacks. The armored chest plates, or ‘Do’ in Japanese, were strapped into place next, before attaching the shoulder and upper arm guards, or ‘Sode’. Instead of the bulky shoulder guards typical of traditional Samurai armor, my guards were much smaller. The pieces cascaded down my shoulders in tight overlapping scales attached using a synthetic silk that was advertised as being stronger than steel. Lacing on my steel reinforced work boots, I strapped my shin guards in place before attaching the six piece armored plate skirt around my waist. Next, I strapped my Katanas in place on my back, and slid the tanto into its sheath at my waist, before attaching my forearm guards. Lastly, I donned the stylized wolf helmet on my head, or Kabuto, and pulled on my titanium iron laced leather gloves.       
 
   It wasn’t lacquered like traditional Samurai armor, but it didn’t need to be since I was using the titanium iron alloy for the metal. Instead of the intense colors associated with traditional Samurai armor, mine was a dull grayish black, which was created from the natural color of the alloy. It wasn’t as strong as an entire suit made from the tinnearlian metal of my Homeworld, but it was the best I could do. Using Earth’s strongest metals, I’d forged my own alloys, and then strengthened the design even further using Rök runes. I’d end up with an amazingly strong and lightweight suit of armor that had the strength to dissipate solid hits, and the flexibility I needed for my fighting style.
 
   Beth’s sudden shout brought me back to the present. We were just passing by Old Dixie Highway as we raced down Blue Heron Boulevard heading for the CTA headquarters we had left maybe forty minutes ago.
 
   “We are going to be arriving any second, and those creatures are right behind us. We need a plan!” 
 
   “Oh my goodness gracious!” Susan’s southern accent always came out strong when she was surprised. Seeing her bleached white face, I handed her one of the remaining cheese burgers as Beth looked over her shoulder followed Susan’s gaze, since she no longer had a rearview mirror. 
 
   Shaking her head, Beth sighed heavily.
 
   “Great, I can just see how well this is going to go over already, and the testosterone hasn’t even begun to fly!”  
 
   “I don’t understand why you’re so worked up. From what I’ve heard of your conversation they’ve seen what we are up against, and had time to check out the video of what happened earlier on Channel 29 News. Just give your orders and expect that they will be followed.” 
 
   “Obviously, you haven’t been introduced to our very own Sergeant O’Reilly in charge of our local SWAT teams.” 
 
   Looking back at me sadly she continued. “Do you have any idea how much of a nut case you look like right now? Do you have any idea how Officers respond to crazies?” Focusing back on the road, she shook her head. “Great! I can see it now, we will be one giant cluster fuck by the time those creatures arrive, and half of the team will be wiped out before they even know what’s happening.”
 
   “Leave the Sergeant O’Reilly problem to me. I know how to handle people like that.”
 
   Ignoring Beth’s raised eyebrow, I continued.
 
   “We have three Officers who can handle compound bows, right?”
 
   “Make that four.” Seeing my questioning look Beth explained. “I’m the fourth Officer that makes up the Riviera Beach Police Department’s archery team for State competitions.”
 
   “Good, then you can use my bow if you can handle the weight of its draw.”
 
   “What is that supposed to mean? You think just because I’m a woman that I can’t manage your super bow.”
 
   “And you were worried about the testosterone flying.”
 
   Ignoring her rolling eyes, I continued laying out the plan. “I need the four of you to fall back with Susan. Find someplace with a clear view of the parking lot, but far enough away not to draw the Scourge attention immediately. You guys will do that soon enough. By the way, if you can get a clear shot on the black cloak rider, take it.”
 
   “What do you want the SWAT and APC teams to do?”
 
   “Try to have the APC teams run down the Scourge, and hopefully the SWAT team will be able to at least annoy the creatures with their AP rounds.”
 
   “It sounds like you don’t think they’re going to be much help.”
 
   “Not really. Your weapons just aren’t strong enough to penetrate their natural armor.”  
 
   Following the conversation, Susan piped up. “What’s your plan of attack?”
 
   “I’m going after the grongor first, and then the barbed horror. By then hopefully we can focus everything we’ve got on the black cloak rider.”
 
   Seeing the surprised look on both women’s faces, I explained my reasoning.
 
   “The rider is their assault leader, so yea I’m worried.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
   Location Earth / Florida present day:
 
   In stunned disbelief, the Riviera Beach Police Officers watched the wrecked armored SUV pull to a stop near the APC’s and SWAT units parked in front of the destroyed entrance to the Counter Terrorist Agency’s Headquarters. Surprise turned into contempt for Sergeant O’Reilly as he saw Detective Kurwoski exiting the vehicle with some Renaissance crazy in full regal striding behind her. 
 
   “Well looky here, its Kurwoski and her sidekick, Samurai Vader, here to save the day.” 
 
   Sergeant O’Reilly was of the old school mindset that women should have never left home. He was from a proud line of Police Men, ‘blue blood’ through and through, and resented having women on the Force, especially any that had the audacity to give him a command. The Force was for men, and should have never been opened up to allow Women, in his mind. 
 
   Unfortunately, Police Chief Timothy Darden didn’t share his perspective. 
 
   “Sergeant O’Reilly, I thought I’d already made this point clear. Detective Kurwoski will be taking the lead on this.”
 
   Flinging his arms in the air, Sergeant O’Reilly disregarded the Detective without a second thought as he laid into the Chief.
 
   “Kurwoski’s has never been a part of SWAT! I don’t see how …”
 
   The verbal tirade came to a choking stop as I strode past Beth and grabbed the Sergeant by the front of his flak jacket. Lifting him five feet off the ground, I stared into his eyes. 
 
   I knew the Sergeant’s type well enough, and imagined his team was more of the same. Seeing me casually straight arm lift the Sergeant who stood six two and had to weigh a solid two hundred forty pounds, not to mention the extra hundred pounds of gear he wore on top of that, immediately got everyone’s attention. Moving me out of the ‘crazy nut’ category, and into the ‘scary badass’ category.
 
   What can I say, Grandsire had taught me well.  
 
   The Sergeant arms flailed helplessly as I laid into him.
 
   “Is your M16 loaded with AP rounds?”
 
   The man stuttered as he answered my question.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good!”  
 
    Keeping a hold of the M16, I dropped Sergeant O’Reilly onto his ass as I turned to the rest of the SWAT Officers present. Taking off my glove, I pointed the M16 to my palm flipping the safety off.
 
   “This is currently your strongest armament your teams have on site.”
 
   BBBRRRIIPPPTTT 
 
   The loud three second burst of gunfire made everyone jump as I caught the armor piercing bullets in my bare hand. Turning back to Sergeant O’Reilly, I bounced the flattened rounds off of his helmet, before facing the other officers with the palm of my hand held out for all to see.
 
   “This is how effective your weapons will be against the enemy!”
 
   Seeing the look of horror reflected in the Officer’s faces, I switched back on the M16’s safety. Tossing the weapon back to Sergeant O’Reilly, I faced the Police Officers once again.
 
   “There is no time left. You will follow Detective Kurwoski’s orders quickly and precisely if you want to live.”
 
   “Have I made myself clear gentlemen?”
 
   The men’s response echoed around me. “Yes Sir!”
 
   Striding past Beth, I called over my shoulder.
 
   “Detective, get the men moving, while I try to buy us a few more seconds.”
 
   Ignoring the Chief’s questioning look, Beth began screaming out orders as she saw the grongor barreling down the road. 
 
   “Sergeant O’Reilly, your designation is Team Charlie. I want SWAT teams one, and two spread out in a half circle at max range. Go for headshot only and set your weapons to burst mode!”
 
   “APC’s, your designation is Team Bravo. Once you engage the enemy do not stop moving! Only target the dark gray creatures. Keep away from everything else!”
 
   “Officer Rawlings, Johnson, Murphy and I are Team Alpha. If anyone gets into trouble, alert us immediately.” 
 
   “Now move out!”
 
   Passing out the runic arrows to her team that I’d had on hand, Beth grabbed Chief Darden by the elbow guiding him with her.  
 
   “Chief, I think it will be best if you stay with Alpha Team.”
 
   Watching the grongor approach, the sounds of the Officers running to their positions faded into the background as my eyes focused on the barbed horror running on the grongor’s heels. The creature that had killed Grandsire hadn’t been concerned about the injuries it had received, and I imaged this one wouldn’t react any differently.
 
   When I was very young, my father had me train with a Damarien named Luthar Feltalc. I vaguely remembered one of the lessons we had about powerful otherworldly beings that were sometimes forced into service by the Priestesses of Loviatar. The only appealing part of the entire lesson that I could still recall was that these creatures bodies were not real, but only magical constructs formed at the time of summoning for interaction in our reality. My six year old mind, at the time, had found the whole session incredibly tedious. Never once did it explain how the Paladins of Ukko slaughtered such beings, or anything about how they were killed, which was decidedly Klavikian. Damarien and Klavikian philosophies, being similar in nature, focused primarily on knowledge for knowledge’s sake. To the chagrin of my father, I’d found my mother’s people philosophy much more compelling when I was younger, which could be summed up simply enough by Grandsire favorite saying. “I don’t care how big and mean the thing is, if you rip its head off its going down!” Werewolves were a direct people who believed in knowledge for practical use. Now, it seemed, I was beginning to appreciate the wisdom of both races. 
 
   I imagined the Priestesses had called these creatures into being to deal with Werewolves, not a Paladin of Ukko! Suddenly, I knew what to do.
 
   Placing my left hand over the holy symbol of Ukko etched into the center of my breast plate, I looked skyward drawing my Katana as my voice rang out across the parking lot.
 
   “Ukko gi meg styrek til å slå deg er fiender!” (Ukko give me strength to strike your enemies!)
 
   A golden ray of light lit up the night’s sky sounding like a laser beam slicing the air as its light shined down upon me. The light slowly condensed into the blade of my weapon as the grongor jumped into the parking lot. My Katana began glowing with a golden light as I focused my Will charging forward. Timing the distance, I leapt into the air with my blade held high above my head in a two handed grip screaming my prayer to Ukko. 
 
   “Kanskje!” 
 
   Crashing into the creature’s head, I released the pent up divine power with my Will as I slammed my blade deep into the grongor’s skull, smiting the giant creature dead with one blow. I held onto my blade as the force of the grongor’s dead body crashing into the ground at eighty miles per hour catapulted the blacked cloaked rider and the Scourge over my head like a head-on collision. Surprised screeches rang out behind me as the enemy ate asphalt.
 
   Waiting to attack, I scanned either side of the grongor for the barbed horror that should have been racing by. Seeing nothing, I felt a cold shiver run down my spine. Whipping the Katana out of the skull, I swung blindly overhead somersaulting off the grongor’s head. 
 
   I felt my blade bite into something hard as I dropped to the parking lot below. Landing, I saw a clawed arm go flying as the demon jumped down after me, not even slowed down by the injury. Swinging again, I sliced off the other arm flipping over the creature’s head as it tried to crush me with the barbs sticking out of its broad chest. 
 
   Landing behind the demon, I spun around calling forth Ukko’s name once more.
 
   “Ukko gi meg styrke!” (Ukko give me strength!)
 
    I felt my holy energy flowing through me into the Katana in my hands as the demon turned to face me once again. The blade glowed with a brilliant blue light as I swung with all of my strength screaming out my prayer. 
 
   “Kanskje!”
 
   Stepping back with my Katana held before me, the demon stopped with a confused look on its evil face as its head toppled from its massive shoulders plunking onto the asphalt, severing the magical link that had attached the construct to its otherworldly life force. A second later, the body collapsed next to the head as the dark energy dissipated into nothing.  
 
   The sudden silence was almost deafening. Looking beyond the demon’s corpse, I saw the Scourge scattered around the parking lot turn to look at me fearfully as the black cloaked rider pointed a white scaled hand in my direction. Clawing the air, the rider hissed loudly.  
 
   “Coruscum!“
 
   The runes inscribed into my Katana glowed bright blue as the purple lightning sizzled across the distance between us. Focusing my Will, I brought my blade up in front of me ‘engarde’ as the metal sucked the flashing bolts from the air. I saw the cowed head jerk backwards incredulously as the rider lowered its clawed hand. As the lightning died out, a hissing feminine voice spoke from deep within the cowl.
 
   “Ita veras opiniones. Bestiam puer cogitat suus Paladin de Ukko.” (So the rumors are true. The beast child thinks it’s a Paladin of Ukko.)
 
   Hearing the rider’s words, I instantly realized what stood before me, a Priestess of Loviatar! Even now, I distinctly remembered the white scaled reptiles from the day my parents were murdered. With their true nature hidden under magical veils, they betrayed the Paladin’s of Ukko at the peace conference, killing all but my father with their first strike! 
 
   With a howl of rage, I charged the priestess as she raised her arms towards me once again. As a green glowing ball of flame formed in the air between her clawed hands, she continued taunting me. 
 
   “Nec contra vires Loviatar verum credis? Bestiam errore viæ tuæ, quam monstrabo tibi!” (You truly believe you can stand against the might of Loviatar? I will show you the error of your ways beastling!)
 
   I had barely crossed half the distance when the green fireball shot from the priestess’s hands as she hissed in anger. 
 
   “Ignis percusserit!“
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   “Take a look at that shit!”
 
   Beth looked up from watching Susan drawing the circle of power just in time to see Startüm catching purple lightning on his Katana as it blasted from the robe figure’s hands in the parking lot. 
 
   “We need to help him now! Susan, are you ready?”
 
   Just finished drawing out her last rune, Susan met Beth’s steady gaze.
 
   “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.” 
 
   Susan caught the amused look the three men gave each other. Normally, they would have had a terrific time making fun of some crazy inscribing magical scribbles on the ground to protect them, but everything they’d seen over the last few minutes was crazy enough to keep even Murphy quiet for a change. Ignoring the exchange, she continued.
 
   “Just make sure that you stay within the circle, or I won’t be able to shield you.”
 
   Beth stepped into the center of the circle looking back at the rest of her team.
 
   “Let’s do it. Chief, can you coordinate with the SWAT and APC teams?” Seeing his nod, she lifted her bow taking aim.
 
   “I’m targeting the black robe. Johnson, Murphy, you guys get the bogies on the right. Rawlings, you take the first one on the left.”
 
   KABOOM
 
   “Holy Smoke!” Murphy exclaimed in his heavy country drawl as a cloud of fire exploded from the black robe figure’s out stretched arms. Beth watched in horror as Startüm was blasted across the parking lot, before crashing to a stop in a pool of liquid fire.
 
   “I don’t think that fan-cy Sam-u-ri of yours could have survived that, Detective!”
 
   Sharing a look of concern with Susan, she focused on her targets.
 
   “Murphy, you’d better start praying that he did, or we’re next on the list.” Hearing Murphy’s gulp, Beth focused on the head of the black cloak figure standing in the parking lot. 
 
   Every year her team made it to the State finals, which was not easy in a state like Florida with its high number of bow hunters. She was an excellent shot, but she always felt uneasy using any bow other than her own. Unlike guns, a slight change in a bow’s construction, the weight of the draw or the material it was constructed from, could severely affect the accuracy of a shot. Unlike her high quality hunter’s scope, Startüm’s bow just had a simple iron site for distance and wind direction. Lining the cowled head in her sites, she called out to her team.  
 
   “Fire!” 
 
   The bow twanged as the black cloak figure staggered forward clutching its shoulder a second later. The arrow had punched entirely through the creature! Reaching for another arrow, Beth saw all three Scourge targeted by her team drop to the ground unmoving. 
 
   “Great shooting guys, now…”
 
   Beth words were cut off as the black robe spun around stabbing its hands in their direction.
 
   “Quomodo audes!”
 
   Beth didn’t need to understand the loud hissing words to know they were in deep shit as the Chief’s radio crackled as he signaled to Sergeant O’Reilly.
 
   “Okay Sergeant, light them up!”
 
   BRRRAAAPPPTTT 
 
   The sharp cracks of automatic gunfire rang out across the parking lot as Team Charlie began laying down covering fire for Team Alpha as green bolts of energy shot from the robed arm pointing in their direction.
 
   “Ahhhh”
 
   Beth dropped to the ground as Susan yelled in agony holding her arms stretched out before her. As if touching a live electric wire, her body shook while the air around Alpha Team crackled with a blue energy as green bolts slammed again and again into the coruscating barrier surrounding them. 
 
   “Aaaiiieee!”
 
   Looking around at Johnson’s cut off scream, Beth saw him burst into green flames as one of the bolts slammed into his chest. She swore, realizing he hadn’t entered the circle as she’d ordered. 
 
   KABOOM  
 
   Susan keeled over bleeding from her eyes and nose as the air around them immediately exploded. Beth ducked her head letting the worst of the blast pass overhead. Climbing back to her feet, she saw Rawlings and the Chief unconscious on the ground as Murphy slowly crawled to his hands and knees. 
 
   Meeting her eyes, Murphy swore loudly. 
 
   “What the hell just happened?”
 
   Looking back out over the parking lot, Beth saw the battle in full swing as the black robe figure pointed its clawed hand at the nearest APC zooming across the parking lot with several Scourge clinging on top.
 
   KABOOM
 
   Watching the fireball rise over the parking lot where the APC had just been a second before, Beth looked back at Murphy in shock.
 
   “I don’t know what happened, but Susan must have saved our asses from whatever that thing hit us with.”
 
    The radio crackled suddenly as SWAT Officers began screaming into their mics.
 
   “Oh my God, it’s coming for me! Somebody get it off of me!” 
 
   “Thomas! It has Thomas!”
 
   “Ahhhhhh!”
 
   Climbing to her feet, Beth tried to follow the action happening below. She saw several Scourge chasing after the SWAT Team members as they ran away from the creatures yelling in terror. Picking up her bow, she slid an arrow in place. Taking aim, she fired at the creature that had just killed Thomas.
 
   Beth saw the creature go down with an arrow through its head just as another Officer ran shrieking into the nearby field with a gray Scourge chasing after him. Before she could get a bead on the monster, it leapt at the officer’s back just as a bow twanged next to her. A second later, the creature dropped dead to the ground with an arrow sticking through its head. Looking around in surprise, she saw Murphy standing next to her with his bow already bent hunting for a new target.
 
   The last APC whipped across the parking lot at full speed, running over a handful of the creatures as Beth saw one of the Scourge start tearing at the armored door to the driver’s compartment with its long claws. Taking aim, she sent her shaft through the back of the Scourge’s head before it could rip through the door.
 
   Suddenly, she saw Startüm charging back into the fight, heading for the black robe figure as it pointed its robed arm towards the last APC.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   I came to a jarring stop slamming against the grongor’s massive dead body. Whatever the spell was, it had hit me like a proverbial sledge hammer. Blinded by burning flames, I pushed myself to my knees as the smell of charred grongor meat filled my nostrils. Around me, the air itself seemed to burn as I gasped for breath.
 
   Looking through the green flames across the parking lot, I saw three Scourge suddenly pitch forward dead with arrows lodged in their skull carapaces as a fourth punched through the priestess’s shoulder. I could see the priestess’s face contorted in fury as she began blasting at the Officers with green bolts of energy as automatic fire erupted from the SWAT Teams surrounding the parking lot.   
 
   My runic armor seemed to be holding the fire’s effects at bay. Except for feeling slightly dazed, I was otherwise unharmed. Jumping to my feet, I charged the priestess again as I saw Susan’s circle of protection flare bright blue before exploding in a blast of pure energy. 
 
   Speeding across the parking lot, the two APCs crashed into the Scourge forces charging the SWAT Teams like bowling balls slamming into a rack of pins. The Scourge reeled from the impact of the heavy armor as the loud crunch of bones reverberated through the air. Suddenly, I heard the priestess’s hissing shriek as she pointed at the nearest APC. 
 
   “Fragor!”
 
   The explosion was deafening as the APC disappeared in a green explosion of fire. Hot metal fragments shot through the air as a giant fireball rose high above the parking lot, where the armored vehicle had been a second earlier. Turning around, the priestess pointed her hand at the second APC as I closed the gap between us, before she could release the spell my Katana sliced through her upper arm. 
 
   Grabbing her bleeding stump, the priestess’s cowed head swung in my direction in outrage. 
 
   “Tu! Dedisti haec arescentes in siti Verbum Ukko!” (You! You have given these weaklings the Word of Ukko!)
 
   Pointing her clawed hand towards my breast plate, I felt the priestess’s rising power as she prepared another spell.
 
   “Fra…”
 
   My backhand stroke slashed through the priestess’s slender neck as she released her spell. Her head plopped to the asphalt as green flames started shooting out of her headless corpse, when suddenly the world exploded!
 
   KABOOM
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
   Location Earth / Florida present day:
 
   The first thing I became aware of was the tightness of the skin on my scorched face. Pushing myself up, I immediately regretted moving as I choked back a scream. Dropping to the ground in agony, I carefully cradled my right arm. 
 
   Obviously it was broken. 
 
   Looking down at my busted arm, I was surprised to see my Katana still clutched in my hand. My fingers were locked in a death grip around the handle, knuckles strained white from holding onto the weapon, but that didn’t matter. The years of rigorous training had paid off. 
 
   I hadn’t dropped my blade!
 
   Glass crunched underneath me as I carefully levered myself into a sitting position.  Even though I couldn’t bend my left leg, I still managed to prop myself up against the structural pillar behind me. Wiping the blood from my eyes, I slowly looked around. 
 
   I was sitting before a shattered display window of what appeared to be the main floor of a recreational vehicle showroom, since I was surrounded by motorcycles and quad all terrain vehicles. On the tiled floor next to me was a smashed neon sign emblazoned with the words “Rivera Beach Motorcycles”. Confused, I gazed out the shattered window trying to remember what happened.
 
   Seeing the burning wreckage of the Counter Terrorist Agency’s Headquarters on the other side of Blue Heron Boulevard, it all came flooding back to me in a rush. When the priestess exploded, I must have been blasted clear across the highway into the Motorcycle Dealership!
 
   Concentrating, I focused my Will croaking out a prayer to Ukko with my parched throat.
 
   “Helbrede!”
 
   The pain in my arm and leg instantly disappeared, along with various other aches and pains that I hadn’t even realized were there as the healing spell did its work. Whole once again, I sheathed my Katana before pushing myself to my feet. As soon as I stood up, I felt the room start to spin as I fell back against the pillar trying not to puke. Breathing slowly, I held my head until the worst of the dizziness passed. 
 
   I needed food!
 
   As the room slowly leveled out, I made my way to the sales counter where an old box of donuts still sat. Finding two stale donuts in the bottom of the box, I quickly wolfed the food down in a matter of seconds. Feeling my shakes begin to fade, I staggered to the water cooler in the corner of the sales room. Holding my mouth under the spigot, I let the icy cold water run down my throat for a whole minute, before pushing myself once again to my feet. 
 
   Already, I could feel my strength returning.
 
   The icy water trickled down my chest and inside my armor, from where the overflow had pooled in my helmet. Closing my eyes, I relished in the icy feeling as my mind began to wander. I’d purposely made the leather padding under my armor water resistant, which meant the water ran all the way down to my boots.  
 
   During the time I learned the art of forging armor in Japan, the three primary elements that the Masters always strived to balance in their designs were the properties of weight, movement and strength. Too heavy and the Samurai couldn’t fight effectively due to the weight restricting his ability to move. Too weak and the armor wouldn’t protect the Samurai from battle damage. Surprisingly enough, many of Japan’s greatest generals, like Oda Nobunaga and Tokugawa Ieyasu, actually used European armor while on the battlefield, instead of the traditional Japanese armor of the time. Off the battlefield, Japanese armor was reserved for official ceremonies among the Warlords of Japan's upper class. To my knowledge, no one had ever bothered to combine the best of both armor techniques, that is, until I came along. My personal preference followed more on the lines of the Japanese style of armor, since it worked well with my fighting method, but, even so, I shamelessly combined the best concepts of both European and Japanese design philosophies into my own creations. 
 
   Besides the actual forging of the armor, one of the biggest issues that were repeatedly discussed throughout the old stories had been about water weight. What happened to the armor when it became wet, or, more concisely stated, what happened to the padding underneath the armor when it became wet? Water weight alone could drastically affect a Samurai’s combat capability by adding another eighty to a hundred pounds to a suit of armor, so I had made my leather padding as waterproof as possible. 
 
   Except for the slightly annoying squishy feeling in my boots, the water didn’t bother me as I strode out of the building the way I’d entered. Climbing through the shattered window frame, I could already feel my dizziness beginning to pass. The food and water were doing its magic as my body used the fuel to recover. In the distance, I heard Police sirens and the chop of helicopters closing in on the smoking building as I hurried across Blue Heron Boulevard.
 
   I had to help the wounded and get the hell out of here before I ran into any more problems! 
 
   The place looked like a freaking war zone. Burned out hulks of cars were scattered across the parking lot, while the remaining APC laid upside down with its wheels still spinning at the far edge of the parking lot. There was nothing left of the two SWAT vans that had been parked outside the building’s entrance, except for their burnt out metal shells. The whole area was covered in an oily smoke cloud of haze. Looking around, I couldn’t see any signs of life as I ran up the steps where Beth and Susan had gone earlier. 
 
   Seeing Susan first, I ran to her side focusing my Will. Reaching out with my energy, I could feel her injuries, and the life force flowing through her veins. Saying a quick prayer to Ukko, I healed the worst of her injuries with a touch of my hand. What was left over wasn’t serious, and she could heal the rest of her wounds once she awoke. I didn’t do my usual full heal, because it would make me burn through my energy reserves too quickly, and I didn’t know how many people might still need my help. 
 
   Hearing a groan nearby, I saw the Chief pushing himself up to a sitting position, cradling his arm next to another officer still unconscious on the ground. I went to the unconscious man’s side first. He seemed unhurt except for a small concussion. Even though the head injury felt as if it would heal on its own, I still sent a little healing energy his way, before moving on to the Chief who was obviously in a lot of pain. The old man looked at me dazed as I knelt next to him. A second later his eyes widened in shock as my healing energy shot through him, healing the worst of his injuries in a golden flash of light. With an incredulous look the Chief flexed his healed arm as he met my yellow eyes.
 
   “Thanks for the help Son, but I think Detective Kurwoski needs your help more than I do.” 
 
   Following the Chief’s gaze, I saw where Beth and two other Officers had been blasted through the building’s entrance. The two Officers looked relatively unhurt, but Beth was bleeding heavily from where she’d landed on a large piece of glass still stuck in the doorframe. Moving quickly to her side, I carefully lifted her off the glass spike that had punctured through her abdominal cavity. As I laid her on the blood splattered ground, the Chief staggered to my side trying to help staunch the flow of blood pumping onto the ground. We both knew she had lost too much blood.
 
   “Can you help her Son?”
 
   She still lived, but the flicker of her life force was getting weaker by the second. Gathering my energy once more, I focused my Will praying to Ukko.
 
   “Helbrede!”
 
   The glowing flash of light surrounded Beth fully healing her injuries as the Chief gasped next to me in shock.
 
   Grinning fiercely at the older man’s stunned expression. I clapped him roughly on the shoulder.
 
   “She’ll live Chief.” 
 
   Leaving Beth with the Chief, I staggered to the two unconscious officers nearby. Checking them over quickly, I pushed a little healing energy into them too, before staggering back down the steps to look for more survivors. 
 
   I stopped as the loud screeching sounds of tires skidding to a stop came from behind me. Looking over my shoulder, I saw four squad cars surrounding me, their doors popping open before they were completely stopped. Jumping out of their vehicles, the Police officers drew their weapons screaming at the top of their lungs.  
 
   “Freeze, put your hands on your head now!” 
 
   Angrily, I turned towards the officers, but, before I could respond to their commands. I heard the Chief’s voice ringing out behind me.
 
   “Stand down Sergeant!”
 
   The officers’ mouths dropped open in shock at the sight of their Chief walking up behind me. Immediately, the Sergeant started to argue.
 
   “With all due respect Chief, you can’t...”
 
   Walking down the steps, the old man put his arm around my shoulders as he addressed his men.
 
   “I didn’t ask for your opinion. I ordered you to stand down. Is that clear, Sergeant?”
 
   Hesitantly, the officers holstered their weapons, while the Chief continued issuing orders as additional units began arriving on the scene.
 
   “Sergeant, I want you to detail the arriving officers to search for the wounded. Bring anyone still alive to this gentleman here as quickly as possible.”
 
   The sudden screech of tires at the entrance to the parking lot stopped the Chief in midsentence. Watching the two news vans pulling to a stop, he pointed at the approaching news crews raising his voice. 
 
   “And get those news crews out of here now! I want this entire crime scene blocked off with a quarter mile perimeter!”
 
   As the Chief took off towards the new officers beginning to arrive on the scene, the Sergeant sent his deputies to look for more wounded, before turning to deal with the reporters. In short order, road blocks were setup around the entire area as teams of officers searched the nearby field for survivors. Kneeling to the ground, I slid my helmet into the clips on my back as I closed my eyes praying to Ukko for guidance. 
 
   It was my fault that the Tuonellians were here on Earth. Even though it was Grandsire who had initially made the decision to come to Earth, I still bore the responsibility for what was happening, since it was me they were hunting. Also, it had been my decision to begin teaching humans the Word of Ukko, and now they would be pulled into a war between two Gods fighting for survival. 
 
   I’d realized too late that the black cloaked rider was a Priestess of Loviatar, and she had seen Susan using the Gifts of Ukko. Similar to my own relationship with Ukko, what a priestess learned their God would know too, which meant Loviatar now knew what I’d been up to here on Earth. Once they were finished with me, the Tuonellians would come after Earth next. 
 
   In one way, I had to leave Earth immediately if humans were going to have any chance to survive. Staying here only put more innocents in danger, but, at the same time, I had a responsibility to help the humans that had been hurt during the fight against the Tuonellian forces sent to kill me. Also before I could leave this world, it was my duty to remove the Tuonellians that were still here on Earth. Otherwise, if left to their own devices, they would kill more innocents, and that blood would weigh heavy on my soul. 
 
   I imagined that, for most people, the concept of a war between Gods were somewhat incomprehensible. Now days when most people thought about the concept of a God, they imagined a single being that was omnipotent. An entity so powerful, that with a thought its wishes would come into being, automatically carried out entirely by Will alone, or by powerful servants, such as the Catholic Church’s Angels and Demons. In the past, most human religions believed in a pantheon of Gods, powerful beings that vied for power in the Heavens and on Earth. An important concept, never directly spelled out in the history books, was that the many religious wars humans fought throughout history were actuality a reflection of the battles occurring in the Heavens. The wars between Gods, as always, were about who would have the most followers. Having more followers was the key to the strength of any God. Similar to the current religions of Earth as the battles in the Heaven raged the Pantheon of Gods slowly began to dwindle, until only a few Gods remained. 
 
   How could a God be killed? How could an omnipotent being, not be omnipotent? I believed these were two of the most fundamental questions that confused most mortals when they tried to comprehend the battles occurring in the heavens between warring religions. Although the nature of the questions seemed to be complex, their answers, in actuality, were quite simple.
 
   A God’s power was based on the numbers of its followers. So, a God ceased to exist when no one was left who still worshiped, or feared the God. That was the reason my people, the Klavikians, had been wiped out. Loviatar had wanted to kill Ukko! Killing all of his followers would have ended his existence. If it hadn’t been for Grandsire saving my life, she would have succeeded with her plan.
 
   Most people would assume that an omnipotent God would be able to simply wish their desires into being. But, what is omnipotence when you are surrounded by other beings with the same power? Suddenly, omnipotence was not so omnipotent. Maybe there was no such thing as omnipotence, only beings with greater power than what normal beings possessed. However it functioned, Ukko was able to shield the knowledge of where I was hiding and what I was doing from Loviatar, which was why she had sent her priestesses in search for me. 
 
   Another important question that I was regularly asked was. Why were followers so crucial for a God to have? The reason I believed this to be so significant, was that all beings had a part of the divine inside of them. Therefore, we were all derived from the same ultimate source of power in the Multiverse. The humans in India had a name for this concept. They called it ‘Namaste’. 
 
   My current understandings about Gods were that when enough people believed in certain concepts of right and wrong, the essence of their beliefs created their God in the first place. The battle between Gods was actually the struggle between people deciding the kind of world they wanted to live in. Due to the unique relationship I had with Ukko, my metaphysical perspective was decidedly different from the teachings propagated by most religions, which typically used priests to interpret God’s messages to legitimize their authority over the common person. 
 
   My service to Ukko meant that I was following the concepts of right and wrong that was the essence of my people, which I believed in wholeheartedly. It exemplified a way of life that I chose to live by, and wanted for everyone. I believed in sharing the Word of Ukko, and believed that most people would see the innate goodness in the concepts that made up my people’s beliefs, and would choose, of their own accord, to make Ukko a part of their life.
 
   In this way, I’d brought the teachings of Ukko to Earth and, in doing so, saved my God from being wiped out of existence, while preserving the ideas of my people. So far, the humans I introduced my teachings to had embraced Ukko without hesitation, and in doing so were changing their own neighborhoods, and cities around the world. Ukkodians were people who did not get sick, they did not cheat, and they did not take bribes. They were honest hard working people striving to become better. 
 
   In a world of over five billion people, in the sixteen years since my arrival, Ukkodians counted as the third largest religion on Earth. Needless to say, this made the governments and religious leaders around the world extremely nervous about my religious teachings, believing that it was a threat to their society. In a way, maybe they were right. 
 
   Ukkodians didn’t force converts, or threaten people to follow their beliefs. There was room enough for everyone in their world view. They focused on living life the best they could every day, and, in doing so. Their living by example is what caught new converts attention. Healing and Self-defense classes were how most people were introduced to Ukko’s teachings, but it was always by the individual’s own choice.
 
   I was at fault for involving Earth in the war between Ukko and Loviatar, but I still believed I had made the correct choice. Maybe that was simply because of whom I was, a Paladin of Ukko. Maybe history would judge me differently, but I had to do what I believed to be right. I felt approval from Ukko as his power surged into me like never before. Healing the wounded would give the Tuonellians time to prepare for my counterattack, but I would just have to have faith, and take that into considerations when making my plans. 
 
   I would heal the wounded, and take this fight back to Irlendria!
 
   Opening my eyes, I saw the wounded being laid in front of me, and went to work. I kept my heals simple, focusing on healing only life threatening injuries, while leaving the minor cuts and abrasions for the paramedics that had already begun to arrive on the scene. As more ripped open bodies were placed in front of me, I realized that many of the CTA personnel would actually survive this night due to my decision to stay. 
 
   The paramedics watched in amazement as life threatening injuries suddenly disappeared, and skin began knitting together of its own accord before their very eyes. The healing began moving even faster, when some smart paramedic began helping me by triaging the worst of the injuries. They also organized the rest of the paramedics to start patching up the wounded I’d already healed. First, making sure that the paramedics cleared the patients out of the immediate vicinity. 
 
   At some point in time, I realized Susan and the other students from my advanced class had joined me in healing the wounded. I vaguely remembered Beth saying something to me, at one point, about Agent Foster and the rest of the survivors showing up after seeing the emergency vehicles in the building’s parking lot. Mostly though, everything was an exhausted blur as I healed more people at one time than ever before in my entire life. 
 
   It was suddenly over, just as quickly as it had begun. Looking around, I realized there was no one else waiting to be healed as I collapsed onto the stairs where our makeshift healing unit had been setup. I saw the ladies I’d been training over the past year scattered on the ground around me, where they had dropped from exhaustion. Except for the drawn faces from pushing themselves too hard, they looked to be in decent shape. 
 
   Looking at my hands in surprise, I suddenly realized I’d eaten half of an Italian Sub before becoming aware of my surroundings once again. Beth must have made sure I’d gotten something to eat after using up so much energy. Normally, I couldn’t have healed so many people at one time, but Ukko must have gifted me with the extra power. 
 
   Silently, I offered a prayer of thanks. 
 
   The sounds of loud voices in a heated argument suddenly caught my attention. Looking for the source, I saw Agent Foster, Detective Kurwoski and the Chief standing in the center of the parking lot yelling at one another, while the gathered Police Officers stood a safe distance back watching the sparks fly. Pushing myself to my feet, I headed for the impromptu meeting, next to the overturned APC, just as Beth began screaming at the top of her lungs.
 
   “What part of ‘our weapons do not have any effect on these creatures’ do you not understand?”
 
   Agent Foster raised his own voice, talking with his hands excitedly.
 
   “That’s why I keep on saying that we cannot allow Mr. Ironwolf to return to his own world!”
 
   Gesturing towards the parking lot, the Chief cut in harshly.
 
   “Are you a complete idiot? You couldn’t hold the man if you wanted to!” Emphasizing his next words, the Chief jabbed his finger into Agent Foster’s chest. 
 
   “My suggestion is that you stop being a spineless prick for a change, and start asking yourself the right questions. Like, how we can get the young man to help us deal with the rest of these creatures?”
 
   Holding up one of my rune inscribed arrowheads, the Chief inspected the razor sharp tip thoughtfully. 
 
   “If he can teach us how to make these weapons of his, maybe we can use some Good Ol’ American Ingenuity to modernize the process, so we can kick these things asses! The last thing I want to do is just to piss him off like you're suggesting.”
 
   Not grasping the Chief’s point, Agent Foster continued in a rush of words.
 
   “That’s why I keep on saying we should detain the ladies from his class.”
 
   Angrily, Beth shoved the agent against the overturned APC, but the Chief cut in, pulling her off before she could do anything more.
 
   “So let me get this straight. You want to illegally imprison American citizens just so that you can use them as leverage for blackmail?” 
 
   A look of horror crossed Agent Foster’s face as the Chief’s words finally sank in. Before he could deny the accusation, the sound of screeching metal stopped any further conversation as a Katana sank hilt deep into the APC’s heavy armored sides on either side of his head. Everyone froze in shock seeing the barely controlled rage written all over my face. Seeing that I had everyone’s attention, I sheathed my blades once more, before pulling out a little black book from a pouch under my armor. Tossing the book to Beth, I addressed the entire group.
 
   “The book contains the information needed to make weapons that can damage the Tuonellians. If you follow the steps listed within its pages and have someone trained in the way of Ukko charge the runes, you will be able to defend Earth when the Tuonellians return.” 
 
   Holding Agent Foster gaze with my glowing yellow eyes, I glowered at the man.
 
   “I would recommend”, pausing to emphasized my next words, “You coordinate with Susan, and the other Ukkodians on understanding the concepts in this books. I would also strongly recommend that you not to piss Ukko off or nothing you make will work.” 
 
   Stunned, Agent Foster looked thoughtfully between me, and the ladies of my advanced class as I went over to the ruined SUV that we’d rode up in just before the fight. Pulling out the backpack I’d taken from my place earlier, I strapped it in place preparing to leave when the Chief spoke up behind me.
 
   “Where do you think you’re heading off to, Son?”  
 
   Turning around, I faced the Chief while the others looked on with consternation as they realized that I meant to go.
 
   “I will leave Earth through the nearest portal, and take the rest of the Tuonellians with me.” 
 
   Hearing my words, Beth exploded in anger.
 
   “How do you expect to pull that off Startüm? I know you’re a badass Samurai and all, but I saw how hard it was for you to take out this group here. If we hadn’t been around to save your ass, they would have gutted you and carried you off like they did to your Grandfather.” 
 
   Ignoring my smoldering eyes, she drilled into me, punctuating each word by jabbing a finger into my armored chest. “We all know there is at least a second group of these creatures waiting for you with fresh reinforcements at Trapper Nelson’s, and now I see you’re getting ready to go throw your life away for no good reason.” 
 
   “What do you expect me to do?” Leaning against the SUV, I folded my arms across my chest looking at Beth in frustration. “Should I ask your people to join me in a battle where they are defenseless?” 
 
   Pointing angrily at the body bags laid out in the parking lot, I yelled back at her. “Look at how many people died because I couldn’t protect them!”
 
   Burying my face in my hands, I wiped the wetness from my eyes as I felt Beth’s hands grip my shoulders. Her voice softened to a whisper as I met her eyes. 
 
   “Maybe, you’re looking at it all wrong. Maybe, you should be saying to yourself. Look at how many people lived, because we were working together.”
 
   Thinking about the battle with my Grandsire, I knew she was right. No one had survived that encounter, but I still didn’t like asking for help. I found it easier to risk certain death, then to ask these fragile humans to give their lives for my cause. Not that it was fair of me to look at it that way. When I taught my first lesson of Ukko, I’d made the decision then to make them a part of my fight, whether I’d consciously intended to or not. I would not disrespect them further by denying that simple fact. 
 
   Looking Beth in the eyes, I made my decision.
 
   “I will only agree to this if everyone who comes along is a volunteer, and we can implement a plan within the next hour that minimizes needless deaths. Otherwise, I’ll head in alone now, and let the bodies fall where they may.”
 
   Beth stepped back as she heard footsteps approach from behind. Clasping my shoulder, the Chief gave me a grin.
 
   “I can accept those conditions, Son.” Looking over his shoulder, the Chief called back to Agent Foster. “Does the CTA still have those Marine Super Cobras on standby at the Palm Beach Airport?”
 
   Smiling grimly, Agent Foster seemed to come to a decision as he answered the Chief.
 
   “I don’t have crews on stand-by, but I can have four birds for you in less than an hour.”
 
   “Good, then get on it. While you’re working on that, I should be able to call in a few favors and get my hands on at least two Bell Hueys, and four EC135s choppers.
 
   Looking back at Beth, the Chief smiled confidently.
 
   “Then, let’s get this ball rolling people! Detective, I want you to the radio the Ranger Station at Jonathan Dickens State Park. Tell them, I want all of their airboats and rangers ready to go when we arrive.”  
 
    Beth took off as the Chief began striding towards the temporary Command Center shouting orders with Agent Foster followed behind, already on his cell phone giving his own orders. Suddenly left alone, I saw Susan approaching me from the building’s entrance. Other than being white as a sheet, she looked a hundred percent better. 
 
   “Feeling better?”
 
   Steadying herself with a hand on my upper arm, she smiled up at me weakly.
 
   “The food helped, but I feel like I could sleep a week.” Looking back at the people being helped by the paramedics, Susan shook her head in wonder. “I still can’t believe we managed to save so many lives.”
 
   “Me neither, Ukko gave me a boost, but if we all hadn't given our best. We wouldn't have saved the people we did.”
 
   Slipping my arm around her waist to giving her support, I walked us towards the white sheet thrown over the remains of the Priestess of Loviatar laying in the parking lot. 
 
   Kneeling down, I pulled the sheet back inspecting the remains. Unbelievably, the cloak had managed to come through the explosion whole, but not the creature that wore it. The white scales were the same as I remembered from so long ago, when I had first seen the Priestesses of Loviatar on Mount Ukko for the first time, just before they murdered my parents and wiped out my Father’s people. 
 
   “What in the world is this?”
 
   Susan words snapped me back to the present as she picked up a delicately crafted tinnearlian chain holding a bloodied puppy’s leg from the folds of the black robes. Looking up, I froze seeing the bloody little paw as it slowly swiveled until it pointed directly at me. Susan moved her hand thoughtfully from side to side as the paw continued to point at me unswervingly. 
 
   “I think they were using this to track you down, Hon.”
 
   Looking up at me, Susan’s words caught in her throat as she saw my look of horror as all of the blood drained out of my face. 
 
   I knew a tracking spell when I saw one, but that wasn’t what made my heart suddenly start pounding in my chest. I had just thought the Tuonellian’s had found another portal to Earth, but seeing the Werewolf pup’s freshly torn out leg dangling from the tinnearlian chain. I suddenly understood in my heart of hearts what my mind had refused to accept.
 
   Tears began streaming down my face as I held my shaking palm under the hanging chain. Looking into my eyes, tears began running down Susan’s face as she reached out to share my pain. My voice cracked as I spoke softly.
 
   “Give me the chain Susan.”
 
   “I’m sorry Hon. God Startüm, I’m so sorry.”
 
   I could tell she wanted to hold me, but the look in my eyes held her back. This time my voice held as I repeated myself, my voice sounding husky from the intense emotions raging through me.
 
   “Give me the chain!”
 
   Numbly, Susan let the chain slide from her fingers, until the bloody leg laid in the palm of my hand. Slowly, my fist closed over the tiny leg as I clutched it tightly to my chest. Laying my other hand over the Holy Symbol of Ukko etched in the center of my breastplate, I raised my eyes to the heavens crying out my prayer. 
 
   “Ukko gi meg dødsfall stirre!” (Ukko grant me death’s gaze!) 
 
   A ray of light shot down from the heavens enveloping me in its golden light as the holy symbol on my chest began to glow under my hand. A moment later, the gathered divine power flowed into my eyes. When the light completely filled my senses, I suddenly burned. I felt like the skin was being flayed from my body as the last moments of the little Werewolf’s life rushed through my mind. 
 
   I felt what the young one had felt. 
 
   I knew what the young one knew.
 
   I gasped for breath crying out in a silent scream at the excruciating pain flooding through me. That’s when I saw it … the pile of dead Shadowfang Werewolves that were protecting Winter Fangs pass, the massacred young smashed to death against the rocks of Winter Heart, the ritual death Stonewalker endured before she was torn limb from limb. 
 
   My piercing howl rang out into the night’s sky as I threw my head back letting the despair and loneliness boil out of my wounded soul. Tears began streaming down my face at the loss of my Grandsire and my Mother’s people, but still I howled. I howled until my tears disappeared, and all that was left was a burning anger. 
 
   All my life I’d held back the terrible fury of my inner Werewolf with an iron fist, but now as I called forth my power. I let it run free. Energy crackled in the air around me like lightning as I focused my Will. With a cry of rage, I sent the gathered energy out in a massive pulse through the tiny leg in my hand. 
 
   The Tuonellians would not desecrate Stonewalker’s corpse again!
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
   Location Earth / Florida present day:
 
   Dyniessus sudden cry of pain as she collapsed to her knees brought Sister Leenara running to her side.
 
   “What’s wrong Sister?”
 
   She joined her Sister on the ground a second later as Loviatar’s communion slammed into her like a war hammer with its intensity. The message was short and direct.
 
   Their Sister Torenundra was dead! 
 
   As soon as Loviatar’s presence left them, Leenara pushed herself off the ground unsteadily. Looking at her Sister, she hissed unbelievably.
 
   “The Barbed Antitheus and the Scourge that followed her, what happened to them?”
 
   “They are all dead too.”
 
   “How … how is that possible? The whelp hasn’t even come of age yet.”
 
   Opening her eyes, Dyniessus met her sister’s gaze incredulously as she realized what the only answer could be.
 
   “The half-breed is a Paladin of Ukko after all!”
 
   Lytolna’s fearful hiss carried in the heavy night’s air as the Scourge nearest to them shifted nervously at the sound. Rising to her feet, Dyniessus signaled for her sister to follow.
 
   “Come with me quickly.”
 
   For the last seven years since the Tuonellian armies had been decimated, the Priestess of Loviatar had focused on corrupting the monarchs of the various races of Irlendria. Confident that their ancient nemesis had been destroyed, they knew it was only a matter of time before they conquered all of Irlendria, but now all those years of careful planning could be in jeopardy. 
 
   With the blessing of Ukko, the Klavikians had held against the marauding armies of the Tuonellian for over a millennium. Their twelve paladins were able to protect their armies from Loviatar’s corrupting touch, denying the Tuonellian’s their rightful place as rulers of the weaker races.
 
   The younger Sisters of Loviatar would scoff at her fear of one lonely Paladin of Ukko remaining, but Dyniessus understood better than most priestesses what the battles between their Gods meant.  Heading to the center of the greater circle of power she had drawn out earlier. She picked up the dead Werewolf pup turning to her sister.
 
   “We need a new tracking spell for the whelp!”
 
   Unquestioning, Leenara followed her Sister’s orders. Working quickly, both priestesses began chanting to create the new spell. As the power began to build around them, Dyniessus ripped the little Werewolf pup’s hind legs out from the roots as Leenara prepared the tinnearlian chain. Focusing her Will, she removed the remnants of the last tracking spell. 
 
   Pulling the last remaining hairs of Novastar Ironwolf from the pouch inside her robes, Dyniessus pressed them against the hind leg she’d just removed along with her last stone from Winter Fangs. Focusing her Will, the green flames of her power began to glow brightly when she felt the sudden disruption.
 
   Before Dyniessus could raise her defenses within the circle of power where they both knelt, she felt the power of Ukko flow into the Werewolf pup’s body lying at the center of the circle as a golden light began shining forth from the lifeless corpse. She had just enough time to look into Leenara’s shocked face, when the little body began to disintegrate in front of them.
 
   Screaming in hate, Leenara slammed her power against the golden light, Willing the circle of power closed around them. The green flames of Loviatar slammed into golden radiance before Dyniessus could cry out a warning to her Sister.
 
   KABOOM
 
   In the sudden darkness, light spots blinded Dyniessus eyes as she pushed herself back to her feet. Slowly, she made her way back to her Sister’s side, before falling to her knees once again. Leenara’s broken body lay unmoving as her Sister’s bleeding eyes painfully met Dyniessus’s gaze. 
 
   “What just happened?”
 
   “The whelp must have used Torenundra’s tracking spell to destroy the Werewolf’s corpse.”
 
   “But he shouldn’t have the power to do that!” Leenara hissed sharply coughing up blood. “It’s not possible for a God with only one follower to penetrate a greater circle of power like that!”
 
   Dyniessus agreed with her sister, but was afraid to speak her fears out loud. The metaphysical power had crashed through her wards like they weren’t even there. A cold shiver ran down her spine as she stared at her Sister, sometimes simply speaking a thought gave it a power of its own accord. She would wait until she communed with Loviatar before broaching her fears. For now, she would ask Leenara to pray with her.
 
   A sudden choking sound from a nearby Scourge was the only warning they had before the demon attacked. Diving forward, Dyniessus rolled out of the way just as the creature’s barbed fist smashed into the ground where she had been kneeling a second before. Rolling to her feet, she turned around pointing a clawed hand at the Barbed Antitheus hissing at the top of her lungs. 
 
   “Praeuro!”
 
   At her command, a green flaming bolt of energy shot out from her hand punching through the center of the creature’s chest. Dyniessus hissed a curse as the demon simply ignored the terrible wound that would have dropped any living creature dead in its tracks. For that second, she had forgotten that demon’s were impervious to most magical and physical attacks. Only the Priestess that summoned a demon from the Abyss could destroy the creatures simply with their magic. 
 
   Seething in anger, she watched the demon slam its claws through Leenara’s gut before scooping up her broken body in its bloody fist. Its evil eyes took in the Priestess’s dying face grinning in ecstasy. As it pulled its other fist back to end her life, Leenara suddenly grasped the demon’s wrists with both hands as she released her seal of punishment hissing weakly.
 
   “Adflictio!”
 
    The Barbed Antitheus froze as its muscles immediately clenched in agony. Unable to move it screamed in silent torment as Leenara hung limply from its barbed fist like a slab of meat. Moving quickly, Dyniessus rushed to her Sister’s aid. Leenara had to banish the demon back to the Abyss before she died, or it would be free to wreck havoc until they could destroy it. But first, she had to remove her Sister from the creature’s grasp. Otherwise, it would pull Leenara with it back into its own dimension.  
 
   Carefully, Dyniessus lifted her Sister from the creature’s clawed hand. Laying her gently on the ground, she whispered into her Sister’s ear.
 
   “Banish it now Sister!” 
 
   Dyniessus fed her power as Leenara focused her Will. Raising her arm before her, she pointed at the demon whispering the banishment spell with the last of her strength. 
 
   “Ego Daemonium eiceret de te Abyssum!“ (I banish you Demon of the Abyss!)
 
   Dyniessus breathed a sigh of relief when a dimensional rift swallowed the demon in its gaping black maw a second later, returning it to the Abyss. Kneeling down next to her Sister, Dyniessus suddenly realized she was dead. Leenara must have used the last of her strength to banish the demon before she died.
 
   Closing her eyes, Dyniessus gave a short prayer to Loviatar, praying that the Goddess would show mercy to her Sister for her failure. It was a threat every Priestess of Loviatar faced when calling forth otherworldly creatures to serve them. The demons hungered for the spiritual life of creatures from other dimensions. Usually they were willing to serve the Priestesses of Loviatar for a chance to feed, but sometimes the creature’s hunger was too great to control. That was why the seals of punishment had been built into the summoning process. Normally the use of the seal was enough to enforce the creature’s service, but if the Priestess died while the demon was still summoned, it would go into a feeding frenzy until its vessel was destroyed. Some demons were known to attack priestesses when they were injured or weakened in hopes that it could kill them before the seal of punishment could be triggered. For the most part this only occurred with lesser demons, since they were too brutish to comprehend that they would not be called upon again to serve. Dyniessus had not wanted to summon the Barbed Antitheus, even though she agreed with Sister Lytolna that they were the best suited to overwhelm the Werewolves defenses. The brutes were known for their frequent betrayals. 
 
   Standing up, she looked at the Scourge silently standing around the perimeter, watching silently while keeping their eyes respectfully lowered. She didn’t trust the creatures as far as she could throw one of them. The only thing that kept the slaves in line was the knowledge that their tribes would be exterminated for any betrayal.
 
   Angrily, Dyniessus stalked to the center of the circle of power. Kneeling down, she closed her eyes calling out to Loviatar. Feeling the touch of her Goddess, Dyniessus shared her fears of Ukko and this world. She explained the challenges and defeats that she’d ran into so far, and lastly she prayed for guidance. 
 
   When Dyniessus came out of her trance her eyes glowed green from Loviatar’s touch. As her goddess’s power flowed through her veins, she knew what she needed to do. First, she pulled out the two large summoning crystals from her pouch, placing them at the cardinal points of her circle. Next, she went to Leenara’s corpse to pull out the summoning crystals she carried with her. Placing them on the last two cardinal points of the circle, she stood on the outside edge of the circle of power.
 
   Raising her arms above her head, she began the chant of summoning. The words of power that Loviatar had gifted her burned through her mind as Dyniessus hissed out the words she had been given. As the circle of power began burning with intense green flames, she felt the power of Loviatar surge into the Sigils of Tenindora drawn in blood at the center of the circle. Falling to her knees, Dyniessus threw her sinuous head back as she screeched out her summons into the night’s sky.  
 
   “Perditor!”
 
   The dimensional rift that opened before her was the largest Dyniessus had ever seen. As she watched, a cloven hoof stepped through the portal as a clawed hand, almost as wide as she was tall, gripped the edges of the portal to force it open even further. Dumbfounded, she watched the giant horned head push its way through the doorway to stand in the middle of the circle. Unbelievably, she watched as the Major Pit Fiend tower above her twenty four feet into the air. Thick chains around its neck held a hammered breastplate to its massive chest, while more of the same chains held a thigh length armored skirt around its waist. In its gauntleted hand, the devil held an enormous double headed battleaxe engraved with black symbols of power running down its broad head. Stretching out its bat wings to their maximum extension, the demon’s bull like head arched skyward as its roar of challenge shook the ground beneath her feet.
 
   The Pit Fiend’s head swiveled around for the creature that summoned it to this New World. Seeing Dyniessus on her knees before it, the devil’s glowing red eyes met her own as the creatures voice reverberated inside her head. 
 
   <I am called The Destroyer>
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
   Location Earth / Florida present day:
 
   I felt Susan’s arms holding my head as she murmured softly rocking me back and forth.
 
   “Everything will be okay Hon. Shush now, it will all be okay.”
 
   Every muscle in my body ached, and my throat felt like raw meat. Slowly, I became aware of my surroundings once more as the divine power left me. Looking down, I saw that the small Werewolf’s paw had turned to ash when it disintegrated in my hand. Stonewalker could now rest in peace. 
 
   Closing my hand into a fist, I swore to Ukko. I would make the Tuonellians pay for this atrocity! 
 
   My blood raged through my veins as I stood once again firmly pushing Susan away. Releasing my head, I heard Susan’s gasp as she looked at me. I could see my glowing yellow eyes reflected in her sky blue eyes as I forced words through my raw throat. 
 
   “It is not okay! It will never be okay!”
 
   “What’s happened Startüm? What did you see?”
 
   I felt the soul crushing anguish once more as the vision of the deaths of my Mother’s people came back to me once more. I clenched my eyes closed until the pain was tolerable once more. This time there were no more tears, only the rage that demanded satisfaction. My people would be avenged! Opening my eyes once more, I met Susan’s worried eyes.
 
   “They are all dead. My Grandsire’s Pack has been slaughtered by these creatures. Everyone was slaughtered, even the young!” I growled out the last words. 
 
   “They are all dead!”
 
   Susan’s hand went to her mouth as she looked back at me in horror. I could see the compassion in her eyes as she realized what that meant. Turning away from her, I began striding with a purpose across the parking lot heading for the wrecked SUV we had arrived in before the fight. 
 
   It was time to go!
 
   I heard a cry from Susan as she grabbed my elbow, trying to stop me from leaving. 
 
   “Wait Startüm, you can’t go after them alone, its suicide!” 
 
   Susan’s boots began sliding across the asphalt as I continued towards the SUV, when the Chief’s grandfatherly voice rang out behind me.
 
   “I thought you gave me your word that we would head after these monsters together!”
 
   Registering his words, I stopped suddenly as my Klavikian honor began warring with my Werewolf’s rage.
 
   “You promised to give me an hour Son.” 
 
   Grimly, I looked back over my shoulder at the Chief, Agent Foster, Detective Kurwoski and the rest of the officers, agents and my students that had come running up at my howl. Even Sergeant O’Reilly was there! Slowly, I looked into the eyes of the men and women gathered around. I saw their fear, but not one of them flinched away from my piercing glowing gaze.
 
   “If you die, Son, how will that help your people?”
 
   I could hear my Grandsire’s wisdom in the Chief’s words. 
 
   “Help us fight these monsters, and we will make them pay together.”
 
   I felt the wolf inside me settle down as it agreed with the wisdom in the Chief’s words. There was strength in numbers. Any Werewolf knew it was better hunting as a Pack than as a lone wolf. Throwing my life away would help no one! If I wanted the Tuonellians to pay for their atrocities, then I had to survive this next battle and take the fight to them. 
 
   Breathing out deeply, I mentally pictured the process of putting away the mind numbing grief behind a locked door in my mind. I would deal with it later once there was time, but for now there was work to do. With the decision made, the tension left my body. Turning to face the Chief, I felt Susan lay a gentle hand on my shoulder as hope shined in her eyes, that woman knew my mood swings too well. 
 
   I gave Susan a weak smile in thanks. The overwhelming rage that had been boiling in my veins receded to the point where I could think clearly once again. Meeting the Chief’s steady gaze, I addressed the men and women around me.
 
   “Your modern weaponry will not work against these creatures.”
 
   The Chief nodded at my words.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Pulling out one of my Katanas, I held up the blade with the flat side facing the crowd in front of me. With a slight push of Will, I triggered the runes engraved into the metal. Suddenly, the blade glowed with a brilliant blue light.
 
   “My weapons and armor have been inscribed with runes of power. For any weapon, that has been forged from Earth’s metals, to be strong enough to destroy a Scourge or Demon. A three part process needs to be followed. First, runes must be designed to work with the properties of the metal being used. Secondly, the metal being used needed to be strong enough not to shatter on impact, even with the extra strength imparted by the runes. Lastly, the weapon must be large enough to hold the rune formula being inscribed. Your modern weapons armor piercing rounds contain metals that break apart into tiny pieces upon impact, which are individually too weak to penetrate without rune magic. Even with rune magic, I doubt the metal pieces could pierce their hides.” 
 
   “Then tell me what will work.” 
 
   For a moment, I stood there considering the question thoughtfully as I felt everyone’s eyes watching me! When suddenly the idea hit me! I’d used Rök runes to increase the strength my own Earth forged armor, but there was no reason I couldn’t use the same technique for Earth forged swords! I didn’t even need to inscribe the runes in the metal for a throw away weapon, I could use something like a permanent marker to temporarily get the same effect. Depending on the strength of the alloy, the weapon might only last for a couple of hits, but that was better than nothing. 
 
   “If you could get your hands on some steel swords, I believe I can modify them in time for the attack.”
 
   Detective Kurwoski rolled her eyes.
 
   “Great, where are we going to find a bunch of swords in the next forty minutes?”
 
   The Chief held his chin thoughtfully when Sergeant O’Reilly interrupted gruffly. 
 
   “Does it have to be a sword per say?”
 
   I looked at the SWAT leader with a hard face.
 
   “What do you mean Sergeant?”
 
   “I mean, couldn’t it be any hand weapon as long as it was large enough to hold the runes you’re talking about?”
 
   Thinking about the runes I’d have to use, I continued.
 
   “The metal would have to be at least four inches long, and one inch wide for me to do what I needed to make this work. Why, what do you have in mind Sergeant?”
 
   Ignoring my question, the Sergeant smiled. “You know Chief, there’s a Sporting Goods store just around the corner. I know its closed and all, but I was thinking. We could confiscate what we needed in the sake of National Security. They don’t have any of those fancy swords like Mr. Samurai’s here was talking about, but they do have a bunch of tactical manufactured tomahawks and machetes. They even have a large collection of those old Rambo style hunting knifes. Not to mention a bunch of other stuff we might be able to use, like high tech crossbows.”
 
   The Sergeant gave me a toothy grin meeting my eyes.
 
   “Do you think you could work with that, Boy?”
 
   Visibly swelling at the challenge in the Sergeant’s words, I felt myself take a half step forward as I fought to control my Werewolf’s natural instinct to dominate the man that rose up inside of me. I understood, on one level, the man needed to show his men that he was still ‘The Man’, even when it irritated the hell out of me. Either way, I had to admit the Sergeant had an excellent point. Seeing the tension between us, the Chief stepped forward clapping the Sergeant on the shoulders.
 
   “Well Sergeant, what the hell are you still doing here? I needed those weapons here ten minutes ago!”
 
   Visibly annoyed at the Chief’s dismissal, the Sergeant gave me one last look before turning around to face his men. 
 
   “SWAT teams one and two, we’re moving out!” 
 
   The Sergeant headed off at a quick run as his men fell in behind. As I watched them go, I saw Agent Moss immediately step forward to address Agent Foster.
 
   “Sir, permission to join the Sergeant in acquiring weapons for my teams?” 
 
   I saw Agent Foster’s mind working as he watched the Sergeant heading out. Turning to Agent Moss, he gave a curt nod. 
 
   “Permission granted.”
 
   Agent Moss gave a quick nod to his men standing in the circle, before taking off after the Sergeant. Suddenly, half of the group standing around us turned and left at a quick jog behind Agent Moss. 
 
   Watching the men heading towards the sporting goods store a block away, I was suddenly pulled back into the conversation as I heard Detective Kurwoski’s question.
 
   “Startüm, I don’t understand how you plan to get the runes on the weapons.”
 
    At everyone's questioning looks, I explained.
 
   “Well, we’ll also need a bunch of magic markers, preferably black.”
 
   Seeing the Beth’s confused look I explained.
 
   “I just need to get the runes on the weapons. Don’t get me wrong. Inscribing the runes directly into the metal, of course, would be better, and make the weapons far stronger. But, for our purposes, we just need the weapons to be strong enough to last through one battle.” Seeing everyone nod in understanding at my logic, a wiry smile came to my lips. “In theory, the concept should work.”
 
   I saw the Chief wince at my last words. Muttering to Beth, he headed back towards the temporary command center as the crowd around us began breaking up.
 
   “Detective, please assist Mr. Ironwolf with his theory.”
 
   Beth waited for the Chief to get out of range before turning to me once again. Exasperated, she spoke with her hands as the ladies from my advanced class gathered around.
 
   “Do you honestly think magic marker will work? I mean that sounds so …” I left her hanging for a second as she struggled to find the right words, before chiming in with a smile.
 
   “So cheap … too simple?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Sheepishly, she looked at Susan and the other students, “it just kind of takes away from the whole mystic. Saying you’re going to inscribe magical runes sounds crazy enough, but using a magic marker to do it makes it sound like a bad joke.”
 
   Shrugging my shoulders, I tried to explain. “Unfortunately you’d just joined the advanced class when all of this happened, so you haven’t had any experience with working with runes. Once you get used to the concept, it starts making a lot more sense. Your right in one way, certain substances provide extra power to any magic like salt, blood and certain types of metal, but the core elements needed for any type of rune based magic are the symbols being used and the Will to infuse the power.”
 
   Showing her my Katana, I continued the impromptu lesson.
 
   “When I crafted these blades, I inscribed the runes deep into the metal. The runes became a part of the actual forging processes. They will never be rubbed out or become faded. This sword will last forever, unless some greater power can focus enough arcane energy to shatter the blade. The magic marker processes that I’m suggesting we use, will enhance these weapons innate sharpness and strength. Enabling them to puncture even the Scourge’s natural armor, but if these symbols are rubbed off or damaged in any way, then the weapon will lose its power immediately.”
 
   I saw Beth nodding her head in understanding as I sheathed my blade over my shoulder.
 
   “If you can find enough markers and sheets of paper for all of us, we can get to work once the weapons arrive.”
 
   “That should be easy enough to find.” She took off for the front of the CTA building yelling over her shoulder. “I’ll be back in a minute.”
 
   Susan started following Beth to give her a hand, but I put my hand on her shoulder, stopping her.
 
   “Could you stay?” Looking at the ladies surrounding me, “we need to talk about this next fight.” 
 
   Lowering myself to the ground, I sat Indian style as the ladies of my class joined me in a tight circle, sitting knee to knee. Similar to how our classes would normally start. 
 
   “I never wanted to put any of you ladies in danger, and I can’t guarantee that I will be able to protect you once the shit hits the fan.”
 
   “Don’t even try to talk us out of this Startüm. You have been there for every one of us at one time or another.” I couldn’t help but smile at Deanna’s spunky attitude, but seeing the looks on the faces around the circle, I knew I was in for a fight. I could tell the ladies were not planning to let me go alone tonight, so I tried to be stern with them.
 
   “There is an enormous difference between doing a little healing or helping someone out of a tight jam, then facing the possibility of having your face ripped off. Some of you are single mothers with no one to take care of your children if you don’t come back.”
 
   Susan next words were laden heavy with her southern accent.
 
   “If you hadn’t healed my terminal cancer, I would have been dead four months ago, Hon, and that’s no small thing in my book!”
 
   Quiet Terra looked up from her feet meeting my yellow eyes. Her chin shook from fear, but her back was straight as she spoke with a calm voice.
 
   “My son would have died if you hadn’t healed him from the beatings his father gave him. We would have been killed if you hadn’t stopped him when you did.” Looking around the circle, she smiled fondly at the other ladies continuing. “Even if I don’t return, my son will be looked after. We have already discussed the matter together.”
 
   Cindy gripped Terra’s hand in her own as she met my eyes. She looked so small and fragile, but she was far from weak. She had learned both the healing and martial arts of Ukko with fervor unlike any other student I’d taught before. Somehow, through all of the horror of her childhood, she had kept her personal honor amidst a life that would have crushed a lesser person. 
 
   “Our class is the first family I’ve ever had that was worth anything. I would go to hell and back to protect them.” Suddenly she blushed before continuing. “And, you are the first man I‘ve ever met that wasn’t abusive to me or cruel to my son. The gifts you have selflessly given have changed our lives forever.” I saw a tear roll down her cheek. “How can I not come tonight?”
 
   The other ladies added in their own thanks for the help I’d freely given them during their own times of need. Suddenly, they were all hugging me. It was their way of saying they were with me through hell or high waters. I felt the wall I’d thrown up on my grief begin to weaken as I hastily wiped a tear from my eye. The raw emotions were still there as I forced the other tears away, but this time when I pushed the intense feelings away, I felt suddenly better. Maybe, it was because I didn’t feel so alone, or maybe, it was that my arms were full of physically fit sexy women, but I couldn’t help but grin like a school boy. 
 
   It was undeniably different training with women than it was with men!
 
   “What the hell is going on here? I’m away for ten minutes, and I come back to this?” 
 
   Our impromptu hug fest broke up as Beth returned with an armful of markers and paper. Susan saw her questioning look as we broke the circle, grinning wirily.
 
   “Oh, this big oaf was trying to talk us out from joining the fight tonight, and we were explaining to him that wasn’t going to happen.”
 
   A sardonic smile touched Beth’s lips as she plopped the arm full of stuff she had on the ground.
 
   “I agree! The only way we are going to have any chance, is if we hit them as hard as we can with everything we’ve got. I’m glad to see you’re listening to them, but” nodding her head back towards the officers standing further away watching “you’re getting the boys a little too excited.”
 
   Looking back at the officers watching from the command post, I saw we had an audience. Turning around suddenly, I tried to hide my grin as I got on my knees. Luckily the position mostly hid my blushing cheeks. Quickly, I went to work drawing out what was needed as the women gathered around to watch, when I heard Susan comment behind me. 
 
   “He’s so cute when he blushes like that, don’t you think Terry?”
 
   “It’s such a lovely shade of red.”
 
   The ladies loved it when they could make me blush. You’d think by now I would be immune to their teasing, but it always had the same effect on me as I turned an even brighter shade of red. I continued working, acting like I didn’t hear their bantering at my expense. Slowly their words faded away as I concentrated on getting the formula right. 
 
   I had done a lot of testing over the years on strengthening Earth metals for use with armor, so I figured I should be able to figure something out for Earth weapons. On the fifth try, I had something that I liked, and by the eighth try I had a formula I believed would work. At least, I hoped it would function the way I’d envisioned. 
 
   All matter has an eight fold structure, which was created from the four physical elements of earth, fire, air and water and the metaphysical elements of love, hate, soul and magic. These elements represented the eight pillars of the universe that evolved out of chaos. Unlike humans, the ancient Klavikian alchemists didn’t look at science as being based purely in the logic of the physical world only, but as a combination of the physical and metaphysical worlds. Every piece of matter in the universe was based off of the four primary elements, which created its physical composition, and at its core the four primary metaphysical elements, which created its metaphysical energy. Rök runes were used as a conduit between an objects physical properties and its metaphysical energy, which, depending upon the runes used, could enhance an item in many ways. I didn’t know all of the combinations, I doubted that anyone did. I wasn’t even particularly knowledgeable by Klavikian standards, since my formal training on runic lore had stopped when I was only eight. Surprisingly, my Grandsire had known quite a bit about rune magic, and he’d shared his knowledge with me over the years, but mostly my education had come from trial and error.
 
   The rune formula I came up with should enhance the strength and penetration that was already a natural aspect of the physical elements the weapons were created from, only reinforced significantly by metaphysical energy. Looking over the paper, I considered several more reconfigurations, but in the end I kept what I had. Due to the way I was applying the runes, I figured it would be best if I kept the runes on both sides of the weapon the same. The nicest thing about that was it kept the design simple. Unfortunately, the down side to that was, I only had about four to six inches of space to work with. 
 
   I was in the process of making a manual copy for each of my students to use, when my subconscious registered movement at the far side of the circle. The ladies were making a hole as I heard the familiar clinking sounds of equipment being carried, when I heard Sergeant O’Reilly’s obnoxious voice. 
 
   “Let’s see if he can catch this John!”
 
   The sound of something heavy cutting through the air came to me a second later as I heard a sharp intake of breath from Deanna next to me. In my peripheral vision, I saw the glint of metal flying at my head. Casually, I snatched the tomahawk from the air a second before impact without looking up from what I’d been writing. Glancing at the weapon for a moment, I held the flat of the blade over the design I’d just finished copying on the paper in front of me as a nervous muttering came from the men behind the Sergeant. 
 
   The runes would fit nicely.  
 
   I began copying the Rök runes once again, but this time on the tomahawk as I spoke without looking up.
 
   “Good work gentlemen! These weapons will work out nicely. Sergeant O’Reilly, have your men put the stuff down here.”
 
   I patted the ground next to me, before going back to work on the opposite side of the tomahawk. The Sergeant obnoxiously dropped his gear next to me, but his men were more subdued as they carefully place the equipment they were carrying on the same spot. Looking up, I noticed that the men looked roughed up. Arms folded over his chest, I could feel the annoyance radiating out from the Sergeant as his men gathered behind him. 
 
   Hearing more footsteps, I stood up with the finished weapon as Agent Moss and his men were walking up with more gear. His men looked noticeably better than the SWAT teams. I gave him a quick head nod in greeting as I looked between him and Sergeant O’Reilly.
 
   “Is there any problems I should be aware of?”
 
   Setting the gear down, Agent Moss looked between the Sergeant and I with a relaxed grin. 
 
   “Nope, I think we already went over everything that needed to be said.”
 
   “Good, then let’s see if this is going to work.”  
 
   Grabbing up another tomahawk and one of the crossbows and quivers, I began striding towards the blanket covered bodies at the far end of the parking lot as everyone gathered behind me. I even saw the Chief and Agent Foster along with the crew from the temporary headquarters heading over to see what was going on.
 
   The first body was too messed up to be of any use for my tests, but the second had been killed by an arrow through its head, and still had an undamaged bone plated carapace covering its torso. Kneeling down over the body, I raised the non-rune covered tomahawk over my head as I looked out at my audience, assuming my instructors voice.
 
   “First, we will try a non-rune enhanced tomahawk for our test.”
 
   Slamming the weapon down on top of the carapace head, the tomahawk shattered on impact as I felt the crowd around me shift uncomfortably. Without pause, I tossed the useless handle aside, picking up the next tomahawk. 
 
   “Next let’s see how a rune reinforced tomahawk reacts.”
 
   Focusing my Will into the runes of the tomahawk, the runes on the metal head began to glow red as I slammed my arm down once again. This time, the head of the tomahawk sank to the shaft of the weapon before coming to a stop. Yanking the head out, I repeated the test once again with the same results. Looking up at the officers and agents surrounding me, I met their hungry grins with one of my own. Even Sergeant O’Reilly seemed to have forgotten his interagency rivalry as he suddenly clapped Agent Moss on the shoulder. 
 
   I had just given them hope.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, I believe we have a winner.”
 
   Feeling a hand pounding my back, I saw the Chief standing behind him. 
 
   “Good job son. But, what’s up with the crossbow and quiver.”
 
   “Well, I have an idea that I hope will work. Let’s see if I’m right.”
 
   Catching Susan and Deanna’s eyes, I nodded my head towards the Scourge body that I’d just pulled to a sitting position. Coming to my side, they quickly braced the Scourge in place as I leaned over speaking softly.
 
   “Hold the creature from the sides only.” Seeing their questioning looks, I explained further. “The bolt might pass right through the Scourges chest.” 
 
   They nodded in sudden understanding as I picked up the crossbow and bolts. The crowd parted for me as I walked about twenty feet away, before turning around to take my shot. Cranking the crossbow, I slid the bolt into place focusing my energy. Normally, I used the holy power for a single overwhelming strike, but, this time, I pictured the energy as an aura radiating out from me as I whispered a prayer to Ukko.
 
   “Kanskje.” 
 
   As the ground around my feet literally began to glow, the air took on a reddish sheen as the aura fell into place around me. Looking down at the crossbow in my hands, I saw the bolt glowing with the aura’s power. Raising the sites to my eyes, I took aim and fired.
 
   SCHLICK
 
   The bolt slammed through the Scourge, leaving a burning hole where it passed through the creature’s chest. A ragged cheer rose up from the watching crowd as I saw Agent Moss clenching his fist closed in front of him. Cranking the crossbow once again, I backed up another five feet before taking my next shot.
 
   THONG
 
   This time, the bolt sank about half of its length into the Scourges chest, before coming to a stop. Frowning, I cranked the crossbow once more as I walked another five feet back. Taking aim, I sent my bolt at the Scourge.
 
   PSSKT
 
   The last bolt exploded upon impact in a shower of metal shards as Susan’s and Deanna’s heads jerked away from the Scourge’s body. Shouldering the crossbow and quiver, I gave the ladies a quick nod of thanks.
 
   “I think that’s enough testing. For now, let’s get to work on the hand weapons.”
 
   Seeing that the demonstration was over, the crowd broke up as my students, and I headed back towards the pile of weapons still needing to be worked on. The ladies quickly grabbed a copy of the rune sheet, before getting to work as Detective Kurwoski, and the Chief caught up to me before I could join them. 
 
   “God, maybe we have a chance to win this after all!”
 
   I accepted Beth’s embrace as the Chief walked up behind her.
 
   “Good work Son. Those things won’t know what hit them!”
 
   Meeting their eyes grimly, I spoke softly.
 
   “Let’s just hope they aren’t prepared for us when we get there.”
 
   The Chief smiled sadly as he put an arm around my shoulder.
 
   “Son, can you do anything more about it now?” I shook my head no as he continued. “Then don’t worry about it.”
 
   Returning the older man’s smile, I clapped him on his back as a heavy vibration began filling the night’s sky.
 
   THUMP THUMP THUMP
 
   The Chief pointed suddenly towards the southeast. 
 
   “I believe that’s our rides coming in for a landing now!” Looking at his wrist watch he hollered over the rising noise. “Right on time!”
 
   “Just make sure there is enough room for my students when we load up.” Seeing the Chief’s questioning look, I explained. “The only way these weapons are going to work is if those ladies or I are nearby to charge the runes.” Looking at my students with pride, “not that they were taking ‘no’ for an answer.”
 
   Smiling thoughtfully, the Chief continued sagely.
 
   “Son, when women get an idea in their heads, there’s nothing you can do to stop them. It’s best to accept the inevitable.”
 
   We both smiled at Detective Kurwoski as she rolled her eyes in annoyance. 
 
   “Don’t make me have a talk with the EOC department!”
 
   Sighing loudly, the Chief rolled his eyes at his Detective when Agent Foster walked up shouting to be heard over the thump of the spinning blades as, one after another, the choppers began landing in the nearby field. 
 
   “Are you ready to start giving out weapons?”
 
   Instead of yelling over the helicopters, I gave a thumbs up sign in acknowledgement. 
 
   Orders began being shouted out as officers and agents lining up for their gear. Quickly, we handed out weapons as the men rushed to the awaiting helicopters. The last in line was Agent Moss who, upon seeing the left over pile of gear, stopped a couple of his men. Giving quick orders, he had them carry the last of the equipment to the waiting choppers. Moments later, we were all running across the field heading for the last Bell Huey, where the Chief and Detective Kurwoski were waving for us to join them.
 
   Agent Moss grabbed my shoulder screaming in my ear. 
 
   “Don’t worry about the gear, Sir. I’ll have my men bring it with them once we land.”
 
   “Thank you Agent Moss. I’ll see you once we land!”
 
   Giving me a thumbs up, Agent Moss followed his men heading for the next Huey in the line as I headed for my own ride. Climbing in, the Chief closed the door behind me. Tapping the pilot on the shoulder, he gave the signal for takeoff. The pilot’s helmet gave an exaggerated nod as the man turned back to his controls. A second later, I heard the whine of the engine increase as the chopper rose smoothly into the air. 
 
   Looking out the window, I took one last look at the destroyed CTA building, and the emergency vehicles filling the parking lot. If I couldn’t stop them here and now, the Tuonellians would destroy humankind, just like they destroyed my people. Leaning back into the bench seat, I closed my eyes giving a short prayer to Ukko for guidance as I meditated on the upcoming battle.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
   Location Earth / Florida present day:
 
   Alex Tommeski swore for the fifth time tonight as he parked on the side of the road, just before the Concession Parking lot next to the Loxahatchee River Center. This was supposed to be the staging area for the current crisis that just had ended the hot date he’d been on with Julie Graham. He shook his head annoyed as he looked at the empty cordoned off main parking lot, before walking in the direction of the river. Thinking about his ruined date, he swore again. 
 
   Julie worked as a night dispatcher for the Jonathan Dickinson State Park’s Ranger Station, and the two of them had gotten to know each other over the years, since he usually worked the night shift as a Park Ranger patrolling the River. They had been friends for a number of years now, but this was the first time they had decided to take their friendship to the next level. The dinner had been going well, when Alex’s Blackberry started ringing like crazy. Amazed, he read the text message three times, before slamming the smart phone back into its holder. The message was a high priority alert, directing all Rangers to report immediately back to duty at the main River Center. Alex was still debating whether or not he was going to respond to the message, when, a second later, it was Julie’s Blackberry dinging with her own department’s priority alert. The message was ordering all dispatch staff to report immediately back to duty at the Ranger Station. 
 
   Seeing the exasperated look on her face after reading the text message a second time, Alex could only laugh as he saw the same frustration reflected in her dark brown eyes. A moment later, her soft laughter joined his explosive guffaws at the bad timing of it all. Smiling, Julie made him promise they would meet up for lunch once the emergency was over. 
 
   Alex settled the bill with their waitress as they walked out the door of the Diner together. They’d even shared a quick kiss, before heading to their separate cars for the twenty minute drive back to the State Park. Smiling to himself, he realized that must mean the date was going as well for her as it was for him.  
 
   After his last divorce, he’d been gun-shy about meeting new women. Over the years, he figured it was simpler to stay alone, but somehow Julie had managed to get him over that hump. Thinking about how good Julie felt in his arms, Alex swore yet again as he walked past the empty parking lot. In all of the years he’d been a Ranger, he’d never heard of a high priority alert being sent out ordering all of the Park’s employees back to their duty stations. Not even seven years ago, when over half of the park was engulfed in forest fires. 
 
   That this had better be something truly important! 
 
   Walking up to the Loxahatchee River Center, Alex was surprised to see all of the park’s boats tied up at the docks near the Center. Someone had even brought up the three pontoon boats that the park used during tourist season. Concerned at the sight of all the boats pulled back from their routine patrols, Alex strode purposely to the River Center’s entrance.
 
   Swinging the door wide open, he saw the whole day and night shifts sitting around the central tables of the Center. For a moment, everyone looked up to see who it was at the door, but once they realized it was just another ranger. They turned back around to their private conversations, disinterested once again. Looking around for a moment, Alex saw a familiar face at a nearby table engaged in an animated conversation with another ranger he didn’t recognize. Heading over to his long time friend, Alex clapped his hand on Peter Johnson’s shoulder.   
 
   “Hey Pete, how’s everything going?”
 
   “Alex! Heck, I didn’t expect to see you called back to the office for this.” Nodding to the ranger in front of him, he made introductions. “Sean this is my friend Alex Tommeski. Alex, Sean Harris.” They exchanged handshakes as Peter began explaining who he was to Sean. “Alex usually pulls the night patrol on the River. Last I heard. He had some secret hot date tonight.”
 
   Alex’s look of annoyance only seemed to egg Sean on more.
 
   “Seeing that he’s come back so early, it must not have gone well.” 
 
   Ignoring Sean’s gibe, Alex looked back and forth between the two rangers questioningly.
 
   “Anyone know why they called us all in tonight?”
 
   Suddenly serious, Peter spoke quietly, nodding towards his friend sitting on the edge of the table in front of him.
 
   “Sean overheard Assistant Chief Benson when he received the call from Senator MacKay telling him to have all of the rangers, and their boats ready to go within the hour.” Seeing his raised eyebrows, he continued. “Otherwise, they’re keeping everything pretty hushed up.”
 
   Alex paused suddenly as he registered the growing sounds of chopper blades cutting the air, approaching from far away. Looking around, Alex saw the other rangers look of disbelief as they registered the sounds too. Slowly, the chop of helicopter blades grew louder and louder, until it felt as if the entire building was vibrating from the intensity of the sound. 
 
   It sounded like an entire Air Cavalry Wing was coming in for a landing!
 
   Alex was the first out the door, with Peter and Sean close behind him. He heard the scrapping sounds of chairs being shoved back hastily as the other rangers began following them out the door. After being stationed on the USS John F. Kennedy for three years, during his stint in the Navy, he recognized the birds by sounds alone, before they were lit up by the lights of the parking lot. Looking back at his friend Sean, Alex swore loudly. 
 
   “What the hell is going on?”
 
   Stopping in his tracks, Alex watched the Marine Super Cobras as they flashed by overhead in a low Echelon formation. They were coming in on a hot approach heading for the Center’s parking lot. His trained eyes recognized the maximum loadout of Hydra 70 rocket pods the attack helicopters were carrying, when he heard a new sound coming from behind him. Turning around, he was just in time to see the three Bell Hueys following closely behind four EC135 Police helicopters as they came in for a tight landing, on the opposite side of the parking lot.  
 
   Suddenly, the cordoned off parking lot made a whole lotta sense. Alex’s southern drawl came out strong as he looked back at the other two rangers excitedly.
 
   “Hee-yah, it looks like things just got a lot more interesting boys!”
 
   By now, all of the rangers had come out to see what was going on. Alex gawked like the rest of them as black armor wearing CTA agents, and SWAT officers began jumping out of the helicopters, except for the last Huey which seemed to be filled with hot women. They were an odd group, to say the least, but Alex didn’t mind. He was enjoying the flash of thighs as the women climbed out of the helicopter, when Pete caught his attention. 
 
   “What’s your take on all that?”
 
   Before he could answer, Sean clapped them both on the shoulders.
 
   “I don’t know, but take a load of that guy.”
 
   Looking in the direction Sean jerked his chin in, Alex saw the biggest looking man he’d ever seen climbing out of the back of the last Huey. He towered a good foot above the rest of the men standing near him, and his shoulders looked as if they were five feet wide! The strangest part was that the man was decked out in a complete suite of black Samurai armor, looking like he’d just stepped off of the movie set of the Last Samurai. The weirdo even had swords strapped to his back too. He was just turning back to Pete with some smart ass comment, when the words died on his lips as he caught sight of the man’s shocking yellow eyes. 
 
   He could actually feel the barely controlled rage radiating out from the large man even on the other side of the parking lot! The glowing eyes filled him with a mixture of fear and awe that literally rooted him in place for several seconds. Looking out the corner of his eyes, he saw the man was having a similar effect on Pete and Sean. Finally, the feeling passed, and Alex was able to force his gaze away from the strange man, looking at the officers standing near him.
 
   “What the hell…?” 
 
   Looking closer, he suddenly realized that all of the agents and SWAT officers had crossbows hanging from their shoulders, along with a machete or tomahawk strapped to their belts. Not one of them carried a modern assault rifle or pistol, but he saw various hand grenades strapped to the front of their flak armored vests. Also, each one of them had some sort of high tech night vision equipment worn on top of their heads, ready for use! 
 
   He was about to laugh at the ridiculousness of what he was seeing, when he noticed their faces. That’s when he realized just how serious the situation must be. He’d seen those focused determined looks on Special Forces Units, just before they loaded up for a particularly difficult mission. On closer scrutiny, he realized that most of the officers looked as if they’d been through a serious battle already. Their uniforms and body armor were ripped up, and covered with patches of dried blood and dirt.   
 
   Whoever the armored man was, the rest of the agents and officers seemed to defer to him, which was significant in a group like that. Highly trained combat units like those didn’t have any patience with crazies, unless it was one of their own.
 
   The whine of the helicopter blades began to die down as the pilots switched off their engines. Once the Cobra pilots joined up with the waiting group, they all began walking towards the River Center. Alex did a double take at the older gentleman in deep discussion with the Samurai, and some suit as they approached. What the hell was Chief Darden doing here? As they approached, the old man stopped in mid-conversation, nodding towards the gathered rangers.
 
   “Rangers, please follow us back into the River Center. Time is of the essence for this operation.” Looking at one another questioningly, the rangers fell in behind the new arrivals, following them back into the building. 
 
   The River Center didn’t look like much. It had been built around nineteen eighty-five using concrete block construction, which was needed to withstand the occasional hurricane that hit Florida every few years. The stark white blocks just helped to reinforce the sense of bare essential construction that most government buildings seemed to share. The structure looked the same on the inside and the outside, including the heavy latex white paint covering the walls. Every few years, someone would throw a fresh coat of the thick white paint to keep the place looking somewhat fresh, but there wasn’t anything that could hide the concrete block walls that made up the place. It was built to serve as a special events room for the twelve rental cabins that had been built nearby, but mostly it was used by the rangers for their meetings and parties. The handmade wooden picture frames held snap shots of various park events, hosted by the rangers over the years, and were the only decorations inside the place, except for the American and State of Florida flags to either side of the stage. 
 
   Stepping back inside the building, Alex saw that the CTA agents and SWAT officers had crowded around the room’s exterior walls, leaving only the tables in the center available to sit at. Quickly, the pilots and Rangers sat down behind the women who were already sitting near the front of the small stage. The Chief stood near the stage still in deep discussion with the armored man, while the suit and a short brunette stood nearby, listening intently to the discussion. 
 
   Taking a seat directly behind a female suit that was in the process of setting up a laptop and projector. Alex leaned back to enjoy the view of the young woman’s legs, when he noticed the short brunette, standing near Chief Darden, giving him a dirty look. Caught, he gave the small woman a sheepish grin in apology, before finding someplace else for his eyes to look at, when the projector hummed to life. Looking back towards the stage, Alex saw the suit nod at the woman as he raised his voice, projecting it towards the doorway. 
 
   “If you would dim the lights, Agent Moss, we can begin this briefing.”
 
   Quickly, a large agent near the door dimmed the lights as Chief Darden began addressing the room.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, for those of you that do not know who I am, I am Riviera Beach Police Chief Timothy Darden. The video you are about to be shown is not a hoax, but live footage taken by a Channel 29 news crew last night around twenty-two thirty.” Nodding to the woman suit with the laptop, the Chief continued. “Cindy, if you would start the first video please.”
 
   The screen suddenly lit up as a video started playing. “Representatives from the CTA are still not answering our questions as to what terrorist activities were being conducted at the school for the Ukko Healing Method, but.”
 
   BBBRRRAAAKKK 
 
   “Oh my God, what the hell is that?”
 
   Everyone in the room sat forward at the sudden sounds of automatic fire and screams that erupted from the room’s speakers as strange nightmarish looking creatures began attacking the CTA agents.
 
   “Aaahhh!”
 
   No one spoke as the camera man focused on the agents being ripped apart. Suddenly, the camera changed focused as another agent made it to one of the armored van’s heavy machine gun.
 
   BRRRAAABBBTTT
 
   Except for pissing them off, the machine gun had no effect against the creatures! Seeing the impacting rounds not even knocking the creatures back, two of the Cobra pilots began arguing in heated whispers as they gestured angrily at the screen. Before Alex could tell them shut their mouths, a loud explosion from the video caught everyone’s attention.
 
   BOOM
 
   “Haaawwwoooolll!”
 
   The howling Werewolf on the screen stopped all conversation in the room! 
 
   BOOM
 
   The demon looking creature that began ripping apart the Werewolf was surreal enough, that Alex felt like he was watching something out of a late night horror movie. At first, he was seriously questioning the validity of the video they were watching, but looking at the serious faces of the officers and agents standing around the room. He realized they weren’t watching the video as if it were some sort of bad joke. If anything, he would say that several of the agent’s faces watching the screen were filled with stark terror. Alex felt a cold feeling beginning to grow in the pit of his stomach as the reporter started stuttering into the mic.
 
   “That was Lisa Summers reporting on the scene live. We will have further updates as soon as.” Stopping for a moment with a look of horror on her face, she took spoke in a sudden rush of words, “as soon as we can get another reporter on the scene. For now, we will take a look at the local weather”
 
   The room was silent as the video came to a stop. Alex could see some of the rangers sitting next to him looking around the room. Obviously, thinking that this had to be some sort of bad joke. But, as he watched, those same rangers’ expression changed into looks of shock. Like him, they’d realized the serious expressions on Chief Darden’s face, and the men standing around the walls of the room could only mean one thing. This was no joke to them! The Chief’s voice brought everyone’s attention back to the front of the room.
 
   “This next video was taken this morning around zero thirty. Cindy, would you please play the air surveillance video.”
 
   The screen lit up again as the next video began playing. This time, there was no sound as an overhead view of the Counter Terrorist Agency building’s parking lot suddenly was displayed. It had obviously been taken from a standard surveillance camera onboard one of the EC135 Police helicopters. The camera’s night vision eye made everything appear with white and black highlights, that didn’t show facial details, but still gave a clear enough picture of the action happening below.
 
   The video started out focused on a group of people standing in front of two APC units and SWAT vans, near the front of the CTA building on Blue Heron. An armored man began striding away from the group, pulling out a sword, when suddenly everything happened at once. The whole group suddenly broke like a football huddle, except everyone was headed in the opposite direction of the lone man. Even from this distance, Alex could clearly identify the armored man standing next to the Chief as the same man on the video. Glancing around, Alex could see others in the room making that same connection. Suddenly, the armored man began charging across the parking lot just as a giant mutant looking alligator, the size of a semi-truck, entered the camera’s view from the top of the screen. The eight legged creature had rows of yard long teeth, in a mouth that was large enough to swallow a tall man with one snap of its jaws.
 
   The events unfolded in a blast of action as everyone watched the video in shocked silence. Single handedly, the armored man killed the giant mutant alligator with one blow of his glowing sword! Suddenly, another one of those savage demon creatures attacked the armored man from out of nowhere. Unbelievably, the armored man dodged out of the way of the demon’s long claws with a backflip of all things. Three blows later, the creature fell over dead as its head plopped to the ground. After that, the action was hard to follow. The armored man suddenly disappeared in an exploding fireball that appeared from out of nowhere as the video began bouncing around. When the helicopter pilot wrestled control of his chopper once again, the video was focusing on the APC’s racing across the parking lot. The heavy armored vehicles slammed into the strange creatures as SWAT teams began pouring fire into the monsters. A second later, one of the APC units exploded in a giant fireball that rose into the night’s sky. Again, the video bounced around as the pilot struggled to get his bird under control. The video steadied just in time to catch the armored man back on his feet, once again charging into the battle. Unbelievably, he was somehow still alive! As they watched, the man attacked a black robed person in front of the building’s entrance. Just as his glowing blade struck the mysterious figure, another massive explosion erupted from out of nowhere. This time, the camera spun completely out of control as the pilot fought the air turbulence from the massive blast. Suddenly, the ground appeared out of nowhere as the surveillance video came to an abrupt stop.
 
   Everyone’s eyes turned towards the armored man standing next to the Chief as a loud muttering filled the room. This was the first time most of the people present had seen the actual battle in its entirety. They had either been too focused on their portion of the fight, or had arrived once everything was over. Alex wasn’t sure what was more shocking, seeing the devastation that the armored man had inflicted against those walking nightmares, or the realization that the man had survived two massive fiery explosions apparently unharmed. Oblivious to the stares, the man leaned back against the wall deep in thought. Seeing several hands raise into the air, the Chief held up both of his hands forestalling any immediate questions.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen please, I ask that you hold off on your questions until after this last video.” Nodding at the suit next to him, “Agent Foster would you please brief everyone on the current situation.”
 
   Stepping forward, Agent Foster addressed the room.
 
   “For those of you who do not know who I am. My name is Agent Foster, and I am the Director of Investigations for the Counter Terrorist Agency, located in Palm Beach County.”
 
   Nodding to Cindy sitting in front of her laptop, he continued.
 
   “This is Agent Cindy Ross who is my Head Computer Analysis.” Addressing Cindy directly “Cindy, has the Miami Office given you access to the most recent satellite images?”
 
   “Yes Sir.”
 
   “Good.” Looking at his audience once more, he continued. “After the first attack, we were able to track the creatures back to their current base of operations.”
 
   At his nod, Cindy brought up a satellite view, displaying it on the screen next to him. Pointing at the top down view, Agent Foster began explaining the events taking place on the screen.
 
   “The suspects took off north bound on I-95 after the attack.” The satellite continued tracking the creatures. “As you see they left I-95 at the Hope Sound exit heading into the swamp.” The satellite followed the group for several more miles, before coming to a stop in the middle of a small clearing, which held five buildings arranged in a loose circle near the river. As they watched, the creatures met up with another group that had obviously been waiting for them. “At the present time, we estimate there are approximately sixty-five suspects all together. If you will note the site on the satellite image, it is approximately five miles south of our current location.”
 
   Alex’s head suddenly jerked upright as he made the mental calculation just as Pete shouted out next to him.
 
   “Holy shit, are you talking about old Trapper Nelson’s place?”
 
   Agent Foster smiled, looking at the ranger’s name tag. “I doubt, that holy has anything to do with it Ranger Johnson, but, yes, the suspects are currently using Trapper Nelson’s as their base of operations. I believe, that now satisfactorily explains why you gentlemen were placed on alert.” 
 
   Seeing the looks passing between the rangers, Agent Foster waited a moment before continuing. “One last video and I will give the floor back to Chief Darden. Cindy, if you would show us the latest update from the Miami Office.”
 
   This time when the screen lit up this time, it wasn’t a pre-recorded video, but instead was a live satellite feed. Cindy zoomed in until she had Trapper Nelson’s in the center of the screen. The area was clear, except for a strange blotchy darkness that seemed to be centered only over Trapper Nelson’s. Cindy started reading the notes made by the Miami agency’s staff out loud.
 
   “This strange smoke showed up within the last half an hour.” Following the notes left by the lead computer analyst, Cindy made an adjustment, switching the satellite image back into archive mode. On the screen, the smoke went away, and they were once again looking at Trapper Nelson’s. “This was the recorded satellite image taken an hour ago, just before the black smoke hid the site from our sentinel satellite.”
 
   When the satellite image started playing, it showed Trapper Nelson’s with a circle of green flames in the middle of the five buildings. Suddenly, the green flames seemed to shoot into the air as a strange black smoke began to boil up from the center of the fire. For a moment, a monstrous horned head appeared in the center of the smoke, before disappearing once again. As they watched, the smoke immediately began spreading out until it fully covered the entire complex. Stopping the video, Cindy clicked back to the point where the head had suddenly appeared through the smoke, freezing the image on the screen. 
 
   Staring at the screen, Alex could just make out the faint outline of two large horns and glowing red eyes. The rest of the head looked oddly lumpy, but nothing more specific was visible through the smoke, when Agent Foster began addressing the room again. 
 
   “Agent Moss, if you would get the lights.”
 
   Alex squinted as the lights were flipped back on as Cindy switched the projector off. The sudden tension in the room could have been sliced with a knife.
 
   “The floor is yours Chief.”
 
   Walking forward once again, the Chief stood in front of the room. Slowly, he looked from face to face at the men and women before him. He made an obvious show of looking at his wrist watch, before addressing the room once more. 
 
   “The time is now zero four hundred hours,” motioning towards the screen behind him, “and you all have been caught up to date with our current tactical situation.” 
 
   One of the female Cobra pilots raised her hand to speak.
 
   “Yes Captain Walker.”
 
   “Sir, what exactly are we facing?”
 
   “That’s an excellent question Captain. The only explanation I can give is that we have been invaded by aliens. Not from space, but none the less from another world. They have opened some kind of portal at Trapper Nelson’s, which they are currently using to invade Earth.”
 
   “Does anyone else know about this situation, Sir?”
 
   “A copy of these videos has already being sent to Tallahassee and Washington DC, along with several of these creature’s corpses as evidence. But, even I am hesitant to call up the Governor of Florida, or the President of the United States screaming that we are being invaded by aliens from another world. I rather would send them the evidence, and let them reach their own determination as to what these creatures are. For now, I have left a message explaining that we are currently battling a large group of heavily armed terrorists, and that we need immediate reinforcements. As of yet, I have not received a response, nor can I say as to when we can expect help to arrive. Even if they sent a strike team out immediately upon receiving my message, the nearest Army base that could send troops is Fort Benning Georgia, and it would take half a day, at the minimum, before any help could arrive in force. Frankly, I do not believe we have the time to wait for reinforcements, which is why we are here.”
 
   Another Cobra pilot shot to his feet, a Lieutenant Hunter.
 
   “Sir, then what are we doing still sitting here?”
 
   Smiling grimly, the Chief continued.
 
   “That’s an excellent question Lieutenant, which has a complicated answer.” 
 
   Smiling wiry, he met the young Marine’s eyes. 
 
   “The ladies, agents and officers that flew in with me, along with our pilots are all volunteers. Most of us have already battled these creatures within the last four hours, and know what we are facing. So far, our weapons have proven ineffective against these creatures. Even so,” pointing at the armored man next to him, “with Mr. Ironwolf’s help, we plan to drive them back to their own world.” Looking directly at the rangers and marines sitting before him, “we are here to ask your Cobra teams, and that of these local rangers for help. I am not here to order you to take part in this battle, but as a fellow American. I’m asking if you’d all join us in this fight.”
 
   Without hesitation, the eight Marines sprang to their feet. Coming to attention, they saluted as one. “The Fighting Cobras are at your command, Chief!”
 
   Alex felt his heart pounding as he rose to his feet. Coming to attention before the Chief, he lifted a shaking hand to his brow. By God, those creatures scared the crap out of him on some primitive level that he couldn’t even begin to explain, but it would be over his dead body if he allowed aliens to invade his country without a fight!
 
   “You can count me in on that too, Chief!” 
 
   The sounds of chairs being pushed back immediately filled the room as the rest of the rangers came to their feet a moment later, their voices echoing Alex’s own determination.
 
   “You can count me in on that too, Chief!”
 
   The Chief looked into the eyes of the men and women standing before him with a fierce pride reflected in his face. Coming slowly to attention, he returned their salutes with tears in his eyes. 
 
   “By God, you all make me proud to be an American!”
 
   The entire room brought their hand down in unison, in answer to the Chief’s salute as if they had choreographed the response ahead of time, and suddenly the tension seemed to break. Alex couldn’t put his finger on exactly what had changed, but it was something he’d only felt when he was in the Navy during the Gulf War. The only way he could describe the feeling was that it was a shared bond between people who were willing to put their lives on the line for what they believed in. People, who were willing to fight for their country. 
 
   “If you all would take your seats, we will begin the planning session for the attack.”
 
   Everyone started sitting down once again as the Chief went over to the armored man standing near the back of the room. Clapping an arm over the large man’s armored shoulders, the Chief brought him forward for introductions.
 
   “For those of you that have not met him, this is Startüm Ironwolf. As you have seen on the surveillance video, he is highly proficient in fighting these creatures, and will be directing tonight’s offensive.” 
 
   Stepping forward, the man’s intense yellow eyes swept over the men and women in front of him as his deep baritone rang out in the room. Again, Alex felt overwhelmed by the man’s presence. 
 
   “First off, I want to thank each and every one of you for volunteering for this fight. You are fighting for more than just your land or country, but for the defense of your whole world.” The man paused, for a moment, letting his words sink in, before continuing.
 
   Secondly, the Chief and I have come up with a way to equip the main assault group.” He smiled, slowly, before continuing. “Even though these archaic weapons might not look like much, unlike the high tech weapons you are accustomed to using. The weapons will penetrate these creatures’ natural armor. Out of the rangers we have here, which one of you gentlemen would consider yourselves experienced with shooting compound bows?”
 
   Over half of the rangers raised their hand hesitatingly, including Alex. 
 
   “Now, how many of you gentlemen would consider yourself a good shot at a fast moving target.”
 
   Almost half of the rangers with their hand in the air lowered them back down. The man did a quick count before addressing the rangers with their hands raised. 
 
   “Thank you for answering honestly, gentlemen. Make sure, that once this strategy session is over, that those of you with your hands still raised get issued a compound bow by Agent Moss.” 
 
   Looking towards the back of the room, Alex eyed the serious agent for a long moment as Mr. Ironwolf continued talking.
 
   “Cindy, can you throw up a picture of Trapper Nelson’s on the screen? Also, could I have the officer in charge of the Cobra Wing, the head of the Police pilots and the highest ranking ranger come forward with Agent Moss and Sergeant O’Reilly?”
 
   Alex already knew his friend Sean was the highest ranking Ranger in the room. After a quick whispered argument between Peter and his friend, he saw Sean joining the Cobra Wing Leader, Captain Walker, and a pilot wearing a police jump suit with the name Striker on his chest, in heading to the front of the room as two other men near the back joined them. There were the scraping sounds of chairs being moved around as the people sitting in the front row made room for the new additions, while Mr. Ironwolf continued.
 
   “Do we still have those 50 Cals from the SWAT Team’s armory?”
 
   Sergeant O’Reilly grimaced like he had a bitter taste in his mouth.
 
   “Yes, we loaded the two heavy machine guns and ammo like you asked, not that they will be of any use against those things.”
 
   “I don’t need them to hurt the Scourge. I just need them to be a noisy distraction for the plan to function.” Seeing the questioning looks around the room, Mr. Ironwolf pointed at the satellite view of Trapper Nelson’s.
 
   “Tuonellians are not familiar with capabilities of modern human weapon systems, which we will use to our advantage. Even if our weapons cannot physically hurt them, we have other capabilities that they will not expect.”
 
   Captain Walker stood up, leaning forward on the table visibly upset.
 
   “What is this crazy talk about our weapon systems not being able to kill these creatures? We’re not armed with any wimpy 50 Cals. My choppers are armed with M197 Vulcan cannons using 20 mm FAP rounds, not even mentioning the fact that each of them has a full loadout of Hydra 70 missiles. We are the United States Marine Corps, not a bunch of wannabe civilians playing professional soldiers!” 
 
   Alex had to say, the woman had a massive pair of balls. She didn’t even flinch when Mr. Ironwolf suddenly lunged forward. The large man came to a sudden stop in front of her, catching Sergeant O’Reilly in midair as he lunged at the Captain in rage. A choking sound filled the room as Mr. Ironwolf lifted the Sergeant into the air, straight armed, meeting the Captain’s steely eyes.
 
   “Agent Moss, can you explain the weapon system used on your armored vans that engaged the Scourge in the first video.”
 
   Leaning back in his chair to keep away from the Sergeant’s failing feet. Agent Moss addressed Captain Walker directly.
 
   “Captain, our assault vans are armed with six barrel M134 Viper Gatling guns using APDS rounds.” Alex could see the Captain’s eyes widened in shock as Agent Moss laid into her. “The only thing that cannon did was give those creatures a surprise. Otherwise, it didn’t hurt them in any way.” 
 
   Unsure of herself for the first time, Captain Walker slowly sat back down in her seat as Mr. Ironwolf dropped Sergeant O’Reilly back into his chair without saying a word to the man. A shocked silence filled the room as everyone avoided looking at the Sergeant, while Mr. Ironwolf picked up from where he’d been interrupted. 
 
   “Thank you, Agent Moss. Now as I was saying. My plan calls for splitting our forces into three assault groups. Alpha group will consist of the three pontoon boats holding the primary assault force, which will consist of the SWAT and CTA assault teams. Beta group will consist of the Rangers and their airboats, and will be designated as the primary distraction force. Charlie group will be our entire air component, with the police choppers holding sharp shooters armed with compound bows.” Pointing at the map, he traced out the route. “Alpha and Beta teams will head out together as one group.” Taping the screen “we will split up at this junction, just before Trapper Nelson’s. Group Alpha will head to the back of Trapper Nelson’s island, while Group Beta heads to the front.” Addressing Sean he continued. “Mr. Harris, I would like each airboat to carry at least one compound bow armed ranger. Two of your airboats will carry the SWAT team’s 50 Cals, and all of the grenades that we currently have available will be divided up between your men.”
 
   “My men are ready to assist in any way we can, but we are not soldiers as the Captain so succinctly pointed out. Once we are there, what would you have us do Mr. Ironwolf?”
 
   “I was thinking to have your airboats buzz by the front of Trapper Nelson’s, lobbing their grenades inland, before pulling back to the other side of the river as far as possible. That alone should get the Tuonellian attention. Once the Scourge come after your men, they will be hampered by the width of the river. The grenades and the 50 Cals should generate enough of a distraction alone to cover Alpha team landing on the far side of the island.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Yes, Captain?”
 
   “Why don’t you want team Charlie to lead the distraction assault? We would be out of their range in the air.”
 
   “Captain, did you see the APC in the second video when it exploded?”
 
   “Yes, Sir!”
 
   “That was from the black cloaked figure.” Seeing her confused look he tried to explain in a way the Captain would accept. “Those soldiers have ranged weapons that can penetrate heavy armor. That APC was hit with one blast that immediately destroyed it. That’s the main reason I want our mobile units to stay back as far as possible, since I do not know the range of those weapons.”
 
   Pointing to the map, Mr. Ironwolf explained how he wanted to use their air resources.
 
   “I would like Charlie group to attack from this direction giving the Rangers air cover as much as possible. Once you engage the enemy, I want your units to split up moving to either side of Trapper Nelson’s from the north and south, since Alpha team will be coming up from the east side. Captain, no matter how effective your weapons actually are against the enemy, your Cobras will come as a major surprise to the Tuonellians.”
 
   “How will that help if our weapons can’t hurt the enemy?” 
 
   “Well, between the archers in the airboats and in the police helicopters they should have a hard time figuring out if your weapons are just a loud distraction, or able to kill them with enough hits. Hopefully before they figure that out, Alpha team will have closed in behind them in a surprise attack.”
 
   Looking to either side of him, Alex could see everyone in the room nodding as the assault was laid out. He had to agree, it was a solid plan. 
 
   “Cindy, would you please stop the projector.” Walking up to the chalk board Mr. Ironwolf addressed the CTA agents and SWAT officers. “Alpha team’s assault group layout will be extremely different from what you have been taught to use in regards to combat tactics. Modern weapons have a high rate of fire, which allows strike groups to attack in dispersed group formation. For this attack, we will be using more archaic unit organizations and battle tactics. Due to our use of crossbows, our rate of fire will be extremely low, which will require us to stand in tighter formations. My plan calls for four separate groups of twelve men divided into two rows of six.” Drawing out the formations on the chalk board, he elaborated. “The front line of six will fire their weapons, and reload while the rear line takes aim and fires. If we have incoming, we will hold this position until the enemy breaks or is dead.”  
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Yes, Ranger Harris?”
 
   “What you’re describing is old Napoleonic tactics. The kind of stuff they used at the beginning of the Civil War.”
 
   “That’s absolutely right. Our crossbows only have an effective range of around twenty-five feet.”
 
   Hearing that obvious fallacy, Alex jumped to his feet shouting.
 
   “Sir, that’s a bunch of bullshit! My hunting crossbow is accurate for at least three hundred feet easily, and the bows your men are carrying are equal to mine if not better.”
 
   Captain Walker was already jumping back into the argument about weaponry, when Mr. Ironwolf held up his hands for silence.
 
   “Hold up for a second people. Let me explain something that might help the apparent confusion we are experiencing with these weapons, and their known capabilities.” Mr. Ironwolf waited for a second for everyone to calm down before continuing. “I have been able to strengthen the crossbow bolts to penetrate the Scourge armor, but this modification means that the crossbows effective ranges have been dropped to a distance of twenty-five feet, as long as I’m close by. The hand weapons will function if at least one of my students, or I are at least within a fifty foot radius.” Looking directly at Captain Walker, “unfortunately the technique does not work for modern weapon systems.” 
 
   Alex could tell the Captain still wanted to argue the point, when he saw the Chief walking up quickly to the front of the room. Obviously, he was trying to forestall the arguments before they started about how none of this made any sense. 
 
   “I understand how strange this all sounds, but the rest of us have seen the tests that were conducted. Mr. Ironwolf and his students have figured out a temporary way to make these weapons effective against the enemy. In the future, we will be using a different method to make our weapons permanently effective. In the future, we might even be able to figure out how to make this work on our modern armaments, but, for now, the process only works on these archaic weapons. We brought all of the weapons we could get our hands on within the time available to us. If we had an extra day, I’m sure we would have a lot more men and weapons to conduct this assault, but from what Mr. Ironwolf has explained to me about these aliens. It is vital that we take them out before more of their reinforcements arrive. We cannot let them broaden the beachhead they have on our world any further. For now, the weapons we have are all that we’ve got.”
 
   Seeing the Rangers and Marines settle down at his words, the Chief stepped back again giving the floor once again to Mr. Ironwolf as Ranger Harris raised his hand. 
 
   “Sir, in that case it makes perfect sense to use traditional double rank linear formations for the attack. Twenty-five feet is about as accurate as any smooth bore rifle ever was, which was the modern weapon at the time those tactics were developed.” 
 
   Standing to his feet suddenly, Sean came to attention saluting Mr. Ironwolf as fifteen other Rangers stood up with him, including Alex. 
 
   “I would like to offer the services of the Leon Rifles, D Company, of the Florida Irregulars.” 
 
   Seeing Mr. Ironwolf’s confusion, he smiled broadly.
 
   “Seventeen of us here are a part of a Civil War reenactment group. We’ve practiced using that double rank linear formation you’re talking about for years now.” Nodding his head apologetically at Agent Moss and Sergeant O’Reilly, he continued. “If you’re not used to formation fighting, it’s actually hard as hell to keep the lines together when you’re wheeling around on the battlefield to face your enemy. For the fighting conditions that Mr. Ironwolf is obviously expecting, this style of formation fighting makes perfect sense, with the weapons effective range that y’all are talking about. It has the best chance of breaking these creatures charge, if anything does.” 
 
   Alex saw the large man smile suddenly in understanding as he slowly came to attention, returning their salutes.
 
   Dropping his hand sharply, the Leon Rifles followed suit before returning to their seats. Quickly, Mr. Ironwolf erased the previous diagram on the board, this time redrawing the attack plan with the Leon Rifles at the very heart of the formation. As Sean took his seat, Mr. Ironwolf nodded his head in thanks, before continuing the briefing. 
 
   “We will be using the Ranger’s Dispatch Station to coordinate all radio communications between our various units. If at any time the main assault force is attacked by one of those spike demons. Fall back, and do not engage. Let me take care of those monsters. If you see any strange looking glowing symbols on the ground, keep out of them too. Does anyone else have any further questions, or recommendations for the battle plan?” After waiting a second for anyone to speak up, Mr. Ironwolf announced loudly.
 
   “Alright then, for those of you rangers’ assigned bows, meet up with Agent Moss to be issued your weapons. Rangers with the Leon Rifles, meet up with Agent Moss to be issued a crossbow and hand weapon. Sergeant O’Reilly, have some of your men gather up the available grenades along with the two 50 Cals, and get them down to the airboats for the rangers to distribute as soon as possible. Also, I need one SWAT crossbow man per police helicopter. Ranger Harris, I need you to make sure that whoever is leading the airboat contingent ensures that each airboat has at least one bowman, and a radio for coordination.” Pausing for a breath, Mr. Ironwolf surveyed the room once more. “Then ladies and gentlemen, fall out and gear up. I expect everyone to be at the boats by zero four fifty. That’s twenty minutes to get ready people, so let’s move out!”
 
   The screech of chairs echoed around him as Alex made his way over to his friend Sean. Clapping him on the shoulder, Alex pulled him close, speaking quietly in his ear.
 
   “This sounds like some crazy ass shit, Sean. Why the hell did you volunteer us for the main assault?”
 
   “Alex, you know how hard double line formation fighting is to pull off. How do you think those SWAT and CTA teams will do out there once the shit starts flying?”
 
   Alex grimaced at his friend.
 
   “They will fall apart. Its contrary to everything they’ve been taught.”
 
   “Exactly! That’s why I volunteered the Leon Rifles. Look around you Alex. These men here are all that’s standing in the way of this alien invasion force. There’s no one else available to fight this battle. I agree with the Chief on this, we either stop them here and now, or we’ll be stuck dealing with an entrenched enemy with fresh reinforcements. If the Leon Rifles unique talents are able to knock out this invasion force, and give the U.S. time to prepare for an alien invasion, then how can we say no?”
 
   “When you say it like that, how can I possibly resist?”
 
   Sighing heavily, Alex returned his friends steady gaze.
 
   “Alright, count me in.”
 
   Sean clapped him on the shoulder smiling. 
 
   “You always said you never wanted to die old. Now go get your gear from Agent Moss, and head down to the boats. I’ll be right behind you, once I talk with Frank and Tom about the deposition of those 50 Cals.”
 
   Turning away, Alex headed for the line in front of Agent Moss.
 
   “God, I should’ve never waited so long to ask Julie out on that date!”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
   Location Earth / Florida present day:
 
   The wind from the boats passage helped to make the extreme humidity somewhat tolerable in full armor as the assault boats raced down the Loxahatchee River. Although, using the word ‘racing’ to describe the top speed of the three pontoon boats crowded to max capacity was a joke in itself, at least in comparison to the highly maneuverable airboats that ranged on either side of the bulkier slower moving crafts. 
 
   Closing my eyes, I tried to clear my mind as the wind caressed my face. Ever since seeing the satellite image of the massive demon head in the mysterious black cloud covering Trapper Nelson’s, I’d been mentally banging my head trying to remember all of my lessons from Luthar so many years ago. I knew I had forgotten something essential, but no matter how hard I tried to make myself remember, nothing was coming back to me of the creature I knew waited in that swirling darkness. 
 
   A sardonic smile came to my lips as I shook my head disparagingly. Even now, I could remember Luthar’s calm words of disapproval at my lack of concentration during our studies. I was only six years old at the time, but that didn’t matter to him. I wondered if he knew that later on I would regret those times I slacked off during his lessons.
 
   I knew without a doubt something evil and powerful awaited me at the Tuonellian’s camp. If I were tactically smart, I would have headed for the Coral Castle down south, and returned to Irlendria that way, but as a Paladin of Ukko that was not an option I could take. Unfortunately, the Priestesses of Loviatar knew I would not leave without removing their threat from this world.  
 
   Unlike most people, I knew what I was fighting for, and I knew what would happen to my world if I failed. My whole life had been spent preparing for this very moment. My Grandsire and his people had given their lives trying to protect me, because they believed I was the one that would stop the evil taking over their world. Now was time to prove that their sacrifices had not been in vain!
 
   “Hey, are you okay?”
 
   I felt my mind immediately jerked back to the present. Releasing the crushed guardrail, I saw Beth standing next to me with a worried look on her face. Seeing the look of anguish in my eyes, she placed her hand gently on my armored forearm.
 
   “Is everything alright, Startüm?”
 
   Pushing my turbulent thoughts away, I smiled at her reassuringly. 
 
   “I’m okay. I just was thinking about my Grandsire and his people.”
 
   The silence dragged out while Beth searched for the right words. Finally, she gave up trying to be careful, and just spit the words out.
 
   “They’re all dead, aren’t they?”
 
   Seeing the tightening around my eyes at her words, she pushed on doggedly.
 
   “Susan said they were all slaughtered by the Scourge. She said somehow you saw what had happened.”
 
   Nodding my head in answer, I looked out over the dark river as we stood once again in silence. Suddenly, Beth clutched my arm tighter as she turned me to face her excitedly.
 
   “You should stay here on Earth?”
 
   Seeing my confusion, Beth continued in a rush of words.
 
   “If there’s no one left for you to return to in your own world. Why not stay here?”
 
   Seeing the hard look return to my eyes, she looked at me angrily. 
 
   “You’re just going to go back to your own world, and get killed. How is that going to help anyone?”
 
   Not answering her questions, I turned to the river once again as she tugged on my shoulder angrily, her voice rising in volume.
 
   “How is your death going to help anyone?”
 
   The Chief’s calm voice cut through the still night like a knife.
 
   “You know he has to go back.”
 
   Focusing her anger on the Chief, I heard her voice crack.
 
   “No, I don’t know that! Give me one valid reason why he has to go back.”
 
   This time, the Chief addressed me directly in his strong voice.
 
   “Explain it to her, Son.” Nodding his head towards the faces of the men and women around us listening to our argument, he met my eyes solemnly. “Explain it to us all.” 
 
   Turning around, I realized that everyone in the boat had been listening intently to our argument. Obviously, the Detective wasn’t the only one wanting an explanation.
 
   Slowly, I began speaking from the heart.
 
   “In many ways, you Americans have the essence of my Father’s people. Similar to your own history, my people gave their lives by the hundred of thousands fighting the armies of the Tuonellian’s. Like you Americans, my people fought simply because they believed it was the right thing to do. For that reason alone, they were destroyed to the last man, woman and child. Simply, because they refused to sit back and do nothing while the Tuonellians slaughtered the innocent and weak.” Taking a deep breath, I exhaled my next words. 
 
   “I am the last survivor of my Father’s people.”
 
   Looking into the eyes of the men and women around me, I continued.
 
   “My Mother’s people hid me away on Earth. They believed that if I had time to grow into my power, I would be able to lead the people of my world against the Tuonellians, and end their threat forever. They believed in this idea so much, that they gave their lives trying to protect me to the last man, woman and child.” I looked into Beth’s eyes.
 
   “I am also the last survivor of my Mother’s people.”
 
   Ignoring the tears that started slowly flowing down my cheeks, I faced my audience, standing up straight as my voice grew louder with my next words.
 
   “My people have given everything fighting for what they believed to be right. How can I do anything less?” 
 
   Looking at the faces around me, I didn’t see one dry eye. Feeling a sudden strong hand grip my shoulder, I turned around to see Ranger Harris standing next to me. 
 
   “I’m proud to be here with you, Son.” Looking at his fellow rangers for a moment, I saw the nods in agreement from the Leon Rifles at Ranger Harris’s next words. 
 
   “We’re all proud to be here.”
 
   Suddenly, it seemed as everyone on the boat was patting my shoulders in a show of support. Looking at the pontoon boats on either side of us, I saw the same supportive looks from the officers and agents who had listened to me as I’d talked. Slightly embarrassed, I waved my thanks back to the men in both boats, before turning back at the Chief and Beth. The Chief clapped Beth on the shoulders with both hands.
 
   “Does it make sense to you now, Detective?”
 
   Seeing her stubbornly hunch her shoulders, the Chief gave her one more fatherly pat.
 
   “We should be coming up to the split off point any time now. I’m going to let the men know to start getting ready.”
 
   I watched him head over to Agent Foster, before looking back once again at Beth. 
 
   “The Chief was right.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “That I have a lot to learn about you Americans.”
 
   Beth looked at me sharply, before explosively letting out a deep sigh. I could see the tension leave her as she turned to watch the river. Once more I joined her, almost missing the words she whispered softly a second later.
 
   “I wish we had more time to know each other.”
 
   Beth was an exceptionally beautiful woman, and I genuinely liked her a lot, but we could never be lovers. It wouldn’t be fair to her, or any woman for that matter. Over the years, I’d always kept the women who wanted more from me at a distance. I could be a friend or teacher, but never a lover. 
 
   How could I accept a lover into my life, when I knew the hardships I would be asking her to endure?
 
   Why would any woman want to share the suffering of my plight?
 
   The answer to that was easy, none would. For a second, the old pain rose up inside of me as my thoughts seemed to awake the demon of loneliness that lived in my heart, but just as quickly I put it to rest once again. Over the years, I’d learned to accept my fate in this life, for me there would be no true love. 
 
   Sadly, I gently placed my hand on her shoulder in a silent reply. 
 
   These Americans, they did not know what enemy they faced, but none the less they understood what was at risk if they didn’t stop the creatures invading their World. Looking at the humans in the boats around me, I could only think of how an impressive of people they were. The old Chief especially! In many ways, the old man reminded me of my Grandsire, albeit a much nicer version. In the short time, I’d been around him. I already knew that the man believed in doing what he thought was right, which was the same as my Grandsire, who gave the ultimate sacrifice for what he believed in. 
 
   If anything, that similarity alone helped me keep the grief locked away that was still jabbering in the back of my mind trying to break out. Every time I felt the barrier weakening, I reminded myself there would be time enough for grieving later, once this battle was over. For now, I had to stay focused. Thankfully, that promise was enough to hold my grief at bay. 
 
   I’d been surprised when the officers and agents had volunteered to join this fight, after already having had their asses handed to them in the last battle, but gradually it had dawned on me why they’d done so. Simply put, they had done it because it was the right thing to do. I was surprised, once again, when we landed at Jonathan Dickenson’s State Park, and the rangers and Cobra pilots had volunteered, without hesitation. Even after all the slaughter they’d watched during the briefing hadn’t stopped them from doing what was right.  
 
   The Chief had been right. I was acquiring an appreciation for these Americans! 
 
   During the planning phase of this operation, I’d kept the plan straight and simple, playing on the ignorance the Tuonellians had in regards to human technological capabilities. Humanity’s advance weapons were out of the picture, but not their means of instant communications and high mobility, both of which were essential in any fight. Except for a slight disagreement about the deployment of the Cobra Wing, the plan had been readily accepted by everyone. The Marines wanted to be the first ones in to soften up the target, but I’d nixed that. Cobra attack helicopters were impressive, even if their armament couldn’t hurt the Tuonellians. It was an idea that was forming in my head remembering the feeling I had when the pod of Reef Sharks had passed underneath my surfboard shortly after I’d started surfing. Even if the Cobras weapons couldn’t hurt the Scourge, they were shockingly impressive when seen for the first time launching all of their weapons in combat. If used at the right time, the surprise alone could make the difference between life and death, for the men and women I was leading.  
 
   Captain Walker had argued that their Cobra’s 20MM FAP rounds were far more powerful than the 50 Cal’s that the SWAT teams were using, and it made more sense for them to hammer the target area from the air. I understood her perspective, even if I had to stop Sergeant O’Reilly from trying to knock the Captain’s head off from her harsh words, but once Agent Moss jumped into the conversation. The Captain had backed down thoughtfully, once he reminded her about the first video. I understood her problem. Like most soldiers, she couldn’t get it through her head that her most powerful weapons couldn’t damage the enemy. She had grudgingly accepted the plan during the briefing, but inside I knew she couldn’t accept the truth until she’d seen it with her own eyes. Sergeant O’Reilly, on the other hand, was an annoying problem, but in this instance I trusted the Chief’s opinion about the aggressive man. You wanted someone like Sergeant O’Reilly on your side in a standup fight.
 
   Coming up to the last split in the Loxahatchee River before Trapper Nelson’s, I heard the loud noise of the airboats’ engines as they suddenly opened up their throttles, heading southwest up the river. The sound of the twelve airboats at full power was deafening, and should, I hoped, help drown out the sound of our assault team’s landing. Slowly, the three pontoon boats ponderously turned southeast, heading for the backside of the island as the airboats headed to the front of the island, where Trapper Nelson’s sat directly on the water.  
 
   It was another five minutes before we saw our landing spot in the distance, on the western side of the island. Catching the Chief’s eye, I gave him the go ahead. Quietly, the Chief whispered into the mic at his throat.
 
   “Alpha Team to COM”
 
   “Go ahead Alpha Team.”
 
   “COM, Alpha Team is in position. I repeat, Alpha Team is in position. Please relay, Beta Team to launch attack run now. I repeat, Beta Team to launch attack run now. Alpha Team out.”
 
   “Alpha Team, your message has been relayed, COM out.” 
 
   Suddenly, the early morning sky lit up to the west with loud explosions!
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
   Location Earth / Florida present day:
 
   “It’s time to kick ass!”
 
   Tom Young’s voice called out over the engine’s roar as he clipped the radio back onto his belt. Slamming the throttle open, he swung the airboat into a tight curve, angling towards the front of Trapper Nelson’s as the eleven other airboats of his squadron fell in behind him in a tight formation. Nearing the bank, Tom saw Peter pull out his grenade, preparing to throw as the boat started passing near the wooden dock. 
 
   Tom had seen John’s and Bill’s airboat still tied off at the dock, when they’d first rounded the bend in the river. Even after everything he’d seen during the briefing, he had hoped that somehow his friends were still alive, but now as they’d started their attack run. He lost even that last thread of hope as he saw the shredded remains of a Ranger laying against the side of the docked airboat. Seeing his friend’s shredded body, Tom gritted his teeth in anger. It was time.
 
   HONK
 
   The air horn blasted across the lake, drowning out even the sounds of the airboat’s engines as he signaled for the attack run to commence. Tom watched with grim satisfaction as Peter threw the fragmentation grenade towards the misshapen figures that rose up suddenly on the dark ridge above them. He didn’t need to look at the airboats behind him to know that they were following the plan. Most of the Rangers with him were retired military, and knew what to do. A second later, he heard the answering bellows from airboat horns behind him as they released their grenades. 
 
   Turning sharply, the bow dug deep into the water as the entire airboat leaned precariously onto its side. Bracing himself in the pilot’s seat, Tom swore as he realized he’d forgotten about the 50 Cal sitting in the bow of the boat!  Helplessly, he watched the heavy weapon began sliding for the water, when Pete suddenly dived for the machine gun. Bracing his feet on the gunwale, the young ranger wrestled the 50 Cal back onto its tripod as Jim Hermance, the last ranger in the boat, braced himself against the pilot’s tower, knocking an arrow into his bow. Gunning the engine, the airboat surged out of the water as Tom opened the throttle once more. Suddenly, they were flying for the far side of the river just as those same dark forms began launching themselves at the airboats passing by.
 
   KABOOM
 
   The concussion wave from the explosions slammed into Tom like a pneumatic sledgehammer. He saw the misshapen figures, of what must be the Scourge, highlighted from the light of the explosions as they were blasted into the air like rag dolls. The rangers held on for their lives as the airboat rocked wildly from the detonations flashing like lightning behind them. Grinning like a fiend, Tom yelled over his shoulder.
 
   “Take that bitches!” 
 
   The airboat lurched suddenly as a large dark shape landed inside the boat in-between Jim and Pete. The Scourge was dark gray in color, with large bony plates covering its chest and back. Its arms and shoulders was a mass of solid corded muscle that ended in over-long clawed hands. It ripped through the gunwale of the small airboat as it tried to steady itself on the wildly rocking craft. Turning around in a crouch, its glowing red eyes focused on the first target it saw. Seeing Tom sitting in the pilot’s seat, the Scourge screeched out its challenge. 
 
   For a split second, Tom’s hand blindly fumbled for the forty-five at his hip, before he remembered that the weapon was useless against the alien. Before he could reach for the buck knife hanging from his belt, the creature recovered its balance, flexing its legs to spring once again. 
 
   SCREEECH
 
   Unbelievably, the creature staggered a step forward clutching at the sudden hole appearing in the center of its chest. He wasn’t sure who was more shocked, the alien or him. Looking down, Tom realized that Jim must have shot the Scourge with his bow at point blank range. Before the creature could recover, Pete jumped onto the monster slamming his buck knife, hilt deep, into the side of the creature’s head. The red light from the Scourge’s glowing eyes suddenly went out as its body collapsed into the bottom of the boat. 
 
   Looking up with wild eyes from where he still clung to the creature’s back, Pete exclaimed loudly.
 
   “Holy crap guys, I just killed an alien!”
 
   Slinging the bow over his shoulder, Jim offered Pete a hand up.
 
   “Man, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you move that fast before.”
 
   “You’ll telling me! I thought I was going to crap my pants when that thing landed in the boat.”
 
   Letting out the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding, Tom joined in the banter.
 
   “You about crapped your pants! That thing was coming after me when you guys took it out.”
 
   Suddenly, the boat titled sharply from the weight of the creature as it slid to one side of the airboat. Scrambling for the throttle, Tom slowed the airboat down to a crawl yelling at Pete and Jim.
 
   “Get that thing out of the airboat before it flips us over!”
 
   Balancing the load out by bracing themselves on the opposite side of the airboat, Jim and Pete tried to lift the creature over the side. Having no luck moving the heavy corpse, they tried another tactic. Turning around, they planted their steel toe boots against the back of the alien. Using their legs, they managed to shove the body over the gunwale using their legs.
 
   SPLASH
 
   Standing up, they clapped each other on the back as Tom eased the airboat in a wide turn.
 
   KABOOM
 
   Shards of metal shot through the air as the large blades from one of the airboats engines exploded behind them. Looking over their shoulders, they saw several airboats at a standstill as the rangers onboard fought a desperate battle with the Scourge that had managed to jump aboard their vessels before they’d cleared the east bank.
 
   Moving quickly, Pete took his place behind the 50 Cal as Jim slid another arrow into his bow. Keeping the throttle steady, Tom headed for the nearest stopped airboat as he heard Pete pull the slide back on the 50 Cal, cocking the heavy machine gun. Coming to a stop twenty feet out from the nearest damaged airboat, they saw a Scourge pulling itself free from the shredded remains of the engine’s casing. Most of the airboat was a mass of twisted metal as the last surviving ranger faced off with the gruesome creature. Holding his buck knife point down in one hand, the surviving ranger used the other to staunch the blood flowing from a deep gash in his chest.    
 
   “Jeff … Jeff!”
 
   Jeff looked over his shoulder briefly, before whipping his eyes back to watch the alien crawling out of the wreckage after him.
 
   “Jeff, just swim for our boat. Hurry up Man!” 
 
   Taking one last frightened look at the nightmarish creature, Jeff made his decision. He dived off the side of the wrecked airboat just as Pete opened up with the 50 Cal.
 
   KLUNK KLUNK KLUNK
 
   Hitting center mass, the 50 caliber rounds slammed into the Scourge chest, ricocheting on impact, but still getting the creature’s attention. Tom brought the throttle to a standstill as Jim stood in the center of the airboat, bracing himself to aim. A second later, the bow twanged as Jim took the shot. The arrow slammed through the creature’s chest as the airboat’s fuel tank suddenly exploded.
 
   Tom saw the creature enveloped by the fiery explosion, before the heat wave from the blast made him look away as pieces of burning hot metal shot through the air. As the fireball rose into the night’s sky, Tom was able to look back at what was left of the burning wreckage. He didn’t see the Scourge anywhere. Hopefully, Jim’s arrow had killed the beast before it was blasted clear!
 
   A loud clank against the side of the airboat made them all jump, but they calmed down a second later when they saw Jeff’s arm swinging over the side of the gunwale, still clutching the buck knife in his hand. Sighing in relief, Tom called down to his crew.
 
   “You ‘all stay at your weapons, I’ll give Jeff a hand.”
 
   Sliding down the ladder of his pilot’s seat, Tom helped Jeff clamber over the side of the airboat. Propping the ranger up, he quickly checked over Jeff’s wounds as the man cried hysterically.
 
   “God, they’re all dead Tom! It just slaughtered them!”   
 
   “It’s okay Jeff. We’ll going to make sure they can’t do that to anyone else.”
 
   KLUNK KLUNK KLUNK
 
   Looking up, Tom saw the tracer rounds flying through the air in the distance as Frank’s 50 Cal opened up. Grabbing an old rag lying in the bottom of the boat, he pressed it against Jeff’s wounds putting the man’s hand on top.
 
   “Just keep pressure on the wound Jeff. We’ve gotta give Frank a hand.”
 
   Gulping down air, Jeff nodded mutely at Tom’s words. Giving him one final pat on the shoulder, Tom climbed back into the pilot’s seat. Opened up the throttle, they quickly cleared the burning metal wreck that had been Jeff’s airboat. Following the tracer rounds, Tom saw what Frank’s gunner was shooting at. 
 
   The rest of the airboats had won their individual battles against the boarders, except for the farthest airboat away, which was filled with the dark grotesque shapes of the Scourge. The creatures were screeching in anger as machine gun rounds slammed into them repeatedly. 
 
   KLUNK KLUNK KLUNK
 
   The loud sound of Pete’s machine gun shook the airboat as he joined in on hammering the creatures. Jim started shooting his bow again as he saw several other pilots bringing their airboats in closer, so their archers could join in on the alien turkey shoot. Arrow after arrow slammed home into the screeching mass of dying Scourge, in less than a minute there was nothing left alive on the floating wreck. As the machine guns stopped firing, Tom spoke into the loud speaker attached to the top of his airboat.
 
   “Good job Rangers! Harry and Greg, I want your airboats to search for survivors.” Taking a second to gauge the distance to Trapper Nelson’s, Tom continued. “I don’t want any airboats getting closer to the east bank than thirty yards.”
 
   SCREEECH
 
   The screeching calls filled the air coming from what sounded like an army of Scourge. Looking towards the commotion, he swore that the whole ridge to Trapper Nelson’s was crawling with dark grotesque shapes of the aliens in the predawn of early morning. Grinning fiercely, he waved the airboats around him forward.
 
   “Now let’s go kick some alien ass!”
 
   The rangers turned on their airboat’s fog lamps, lighting up the entire east bank with the bright white light. Now, they could clearly see the gruesome forms of the Scourge, and their fang filled maws as the creatures screeched in fury. 
 
   KLUNK KLUNK KLUNK
 
   Both 50 Cals opened up as one, their heavy rounds repeatedly raking across the Scourge standing on the eastern bank, while Jim and the other archers started sending their arrows flying into the thick mass of creatures. Tom and the other airboat pilots began sounding their air horns in long blasts loud enough to drown out even the alien’s ruckus. Tom actually started to laugh out loud at the creatures’ futile rage as his boys took care of business. 
 
   “And those city boys had made such a huge deal about these aliens.”
 
   Rrrooaaarrr!
 
   The terrible thunderous bellow shattered the night, momentarily drowning out all other sounds. The blood froze in Tom’s veins, bringing out some primitive terror from deep inside his very soul. Fighting with every fiber of his being not to whip the airboat around and get the hell out of there at full speed, he forced the dreadful fear away. Clearing his head somewhat, Tom saw Pete and Jim shaking where they stood frozen, unmoving in the airboat. Looking around, he realized that everyone in his squadron must have been hit with the same overwhelming feeling of terror from that horrendous sound. 
 
   Once again, the blood froze in his veins as he heard the beating of enormous wings.
 
   FLOOMP  
 
   FLOOMP … FLOOMP
 
   Looking around wildly towards the far bank, Tom literally could feel the pressure of the air beating against his face with each flap.
 
   Suddenly, a humongous black shape rose up from behind the ridge, blocking out the predawn glow of the eastern sky. As the darkness began creeping across the river, two glowing cones of red light shot out from the center of the blackness. Slowly, the red beams of light began sweeping over the river from side to side as if searching for prey. All at once, Tom saw the light stop on the two airboats nearest to him.
 
   Aaaiiieee
 
   The men onboard the airboats began screaming uncontrollably, falling to their knees in terror, when suddenly the enormous shape leaped into the air. As the monster moved, its shadowy cloak flowed around it like liquid smoke, making the horrific creature even more terrifying in the darkness. The rush of air from beating leathery wings pressed Tom into his seat as the creature passed low overhead. The cries from the men in the targeted airboats grew in intensity as the hulking shadow flew straight for them. A second later, the sound of crushing metal filled the air as the airboats were suddenly smashed flat in front of his horror filled eyes. 
 
   The shadow didn’t even slow down. Tom heard the giant monster splash down in the water near the west bank as, a split second later, the water exploded into the air behind them. Snapping out of his shock, Tom slammed the airboat’s throttle open as a large wave lifted his airboat out of the water. His hands worked the control sticks expertly as he fought to stop the light craft from flipping over. Slewing the boat from side to side, he rode the wave until it passed by. 
 
   A new fear gripped his heart as he suddenly realized they were now too close to the east bank and the enraged Scourge, but, surprising enough. They didn’t seem to be trying to jump aboard their airboats now. Instead, they stood silently watching. Not waiting for the aliens to change their minds. Tom quickly swung the airboat around, angling for the west bank of the river as three other airboats joined him matching speeds, creating an echelon formation with his boat in the lead. Aiming for the point where the creature splashed down into the water, he raised his voice to be heard above the roar of the engine.
 
   “Pete! Get that 50 Cal ready, we’re going in!” 
 
   Their fog lights lit up the entire western bank, just as Tom saw a giant fist slam down on Harry’s airboat. A loud crunching sound echoed across the river as the airboat was flattened like a tin can. A moment later, a humongous muscular arm power drove the remaining pieces under the water. Simultaneously, Tom saw Greg screaming face as a massive two headed battleaxe sliced through the center of his airboat, leaving only bloody piece floating behind in the water. 
 
   Suddenly, Tom froze as he saw the gruesome monster for the first time!
 
   Following the heavy corded muscular arms up to the even broader shoulders and thick bull neck, Tom saw the massive horned head rising into the air. As the demon's red eyes met his own, the entire airboat was bathed in a dark red glow. He used the word demon, because there was no other word that could describe the terrible abomination standing before him. In that split second, Tom was momentarily overwhelmed with gruesome visions of horror flooding into his mind. It was as if the devil were sharing with him its dark conquests over the millennium. It had brought death to hundreds of thousands of beings. It had fed on the life energy of countless souls, relishing on their fear and terror as it fed. It was the called the Destroyer.  
 
   The large corded muscles of the demon’s shoulders rippled as it lifted the massive battleaxe out of the water. Its arm snapped forward in a flash of metal, splitting through one of his team’s airboats in the blink of an eye. The sudden cries of his friends snapped Tom out of his terror, kicking him into action. Seeing the crews in the airboats next to him likewise frozen in fear, he did the only thing he could think of. 
 
   HONK
 
   The loud blast of his air horn seemed to shake the men free of the demon’s aura of fear. Seeing Pete as he began to look around wildly in panic, Tom began barking out orders.
 
   “Pete!”
 
   Pete’s entire body jerked around hearing the command, his eyes reflecting pure terror.
 
   “Pete! You’re going to blast that thing back to whatever hell it came from!”
 
   Aaaeeiii!
 
   Looking back, they watched the demon grab one of the survivors from the last wrecked airboat. As its large clawed hand lifted the screaming man from out of the water, the demon shoved the weakly struggling man’s head into its gaping maw. A second later, the sounds of crunching bones filled the air as the demon consumed the ranger in a matter of seconds. 
 
   “Peter Johnson!”
 
   This time when Pete turned around, there was no more fear in his eyes, only rage. Nodding his head, he yelled back at Tom. 
 
   “Let’s do this!”
 
   KLUNK KLUNK KLUNK
 
   Heavy rounds began slamming into the devilish face as Pete opened up once again with the 50 Cal. Tom let loose with another blast of the air horn, just as he saw an arrow shaft bury itself deep in-between the demon’s horns in the center of its forehead as the creature roared in anger. Looking down in surprise, Tom saw Jim’s grinning face looking back up at him.  
 
   Suddenly, air horns on either side of their airboat answered back as he saw Brad Duke’s and Andy Horn’s airboat fall in beside him. The rangers on board gave them a whooping yell as their archers began sending their arrows following Jim’s. Tom turned them parallel to the demon at twenty yards out, while Pete kept the 50 Cal hammering home.
 
   Obviously annoyed, the demon rose to its full height of twenty feet as its humongous leathery bat wings spread out on either side of its broad back. The wings partially flapped once as the demon lifted its immense battleaxe above its head, before springing into the air once again. It leveled out in a low fast glide heading directly for the trio of airboats. Without a second thought, the ranger’s formation broke apart. Each boat headed in a different direction as if they’d planned the move a hundred times over. Tom heard Frank’s 50 Cal barking continuously as it took over throwing hot lead at the demon as the red streaks of the tracer rounds followed the winged creature in the darkness.
 
   Andy’s airboat had quickly gotten up to full speed in a matter of seconds, and was now flying across the water, but the creature was still faster. As the demon dived after Andy’s airboat first, Tom’s mind insanely kept replaying an old TV show he’d seen so many years ago about the Physics of the Large. The show had discussed how an increase in mass by even fourfold affected all biological creatures. Larger creatures had severe physical limitations based on bone structure in relation to how bones handled stress and muscle mass. Making gigantic Hollywood monsters, like King Kong or Godzilla, impossible to stand, let alone run and jump like in the movie. Even larger mammals, like the African Elephant, couldn’t handle a drop of more than several feet without shattering their thick bones. 
 
   Obviously, the Laws of Physics didn’t mean anything to demons! 
 
   Unbelievable, the demon closed to striking range of Andy’s airboat as the 50 Cal’s tracer rounds bounced harmlessly off the creature’s hide. A second later, the massive battleaxe cleaved through Andy’s airboat with casual contempt. The shriek of shredding metal rang out across the river as the airboat split apart. Tom could only pray that the brave men aboard had managed to jump free into the water in time.
 
   Almost quicker than the eye could follow, the demon banked into a sharp turn diving straight for Tom’s airboat. Heart pounding, Tom yanked on his control sticks. As the bow bit deep into the river, he swung the airboat into a sharp left turn. Pete bounced out of the airboat still hanging onto the 50 Cal, with Jim following him a second later as the airboat began skipping sideways across the water. 
 
   Suddenly, Tom felt the airboat flipping over uncontrollably. He was flung from the pilot’s chair just as the demon flashed overhead. The battleaxe cleaved through the airboat in a shower of sparks a second before he hit the dark waters of the Loxahatchee River.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
   Location Earth / Florida present day:
 
   Agent Ryan Moss smiled to himself watching the SWAT officers around him flinch from the bright explosions lighting up the western sky as Beta Team began their attack run. He was familiar with how well the older AN/PVS-14 dealt with light flares, meaning they didn’t. Even from this distance, the sharp flashes from the explosions would be blinding to the officers around him. 
 
   The older third generation image intensifier tubes amplified normal ambient light, giving the wearer the ability to see in the dark during nighttime operations, but had difficulties with any sudden changes in light intensity and non-ambient light conditions. The ‘Night Enforcer’ or NEPVS-14, which the SWAT teams were using, was just a repackaged AN/PVS-14 with a cooler sounding name to increase corporate sales. The devices were remarkable for their time, and was now the hottest new technology currently being utilized by most law enforcement agencies around the world. 
 
   While the CTA agents, on the other hand, were equipped with the newer AN/PVS-22 models, which utilized the latest in the fourth generation night vision technology. The AN/PVS-22 still used image intensifier tubes, but with a much better design, which was now combined with an infra-red thermal imaging technology. They worked in combination with a newly developed auto-gating hardware. This allowed the newer night vision goggles to actually see through smoke and fog, while handling extreme changes in lighting conditions from explosions, unlike the older models. From the outside, they didn’t look any different from the SWAT teams’ devices except for a slightly larger power pack. Unlike the older models, these fourth generation devices were only available to U.S. Special Covert Units like the Navy Seals or the Counter Terrorist Agency, and were relatively unknown due to their top secret design. 
 
   Looking around at his own men he could see their matching grins. Also, unknown by the SWAT teams were that the fourth generation devices were also capable of showing detailed facial expressions, unlike the older models. 
 
   Ryan looked again towards Startüm’s broad armored back shaking his head mentally. The intensely charismatic young man was like no one he had ever met before. It wasn’t something that he couldn’t quite put his finger on what it was that made you want to follow the younger man, but even though he didn’t understand the reason. None the less, he felt its power, and saw its effects on the men and women around him. There was something about Startüm that made you trust him unconditionally.
 
   He had spent nearly twelve years working for the U.S. Military, and had been working in Covert Operations for over half that time. Covert Operatives were watched closely to make sure they were not compromised socially, politically, financially or religiously. Questioning orders were not allowed, no matter how shady they seemed to be.
 
   Glancing for a moment at Agent Foster, he swallowed the bitter taste in his mouth. There was little honor in most agencies since the majority of the government was controlled by Special Interest Groups and Political Factions. For the most part, he had kept as far away as possible from situations that went against his personal honor, but he had a feeling Agent Foster was going to cause problems before the night was through.
 
   Agent Foster was generally a decent enough Boss. Unfortunately, he didn’t do well in situations he didn’t have complete control over. In the man’s mind, it was more valuable to catch a tiger by its tail, then to be an ally and have the tiger on your team. Hopefully, Chief Darden could keep a leash on the CTA Director for the duration of their current operations. Ryan didn’t want to have to be forced to make any tough decisions that were at odds with his orders. Looking back at the man that was causing the Director so much trouble, he shook his head once more.
 
   Although, he logically understood Startüm wasn’t human in any sense of the word, except for his physical characteristics. Still, Ryan considered him the most compelling man he’d ever met. In West Point, they would have called him a natural leader. The man’s extensive knowledge of combat tactics, equipment and martial art skills were impressive enough, without even taking into account his incredible physical strength and other extraordinary abilities he had. On top of that, he innately knew how to deal with the hard-ass personalities that made up most combat teams.
 
   A prime example of that knowledge was immediately displayed, when Startüm had seen the equipment his men were using in comparison to the SWAT teams’ gear. His only comment had been to request that Ranger Harris be given one of the CTA devices, instead of the surplus night vision gear that the SWAT teams were handing out to the rest of the rangers joining the main assault. Even with Sergeant O’Reilly’s advanced training in weapons and tactics, he hadn’t realized there was any difference between two sets of equipment, but Startüm had recognized the difference immediately, and had the common sense to be discrete about it.
 
   He’d also found the strategy that Startüm had laid out to be another prime example of his natural leadership ability. With so many different units trying to work together as one for the first time, he had kept the plan relatively straight forward, except for the sleight of hand they were carrying out now. Ryan agreed this was the most complexity any last minute combat group thrown together such as they were could handle. The younger man had wisely allowed each of the various assault leaders the flexibility in how they carried out their individual tasks, and had only explained the desired tactical outcome that needed to be accomplished by each group’s assault. Even most of the experienced officers he’d had to work with over the years, still had problems with learning that basic skill.
 
   As planned, the pontoon boats had started forward as the first explosions lit up the western sky. They had been holding position three minutes out from the island, and were even now quietly approaching the dark shoreline. The men lined the railings in rows of two. Their crossbows held cocked and ready as they waited to take out any sentries the enemy might have posted to guard this approach. The greatest threat, at this time, was being discovered by the enemy, and losing their chance for a surprise rear attack on a prepared enemy position. 
 
   His eyes wondered back to Startüm, who was now balanced on the lead boat’s railing, like some extreme acrobat ready to spring into action. His eyes constantly swept the darkness in front of them for signs of the enemy. Although the position was highly unusual, it did have the benefit of giving all three pontoon boats in the strike group a clear view of his hand signals. Slightly behind him, on one side, stood the raven haired Detective Kurwoski, with her bow drawn and ready to shoot at the first sign of trouble. On his other side, calmly holding her large hunting knife, stood the fiery haired Susan Tominski, her unblinking green eyes surveying the dark island. 
 
   They were both two of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen, but Startüm seemed oblivious to the fact. Susan was in her late thirties, but looked much younger. The small woman wasn’t someone he would have ever considered a fighter, yet he’d seen her go toe to toe with those hideous super beasts without hesitation, and hold her own. The Detective was just as little as Susan, and just as tough in her own way. With her bow, she had single-handedly killed more of those creatures than anyone else here, except for Startüm. 
 
   Earlier that night, Startüm had waved him away with a smile, when he’d offered the younger man a set of their night vision goggles to use for the operation, which wasn’t so remarkable in itself. What had been surprising was that his students had waved away the same offer too. At first, he thought that they were just uncomfortable with using the high tech equipment, but as he watched them go about their business. He realized, they didn’t need night vision gear to operate in the dark. He didn’t know how far their night vision was able to function, but …
 
   Suddenly, Startüm’s hand flashed above his head, breaking his train of thought as the younger man’s hand signaled, giving the direction and number of enemies he saw. Peering intensely into the darkness, he sliced with his hand towards the right and then held up three fingers. Again his hand flashed, this time towards the left and another three fingers went up. Lastly, his hand flashed straight ahead, aiming for the dark shore directly before them as he held up four fingers. Turning around, Startüm’s yellow eyes scanned the men and women behind him. Making sure everyone had received his message, before looking directly at Ryan for confirmation.
 
   Ryan gave the younger man the universal hand signal for ‘OK’, and began passing the orders to his men. He saw Startüm look to the Chief next, confirming that the sighting were being passed along to the other boats. They exchanged several more hand signals as Startüm assigned targets groups to each pontoon boat. Receiving confirmation from the Chief, Startüm went back to his look out.
 
   Heart pounding, Ryan scanned the dark shore for the enemy that Startüm had seen, but still nothing was showing up in the green tinted display of his night vision goggles. Before he had too much time to wonder how far the young man could see in the darkness, he suddenly saw movement up ahead near the tree line. The four grotesque creatures looked even more horrifying than earlier, during the attack on the CTA building. For some reason, seeing the creatures at night in the middle of a swamp just gave him the willies! It was like looking at some imaginary boogiemen come to life! The crossbow in his hands just didn’t fill him with the same confidence as the assault rifle he’d left back at the CTA armory. 
 
   Looking as far as he could right and left, he still didn’t see the targets Startüm had pointed out on either side of their assault group. Hopefully, the men in the other boats could see their targets. Instead of worrying, he focused on his part of the attack. Signaling his men, he divided them up five per target as he waited for Startüm’s signal to fire. 
 
   The creatures seemed to be focused on the sounds of battle coming from the west as Startüm had hoped. When suddenly, the Scourge sentries jerked around as a loud, grinding noise rang out into the silent morning. As the pontoon boat grounded to a stop on the sandy shore, Ryan managed to keep the target in his sites as Startüm gave the signal to fire. The crossbow kicked in his hands as he sent the quarrel flying at his target over forty feet away, fifteen feet further than the range of their weapons effective envelope. There was no way the quarrels would penetrate the creature’s natural armor from this far out!
 
   Slamming his crossbow to the deck, he used the quick load lever to re-cock the weapon as he noticed the women rushing off the boat. Splitting off into two separate groups, they headed to the right and left. Watching them go, Ryan suddenly realized Startüm was nowhere to be seen. 
 
   Standing up, he slid another quarrel into his weapon as he scanned the sandy beach looking for the large man. He found him a second later already closing into blade range with the Scourge. Unbelievably, all the targets were down, but none the less Startüm’s Katana flashed in the dark as he made sure the enemy was truly dead. 
 
   Ryan realized what must have happened. When he gave the signal to fire, Startüm must have realized the distance was too great for their crossbows, and had somehow managed to leap closer to the sentries to increase the quarrels range. Jumping over the railing of the boat, his men followed close behind him as they silently stormed the beach. Running as fast as possible over the wet sand, they quickly reached the tree line where Startüm now stood scanning the dark. 
 
   The agents of his team knelt down on either side of the large man, forming a tight firing line as they waited for everyone else to disembark from the boats. Listening intently, he heard the rustling sounds of men moving into position, but otherwise, that was it. There were no screeches of alarms calling out into the night. 
 
   Looking back over his shoulder, Ryan saw Ranger Harris and the Leon Rifles quickly forming up into their double rank formation as each SWAT team formed up into two separate groups on either side of them. From this distance, he could easily see the difference in the men’s bearing and training.
 
   The Leon Rifles movements were drilled to precision, and in less than a minute they were formed up with crossbows ready to ward off any attack. All together they were only sixteen men, four men less than each of the SWAT teams’ formations to either side of them, but they moved with a disciplined purpose that set them apart. The SWAT teams, on the other hand, took several minutes to form up as they struggled to hold any type of formation. Slowly their jostling settled down into two loose double lines of ten as they stood uncomfortably on the open stretch of beach looking about nervously. 
 
   Mentally, Ryan had understood the importance in the tactics Ranger Harris and Startüm had been discussing, but it was hard to truly appreciate the difference, until you saw it in action. The modern warfare part of his brain laughed at how easy it would be to mow the men down as they stood shoulder to shoulder out in the open in their double rank formations, while the other side of his brain could see how powerful the formation would be with these slower firing weapons.  
 
   Luckily, his agents didn’t have to worry about trying to copy the formation fighting like the SWAT teams did. Startüm had made it clear that he wanted the agents in the center of the formation to act as a reserve unit. He wanted them to be prepared to go hand-to-hand with any Scourge that penetrated the lines, or to provide heavy fire support as needed. Seeing the SWAT teams struggling to maintain their linear formations, he was glad his men were off the hook for that. Honestly, he doubted that his men would have done much better at keeping their lines together.
 
   The entire assault had a surreal feel to it. Men and women conducting a beach landing wearing modern combat armor and night vision goggles, but armed with crossbows and using archaic battle tactics. There was a part of him that wondered if this wouldn’t be the future of modern warfare.
 
   Ryan saw Susan and Detective Kurwoski heading back, each from the direction of one of the Scourge groups of three. As they got close enough, he saw them both give the ‘OK’ hand signal, before falling in behind the Leon Rifles’ formation. 
 
   Some of the men had privately complained about having women along on a combat mission, but when Startüm’s had heard their complaints, he only laughed. His only comment, after wiping the tears from his eyes, was that they were welcomed to discuss their concerns directly with Susan or Detective Kurwoski. That silenced the complaints immediately, since they’d all heard about both women’s skills during the last battle. Ryan had still heard a couple angry whispers afterwards between some of the men, but nothing more than that, since everyone else considered the issue closed after hearing Startüm’s dismissal. 
 
   Startüm gave a signal for the men to start moving up as he dropped back, putting his arm around Ryan’s shoulder. Whispering quietly, he explained what he wanted.
 
   “Agent Moss, I need four of your best point men?”
 
   “Sure, where do you want them?”
 
   “Have them spread them out in front of the formations, but tell them to stay behind me.”
 
   “Yes Sir. Where do you want the rest of us?”
 
   “Go ahead and take up the reserve position behind the Leon Rifles like we initially planned, but just make sure those point men fall back with the main group, once we come in sight of Trapper Nelson’s.”
 
   “Just give me a moment to get them into position, Sir.”
 
   “Good man. I’ll move out once I see them in place.”
 
   Quickly, Ryan picked out four of his best scouts. Calling the men to him, he quietly gave them their orders in a huddle. He sent them off just as the Leon Rifles marched up in quickstep, shoulder to shoulder, with Ranger Harris at their lead. 
 
   Ryan was just trying to determine how best to fall in behind them, without getting in the way of their formation, when Ranger Harris gave a quick flick with his marching baton. With a practiced ease, the Leon Rifles’ formation immediately spread-out to double spaced intervals. The men easily passed by the CTA agents without slowing down or breaking their formation. As soon as they were past, Ranger Harris gave another flick with his baton, and his men closed ranks smoothly, once again marching shoulder to shoulder.
 
   Quickly, he fell in beside Sergeant O’Reilly and the Chief, trotting in quick step, behind the Leon Rifles as they began making their way across the dark island. The SWAT Sergeant rolled his eyes, smirking in the direction of the Leon Rifles as he spoke in a loud whisper.
 
   “They sure move pretty, but let’s see how they hold up once the shit hits the fan!”
 
   Ryan saw Detective Kurwoski roll her eyes at the Sergeant’s words as he hid his own smile, shaking his head from side to side at the Sergeant’s cock sure attitude. He didn’t agree with the Sergeant’s opinion. Being a history buff, he had read a number of strategy books that discussed the fortitude needed by the men using these types of combat tactics. Not to mention, from the conversation he’d overhead on the boat ride over, most of those men were highly trained soldiers that had served in Desert Storm and the Afghanistan War with the Army Rangers. Given what the battle plan called for tonight, he’d place his bets on the Leon Rifles. 
 
   Startüm’s eyes swept back and forth as they ran in the dark through the spindly trees. Hopefully, those were the only sentries the enemy had positioned on this side of the island. Luckily, the undergrowth had been burned out from last year’s forest fires, and they had pretty much a clear path across the back side of the island. 
 
   Rrrooaaarrr!
 
   The thunderous noise blasted out from somewhere up ahead of them, deafening in its intensity. Like everyone else, Ryan fell to his knees clutching his ears with both hands, until the pain subsided enough for him to look up once again. A strange tingling sensation ran through his body as a golden glow briefly surrounded him. As the excruciating pain in his head suddenly disappeared, he stood up amazed to see his ears weren’t bleeding. That had to have been worse than the heavy artillery bombardment he’d endured during his last mission in Iraq, and it had taken over two weeks for his blown eardrums to heal!
 
   Coming back to his senses, he looked around as the rest of Alpha Team struggled back to their feet. Recovering his crossbow from where he’d dropped it, he gave the stunned Detective Kurwoski a helping hand to her feet. Scooping up her bow, he handed it back to her, when he saw her face suddenly freeze in shock. Following her gaze, he saw Startüm’s eyes as he felt the blood suddenly drain from his face.
 
   The soft golden glow surrounding the young man was fading away quickly, but looking into his glowing yellow eyes, Ryan suddenly understood. There was something terrible waiting for them up ahead. Something that Startüm just now recognized, and that knowledge filled him with dread. The intensity of the young man’s feelings flooding into him stole his breath away, but as just as fast as the door had been swung open, it slammed shut. Once again, the young man stood before him radiating confidence and strength, but Ryan could still taste the underlining sadness, loneliness and even acceptance that filled the young man soul as if some deeper connection had been made between them during that vulnerable second. Looking back at Detective Kurwoski, he could see she’d had a similar experience. 
 
    Suddenly, a large hand grabbed his shoulder gently. Turning around, he saw Startüm with an arm around him and Detective Kurwoski. The young man whispered quietly enough, so that only the two of them could hear his next words.
 
   “If things go bad, get everyone back to the boats.”
 
   Before he could respond to the odd request, the Chief’s gruff whisper behind them broke the moment.
 
   “What’s going on Son?”
 
   Looking around, Agent Moss saw Ranger Harris and Sergeant O’Reilly walking up with Agent Foster close behind. Startüm stepped back to address everyone.
 
   “The situation has changed, gentlemen. Beta Team is in trouble, and we have run out of time!” 
 
   The Chief put his hand to his throat mic, making sure it was still working.
 
   “I haven’t received any reports of trouble.”
 
   Unperturbed, Startüm continued.
 
   “None the less, it is true.” Looking into each of their faces, with a look that brooked no argument, the young man continued.
 
   “Agent Moss, pull your scouts back. We will proceed at double time to the target. Once we engage the enemy, you will only attack the Scourge, while I take on the demon.”
 
   Sergeant O’Reilly laughed snidely.
 
   “And what happens if the demon”, he pronounced it as deeemmmonnn, “takes you out instead, Mr. Samurai?”
 
   “Then you’d better pray to whatever God you believe in for the survival of your World.”
 
   Sergeant O’Reilly started choking in laughter at the young man’s audacious words, but froze when he realized that no one else was laughing. 
 
   “Let’s go!” 
 
   Without looking back, Startüm took off at a quick run as Sergeant O’Reilly looked at the rest of them in shock. “He’s joking, right?” 
 
   Ryan gave the crass Sergeant an exasperated look, before moving out with Ranger Harris and the Chief as they ignored his question. He heard Detective Kurwoski tired sigh as she laid into him.
 
   “Why do you think the Chief has let Startüm take the lead this whole time? What did you think this was all about?” 
 
   Shaking her head in disgust, she took off ignoring the Sergeant’s stunned expression as the enormity of the situation came crashing down on him for the first time.
 
   Ryan saw the Sergeant’s sudden epiphany as he hurried after them a second later.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
   Location Earth / Florida present day:
 
   Stopping at the head of the Leon Rifles’ formation, Ranger Harris raised the signal baton over his head as his men recovered their double ranked formation. Once their lines were straight, he gave the signal for ‘double time march’. Signaling ‘forward march’, he dropped the baton quickly heading after Mr. Ironwolf’s disappearing armored back. Moving out at a fast jog, the Leon Rifles followed their Commander as one unit, while the nearest ranger to each SWAT team quietly passed on their Commander’s orders
 
   The rest of the men and women followed in the wake of the Leon Rifles. Slowly, they started catching up once again to Startüm as he ranged ahead. Even at this demanding pace, the Leon Rifles somehow managed to keep their lines dressed and their formation together, while, to either side of them, the SWAT teams’ formations quickly fell apart into a packed mass of running men. At the back of the formation, Agent Moss put a hand to the mic at his throat whispering. 
 
   “All forward scouts, fall back and regroup.”  
 
   Oddly enough, he didn’t hear any answering reply back from his people. Triggering the mic again at his throat, he tried contacting the men once more. 
 
   “All forward scouts, fall back and regroup.”
 
   Receiving no response, he leaned over to Agent Wilcox.
 
   “My radio is malfunctioning. I need you to order the forward scouts to fall back and regroup.”
 
   Agent Wilcox nodded affirmative as he began broadcasting Agent Moss’s orders to the men, while Ryan fiddled with his radio. After several tries, he heard the Agent give up after receiving no response.
 
   “Sir, I can’t raise the scouts. My radio doesn’t seem to be functioning either. I don’t know what happened. I tested the unit just before we left the HQ on the choppers.”
 
   A cold sinking feeling hit Ryan’s stomach hearing his subordinate’s words. 
 
   “Just like mine. Pass the word through the Leon Rifles to have the scouts fall back and regroup.”
 
   “Sir, yes Sir!”
 
   Falling a step back to run next to the Chief, Ryan leaned in close to the heavy puffing older man.
 
   “Sir, can you perform a radio check with Central?” 
 
   Frowning, the Chief activated the radio at his neck, triggering the unit to send mode. 
 
   “Alpha Team to COM”
 
   Waiting for a long moment, the Chief tried again.
 
   “Alpha Team to COM”
 
   “Do you copy COM? Please come in.”
 
   Releasing the trigger, there was only static as the Chief returned his anxious look. They both knew what that meant. Somehow, the aliens were able to block their radio communications. 
 
   Without saying a word, Ryan caught back up with his men, passing along the word that the radios were out. The men accepted the message stolidly, just as he knew they would. They were all highly trained professionals, and were used to dealing with changing combat conditions. It was something that all professional soldiers learned early on in their career, “no plan survives contact with the enemy”. Arguably Helmuth von Moltke the Elder’s most famous quote that was even now taught in every military training academy around the world. Battle plans, even the most straightforward ones, were always subject to change once you engaged the enemy. 
 
   Watching Startüm’s armored back cutting through the woods. Ryan suddenly realized the young man understood the essence of that old saying, and was even now doing everything he possibly could do to deal with the changing situation. Now that they were committed, it wasn’t like they had much in the way of options at this time. He had no doubt that these aliens would wipe out Earth if they believed humans were defenseless against them. 
 
   Suddenly, he saw Startüm come to a stop at the forest’s edge as he signaled the men behind him to slow down. The sounds of combat coming from the west were somehow different from earlier, but still loud enough to drown out their approach as he saw a group of twelve Scourge milling about as they tried to watch the action to the west. Ryan saw Startüm whisper something into Ranger Harris’s ear, before turning once again to face the enemy.
 
   Silently signaling ‘slow march’, Ranger Harris raised his baton above his head as he followed closely behind Startüm with his men. Drawing his Katana, Startüm held the blade high above his head. Ready to give the command to fire, as they quietly closed on the distracted guards. 
 
   The Leon Rifles lines closed ranks shoulder to shoulder, except for the firing gap around Startüm and their Commander, with their crossbows held aimed at the enemy. Ryan tried not to wince at the incredibly loud noise that sixty-four people made while moving across open ground, even when most of them were trained to move silently. Unbelievably enough, the Scourge were oblivious to their approach as the two 50 Cals from Beta Team continued to hammer at the enemy nonstop, covering the sounds of their advance. They had just closed to within twenty feet of the creatures, when someone’s foot sent a large rock skittering across the ground. As one of the grotesque heads whipped around at the sound, the shocked look on the hideous alien’s face would have been comical, if he’d been watching it safely on some movie screen. Instead, he only could watch in horror as the guard sucked in a breath to cry out a warning. Before the creature could call out, both Startüm’s and Ranger Harris’s arm simultaneously flashed forward giving the signal to fire. 
 
   The first volley of quarrels slammed into the Scourge like a hammer, dropping the closest half of the guards before they knew what hit them. Unfortunately, those same creatures sucked up most of the first volley as they fell with multiple quarrels sticking out of their misshapen bodies, protecting their brothers from the majority of the first volley. Just as the rest of the creatures spun around to face their attackers, the next volley from the second line of the Leon Rifles slammed home as several SWAT officers pushed their way to the front of their formations to add in their fire too. This time, the remaining Scourge dropped to the ground dead. 
 
   Ryan saw Sergeant O’Reilly’s look of horror as he realized how effective the Leon Rifles fighting method was in comparison to that of his own men’s tactics. They were so bunched up that they were blocking their own lanes of fire. The Sergeant began gesturing like crazy to get his men back into formation, but it was too late. Already, they were on the move once again. This time around the enemy’s camp at ‘quick march’ with Startüm in the lead, and the Leon Rifles close behind. Frustrated, Sergeant O’Reilly waved his men forward still trying to get them into some semblance of a formation.
 
   Sweeping wide of the outlining buildings, they approached the center of the compound, and the green fiery circle in the center of the complex. Circling around the strange glowing flames, they headed for a black robe shape lying on the ground nearby. The body looked to be dead, but Startüm didn’t take any chances. With a quick swipe of his Katana, he removed the head cleanly from the corpse’s shoulders, before continuing around the perimeter. Approaching another lump on the ground, this time Startüm carefully stepped over the body as a second later an angry growl rose up from the Leon Rifles as they passed over the corpse. 
 
   Passing over the body a second later, Ryan suddenly understood what had enraged the Leon Rifles so much. You could hardly recognize the mutilated body as being human, but there was enough of the ranger’s uniform intact to at least make out the name on the front pocket. They’d found Thomas, one of the two missing rangers that had never reported back in from their patrol. Before they had covered another ten feet, there wasn’t one person who didn’t know what had happened to the corpse of the ranger. 
 
   Maybe, it was the constant twenty-four hours of news blasting the airways that caused most people to become numb to the visual stimulation of violence. Maybe, it was the constant pictures of horror and death the news showed with every gory detail displayed in high definition. As a society, we were constantly bombarded with images of death from people we’d never met before, delivered daily as entertainment. Whatever the reason was, there was suddenly an emotional intensity that hadn’t been there earlier when the rangers were watching the news report, and surveillance video that was shown to them during the briefing. Of course, intellectually they knew the aliens were horrible. They had all volunteered for this mission, because they’d understood the importance of stopping these vicious creatures. But, it was something entirely different when you saw one of your friends killed close up, mutilated beyond recognition. Seeing the kind of disregard these aliens had for human life, suddenly hit home for the rangers in a way that no video image ever could. 
 
   Now it was personal! 
 
   Now they were fighting mad! 
 
   Clearing the buildings to Trapper Nelson’s, they were now approaching the Loxahatchee River. In the distance, they could see a force of Scourge lining the river’s edge numbering greater than their own forces, while between them was the back of another black cloaked alien. 
 
   Seeing the target, Startüm drew his second Katana as he broke out into a fast jog. Unnecessarily, Ranger Harris signaled ‘double time march’ to the men behind him as they all took off at a run, following after the large man. Ryan caught himself praying as the distance began to close. 
 
   There was no way they were going to pull this off so easily! 
 
   When the main force was around fifty feet away from the priestess, the 50 Cals from Beta Team stopped all at once. The sudden silence was immediately filled with the loud sounds of clomping footsteps, heavy breathing and creaking equipment of sixty-four people charging across the grassy field. Whipping around, the alien’s black cowed head jerked back in shock at seeing the attacking force barreling down after it. The shock lasted for only a split second as the folds of the black robes parted. Pointing a white clawed hand in their direction, the alien hissed loudly. 
 
   “Coruscum!”
 
   Ryan’s night vision goggles struggled to handle the sudden bright light as a blast of purple lightning shot from the white clawed fingers in a wide arc. The rangers and SWAT officers cried out at their sudden blindness, while the auto-gating systems of his fourth generation goggles brought his vision back online just in time to see Startüm stop thirty feet in front of the creature. Unbelievably, he watched the young man stand directly before the blast, extending his Katanas out to either side of him as far as possible. The runes covering his armor and blades started to glow with a bright blue light as he called the lightning to him, shielding them all with his own body.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Aaahhhooowwwlll!
 
   Startüm’s howl of agony rang out into the night’s sky as the bolts of lightning blasted into him. Beth saw two tendrils of purple lightning escape his embrace.  Whipping around him, they slammed into the outside edges of their formation. The horrible screams of dying men filled the air as chunks of burning flesh exploded around her in a storm of death.
 
   Suddenly, the air on either side of the formation turned a deep blue hue as Susan and Deanna threw up shields of protection from where they stood. The blue coruscating screens lit up the unnatural darkness surrounding Trapper Nelson’s as the purple lightning repeatedly slammed against them.
 
   As soon as it had begun, the lightening stopped as the priestess began to speak. Although the creature was not speaking English, somehow she could understand the hissing words. 
 
   “Iterum sic sibi semper sunt praedicabilis.“ (Paladins are always so predictable.)
 
   Beth had to stop herself from crying out as she saw Startüm fold to his knees. Even from this distance, she could see the smoke rising from the charred flesh under his armor. He had used his own body to shield them from the worst of the alien creature’s attack. 
 
   Heart wrenchingly, she watched Startüm struggle back to his feet as the golden glow of healing energy surrounded him. Standing up straight once again, he faced the black cowled head as the hissing voice continued its taunting.
 
   “Ultimum auxilium vestrum has miserabilis, et daret animam creatura?“ (The last of your kind and you would give your life protecting these pathetic creatures?)
 
   The clawed hands stretched out once more at Startüm as the creature hissed loudly.
 
   “Coruscum!” 
 
   This time, a much larger wave of purple lightning shot out from the priestess’s hand. Just like last time, Startüm stretched himself out, using his body to protect them from the blast.
 
   Aaahhhooowwwlll!
 
   This time, Startüm’s howl of agony seemed to go on forever as Beth raced to where Officers Rawlings and Murphy watched in open mouthed awe at the scene before them. Jerking them around, she yelled at the top of her lungs to be heard over the hissing crackle of energy slamming into the blue shields overhead.
 
   “We’ve got to help him kill that thing, or we’re all dead!”
 
   She saw the whites of Rawlings eyes as he freaked at her words.
 
   “How the hell are we supposed to do that, Kurwoski?”
 
   “We’ve got the only weapons with enough rage to kill that thing!”
 
   Murphy gave a gap toothed grin.
 
   “It’s just like a turkey shoot, Man. We’ve gotta nail that thing as soon as the light show stops!” 
 
   Aaaeeii
 
   Looking back over her shoulder, Beth saw Deanna suddenly cry out. Looking away, she grabbed Rawlings and Murphy. Throwing them to the ground, she screamed out at the top of her lungs.
 
   “Incoming!”
 
   KABOOM
 
   The blue shield imploded as a purple tendril of lightning slashed through the SWAT officer’s formation. Blackened bloody pieces from the men blasted through the air, before Terry managed to plug the hole with her own shield. Murphy’s blood soaked face looked up at her in wordless horror as Rawlings dry heaved next to him, while trying to wipe the blood from his face. Searching for Startüm, Beth saw his body jerking spasmodically as his back arched to the breaking point.
 
   The purple lightning died once again as a hissing cackle of glee filled the air. Seeing Startüm’s smoking body sinking once again to his knees. She grabbed Rawlings and Murphy by their collars, yanking them to their feet. Not wasting any time, they raised their bows aiming for the creature as its taunting voice hissed out once again.
 
    “Miserabilis rerum, ut iam omnes moriuntur tempus!“ (Pathetic creatures, now it is time for you to all die!)
 
   Their bows twanged as Beth’s pissed off yell drowned out the cloaked creature’s hissing words.
 
   “I don’t think so bitch!”
 
   The cloaked head swiveled towards her in surprise. Almost as if the priestess had understood her words as their three arrows slammed center mast into its chest, the shots hitting in a perfect upside down triangle.
 
   THUNK THUNK THUNK
 
   The priestess staggered back clutching at the arrows sticking out of its chest in horror. Looking at the Startüm’s bowed head in shock, the creature hissed at the top of its lungs.
 
   “Quid fecisti?“ (What have you done?)
 
   Once again, Beth saw the golden healing glow surround Startüm as he raised his head in obvious pain, looking directly in the priestess’s hooded face. She could hear his growling reply from where she stood. 
 
   “You are to deliver a message to Loviatar from me.” 
 
   The golden glow disappeared as Startüm pushed himself back to his feet fully healed.
 
   “I’m coming for her!”
 
   The priestess’s hooded head jerked back in utter disbelief at the audacity of his words. In denial, the clawed hands shakily reached out for Startüm once more. Smiling grimly, Beth and her boys sent another volley of arrows flying at the creature once again.
 
   THUNK THUNK THUNK
 
   Their second set of arrows slammed home. The first two hitting within inches of the first set of arrows, center mast, as the third slammed deep into the shadow of the hooded cowl. 
 
   The impact caused the priestess’s head to snap backwards, knocking the heavy hood from its bleached white reptilian head. In grim satisfaction, Beth saw her arrow buried deep into the creature’s eye socket. Hissing in pain, the priestess staggered backwards. 
 
   “Precipio tibi quod tu etiam protege me!” (I command you to protect me!)
 
   SCREEECH
 
   Freezing in terror, Beth watched the whole bank of the river surge forward as the Scourge heeded the priestess’s command. They moved so fast it was like watching a horror movie running in fast forward! Before she could think of what to do next, she heard Ranger Harris’s thundering voice calling out orders.  
 
   “Company!” 
 
   His powerful bellowing voice dragged out the word, pronouncing it Cccooommm-ppppaaaaa-nnnnyyyy. The steel in his voice somehow pulling everyone together in that split second, creating order out of the chaos around them. Suddenly, he was no longer Ranger Harris, but Commander Harris. 
 
   “Soldiers arm!”
 
   Standing shoulder to shoulder in tight formation, the Leon Rifles snapped their crossbows in front of them as they took aim at the rushing wall of creatures. Their courage seemed to flow into the SWAT officers on either side of the formation as Beth saw the surviving men quickly formed into ragged lines. Pushing away their fear, the officers faced the wave of enemy bringing their crossbows to bear. She even saw the CTA agents forming a partial third row as Agent Moss began yelling his own orders to his men. Within moments, the agents rested their crossbows on the shoulders of the Leon Rifle’s second row as they took aim at the rushing horde.
 
   Most non-military buffs have no clue the affects that a solid wall of ‘volley fire’ has against a massed charge. Even in today’s military academies, most students did not truly appreciate the stopping power of a solid wall of defensive fire appropriately applied, since modern forces now use a loose line formation for attacks using small tactical units. Large infantry charges were now considered an outdated tactic of the past, since the invent of modern weapons and their high rate of fire. Frederick the Great was the first to develop the linear formation strategy. During the Seven Year War, he put it to use with devastating effect on the battlefield. By the Napoleonic Wars, smoothbore muskets were the weapons of the day, and three rounds a minute were considered a fast rate of fire. The modern crossbows that the Leon Rifles, agents and officers were using, could easily fire ten volleys a minute.  
 
   Beth saw Commander Harris give Agent Moss a nod of approval, before turning to face the enemy charge. Instead of the signal baton, he now held a rune machete in his hand as he bellowed out his orders.  
 
   “Firing by rank! Front rank!”
 
   Injuries now fully healed. Beth saw Startüm fall back next to Commander Harris, with both of his Katanas held ready before him. 
 
   “Ready, aim” Commander Harris’s voice dragged out the word ‘aim’ as he gauged the Scourges approach. 
 
   “Fire!” 
 
   The first volley of quarrels slammed into the charging Scourge at exactly twenty-five feet. Incredibly, the front row of the Scourge seemed to collapse in a wave, tumbling to the ground as Commander Harris shouted at the top of his lungs.
 
   “Second rank! Fire!”
 
   The volley slammed into the next wave of Scourge just as they were leaping over their brothers, slaughtering most in midair. Before their bodies could hit the ground, Commander Harris was already yelling out orders. 
 
   “Rear rank! Fire!” 
 
   By the time the third volley slammed into the Scourge, there was a solid mass of screeching dead and injured creatures piled on top of each other on the ground, blocking their brothers trying to rush the human formation. Without their Blood Leaders to lead them, the Scourge continued pushing forward into the teeth of the human formation, crawling over their fallen brothers to get at the enemy only ten feet away. With an iron calm, Commander Harris’s voice continued calling out commands.
 
   “All ranks! Fire!”
 
   The last volley slammed into the remnants of the Scourge at point blank range, breaking the charge altogether. As the creatures reeled back in a confused screeching mass, it gave Commander Harris enough time to call out his next order.
 
   “Company! Draw swords!”
 
   The Leon Rifles dropped their crossbows as one, drawing whatever melee weapon they’d been issued as the officers and agents fighting next to them followed suit. As the human lines sprouted with machetes, tomahawks and large hunting knives, Commander Harris issued his last command. 
 
   “Charge!”
 
   Aaahhhrrr!
 
   Like wild animals, the screaming men and women tore into the surviving Scourge with a berserker’s fury. All around her, blood and guts flew into the air as the hacking and slashing humans met Scourge in a crazed frenzy. Like an offensive football line, the humans threw themselves boldly into the creatures.
 
   Charging into the mix, Beth looked for an open target. Seeing a Scourge nearby, she raised her bow to shoot, when it suddenly went down under a swarm of SWAT officers. Within moments, the creature laid unmoving as the men literally hacked it apart in seconds. 
 
   Looking for another target, her eyes focused on a lone Scourge as it pounced onto a small group of Leon Rifles. Knocking the men to the ground like rag dolls, it picked up the nearest man in its clawed hand screeching in anger. In one smooth motion, she aimed and fired her arrow into the monster as its fang filled jaws snapped towards the struggling guy’s face. 
 
   The arrow smashed through the creature’s gaping jaws before it could tear the man’s face off. Turning to her in rage, it tossed the man aside like a rag doll as it charged her screeching in fury. Stumbling backwards, Beth reached for another arrow as the creature’s lunging leaps ate up the distance between them.
 
   Aaaeeeiii!
 
   Yelling in anger and fear, she slammed her last shaft into her bow falling backwards. As the creature leaped in front of her, she saw someone crash into the side of the monster before it could pounce on top of her. In shock, she briefly saw Agent Moss’s face fly by her own as he tackled the Scourge to the ground. Quicker than the eye could follow, Agent Moss slipped onto the creature’s bony back as it rolled to its feet. Wrapping a muscular arm around the creature’s neck, he repeatedly stabbed the beast with his large hunting knife.
 
   An unintelligible scream came from the injured Scourge as more agents and officers rushed to their aid. A mass of bodies slammed into the creature as men piled themselves onto the enraged beast, bringing it to the ground once again. Rolling to its back, the Scourge tried to crush the crazy berserker causing it so much pain as it flung the men away effortlessly. As the creature rolled once more to its feet, she saw Sergeant O’Reilly slam into the monster like maniac. Wrapping his arms around the Scourge’s broad chest, he body slammed the creature into the ground with all of his strength.   
 
    
 
   Aaaeeeiii!
 
   Sergeant O’Reilly’s cried out in defiance as the fanged maw opened to rip his face off as Beth stepped forward. Slamming her boot into the creature’s ugly face, she shot the Scourge at point blank range between its glowing red eyes. 
 
   Breathing deeply, she looked down in shock at the dead beast as Sergeant O’Reilly rolled onto his back with a sigh of relief. Smiling, Beth held out her hand to the gruff man. Accepting the proffered hand, Sergeant O’Reilly pulled himself to his feet, clasping her shoulder with grudging respect. 
 
   “That was a nice tackle Sergeant.”
 
   He returned her smile with one of his own.
 
   “That was some mighty fine shooting, Detective.”
 
   Suddenly, a muffled voice sounded next to them. “If the two of you are finished congratulating each other, I could use some help here!”
 
   They both jumped, startled at hearing Agent Moss’s words coming from underneath the corpse. Anxiously, they quickly worked together with several other survivors to haul the dead creature off of him. Rolling the heavy body away, they both took an arm helping the agent to his feet as Agent Moss looked around stunned.
 
   “Did we win?” 
 
   For a second, they all looked around at the bloody battlefield in awe. Already, Beth could see Susan, Deanna and several other women moving about as they looked for wounded men in need of healing. Not seeing Startüm anywhere around, she suddenly had a sinking feeling that something was horribly wrong. Anxiously, she began looking about as Agent Moss looked at her questioning.
 
   “What’s wrong Detective?”
 
   “Where the hell is Startüm?”
 
   “He was right…” Agent Moss’s voice died away as he looked around confused. “He was right here!”
 
   “What the hell is he doing way over there?”
 
   Following the Sergeant’s pointing arm, Beth saw Startüm sprinting towards Trapper Nelson’s with his Katanas still in his hands. Speaking more to herself than to any of the men around her, she muttered under her breath.
 
   “What the hell is he up to?” 
 
   Quickly, her eyes scanned the darkness ahead for where he was running as a cold pit of fear began forming in her stomach. Something wasn’t right! Squinting, she finally saw the black cloaked priestess that he was chasing after bee lining for the green glowing circle.
 
   “I thought we killed that bitch!”
 
   Seeing what she saw, Agent Moss exhaled suddenly.
 
   “That can’t be good!”
 
   Finally seeing what they were talking about, the Sergeant’s exclaimed slowly.
 
   “Oh shit!”
 
   She watched knowing he wasn’t going to make it in time. Howling, Startüm raised his blade above his head leaping into the air just as the blacked robed creature fell forward, collapsing into the fiery green circle at the center of Trapper Nelson’s. Twisting its bleeding body around, Beth heard the priestess’s hissing speech as it called out towards the dark sky. 
 
   “Destroyer te accerso!“ (Destroyer I summon you!)
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   For a moment, Beth heard her own screaming voice as if she were standing outside of her own body observing in the third person. All around her, men and women were falling to their knees crying out in terror as a tremendous dread overwhelmed them. The darkness seemed to coalesce above the burning green circle as a humongous dark shape suddenly shot from the sky. A second later, a bright large flashing shape slammed into the ground in front of the black robed priestess, blocking Startüm’s strike.
 
   A loud bonging sound rang out as she saw Startüm slam to a stop in mid-air. For a moment, he seemed to be suspended against the massive metal shape, before dropping to the ground like a rock. The darkness slowly seemed to ripple away, like a cloak, uncovering the creature standing before the priestess. 
 
   What she saw made the blood freeze in her veins! Beth’s consciousness slammed back into her own body, and for a moment she thought she was going to pass out from lack of oxygen, but her lungs suddenly spasmed, forcibly making her suck in more air as she raggedly gasped for oxygen. The shape materializing out of the darkness in front of Startüm as he rolled back to his feet was massive. Judging the size in comparison to Startüm height, she guesstimated that the creature had to be at least three times larger than him, if not more! 
 
   For a second, her mind balked at accepting the reality of what she was seeing. The thing was dark gray in color standing on two massive black hooves. Huge corded muscles ran up each shoulder into an oversized neck, with a large humanoid head that had two glowing red eyes sitting atop a snouted fanged maw. A top the creature’s massive head sat to large bull-like horns. Leaning forward, it heaved on the shaft to the oversized two headed battleaxe buried into the ground at the priestess’s feet. Humongous bat wings flared out on either side of its back as it ripped the glowing red rune covered battleaxe into the air. 
 
   In her heart, Beth knew the creature only could be a demon! In every way, the beast fit the proverbial description of a ‘Devil’ that had survived throughout ancient human history all the way into today’s modern era. In that heartbeat, a sudden epiphany came to her as she looked upon the terrible being. Only a truly evil race could have affected humanity on such a primitive level to be still part of their racial memory for her to have recognized the creature for what it was so readily. 
 
   Suddenly, she felt herself begin to truly believe in the word of Ukko!
 
   Watching in horror, she saw the demon tower over Startüm as it swung the battleaxe high above its head. Leaning forward, the muscles of its chest and neck tensed as its massive jaws opened wide!
 
   Rrrooaaarrr!
 
   The shockwave from the demon’s challenging roar was physically visible as it literally blasted through the air. 
 
   The roaring sound was more powerful than the first time Beth had heard the noise from a distance, when they'd first landed on the island earlier that evening. This time, the pain was so intense that it slammed into her like a fist, making her stomach heave in agony. 
 
   Collapsing to her knees, she began puking out green bile as her guts emptied onto the ground. 
 
   For a moment, Beth thought her eardrums would burst from the intensity of the sound, when the noise suddenly stopped. Gradually, the horrible pain in her chest slowly began to fade away as she heard Startüm’s voice call out.
 
   “Ukko gi meg styrke til å kjempe denne djevelen av avgrunnen!” (Ukko give me the strength to fight this devil of the abyss!)
 
   Forcing her head up, she saw a ray of golden light shining down from the heavens onto Startüm as he screamed out his prayer to Ukko. The devil’s challenging roar suddenly turned into a bellow of anger as the creature momentarily backed away from the golden glow. 
 
   When the light died away, the creature immediately lunged at Startüm in a lightning fast attack, swinging its battleaxe in a whistling arc. 
 
   As if in slow motion, Beth saw the creature’s rippling muscles as it struck before she could cry out a warning. Instead of running away or dodging, she saw Startüm raise both glowing Katanas before him. 
 
   Flexing his arms, Startüm caught the edge of the weapon low on his blades as his voice rang out. 
 
   “Kanskje!”
 
   Unbelievably, Beth watched as Startüm stopped the massive battleaxe in mid swing! 
 
   Red glowing runes met blue in a blinding explosion as the weapons sparked like a blown transformer where they touched. The corded muscles in the demon’s arms bulged from strain as it sought to physically overpower the annoying creature that dared to defy it, but Startüm stood before the beast unmoving, meeting the otherworldly creature’s power head-on. 
 
   Bellowing in rage, the demon swung its battleaxe back into the air as it struck at Startüm with a long clawed hand. 
 
   Stepping forward, Startüm spun around slashing down with all of his might with his right handed blade, while stabbing out with his left. The powerful strike cleanly sliced through the demon’s right hand, taking it off at the wrist, while the other blade pierced the demon’s knee cap. Twisting his blades free, Startüm spun back around to face the creature once more.
 
   Oof! 
 
   This time, Beth did scream as the beast’s large cloven hoof slammed into Startüm’s chest in a powerful kick. She heard the meaty impact of the strike all the way across the field as Startüm shot through the air like a cannon ball. An explosion of stone and debris flew into the air a second later as he blasted through a stone wall to one of the log cabins Trapper Nelson built so long ago. 
 
   Standing to its full height, the demon threw its head back bellowing in triumph!
 
   Shaking free of the paralysis that had held her, Beth grabbed Agent Moss and Sergeant O’Reilly by their shoulders. Shaking them until their wide fearful eyes jerked away from the evil beast and the titanic battle, she yelled to be heard over the sounds of the demon’s battleaxe demolishing the log hut that Startüm had disappeared into.
 
   “We’ve got to do something to help him!”
 
   For a second, both men stood frozen in terror at the thought of facing the terrible monster on the battlefield, but slowly they fought against the overwhelming fear in their minds. Beth well understood the internal battle they were both fighting, having just overcome the same terrible fear herself. Relentlessly, she laid into them.
 
   “Startüm’s the only chance we’ve got to kill that thing. We have to find a way to help him!” Tearing their eyes away from the humongous demon, they met her gaze squarely as they shook themselves free from the effects of the demon’s dreadful aura. Standing up straighter, Agent Moss spoke gruffly.
 
   “Let’s do it!” 
 
   Turning around, he began calling out orders to the men as Sergeant O’Reilly joined him, his voice lashing out at the frozen men.
 
   “What do you think this is, a Saturday night special? Move your asses! We’ve got work to do!”
 
   As the men began gearing up, Beth searched for arrows for her bow among the dead Scourge, when suddenly she saw Vanessa and Stephanie. The women’s attentions were totally focused on healing the wounded. Looking around, she saw more women moving about the battlefield tending the injured.
 
   “Beth!”
 
   Turning around at the sound her name, she saw Susan and Commander Harris trotting in her direction with a group of exhausted men and women. Looking closer, she realized the Chief was with them. Worried, she looked closely at Chief Darden’s face. He was looking decidedly older as if tonight had permanently aged him. A second later, Agent Moss and Sergeant O’Reilly ran up with their men as the Chief stopped in front of her.
 
   “Susan has a plan she thinks will help us assist Startüm in killing that demon, but we’re going to need everyone’s help if we are going to have any chance to pull it off!” Looking around at the injured the women were helping, the Chief’s face hardened for a moment. “We also need to get these wounded out of here.”
 
   Without asking, Agent Moss stepped forward.
 
   “Agent Wilcox!”  
 
   “Sir!”
 
   Pointing out nine other men in the circle, he continued.
 
   “You men will be in charge of removing the wounded from the battlefield. Take them to the edge of the woods nearest the river. Beta Team should still be on the river. See if you can signal them for help.”
 
   Giving the agent an approving nod, the Chief continued addressing the group as Laura and Deanna came running up.
 
   “The rest of us will break up in groups of four. If Startüm goes down, we will charge the demon.”
 
   Seeing the men blanched at his words, he chuckled grimly. 
 
   “I don’t expect us to take that thing down. I don’t believe that’s even possible for a second, but we can be a distraction.” Looking around the circle of men and women, his gray eyes looked at them earnestly. “We cannot let that young man die out there. If we lose him, we’re all dead. It’s as simple as that!”
 
   Beth could feel the men’s determination as they quickly began dividing up into teams. Within moments, they were all running across the field as the battle raged before them. Beth followed closely behind the other women as they neared the edge of the battlefield. They stopped in a grove of trees near the center of Trapper Nelson’s as Susan whispered loudly.
 
   “We need to be prepared to move quickly if we are going to help him!”  
 
   She had been doing her best to ignore the battle, but now that they were close to the action she only could watch helplessly as Startüm staggered back to his feet from where the demon had bashed him through another solid log hut. Grasping his Katana with both hands, the tip of the blade dragged on the ground as he turned to face the creature once more. He’d lost his wolf helmet sometime during the fight, and even from this distance. Beth could see his face was a bloody mess. As the faint golden glow of healing energy began to surround him, she suddenly realized what was wrong. He was running out of energy, and was being hurt quicker then he could recover! 
 
   The demon charged once again, this time with a heavy limping gait from where Startüm had cleaved off the lower part of one of its legs earlier in the fight. Coming within striking range, the demon swung the oversized weapon, bellowing in triumph at the sight of its weakening foe.
 
   Whipping his blade up, Startüm manage to stop the battleaxe once again as the force of the blow drove him stumbling backwards. Not slowing down, the demon rushed forward lashing out with its last cloven hoof as Startüm leapt into the air slashing horizontally.
 
   CRACK 
 
   The blade cleaved off the leg just below the knee as the kick connected with Startüm, blasting him through the air like a home run. As the demon fell onto its clawed hands and stumps, Beth saw Startüm crash into the ground not thirty feet away from where they hid. This time, he did not get up again. Instead, his broken body lay unmoving as Susan’s shocked eyes met her own fearing the worst. Suddenly, jumping to her feet, Susan ran forward yelling over her shoulder.
 
   “Follow me!”
 
   The three of them ran after Susan as Commander Harris voice bellowed from the other side of Trapper Nelson’s.
 
   “Company! Charge!”
 
   Ignoring the screams of the men as they attacked the demon behind them, she slid into the small crater where Startüm had come to a stop next to the other women. Her breath caught in her throat as she saw him. Bleeding from the eyes and nose, his face was battered almost beyond recognition. Quickly, she joined the other women as they struggle to lift him out of the hole. After straining for a minute without any results, Beth decided he was just too heavy for them to move. Susan must have realized that simple fact too, because a second later she stopped them all with a wave of her hand.
 
   “We’ll have to help him here!” 
 
   Kneeling next to him, Susan placed his head on her thighs as she laid her hands on either side of his head. Quickly, she explained what she wanted them to do.
 
   “You will need to be touching him for this to work.” 
 
   Beth placed her hands next to the other ladies against Startüm’s face, since it was the only part not covered in armor. Closing her eyes, she began concentrating.
 
   “Now focus your energy, picture sending your power flowing into Startüm as if you were charging a battery.” 
 
   Hurriedly, Beth cleared her mind listening to Susan’s directions. It was only last night, but it felt like a year ago when Startüm had shown her how to heal using her own energy. Instead of using her power to heal, this time, she pictured her energy flowing into him as if she were filling an empty cup. 
 
   There was a part of Beth’s mind that still babbled that this was all crazy, but she ignored the little voice. Up until now, she would never have called herself religious. Her mother had been a Baptist while she’d lived, and her Father an abusive alcoholic. She’d refused to have any further contact with the man. Not since the time she came home from college for Christmas, and he tried to rape her. All of her life, she’d never felt comfortable with religion or God, although, after spending so many years on the force, she did believe in Evil. In fairness, there was Good too, albeit not terribly much in her experience. It was always easier for people to hurt than to help others. 
 
   Now though, for the first time in her life, Beth believed in something greater than herself. After meeting Startüm and seeing what she’d seen, she now believed. Ukko wasn’t all powerful or all knowing. Call it a modern mindset, but after so many years of dealing with her family’s religious beliefs, Beth couldn't stomach any God that called itself that. If a God called itself all powerful and all knowing, then why did it allow the horror and tragedy that occurred in the world everyday to happen? For her, actions always spoke louder than words. If everything terrible that happening in the world was all part of God's plan, than what did it say about any God that allowed such things to happen? Beth just couldn’t get her head around any God like that. Not that she particularly thought of Ukko as a God type of person, so to speak. She thought of Ukko as being more of a living concept of right and wrong. It represented an idea that she’d striven towards her entire life, except now it had a name. Most importantly, Ukko didn’t expect blind faith. For Detective Beth Kurwoski, this was a crucial difference!
 
   Suddenly, she felt Startüm stir under her hands. Her heart fluttered in relief, he would live after all! Just then, she heard the creature’s bellow of rage ringing out above her. Snapping her eyes open, Beth’s head whipped around in time to meet the demon’s glowing red eyes staring down at them. She heard the gasps of the other women around her as the creature pushed itself onto the stumps of its ruined legs, raising its battleaxe high overhead for the final strike. Looking down at Startüm, she saw the bright golden light begin to surround him, but in her heart she knew it would finish too late. They were all going to die! 
 
   KABOOM
 
   Her head whipped around just as an expanding fireball enveloped the demon’s face!
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Location Earth / Florida present day:
 
   “I’m telling you something is wrong!”
 
   “Captain, Chief Darden and Mr. Ironwolf made it abundantly clear they wanted Charlie Team to wait for their signal, before initiating our attack run.”
 
   Annoyed, Captain Walker looked at the other helicopters hovering to either side of her, for a long moment, before once again checking the time in her helmet’s heads-up display. They’d been wasting fuel hovering here for over an hour now. The last update had come in when Alpha Team radioed that they were commencing landing operations, since then they’d heard absolutely nothing. By now the battle should have been over. Her sixth sense was tingling, and she had learned years ago to listen to its warnings. Shifting the tone of her voice, she spoke firmly into the mic at her throat.
 
   “Lieutenant Anderson, you are to immediately have Dispatch complete a radio check with both Alpha and Beta Teams.”
 
   “Ma’am, yes Ma’am!”
 
   Over the last four months, Lieutenant Anderson had learned the difference between when his Captain was thinking out loud, and when she was giving him an order. He didn’t even crack a smile as she challenged her current holding orders. She listened to Lieutenant Anderson’s voice as he radioed dispatch. 
 
   “Charlie Team to COM.”
 
   “Go ahead Charlie Team.”
 
   “Captain Walker is requesting an immediate radio check for Alpha and Beta Teams.”
 
   “One moment Charlie Team.”
 
   The time ticked by as Captain Walker waited for the results of dispatches radio check. She was just about to break in impatiently, when she heard the crack of static of an incoming signal. 
 
   “COM to Charlie Team.”
 
   It felt as if five minutes had passed before dispatch got back to them, but, checking the time once again, she realized it had only been a little over thirty seconds. For some reason, her sixth sense was operating in overdrive!
 
   “Go ahead COM.”
 
   “The radio check was a negative Charlie Team.”
 
   Alarmed, Captain Walker broke protocol as she jumped into the middle of the conversation. Wisely, Lieutenant Anderson kept his comments to himself. It was the Captain’s prerogative as flight leader. 
 
   “What do you mean the radio check was negative? Use ‘Plain Talk’ COM!”
 
    “Captain Walker, we have received no answer from either Alpha or Beta Teams from our request for a status update.”
 
    She felt a cold chill pass through her as she listened to the dispatcher’s words. For a second, there were no other sounds except for the chop of the blades slicing through the air as she considered her next words carefully. 
 
   During the time they’d been waiting for the signal to commence their attack run, Captain Walker had spent a lot of time thinking. She had come to the conclusion that, whether or not she wanted to admit it at the time, she now agreed with the reasoning Mr. Ironwolf and Chief Darden had given for holding Charlie Team back for an emergency situation. Having Agent Moss remind her of how effective the CTA’s M134 Viper machine guns had been against the creatures had gotten her attention. No matter how hard it was for her to get her head around the fact that their advanced weapon systems were not effective against these primitive looking aliens. Coming to a decision, she triggered her throat mic.
 
   “COM, Charlie Team is commencing its attack run now. I repeat, Charlie Team is commencing its attack run now.”
 
   “Rodger Charlie Team.”
 
   “Rodger COM.”
 
   Toggling her mic to Charlie Team’s battle channel, Captain Walker quickly began updating her team as she altered their initial attack plan.
 
   “Heads up Charlie team. The current situation is that dispatch has lost all communication with Alpha and Beta teams. I have made the command decision that we will commence our attack run now.” 
 
   She waited, a moment, to let her words sink in before continuing. 
 
   “Combat group one will head in first. Lieutenant Striker, you will lead combat group two in thirty seconds later. If you see that combat group one has been destroyed, you do one flyby for reconnaissance and scatter! You will return immediately to base, and contact Commanding General Horner at Eglin Air force Base to report the events that transpired here. Secondly, you will file an additional report with Florida Senator Jerry MacKay Office, giving him the same information. Have I made myself clear?”
 
   “Rodger that Captain Walker.”
 
   “On the flip side, if you see that combat group one is currently engaged with the enemy. You will assign one member of your flight to hold position at a point one mile out, while the rest of your group joins the fray. If we are taken out, they are to return to base immediately to notify command of our situation as I previously detailed. Is that understood?
 
   “Affirmative Captain!”
 
   Speaking to the entire flight, Captain Walker’s tone suddenly changed. 
 
   “People, we are fighting for the future of the entire human race. We may very well be asked to give our lives here today, so that we can stop an alien invasion of Earth! This is what we are fighting for today, and I am proud to serve with all of you in this endeavor.” 
 
   Outside of a movie, she’d never heard of anyone being in a position like this before, where their actions could make the difference between life and death of their entire race. She wasn’t sure if her words were worthy of being recalled by some future historian, but all that mattered was that they’d come from the heart. 
 
   “Good luck and good hunting.”
 
   A moment later, she heard Lieutenant Anderson’s voice in the cabin.
 
   “That was powerful Ma’am.”
 
   Captain Walker felt herself blush for a moment as she turned her mic off, before answering.
 
   “Thank you Lieutenant.”
 
   Turning her mic on once again, she began calling out orders.
 
   “Combat group one, we are heading out now.”
 
   The cobra’s nose dipped forward as the bird began racing a couple feet above the treetops. She brought the helicopter to a cruising speed of 160 knots as her display showed the other three cobras moving into formation behind her. The ground flew past in a blur as the sky around them began to darken ominously. Suddenly, her “Top Owl” display system switched into FLIR mode. The vision technology essentially functioned as a type of sensor called ‘forward looking infrared’ used during night operations. Frowning, she triggered her mic to have the flight spread out.
 
   “Cobra flight, spread out for nighttime operations, copy back.”
 
   She listened to the swish of the blades for a moment waiting for the confirmations from her teams. Hearing nothing, she triggered her mic again.
 
   “Cobra flight this is Cobra Leader, all units check-in.”
 
   Again, she waited, and again she heard nothing. Checking her heads up display once again, she frowned as her systems still registered the other units on the radar. 
 
   Triggering her mic again, she switched to internal communications.
 
   “Lieutenant Anderson, I need a visual confirmation for the other units.”
 
   “Ma’am, yes Ma’am!”
 
   She could hear the confusion in his crisp affirmative, but a second later she could see him craning his head over his shoulder as he looked to either side behind them. A second later, the mic cracked as Lieutenant Anderson reported in.
 
   “Ma’am all Cobra flight accounted for.”   
 
   “Lieutenant Anderson, I need you to com the flight, and let them know my radio is out. I will be issuing orders via you. Make sure you get a verbal confirmation from each unit.”
 
   “Ma’am, yes Ma’am!”
 
   She heard the low mutter as the Lieutenant began broadcasting her orders as she waited for his confirmation. A moment later, her mic cracked again.
 
   “Ma’am, I believe my communication equipment is not functioning either.”
 
   Thinking quickly, Captain Walker began to suspect she understood what was happening. Rapidly, she flipped through her communication frequencies broadcasting without any success, before switching back to internal communications once again.
 
   “Lieutenant, I believe that whatever this blackness is, it’s blocking all external radio communications.”
 
   “Yes Ma’am.”
 
   Movement on her display showed the other Cobras in her flight starting to spread out on their own accord. She imagined that they’d figured out the same as she had, that their radio communications were down. There was a part of her that was tempted to call off the attack run, but the tingling of her sixth sense was telling her that if she waited any longer. Alpha and Beta teams wouldn’t survive. They were five hundred yards away from the target zone. Squaring her shoulders, she triggered her mic. 
 
   “Lieutenant, arm all systems, we are going in hot.”
 
   “Copy that Ma’am.”
 
   The Cobra climbed over the last trees as she brought the deadly machine swooping in low. Slowing down, she banked around the open field below as her heads-up targeting system began highlighting potential targets. Even from this distance, she could see the piles of dead bodies below. Zooming in momentarily, she recognized the figures moving across the field below as humans. Immediately, she had her targeting computers designate them as friendlies. Leveling out, she brought the Cobra to a hover as her mic suddenly crackled.
 
   “Captain, what the hell is that!”
 
   Frowning at the Lieutenant’s swearing, she toggled her heads-up display. Calling up the Lieutenant’s current target designation, she gasped in shock. Her targeting computer began spitting out information next to the oversized creature. Twenty-four feet tall and approximately eight feet wide, but the green tent of the FLIR system gave enough detail for her to recognize the shape, without leaving any doubt in her mind as to what it was. 
 
   There were few if any non-religious active military personnel, which was common among people who daily put their lives on the line. She’d been a practicing Catholic for all of her life. In shock, she replied to the Lieutenant. 
 
   “It’s a god damn demon Lieutenant!”
 
   Even from this distance, she could see the monster was severely injured. The targeting computer started putting identifying markers around the smaller forms of what, she decided, had to be what was left over from Alpha Team. Zooming in on the demon, she saw the thing carrying what appeared to be a large two handed battleaxe. Lifting the weapon over its head, the demon swung the massive weapon, attacking a large human standing before it. Even from this distance, she recognized the armored shape of Mr. Ironwolf.
 
   Unbelievably, she watched the young man catch the powerful blow, two handed, with his Katana. A second later, there was a blur of motion as the two combatants began pounding each other. It ended just as quickly as it had begun, with Mr. Ironwolf slamming into the ground thirty yards away, while the demon collapsed with the other half of its leg chopped off. 
 
   She throttled the Cobra back into a hover as the demon began crawling on its hands and stumps, when Lieutenant Anderson report in.
 
   “Target locked Captain!” 
 
   She heard the continuous tone of the laser targeting computer confirming a solid lock.
 
   “Lieutenant Anderson, com …” Seeing the teams of men on the ground, around the demon, suddenly charging forward, she yelled into her mic.
 
   “Hold your fire! I repeat, hold your fire! Friendlies are in the target area!”
 
   Incredulously, she watched the men charge the humongous demon. At first she thought they would stop at crossbow range, but her mouth dropped open a moment later as she realized their intent. Muttering under her breath, she watched unbelievably. 
 
   The stupid fools were closing to melee range!
 
   It was like watching a slow train wreck as she watched helplessly. 
 
   “Wait … they weren’t attacking.” 
 
   Jerking forward in her seat, she watched the men suddenly stop at arm length from the demon. “They weren’t attacking, not exactly.” Confused, she watched the men run around the monster screaming loudly as they dodged the creature’s flailing handless arm. 
 
   “It was all a distraction!”
 
   Scanning the area, she saw what she was looking for. Another small group of four was racing towards the crater where Mr. Ironwolf had come to a stop. She suddenly realized what was happening. The men attacking below were helping in the only way they knew how, by creating a distraction until Mr. Ironwolf could get back into the fight. 
 
   They were buying that precious time with their lives!  
 
   Her heart swelled in pride as watched the men throw themselves at the creature. They weren’t Marines, but it didn’t matter. She was proud to be serving with them. 
 
   Checking the radar, she saw that her wing was following her lead as they all swung around to face the demon head-on, when her targeting computer started beeping loudly. A power source began registering off the scales almost directly below them. Checking the new targets location, she realized it was coming from the small group that was assisting Mr. Ironwolf below. 
 
   Suddenly, a golden glowing ray lit up the darkness as the shit hit the fan!
 
   Whipping around, the demon froze for a second as it saw the bright light. On its hands and stumps, the demon charged the crater! 
 
   “Lieutenant Anderson, you will fire on my mark. We’re going to hit it with everything we’ve got!”
 
   “Roger Captain!”
 
   Pushing itself to its stumps, the demon whipped the battleaxe above its head bellowing in anger as Captain Walker barked into her mic.
 
   “Mark!”  
 
   “Guns, guns, guns!”
 
   Lieutenant Anderson slammed the trigger down on his stick as the three barrels of the Cobra’s M197 Vulcan cannon spat out a flame of pure fire as he heard the Captain call out her own attack.
 
   “Foxtrot three!” 
 
   The entire Cobra shuddered as the LAU-61B/A launcher tubes hanging from each hard point began spewing out Hydra 70 missiles in ripple fire mode. A second later, the other three Cobras of her command opened fire following her lead! 
 
   Captain Walker howled out her own battle cry as she watched the explosive missiles detonate in the demon’s face, at a distance that her old instructor would have called knife fighting range. Watching the men below run for cover as the fiery blast lit up the night, she swung her bird in a slow arc to get a better view of the target.
 
   SCREEECH
 
   The cry of rending metal filled the air as the closest Cobra to her suddenly exploded in mid-air. As the large battleaxe cleaved through the center of the helicopter, the blast from explosion threw her bird into an uncontrolled spin. Yanking back, two-handed, on the control stick between her legs, Captain Walker barely managed to bring the nose of her helicopter up in time, before crashing into the ground. 
 
   As another series of explosions blew metal fragments into the intake of her Cobra’s engine, the onboard computer’s alarms began screaming as her helicopter’s onboard display turned red with critical emergency warnings. Swearing, she felt her landing legs slam into the ground a second later. 
 
   She was still moving too fast! Helplessly, Captain Walker watched as her chopper began tilting forward in an uncontrolled flip.
 
   CRUNCH  
 
   The Cobra slammed back into the ground as the entire rear portion of the machine was crushed flat by the demon’s handless arm. Watching helplessly, she stared into the demon’s hate filled red eyes as it hefted its battleaxe into the air for the killing blow. Covering her face with her arms, Captain Walker yelled!  
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Location Irlendria / Pack Shadowfang’s Winter Den:
 
   “Adflictio!”
 
   Rrrooaaarrr!
 
   Moonglow’s mind struggled back to consciousness hearing the demon’s cry of pain, a short distance away. Never before had she heard of anyone interrogating a creature from the Abyss.
 
   “You will tell me what has happened to the other Antitheus!”
 
   A deep rasping voice, unused to speech, spoke beyond Moonglow’s vision.
 
   “This was not a part of the Pact between us, Acolyte.” 
 
   “Adflictio!”
 
   Rrrooaaarrr!
 
   As the priestess released the seal of punishment, the demon’s shriek of agony ended as fast as it had begun.
 
    “Then tell me about the brethren that traveled with my Sisters. What have become of them?” 
 
   Gwak gwak gwak.
 
   Moonglow decided that the horrid gulping sounds coming from the creature could only be laughter.  
 
   “They have all been returned to the Abyss.”
 
   The priestess’s sharp hiss gave Moonglow sudden hope. Demons only returned to the Abyss when they were destroyed or banished. Maybe her pups would survive this night yet. Somehow, she had to stay conscious if she were going to have a chance to save her daughters.
 
   “What do you mean they were all returned? Did your brethren betray my Sisters?” Clenching her fist before her, the priestess hissed at the top of her lungs. “Tell me now!”
 
   “Adflictio!”
 
   Rrrooaaarrr!
 
   Only the demon’s heavy panting could be heard as the priestess released the seal of punishment. Hoarsely, the rasping voice continued once more.
 
   “One of my brethren did break the covenant.” Enraged, the priestess raised her fist into the air as the creature hurriedly continued. “Only because the Acolyte that held him had become too weak to control the hunger.” 
 
   The priestess’s fist paused as she considered the demon’s words.
 
   “And the other?”
 
   “The other was destroyed by those that you seek.”
 
   Concern flashed across the priestess’s face.
 
   “What do you know of Sister Dyniessus?”
 
   “The brethren that served her was sent back from here Acolyte.”
 
   This time the priestess did not hesitate as her clawed hand clenched into a fist.
 
   “Adflictio!”
 
   Rrrooaaarrr! 
 
   The priestess’s hand waved, once again stopping the infliction of pain. Before she could ask her next question, the demon bellowed in fury.
 
   “My brethren will not forget your transgressions Acolyte!” 
 
   The priestess’s face scrunched up in anger as she held her hand aloft once more, but she paused at the demon’s next words.
 
   “Go ahead Acolyte!” Uncoiling itself from the ground, the demon faced the priestess with a look of fierce triumph on its twisted face. Moonglow heard the scrape of claws on stone as the priestess took a step back. “Break the covenant between your Dark Lady and the Lords of the Abyss!” 
 
   Lowering her hand, the priestess spat into the demon’s face.
 
   “I will abide by the covenant!”
 
   Gwak gwak gwak.
 
    “How unfortunate for the Pit Fiend your Sister Dyniessus summoned.”
 
   Aaarrggg!
 
   Infuriated, the priestess whipped around shrieking in rage. Moonglow could smell the stench of fear as the priestess turned her back to the demon. It was a maneuver she understood well. Never show weakness to a predator, especially not to a creature from the Abyss. As the clawed feet approached Moonglow’s hiding place underneath the demon’s corpse, she slowed her heart rate, hoping it would lessen the pulse pounding in her ears as booted feet approached the priestess hesitantly. 
 
   “Lord Nardak, ready the slaves for battle.”
 
   The Tuonellian spoke haltingly.
 
   “May I ask what to prepare for Priestess?”
 
   The priestess hissed in annoyance.
 
   “Something is not right!”
 
   “Can you be more precise, Dark Sister?”
 
   “No, I cannot!”
 
   Moonglow heard choking sounds as the booted feet suddenly left the ground.
 
   “Something is blocking my communion with Loviatar!”
 
   A large shape crashed to the ground next to where Moonglow hid, gasping for breath. The Tuonellian was so close she could have reached out and snapped its thick neck if she’d wanted to. Watching the armored Tuonellian through slitted eyes, she saw the warrior freeze where it landed on the hard packed snow as the priestess raged on.  
 
   “Is that precise enough for you?”
 
   Squirming around onto its hands and knees, the Tuonellian touched its forehead to the frozen ground. 
 
   “Yes Dark Sister.”
 
   “Then go!”
 
   The scraping of armor on stone was the only sound as Lord Nardak quickly scrambled off to carry out the priestess’s command. Moonglow relaxed slightly as she heard the Tuonellian’s boots fade away in the distance. She was just breathing a sigh of relief when she saw the priestess freeze in place.
 
   With a look of horror, Moonglow watched her warm blood suddenly pool around priestess bare feet! 
 
   The Tuonellian’s groveling had made a hole in the fresh snow near where she laid, and her warm blood had broken through the thin snow drift in a matter of seconds! Moonglow lowered her metabolism even further forcing herself into the hunter’s waiting trance as she heard the priestess’s hissing screech.
 
   “Barbed Antitheus! Lift this corpse!” 
 
   In her trance, Moonglow was aware of everything happening around her. It seemed like an eternity of waiting as she listened to the scraping heavy footsteps of the demon coming closer. From this awareness, she was disconnected from the pain as the creature pulled the long barbs of its brethren from her body. 
 
   She knew she looked dead. Her lower body was still crushed from the earlier battle, where half of her face had been ripped off. Running down her torso were large gaping holes as thick as her arm. From where the barbs of the demon’s corpse, she had used as their hiding place, had completely pierced through her body. 
 
   In her heart, she prayed to Meliki to have the strength for one last strike! 
 
   Werewolves were not known to pray. Their relationship with the Goddess of the Forest and the Hunt evolved around the order of nature. Life and death, happiness and sorrow, the hunter and the hunted, they were all equal parts to the flow of life. Living their lives every day to the fullest was how Werewolves honored their Goddess. From the time when she first chose Werewolves as her guardians, they were her caretakers of the Forest.
 
   “And that of this beast too!”
 
    The demon’s clawed hand grasped her shoulder in a bone crushing grip, lifting her from atop her daughters. The priestess didn’t give Moonglow’s broken body a second glance as she hung limply from the demon’s clawed fist. The barbs from the demon’s corpse hanging next to her pricked her sides, but still she held back from striking. It was as if she could feel Meliki telling her to wait for the proper moment as she heard the priestess hiss of excitement.
 
   “You are here my little beasties!”
 
   Kneeling down, the priestess reached for the blood soaked pups as Moonglow suddenly realized something was terribly wrong with her daughters. 
 
   Normally, Werewolf young did not learn their fighting form until their coming of age, when they turned eighteen. Even in the oldest stories howled by the Pack, Moonglow had never heard of a Werewolf able to shape shift into their fighting form at such a young age. Unbelievable, Moonglow watched her daughter uncurl into a three foot tall Werewolf. With lightning speed, Frostbrand launched herself at the priestess’s outstretched arm.
 
   CRUNCH
 
   Aaaeeeiii!
 
   Screeching in pain, the priestess clutched her handless arm to her chest in anger. Like a striking serpent, her other hand repeatedly pummeled her daughter’s face into the bloody snow. As Frostbrand lay stunned from the blows, the priestess clawed hand wrapped around her slender neck, lifting her into the air. Slowly, the she began choking the life from the little Werewolf. 
 
   “I will make you suffer like no creature has suffered before!”
 
   Shaking the Frostbrand’s limp body in her fist, the priestess shrieked in rage.
 
   “You will curse your mother for the day of your birth! I will…”
 
   The priestess’s head jerked around, in shock, at the loud rushing sound filling the entire rocky enclosure of Winter Heart as the circle of power shot green flames into the night’s sky.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   Location Earth / Florida present day:
 
    KABOOM
 
   As the wave of explosions lit up the dark sky above me, my eyes snapped open as the memories came flooding back to me!
 
   The noise was deafening as the Cobra Assault group, hovering directly above, let loose with everything they had into the demon’s face, at point blank range. In the strobing light, I saw Susan and Laura collapsed protectively on top of me. Moving the women aside, I saw Beth and Deanna struggling to hold a coruscating blue shield as they protected us from the hot metal fragments whizzing through the air from the exploding warheads. It was one of the most spectacular displays of firepower I’d ever seen in my life. Unfortunately, it did nothing to hurt the creature. The double-headed battleaxe suddenly shot out of the fiery cloud surrounding the demon.
 
   SCREEECH
 
   Seeing the weapon cleaved through the Cobra above us, I hooked my arms around both women as I quickly threw them underneath me next to Susan and Laura. Lying on top of them, I covered the hole with my armored body triggering my own shield around us.
 
   KABOOM
 
   Metal shards from the helicopter blades slammed into my back, a split second, before the fireball washed over us. I felt the heat of the explosion on the back of my neck as the shield held the searing heat away from my charges below. In the sudden light, I saw Beth and Deanna mud splattered faces smiling up at me in relief. Concerned, I quickly sent my senses flowing through the women below me. A moment later, I breathed a sigh of relief as I realized they were only exhausted and not hurt. 
 
   Beth gently touched my cheek speaking softly.
 
   “Thank Ukko your alive!” 
 
   Blushing, I returned her smile.
 
   “Only because all of you risked your lives to save me. I can’t thank you enough!”
 
   The shriek of rending metal was quickly followed by another series of explosions, which stopped any further conversation. Looking up, I saw the two more burning hunks of metal crash to the ground several yards away.
 
   CRUNCH
 
   Following the sound, I saw the demon slam the last Cobra into the ground with its stump as it threw its head back, bellowing triumphantly into the air.
 
   Rrrooaaarrr!
 
   Raw energy throbbed through my veins as I surged to my feet. Watching the demon raise its battleaxe above its head, targeting the helicopter pilots, I yelled out my own challenge.
 
   “Ukko Gi meg styrke!” (Ukko give me strength!)
 
   The demon’s head whipped around in shock as the bright golden ray of power split the dark sky. As it shined down upon me, I felt Ukko’s grace flowing through my veins as the power began coalescing into my Katana. Before the demon could react, I rushed forward screaming at the top of my lungs. 
 
   “Kanskje!”
 
   In a blur, I swung my blade twice taking out the demon’s massive legs. As the creature fell backwards, I grabbed ahold of the large metal ring at the back of its armored neck. Using my whole body, I threw the demon backwards through the nearest stone hut. 
 
   For a fleeting second, I saw the shocked look of Captain Walker’s face and that of her gunner’s as I ran after the flailing demon. Leaping into the air, I slammed into the demon’s chest, knocking it back to the ground. Looking at me in rage, the creature tried swiping me off with its thick arms, but another two swings of my Katana sliced the limbs off just above the elbow. Roaring in defiance, the demon glared balefully at my glowing blue Katana crackling with holy energy. Howling in triumph, I grabbed the hilt with both hands lunging at the demon’s snapping fangs. 
 
   “Kanskje!” 
 
   The power that flowed through the magical construct of the demon was released in a surge of energy as my blade sliced through the demon’s thick neck. A second later, the demon’s enormous horned head hit the ground, popping from the creature’s massive shoulders as the energy exploded into the sky above Trapper Nelson’s. Looking up, I saw the black clouds vanish as the dark magic that created them dissipated with the death of the Pit Fiend. 
 
   Slowly the rays of the early morning sun began lighting up the sky.
 
   Looking around, I saw the green flames still burning brightly in the center of the camp. Carefully, I started walking towards the black bleeding lump lying at the circle's center with my Katana held before me. 
 
   Sudden movement on the far side of the circle caught my eye. Walking out from behind the farthest stone hut, I saw several groups of men leave their cover heading in my direction. Just as the Chief’s tired voice called out. 
 
   “Glad to see your still alive Son.”
 
   Running forward, I began waving for the men to get back undercover.
 
   “Stay back Chief!”
 
   Hearing my warning, the men stopped suddenly confused. Looking around nervously, they began to pull the Chief back as the priestess raised herself up to one arm. I could do nothing, but watch the nightmare unfold before my eyes as the priestess hissed loudly pointing her clawed hand towards the group of men. Seeing the movement, Agent Moss tackled the Chief as a ranger slammed Commander Harris to the ground.
 
   “Coriscum!”
 
   Throwing the men nearest to him to the ground, Sergeant O’Reilly hollered out a warning to the men behind as he hit the dirt, but in his eyes I could see that he knew it was already too late.
 
   “Incoming!”
 
   The purple lightning caught Sergeant O’Reilly in mid-air as it blasted into the group of the men still on their feet. There were no screams. The men hit simply exploded in a spray of blood and burning chunks of meat. 
 
   I had not planned to enter the circle until I knew the priestess was dead, but now I had no choice. Howling out my challenge, I leaped into the air, vaulting over the fiery green sigils of the circle of power. 
 
   Landing in the center of the circle, my blade flashed taking off the priestess’s arm at the shoulder, stopping the blast of purple lightning. Quicker than a striking snake, the priestess rolled to her feet slashing with a black dagger. Sparks exploded into the air as the weapon slashed across my breastplate. 
 
   Her movements were more serpentine than human, moving like nothing I’d seen before. Springing back, my foot snapped out slamming into the priestess’s knee, but there was no crunch of bone. Except for a grunt of pain, she completely ignored the injury. Slithering out of the way, she whipped around, striking with blinding speed she slashed at my face. Ducking, I batted the arm away with my free hand easily enough, but the strike was only a feign. Suddenly, her arm coiled around my forearm, until the dagger was pointing at my face. Lunging forward, she bore my arm down with all of her strength. Using my sword arm, I scooped her body off the ground. Straightening out my arm, I propelled her over my shoulder. As the priestess shot overhead, I tumbled backwards. Rolling to my feet, I faced her once again as we circled each other warily. Her eyes glowed red as she hissed softly. 
 
   “Ut ante dixi, Iterum sic sibi semper sunt praedictio.“ (Like I said before, Paladins are always so predictable.) 
 
   Her clawed hand clutched the front of her robes, and with one hard yank. She ripped the material away from her, throwing it on the ground behind her. She still bled from the arrows in her chest, but already I could see that her arm had almost fully grown back. Her legs rippled, blurring together, into a single thick coil as her lips pulled back baring her fangs in a predatory grin.
 
    “Adulescens mutus Stulti, velle ad sacrificium animas vestras infirma semper protegentibus! Quod te cognossem bene temerario vitae periculum misellus creaturas ad salvandum illos!” (Young dumb fools, always willing to sacrifice your lives protecting the weak! I knew you recklessly would risk your life to save those pathetic creatures!)
 
   In a blur, she struck like lightning. I managed to block the black dagger with my Katana, but her clawed hand was already slashing at my face as her thick coils wrapped around my legs. Diving into a back handspring, I slipped away before she could tighten her grip. Facing each other once again, she hissed tauntingly at me. 
 
   “Vos cogitastis de me tu cecideras, sed tu mihi solus incidit in casses meos!” (You thought you had beaten me, but instead you’ve only fallen into my trap!)
 
    In a flash, I knew what she was, an Echidna. I remembered them from my Grandsire’s many stories. Incredibly fast and powerful creatures, serpents from the waist down and humanoid from the waist up that were able to regenerate any lost limb in a matter of minutes. A race that could change shapes similar to that of Werewolves. Seeing her body tense, I raised my Katana in front of me, defensively. Focusing my power, I spoke one word praying to Ukko . 
 
   “Acelerar!”
 
   Seeing the green glow suddenly surrounding me, the priestess screamed in confusion.
 
   “Quod non potest! Impediat omnem operationem exteriorem circuli. Deum non invocaverunt te in adiutorium potest.” (That is not possible! The circle blocks all external energy. You cannot call on your God for help.)
 
   Indeed, I was blocked off from drawing in more power, but I had plenty of reserves available for what I needed to do. Laughing at the priestess’s misunderstanding, I calmly explained the simple fact that she’d missed.
 
   “I never need to call to Ukko for help. Ukko is always a part of me.”
 
   Shrieking, she slithered forward in a blur of motion, but, this time, I could match her speed. In shock, she watched me side step her dagger strike as my blade sliced through her serpentine waist in the blink of an eye. As the two halves flopped onto the ground, the torso slid to a stop as the coiling tail began whipping around uncontrollably. 
 
   Stepping forward, I lifted my Katana over my head for the killing blow as the priestess flipped herself to her back. Her red hate filled eyes bore into mine as she pointed the black dagger at her own breast, hissing loudly.  
 
   “Ne in morte quidem consequor!” (Even in death I win!)
 
   Suddenly, warning alarms went off inside my mind. Not bothering to match wits with the evil creature, I swung my Katana at the priestess’s head. Unfortunately, she was faster. In horror, I watched the black dagger pierce her own heart as she hissed out her last spell.
 
   "Advectio!”
 
   SLICK
 
   The white reptilian head hit the ground with a meaty thunk, but it was too late. The magic had already been triggered. The green sigils in the circle of power began pulsing around me as the flames suddenly shot into the sky.
 
   “Nnnooo!”
 
   Looking around, I saw Beth and Susan yelling, when suddenly everything went black. 
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   A moment later, I felt the ground underneath my feet once again as the power of the transportation spell deposited me at its preplanned destination. Howling cold wind suddenly ripped through me as sleet battered my face. Except for the low light of the sigils inscribed on the rock around me, I was once more standing in darkness. 
 
   I’d been soaking wet from sweating in the Florida heat, but now I felt ice rapidly forming under my armor’s padding and freezing in my hair. Quickly, my eyes completed their adjustment to the darkness as I saw the colors suddenly shifted into the familiar warms and cools of my darkvision. Darkvision was not infrared, because I could see objects that produced no heat. When I had first asked my Grandsire about it, he’d explained that what I saw was the life energy radiating from the objects around me. When I was little, I’d been confused that I could even see rocks and dirt, but Grandsire had just smiled, explaining that everything was alive in its own way. 
 
   The rocky plateau directly beneath my feet radiated bright swirling colors from the natural energy that welled up from some deep source of power far under the ground. Further out, were the charcoal grays that I usually associated with the stone. Looking around, I saw that I was standing at the center of a snow covered rocky alcove that was open to the sky. Large stones rose up into the sky like giant fangs. Except for where I stood, the fresh snow was piled deep on the ground from the snow storm blowing overhead. 
 
   A deep growl reverberated in my chest as I suddenly recognized where I stood. I was standing in the center of Winter Fangs Heart. Everywhere I looked were the slaughtered remains from the Werewolf young of my mother’s people. I whipped around hearing the sudden hissing laughter that drowned out even the howling wind of the storm. 
 
   “Excipite itaque domi Catulus!” (Welcome home Whelp!)
 
   Looking farther out, I saw another Priestess of Loviatar standing before me, with a small bloody Werewolf dangling by the throat in her outstretched arm. Another small Werewolf, in human form, lay bleeding at her clawed feet. Behind her stood another barbed demon, this one holding two corpses in its outstretched muscular arms. One fist held the remains of a mangled Werewolf, while the other held a headless demon. 
 
   Howling in rage, I lunged for the priestess.
 
   THRUUMM 
 
   The burning green flames flared into the air, throwing me back into the center of the circle as the runes inscribed on the rock plateau burned blood red. Around me, I saw Scourge begin to surround the plateau where I stood. The hissing laughter of the priestess reverberated around the alcove as she held the captive child out for me to see. 
 
   “Me specta Paladinus, quam tu dum cernit inops dolorem obstabat!” (Watch me Paladin, as I feast on their suffering while you are helpless to stop me!)
 
   Closing her eyes in triumph, the priestess’s voice began bellowing out across the alcove as I bowed my head, letting my Werewolf’s rage flow through me. Raising the sword made from my Grandsire’s tinnearlian blade before me, I prayed to Ukko as the holy symbol on my chest began to burn.  
 
   “Cumque conplesset solveret sum vobis, adducis contritum corpus Tuonela in catenis ubi ego immolabo vobis cor Loviatar!” (When I am finished breaking you, I will drag your broken body to Tuonela in chains where I will sacrifice your heart to Loviatar!)
 
   Power burned through my veins as I focused my heart, my soul, the very core of my being into the blade in my hands as the runes flared to life with a blinding blue light. 
 
   “Finis uno lapsu ruit Klavikian et ponam certamina cum deum occiderit Shadowfang!” (In one fell swoop I will bring an end to the Klavikian and Shadowfang races while killing a God!)
 
   The priestess had ignored me during her tirade, until now. Suddenly, her eyes shot open as she gasped in horror. 
 
   “Quod non potest!” (That is not possible!)
 
   Although all dungeons were warded with runes of power, there were no stories of any powerful magic breaking through a circle of power. This type of thaumaturgy was used to summon powerful otherworldly beings, but from everything I’d ever learned. It was considered impossible to break a circle of power, while trapped from inside. Ignoring everything I’d learned, I focused on one truth that had always guided my life. The simple fact of the matter was I believed, with all of my heart and soul, that nothing was impossible! 
 
   Where there was the Will, there was a way! 
 
   Throwing my head back, I howled out my prayer at the top of my lungs, plunging the glowing blade into the green fiery circle that bound me. 
 
   “Ukko Far til mitt folk, høre meg i min tid med stor nød og låne meg din makt!” (Ukko Father of my people, hear me in my greatest time of need and lend me your power!)
 
   The entire plateau lit up with coruscating green and blue lighting as arcane power met divine energy. Howling, I poured all of my power against the circle. Tears began streaming down my cheeks as the green flames still held back my holy light. The circle had weakened as it flexed outwards. I could feel it was at the point of breaking, but alone I simply didn’t have enough power, not without communing to Ukko. 
 
   All of a sudden, I remembered where I stood. The entire plateau was a portal to Earth! Reaching out with all of my heart and soul, I sent my prayers across the void, reaching out to Ukko through the gateway beneath my feet. 
 
   I felt my God answer as, a moment later, all of Ukko’s followers on Earth began filling me with their energy. Howling out in triumphant rage, I felt my blade burst through the fiery green flames of the circle! 
 
   KABOOM
 
   Falling to my knees at the center of the explosion, I screamed as the fire burnt through me. The pain was overwhelming as holy power healed me as quickly the green fire seared my flesh away. A second later, the circle of power erupted outwards in as an explosion of green flames and blue light, sweeping across the plateau in a boiling wave of fire. Hitting the walls that made up Winter Fangs Heart, the fireball flared into the heavens before slowly dying off. 
 
   Looking up from my knees, I watched the priestess stagger back into the Werewolf hanging from the demon’s clawed fist, when suddenly I felt another Werewolf touch my mind. In disbelief, I watched the bloody Werewolf’s head raise up behind the priestess as Moonglow’s thoughts weakly came to me. 
 
   <Startüm, take care of my daughters, Frostbrand and Starfire> 
 
   With her last burst of life, Moonglow’s jaws chomped through the priestess’s neck, killing her instantly. 
 
   <Thank you Meliki>
 
   Her prayer answered, Moonglow died in peace as Frostbrand dropped to the ground gasping for breath next to her sister. A moment later, the priestess’s lifeless body slid from Moonglow’s deadly jaws to land at the demon’s feet. Flinging both corpses away, the barbed demon threw its head back roaring in laughter at its freedom.
 
   In agony, I pushed myself to my feet, forcing my body to respond. Everything hurt! My energy reserves had run out towards the end of the explosion, and I still had burnt pieces of flesh hanging from my face. Already, I could feel my Werewolf’s accelerated healing ability kicking in, but, dissimilar to Wolverine’s in movies, it would be hours before I was fully recovered. Hours that I didn’t have! 
 
   Rushing forward, I ran to the Werewolf pups lying on the ground. Kneeling down, I gently gathered the girls into my arms, whispering soothingly as they clutched my neck wailing. 
 
   <Everything will be okay, I’m here now>
 
   <They killed Mamma>
 
   The intensity of their grief was a mirror of my own. Pushing what little energy I had left into them, I hugged the girls to my chest tightly. Giving them the only answer I had, the purpose that had driven my entire life.
 
   <We will make them pay for what they have done>
 
   I watched the demon’s massive head as it scanned the alcove, and the Scourge staggering back to their feet, before its red eyes came to rest on me. Protectively, I pushed the girls behind me.
 
   <But first we must escape>
 
   I felt their grief and pain turning into purposeful rage as I faced the demon. Exhausted, I held the Katana before me with two hands as I met the creature’s baleful gaze. 
 
   Suddenly, Stonewalker’s memories came flooding back to me as I realized I recognized this monster! A deep growl began reverberating deep in my breast as fresh fury washed my pain away.
 
   “I know you demon spawn, and I will send you back to the Abyss like your brethren!”
 
   The demon’s guttural voice answered me back in a croaking laugh.
 
   “You are used up, Paladin of Ukko! There is nothing left of your power! First, I will feast on your young, and then, l will rip your soul out, and present it to my master.”
 
   Suddenly, raw power began flowing into me through my legs as, instantaneously, a golden glow surrounded me. My injuries began to disappear as my healing energy began flowing through me automatically. A second later, the same healing energy spread out to Frostbrand and Starfire. 
 
   In shock, I felt the girls touch my mind and soul deeper than anything I’d ever experienced before. I felt what they felt. They knew what I knew. In that moment of sharing, we were truly as one. 
 
   For the first time in my life, I was not alone! 
 
   They were giving me everything they had, and in return I would do what they could not. I would destroy their mother’s killers! I felt the girls collapse to the ground in exhaustion as the runes in my blade began to glow with a bright blue light. Although exhausted, the girl’s consciousness stayed with me. Together, burning with righteous rage, we watched the demon suddenly turn and run for the exit that was blocked by the Scourge. 
 
   Demons agreed to serve, in other worlds, to collect soul energy from those they killed, which they brought back to the Abyss. Either, the demon could fight me, and be send back immediately with the soul energy that it had, or it could kill as many Scourge as possible, before I sent it back to the Abyss. 
 
   It had chosen the later.
 
   There was a massive Tuonellian sitting astride a grongor yelling orders at the Scourge, but it didn’t help. Some stopped to fight, while others tried to run away. Either way, it was a blood bath. Gray bodies flew through the air as the demon tore through the Scourge like a buzz saw in its haste to kill as many of the creatures as possible, before it met my holy wrath. 
 
   Using my Acelerar aura, I chased after the demon with the girls following inside my mind. In the close quarters of Winter Heart, the demon didn’t have to chase after individual Scourge. Instead, it barreled through the bunched up creatures before the exit like a battering ram of death. With grim satisfaction, I watched Scourge die by the dozens with each sweep of the demon’s massive barbed arms. 
 
   The few Scourge that did manage to escape from Winter Fang Rocks leaped from the mountain to their deaths, rather than face the demon’s hunger. With all of the carnage, I didn’t catch up to the demon until the approach to Winter Fang Spine. I reached the first steps just as the Tuonellian Commander and its grongor leaped from the mountain. Like the Scourge, the Tuonellian had decided to take its chances with the drop rather than face the monster alone. 
 
   Before the monster could follow, I sliced through its legs, sending the creature to a sliding stop. Before it could flip over, I hacked its arms off with two lightning fast slashes. The demon’s barbed head turned its hate filled eyes to me as I paused with my Katana raised over my head for the killing stroke. 
 
   “Ukko hjelp meg å frigjøre sjelene til folket mitt!” (Ukko help me free the souls of my people!)
 
   “The Lords of the Abyss will not forget this transgression!”
 
   The demon’s guttural voice bellowed in outrage as a ray of holy light shone down from the heavens onto its evil body. Slowly, the soul energy of my Mother’s people rose up from the creature’s body as they were released from their prison, until I was surrounded by a Ghostly Pack of glowing Werewolves. Wordlessly, I waited until the last soul was freed before replying to the demon’s threat. 
 
   “You can let them know, this is only the beginning!” Before the demon could respond, my Katana sliced through its thick neck, sending it back to the Abyss. 
 
   Turning around to face the Ghostly Pack, I saw one Werewolf step forward. I immediately recognized Moonglow’s silver wolf form, now fully healed. As her shadowy eyes bore into mine, it was as if she could see her daughters through the link I now shared with them. There was a shimmering in the air as suddenly Moonglow stood before me in her human form. She was shockingly beautiful in a savage wild way that took my breath away. For a moment, I felt her long arms tenderly wrap around me in a ghostly embrace as I felt Frostbrand’s and Starfire’s grief lessen through our link. Remembering my own mother, I closed my eyes as the tears froze on my face. 
 
   With a howl of vengeance, she was gone. Looking skywards, I saw the Pack disappearing into the heavens.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Returning to Winter Fang Heart, I scooped up the girls into my arms as we hugged each other once more. Frostbrand was already healed and ready to go, but Starfire was another story. 
 
   The gouge across her face from the barbed demon’s attack only partially accepted my healing energy. She’d had the injury for too long, which had given the demon’s poison time to settle into the wound and fester. Werewolves were strong, even the young. Between my healing energy and her Werewolf’s accelerated healing ability, there was no question that she would live, but the wound would scar her for life. I felt her small arms weakly wrap around my neck as I carried her in my arm. She was burning up with fever!
 
   Frostbrand’s small clawed hand gripped my shoulder tightly as the yapping howls of the Brokenfang Pack suddenly rang out across Winters Den. I felt, more than saw, the tears welling up in Frostbrand’s eyes as a second later the echoing screeches of Scourge answered back. Remembering how young she truly was, I hugged her tightly to my chest radiating courage and strength. Until, I felt her fear slowly subside as her little arms clutched me back. After a moment, I spoke to her calmly.
 
    “Can you show me the way out of the valley?”
 
    <I think so>
 
   “I know you can.” 
 
   Holding her tightly, I took one last look at the devastation of Winter Fang Heart, before scooping her up in my other arm as I began striding into the worsening storm. 
 
   “It’s time for us to go.”
 
    As one, the girls answered me back.
 
   <Agreed>
 
   The End …
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