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Reviews of
Tony Ruggiero'soriginal: Team of Darkness
Reviewer's Choice Award, 5 Stars!
"Believe in vampires? Creatures of the night? They can suck the life out of their
victims and bring terror in the wake of their attacks. Once you've read Tony
Ruggiero's newest horror thriller, Team of Darkness, you will. Ruggiero brings us on
a hyper-coaster ride using his 23 yearsin the US Navy, to write a hypnotic plot
about a nest of vampires used by a United States Navy general to fight the War on
Drugs. So wait until dusk, and under the cover of night, Team of Darkness will
mesmerize you with its realism and fluid writing style. And maybe, just maybe make
you wish they cometo your city."
~Michadl L. Thal, Scribes World Reviews
"Tony Ruggiero delivers an entertaining and surprisingly compelling novel. | was
especially impressed with his handling of military details. He gives the reader enough
information without overdoing the technicalities. Team of Darkness has that cool
Commando type feel (think Wolf's Hour on asmaller scale) toit. | found myself
really wanting to find out what happens in the next chapter. Ruggiero writes with a
skilled seamless style that makes Team of Darkness areal find."
~Paukla Sahraoul, Horror World Review
4 Stars!
"If you believe or even just like to read about vampires,
this book may make you think about all the what ifs."
~Carol Castellanos, SmeGen Book Reviews
"Ruggiero wiglds his proven literary skills and persona military knowledge with the
deftness of a seasoned piercing of the jugular. Realistic settings and life-filled
characters, plus an in-depth and sympathetic view of the vampires, makes Team of
Darkness required reading for all fans of horror."
~John Patrick Schmitz, The Door to Worlds I magined
"Tony Ruggiero served 23 yearsin the US Navy, and he has made excellent use of
his experiencesin this book. The characters and organization in thisnovel are
entertaining, believable and very consistent. Add to this a very easy to read writing
style and there's alot to recommend in this novel. I'm not the most frequent horror
reader as | often find there can be too much of areliance on gore to shock the
reader, but that is not the case here. Thisis simply awell-constructed, tightly plotted,
fun to read novel."
~Steve Mazey, The Eternal Night Science Fiction,
Fantasy and Horror Fiction Web Ste
"Team of Darkness is athoroughly entertaining adventure novel that will appeal to
both fans of that genre and readers of fantasy who like abit of thought with their
action. And, though it seems all the dilemmas the characters face are completely
resolved, there seems to be an underlying hint that there is more to come. One can
only hope."
~Elizabeth K Burton, The Blue Iris Journal 5/02
"Anne Rice never gave me nightmares but Tony Ruggiero does. Team of Darkness



Isthe first book I've had to read during the day! Thanks Tony, for arefreshingly new
dant on the vampire culture.”
~Vickie Littleton ~Reader
"Excellent Horror Read!'—Very Highly Recommended. Tony Ruggiero blends
spine-chilling descriptions and philosophical dialogue in amost horrific and
entertaining way. Heart-pounding action starts from the beginning and never ceases
till the end. If any book should be a horror movie, Ruggiero's should; for the story is
one that will keep movie-goers glued to the screen. Hopefully, Ruggiero will pleasure
his book-reading fans (like me) by writing a sequel to Team of Darkness."
~Patricia Spork, Word Weaving Book Review
"| am afan of vampire stories and | really enjoyed thisradically different approach to
vampires and to vampire stories. Tony Ruggiero has managed to create chillingly
inhuman vampires and yet despite of that you end up rooting for them as they battle
against the cold inhumanity of the military. He raises some interesting questions of
morality, both among the vampires and the military that would use them."
~Linda Suzane, www.midnightblood.com
"Team of Darkness is a subtle, gothic, and intelligent novel; and an interesting
addition to the military horror genre.”
~Mike Purfield, B-independent.com Book Review
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Dedication
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had faith in meto
writeit,
helped me complete
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"There are always choices, Commander Reese. No one knows that better than | do.
However, it's what we do with those choices that truly defines our existence.”
~The Vampire Dimitri
"Death is better than defeat. Defeat you haveto live with."
~Navy SEAL Compound-NAB Little Creek
"If you prick us do we not bleed? If you tickle
us do we not laugh? If you poison us do we not die?

And if you wrong us shall we not revenge?"
~William Shakespeare



Author's Note

In 2002 | published Team of Darkness and since then if anyone sees me they say,
“there heis... the vampire guy.” No matter what else | write, I'm stuck with the
vampire writer label. It'll probably end up on my tombstone.

Readers have asked, well more like demanded actually, that | continue the story of
Navy Commander John Reese and the vampire Dimitri and add more “meat” to it.
For those comments | am eternally grateful because it reaffirms that so many people
enjoyed the original story to demand more. Well | am happy to say ... here you are!

Operation Immortal Servitude is Team of Darkness with more meat added to it.
How much meat you ask-well about 80 pages or so. So if you have read Team of
Darkness you will find that material within the pages of this book, but more
importantly this“revamped” version sets the stage (how's that for atease) for the
series of booksto follow.

Book Il: Operation: Save the Innocent
Book I11: Operation: Face the Fear
Book I1V: Operation: End Game

| look forward to continuing the story of John Reese and the vampire Dimitri both
because | enjoy it, and because you, the reader, wants it and that makes everything
just right.

Happy reading and remember to keep the lights on.
Tony Ruggiero, 2007



Prologue

Dear J:

It's late. We should be arriving soon at our destination. | have a feeling that |
won't survive this night. The enemy (whoever that may be) will probably kill me. |
know it sounds strange that |, a Navy officer with over twenty years of service, say
whoever the enemy isasif | do not know, but that is the truth. | no longer know
who | can trust and that includes the ... men | lead. | call them men but they aren't
really men anymore. They are something else—they are creatures that—well | am
not sure if they should be revered or despised? | know it sounds strange, but if |
could answer that question | would have been smart enough to not be where | am
today. But like my superiors, | was blinded by my personal desires. Now it may be
the cause of my death.

Personally, | think the Genera has been insane for quite awhile. My only hopeisto
stay with the creatures and wait. But now | fear | may have waited too long. Still,
there might be achance if | survive this operation; some hope that | might be able to
set things right. | say set things right because it was me who brought everything
together so that al of this nightmare could happen. Nevertheless, if | am successful
and | survive thismission, and all goes as planned, | till lose; it boils down to the
question of how many will suffer. Will humanity pay for what | have done? | don't
know. It seems humanity has been in the shits for quite awhile and especially before
| got there. Sorry about being so morbid, but morbidity has become a good friend
of mine as of late. Y ou could say we take a blood communion together on aregular
basis.

Anyway, this piece of paper and the rest of the documents may be the only thing that
| leave behind; the only record that will say what happened to me. If anyone knew |
was writing this, they would destroy it in a heartbeat and declare me atraitor. It's
funny; well, not really funny, it's pathetically sad really, how traitor becomes a
relative term when one's country, or those in positions of authority, bend the rulesto
benefit asmall group, or even oneindividual. But that's al in the past now. Hell, ask
Benedict Arnold the same question. Washington didn't have a choice in that
situation. It was either save a country or save a man who he admired. The choice
was simple when we are faced with such large consequences of our actions. Like |
said, it'sall in the past. What a quaint and pat saying that is. All in the past. | have
not really thought about it before, but now it seems so damn appropriate because of
the past, or should | say the ignoring of it, every damn myth and legend about these
creatures that has been mockingly joked away into some dark and musty corner or
been epitomized on the big screen or in books galore, has now returned—and it is



my fault. That needs to be clear. | accept the responsibility ... every square millimeter
of it. | shall not shirk away from what | have done.

| plan to drop this letter in the ship's mailbox; it's the ssmplest way to get it off the
ship without anyone knowing. No one checks the outgoing mail, only the incoming.
When you get this and the information in the envelope you will know what to do with
it. You are what | would call the voice of reason, the champion of the righteous, and
all that bullshit. Sorry for the bit of humor, J, but self-indulgence is one of the few
pleasures that | have these days. But that's not actually true. | do have something
else. Onething. It's so bizarre how things work out. | chastised Lieutenant Johnson
for it, but the more | think about it, | think he wasright. | wish he was alive so that |
could tell him that. Hell, | wish for alot of things right now...

| can feel the boat lowing. We must be near the station for departure. | have to go.
The ... men will be restless and anxious to get started. They ook to me because | am
their keeper but you know what, J, | think it is the other way around. | think they are
my keeper because they remind me of the morality | am supposed to possess and of
what they have lost. Ironic, if somewhat true, but that is something for another
discussion at another time.

I will admit that | am presumptuous in thinking that you will not let this affair go
without notice if | should not return. Y ou may end up hating me for getting you
involved with the entire ordeal. Please accept my apology in advance if that isthe
case, but | have no choice. If you feel that you cannot do thisjustice, | will
understand. | close with a Godspeed wish for your success when you decide what,
If anything, to do with all of this. Asfor me, God has gone on hiatus for awhile and
left me to play with either the escapees he loosened from hell or creatures that he
created to mock humanity. Either way, it'sarather cruel game, don't you think?

Fair wind and following sess...

Y our friend

John Reese

Commander, United States Navy



Chapter One

Kosovo-The Former Republic of Yugoslavia
One Year Ago

The duty officer massaged his tired face and ran his hands through his
close-cropped hair, then picked up hisfifth cup of coffee of the night as he
struggled to stay awake at 0300 in the morning. Captain Block, an Army veteran of
five years, had been in Kosovo for more than ten months. He'd spent the past six
months at Camp Bondsteel, along with four thousand other servicemen and women.
The camp was situated on what had once been farm fields near the town of
Urosevac, in the southern region of Kosovo, and was part of the international
peacekeeping team, also known as Task Force Falcon by the Americans.

Task Force Falcon was responsible for the twenty-three thousand square kilometer
American zone, maintaining peace and keeping the Albanians and Serbians from
killing each other and themselves.. This equated to approximately three hundred and
fifty squad-sized security operations every day.

Block wastired of the bloodshed and ethnic division. With only two months |eft to
his tour, he looked forward to going home. His stint in the Army would be over and
he was ready to work at his uncle's car dealership. He was soft-spoken, with facial
features that made a guy either aminister or acar salesman; hisfellow soldierstold
him that he had the kind of disposition that would ensure him success in the car
business.

Block firmly believed in Murphy's Law: If anything could go wrong with the short
time left to histour, it would. Histime and experience in the military had proven he
was not a professional soldier, nor did he have any desire to become one.

Tonight had been quiet, thankfully. With all assignments completed, he had busied
himself by catching up on some reading and even managed to write a letter to his
mom and dad back home in Seattle. As he licked the envelope's flap, he noticed his
burly infantry sergeant, Sergeant Estefan, come into the central command area. He
was not hard to miss. A big man, about six feet in height and 225 pounds, he aways
had a five o'clock shadow at about one o'clock in the afternoon. His face appeared
to be made of solid granite—along with his muscles. Although ominousin
appearance, Estefan was a calm person and rarely got upset.

Block noticed Estefan was not alone. An obviously agitated civilian accompanied the
sergeant, demanding his attention. The civilian babbled wildly in anative Slavic
tongue, making wild gestures with his arms. His body shook asif he was being



shocked with electricity. Block had seen many like this man come into the
compound, usually to report a murder or rape by one of the native forces; it was
almost adaily occurrence. But for some reason, Block found this man interesting
enough to watch him closely.

Observing the agitated man, Block saw that the man's clothing was worn but clean.
He was probably afarmer, like the mgjority of the people in the area, he thought
absently. They took pride in their clothing that was sewn by hand to endure years of
service. The man's face was weathered from spending time in the cold and hot
temperatures; the wrinkled lines held permanent locations on his face and made him
appear older than he probably was. But his eyes were brilliant and strong, and
reflected strength, energy and determination.

Block watched as Estefan sat the civilian in a chair, and then motioned for him to
stay there. Apparently the civilian didn't speak or understand English. The sergeant
spoke to a corporal then pointed to the civilian. When Estefan moved away, the
corporal remained, watching the civilian. Estefan headed toward the duty officer's
office, stopped at the door and knocked. Block waved him in.

"Sir, we might have a problem,” Estefan said.
"So | see,” Block said, indicating the civilian. “What's going on?"

"All I know right now isthat he's terrified about something. He ran up to the evening
patrol, throwing himself in front of their vehicle, yelling and screaming at them to
make them stop. The only thing we could understand was the town's name,
Kacianik. He kept repeating it over and over again. | have an interpreter on the way
to find out what he's going on about."

"All right. Let'stake alook at him. Bring him in here."

The sergeant stepped out of the room and motioned for the corporal to bring the
civilian into the captain's office. Block reminded himself that part of the
responsibility of the peacekeeping forces was to maintain order such as apolice
force would do. Any incident was investigated if the situation warranted it.
Unfortunately for him tonight, that was his job as duty officer. Either way, it would
be recorded into the desk log and forwarded to the Base Commander for review, as
well asto several agenciesin the United States. Everyone wanted to be kept in the
loop of what was happening.

Asthe sergeant, corporal and civilian entered the captain's office, the civilian
surprised them all by lunging toward the captain. He grasped the collar of Block's
uniform in his hard, weathered hands and spoke hurriedly, spraying spittle onto
Block's face. Shocked, Block found himself unable to move. The civilian's hands
were like steel, and were locked onto his clothing. He couldn't budge them. In those
seconds, he saw that this man was scared out of his mind. His eyes twitched,
revealing blood-lined white backgrounds that contrasted with darting pupils. As he
continued to rant, the man's body pulsed with uncontrollable fear.



The sergeant and the corporal managed to pull him away from the captain and
forcefully sat him into the chair. They kept their hands clamped over the man's wrists
and forearms until he settled down. After afew seconds, the sergeant released his
grip on the man, but not before giving him a stern look and finger wagging that
promised retribution if he tried something like that again. Estefan looked at the
corporal to be sure he had the man; when the corporal nodded, the sergeant turned
toward the captain with alook of disgrace on hisface.

"Sorry, sir. | never thought he would do that. He caught me off guard.”

"It's okay. He caught me off guard, too,” Block said, attempting to catch his breath.
“Whatever it is, he's scared out of hismind.” Then in alow voice that only the
sergeant could hear, “1 can amost smell the fear from him."

Estafen nodded his head in agreement with Block's assessment.

A knock at the door caused Block to look up. Another corporal entered; his boyish
features making him appear elghteen or nineteen years of age. He was five foot six
inches and weighed perhaps one hundred and fifty pounds soaking wet.

"Corporal Brosnev, reporting as ordered for interpreter duties, sir,” hesaidina
voice that reflected a nervous untested youth.

"Comein, Corporal,” Block said, as he waved himin. “I want you to find out what
thiscivilian isranting about. He's scared out of his mind about something.”

"Yes, dir,” the corporal responded and went to where the civilian was being held in
the chair. Estefan dismissed the other corporal as Brosnev took the position of
holding the man's forearms to the chair.

Block listened as the corporal addressed the civilian in the local Slavic dialect. The
man's eyes lit up at the recognition of language. Another onslaught of words spilled
from hislips. Brosnev raised his hands and spoke a few words repeatedly to the
civilian that Block assumed was telling him to go slowly so that he could understand
what he was trying to say. The only word that was recognizable to him was the
repeated mention of the town Kacianik. Block continued to listen and watch as the
interpreter questioned the civilian. For several minutes they spoke back and forth.

"What's wrong?’ Block asked finally.

"We're trying to agree on adialect,” Brosnev said. “Between the provinces, dialects
differ immensely."

After afew more exchanges of words, Brosnev raised his hand indicating for the
civilian to stop. He turned to speak with the captain.

"Hisnameis|driz Laupki,” Brosnev said. “Helivesin alittle village outside the city
of Kacianik. He says that he has found people that have been murdered.”



"Isit more ethnic cleansing?’ Block asked, in avoice that reflected having seen too
much of this already. They found mass graves of bodies from these atrocities almost
every other day, and there was no getting use to the sight of civilianskilled and piled
into hastily dug holes. “Ask him to tell you about the killings."

Brosnev spoke again with Laupki, who reacted more strongly to the questions. But
as Laupki responded, Brosnev appeared to not understand what the man was saying
and the frustration on Laupki's face was evident as the linesin his skin pulled tighter.
Brosnev released the hold on him, but Estefan tensed asif there might be another
outburst.

"He says,” Brosnev said, his voice sounding unsure, “he says it was not Serbs or
Albanians that did the killing.” Brosnev turned back to Laupki and spoke slowly as if
clarifying each and every word that he had told him. “He says,” Brosnev continued,
“there are ... creatures that came from the ruins of an old church near hisvillage last
night. They came from the ruins and killed two people from hisvillage."

"He can't be using the right word. Hostiles, renegade Serbs, looters ... who?’ Block
asked impatiently.

Brosnev asked Laupki the same questions again. “No, sir,” Brosnev said. “None of
them."

"What then?"

"He insists they were creatures. Like vampires. They sucked the blood out of the
people,” Brosnev said quickly, spitting the words out as if he had tasted something
he did not like.

"What?' Block was incredulous. “What kind of fools does he think we are to believe
that story? Tell him to get the hell out of here and stop wasting our time!"

Brosnev spoke harshly to Laupki, telling him what the captain's reaction wasto his
statement about the creatures. Block was about to return to his desk when Brosnev
spoke again.

"He says he can show us where they are,” Brosnev said, hisface losing its color as
if he had just recelved some form of shock.

"The vampires?’ Block said mockingly.

"Both. The bodies of the victims and where the vampires live...” Brosnev said,
ending his statement asif there was more to say.

"What?' Block asked, seeing Brosnev's hesitancy, “What else did he say?"
"The dead girls ... they are his two daughters.”
Block looked at Brosnev and then glanced at Laupki and shook his head.



Mur phy strikes again.



Chapter Two

The vehicle bounced over the rutted road as Captain Block, Sergeant Estefan,
Corporal Brosnev and Idriz Laupki headed for an area located outside of the city of
Kacianik. The village, considered part of Kacianik, was less then fifty milesfrom
Camp Bondstes!.

Block, seated up front with Estefan, was quiet after receiving a painful dissertation
from the base commander of what should and should not go into the desk log
report. Colonel Antol, the Camp Bondsteel commander, had tried to instill upon him
that he should remember in the future to be more careful, and as areminder, he
could think about it during histrip in the cold and over the terrible roads to
Investigate the civilian's claim.

The report from the night before had generated some interest from somewhere up
the chain of command. Secure computerized versions were immediately available for
review by appropriate levels within the military organization. Block had smply
categorized the report as unsubstantiated and refused to investigate the incident
based upon the civilian's wild accusations of blood-sucking creatures. Now, less
then twenty-four hours later, they were on the way to investigate the absurd claim.

Brosnev and Laupki conversed about directions, then Brosnev relayed them to
Estefan. They had been on the road for two hours averaging a speed of twenty-five
to thirty miles per hour because of the poor or non-existent road. Between the
bumpy slow ride and the cold, everyone was ready to get out of the vehicle.

Spring was not anxious to arrive in this mountainous area and the winter was bitter.
The roads had been bombed earlier in the vicious air campaign by the allied forces,
and repair was slow and tedious, hampered by bad weather. Although the bombings
had destroyed many areas, the countryside with scattered homes and farms was still
beautiful and picturesque. Historical landmarks were plentiful in this area. Many
soldiers spent what little free time they did have in exploring; Captain Block,
however, was not one of them.

"How much further?’ Block asked, irritated. He had just smacked his head for the
third time on a side support strut of the vehicle.

"Just about there,” Brosnev responded as they topped arise that offered a view of
the surrounding area.

Block saw someruinsin the valley below. “Isthat it?"



"Yes, Sir,” Brosnev answered after Laupki confirmed the site by pointing at it.
Laupki looked up at the sky, his expression tentative and his manner nervous. He
spoke to Brosnev in a hurried manner. Brosnev questioned his statement for clarity
before he trandated it.

"Now what?’ Block asked sarcastically. His mood worsened with each passing
moment. He was cold, uncomfortable and still thinking about his dressing down by
the Colond.

"He says we can't stay long because it will be dark soon."

Block uttered a sound of disgust that reflected his frustration with Laupki and his
story of vampires. “Go ahead and take a quick look-see and get back. We've wasted
enough time,” Block said as the vehicle stopped about thirty yards from the ruins.
He was certain they wouldn't find anything; he saw no point in personally climbing
over rocks and tramping around anymore than was necessary. Knowing Murphy's
Law, he would probably fall and break an ankle.

As soon as the vehicle stopped, Laupki jumped out and ran toward the first
outcropping of standing walls, screaming what sounded to be names. Estefan and
Brosnev jumped out of the vehicle and raced after him. Block stepped out of the
vehicle, but he did not move. His head throbbed from the rough ride and he had
already had enough of this escapade.

"Let me know if thereis anything,” Block called to Estefan. Helit acigarette as he
resigned himself to being part of awild goose chase.

* * * %

As Estefan and Brosnev turned the corner, they stopped. Laupki kneeled at two
bodies on the dirt floor, moaning and crying out the names of his daughters.

"Damn,” Brosnev whispered. “He was telling the truth..."

"Easy, Brosnev,” Estefan said, as he clasped the younger man's shoulder. “ Start
taking notes about the scene.”

"Shouldn't we get the Captain?'
"In abit. Let's examine what we have first. Take some notes as | look at this."

Brosnev retrieved a notepad from hisinner pocket with a shaky hand and started
writing.

Estefan moved closer to examine the bodies. His previous assignment had been with
the Mortuary Corps and he had assisted with autopsies during the Gulf War. Part of
his training included being able to make fast and reliable reports of the body
condition and characteristics for general classifications of casualties. Bodies were
placed into categories by type: military/civilian, friendly/foe, sex, age, types of
wounds and so forth.



"My guess for their agesis nine and sixteen,” Estefan began. “Y ou can confirm that
with Laupki later. They appear to have been dead for maybe a day. But the low
temperatures may have prevented any serious decomposition. | don't see any
obvious wounds, or any blood on the ground around them; maybe they were killed
somewhere else and dumped here."

Laupki screamed at Estefan as he hugged the stiff and pale body of the younger girl.
"He sayslook at their necks,” Brosnev trandlated.

Estefan looked at the girl's neck and saw two puncturesin the flesh about the
diameter of a pencil that had been hidden by the girl'slong dark hair.

"There are small punctures, maybe a quarter of an inch in diameter and spaced apart
about two inches."

Laupki again called to Estefan, then showed him the wounds on the other girl. The
marks looked identical. Laupki's voice was weak but he managed to mutter some
words to Brosnev.

"That is where the creatures bit into them and sucked their blood,” Brosnev said.
Estefan stared at the girls then at their father.

"The girlslook pale, much paler then the ones | saw in the Gulf, but I'm not the
expert in these types of medical matters. For al | know, some snake could have
bitten them or the cold turned them to their current color condition.” Estefan turned
away from the bodies and looked at Brosnev.

"Ask himif he would mind if we took them back to the Camp to have an autopsy
performed.”

Brosnev relayed the information. Laupki wiped the tears streaming down his face,
then nodded his approval and added some other comments.

"He agrees, but he says we must leave quickly. It will be dark soon and thisisnot a
safe place.”

"Why not?’" Estefan asked.

"He saysthe creatures live in the old catacombs underneath here.” Brosnev pointed
toward the ground. “They will be coming back soon ... to finish what they started.”

"I don't know what to make of any of this. Dead children and stories of vampires.
It's beginning to sound like a cheap horror movie. What | do know is that these
bodies need to be examined by a doctor or other expert who can determine the
cause of their deaths."

Estefan looked at the children, Laupki and then Brosnev.

"Comeon,” Estefan said. “ Give me a hand covering up the bodies and putting them



inthevehicle"

Estefan and Brosnev removed folded emergency blankets from the pouches attached
to their web belts. At about the same time, Laupki removed a bottle of dark liquid
from inside his coat and began splashing its contents on all of them.

"What the hell isthat? Oh man, it stinks!” Estefan said as he gestured to Laupki to
stop. Brosnev wiped droplets from his face as he spoke to Laupki. Words were
quickly exchanged.

"He saysit will ward off the creatures. It is a poison he's made from arecipe passed
down through his family over many generations.”

"If that's the case, why didn't it save his daughters from these supposed creatures?’
Estefan said.

Brosnev asked the question and then translated the man's response.

"He thought the creatures were dead. When he found his daughters, he made more
and carriesit with him. Aslong aswe haveit on, it will protect us. It is death to the
creatures if it comesinto contact with them."

"Let'sget going,” Estefan said, dismissing the story with awave of a hand. “It'stime
to brief the Captain.”



Chapter Three

Captain Block felt his stomach lurch when he saw Sergeant Estefan and Corporal
Brosnev carrying abody covered in a blanket from the ruins.

"Son of abitch,” he cursed, immediate shame for not believing the civilian's story
running through him. As soon as Estefan was close enough, he spoke. “ Sergeant, tell
me everything."

"There's one more body, sir."

"Damn! It was true then?”

"It appears so, Sir."

"Have Brosnev and Laupki bring it while you brief me on what you saw."
"Yes, sir.”

While Brosnev and Laupki retrieved the second body, Estefan told Block what they
saw at the scene. When the second body was in the vehicle, Block called for
Brosnev.

"Tell Laupki I'm sorry for hisloss,” Block said. Brosnev immediately translated
Block's condolences; however, Laupki's gaze never left the ruined buildings.

"Shock probably,” offered Estefan.

"When we get back, make sure he gets to medical,” Block said.
"Yes, sir."

"Did you remember to photograph the site?"

"No, sir,” Estefan replied. “I'll go back and do it now."

Block knew photographs would be required for the report. Any incident involving
mysterious deaths was highly scrutinized. He had to examine the site personally so
that his report would be accurate. The last thing he wanted to do was piss off the
Colond again.

"Stay here. Keep an eye on Laupki. | don't like the way he looks. Where were the
bodies?

"Right by the first standing wall you come to. They were lying directly in front of it."



"“I'll be right back,” Block said as he removed a camera from acase in the vehicle
and headed toward the ruins. Laupki reached for his bottle, but Block was gone
before he could use it. He spoke with urgency to Brosnev, grasping the lapel on his
jacket.

"He says we need to get the Captain out of here right now! He's quite adamant about
it. He doesn't have the €lixir to protect him and—"

"He's just going to take alook, and be right back; it should only be afew minutes.
Tell him to cam down or I'll put the cuffs on him."

Estefan reached for the captain's pack of cigaretteslying on the seat, took one out,
and lit it with his own lighter.

* % % %

In the approaching dusk, Block hurried to the site. Murphy's Law once again reared
its ugly head.

| can't screw this up. I'm not an incompetent fool like the Colonel thinks. I'll do this
one by the book and show him.

He stopped in front of the wall that Estefan had indicated while also searching the
surrounding area. He started taking pictures. There wasn't much natural light left so
he used the flash. He was just about finished when he turned and saw a dark shape
of someone standing not far from him.

"Who's there?"
No answey.
"] said, who's there?"

Still no answer. He thought he perceived a shifting in the shadows. The one figure
appeared to have been joined by another, maybe more. He let the camera hang by its
strap around his neck as his hand moved to his holster.

"l have a weapon. |dentify yourself."
The dark figures said nothing as they slowly moved toward him.
He took his weapon out of his holster.

"Stop! | have aweapon!” He didn't want to shoot. He had one murder investigation
aready. If hekilled anational, scrutiny would fall heavily upon him. If he called out
for Brosnev to trandate, it might be interpreted the wrong way and provoke them.

Flipping the safety off, he fired a shot into the air.
"Stay where you are,” he said.

They stopped their approach.



Good. They know | mean business.

Block's hopes were dashed as he heard the laughter of the men as they moved
toward him.

He started to backtrack as quickly as he could without falling, but they surrounded
him. Seeing no other alternative, he stopped and began firing at them. The camera
bounced wildly on its strap as Block fired. With one hand, he grabbed it, removing it
from his neck and throwing it on the ground. When the camera struck the ground,
the electronic flash went off continuously, casting a strobe light effect on the area.
What he saw made him keep firing until the clip was empty. He dlid out the empty
clip and inserted another. He fired until that one was empty. At about the same time
when he exhausted the second clip, the flash on the camera gave out. Still they kept
coming.

Block's last thought was that he was glad for the darkness. What he had seen by the
light of the flash he wanted to forget. He had seen their faces and the unholy red
glow of their eyes and their fangs.

"Oh my God!” he screamed.



Chapter Four

The sound of gunfire rang out from the ruins. Sergeant Estefan automatically drew
his weapon and looked in the direction of the sound. In the distance, he could barely
make out Captain Block running backwards toward them, firing his gun repeatedly at
someone chasing him.

"What the shit?’ Estefan said.

Brosnev, his weapon drawn, also watched what was happening, and came to stand
beside him.

"They can't be more then ten feet apart, point blank range. Whoever it is should be
down hard!” Brosnev said. “ Shouldn't we shoot?"

"No! They're too close together. Might hit the Captain. Look! The son of abitch is
still up and coming, gaining on him! The bullets have no effect!” Estefan added.
“Look, there's two of them, no, three ... four altogether!"

In amatter of seconds, they watched as the mysterious attackers pounced on the
captain. His screams lingered on the night air as they began to tear him limb from
limb; the shreds of flesh and bone appearing like streamersin the early evening light.

Laupki took the bottle and handed it to Brosnev as he spoke. Brosnev handed it to
Estefan and said, “He saysto throw it at them! Thereis not enough to kill them, but
it will dow them down long enough for us to get away!"

Estefan stared at the black-burgundy colored liquid in the bottle. His other hand
clasped the butt of his gun. He'd seen the captain empty two magazinesinto ...
whatever they were without any effect. He took afew steps away from the vehicle
and hurled the bottle toward the attackers who now eyed them as the next target. The
bottle struck the hard ground about five feet in front of them, causing a spray to
splatter them. They recoiled with a screeching sound that Estefan had never heard
before and would never forget for the rest of hislife.

"Get in the vehicle—NOW!” Estefan screamed.

Everyone scrambled inside. Estefan jumped into the driver's seat and drove as fast
as he could, much quicker than the roads allowed. They were tossed about the
vehicle like rag dolls, Estefan constantly fighting to keep control of the vehicle from
going off the road and into a ditch. The creatures did not pursue them, trapped by
the mysterious liquid. He tried to erase the horrific images from his mind, but the
sight of the captain being torn apart refused to subside from his thoughts.



* % * %

Corpora Brosnev sat quietly as Sergeant Estefan drove the vehicle to Camp
Bondsteel without saying aword, despite the corporal'’s attempts to communicate
with him. Brosnev wondered if Estefan was in some kind of shock. He hoped
Estefan would be able to finish the trip to the base camp. Idriz Laupki sat silent in his
seat, sporadically glancing at the bodies of his daughters and verifying that the
creatures had not followed them.

The vehicle proceeded to the gate of Camp Bondstee!; the guard recognized
Sergeant Estefan and waved them through. Estefan stopped the vehicle at the
medical tent, just outside the main entrance door. He turned off the engine and
became immobile, staring straight ahead.

Brosnev jumped out, shook him and yelled at him. There was no response. He told
Laupki to stay put and went inside the tent for help. He returned with a doctor and
an MP; they helped get Estefan out of the vehicle and into the examination room.

Taking amoment to rest, Brosnev realized that he was the senior soldier left from the
ill-fated mission, and it was his duty to make afull report on what had happened as
soon as possible. He located a telephone and called Colonel Antol. As he waited for
the colonel to answer, he rehearsed in his mind how he was going to explain what
had happened.

When he heard the colonel's rough “yes,” Brosnev stuttered through a brief
explanation of events. The colonel ordered him not to say anything to anyone until
he arrived.

Brosnev went back out to the vehicle where Laupki waited with the corpses of his
daughters. Grief-stricken, he stroked their hair and quietly spoke to the dead girls.
Brosnev placed his hand on the man's shoulder, trying to offer comfort.

"When will the horrible beasts be killed?’ Laupki asked in his native tongue. “1 have
tried so many times—I thought they were dead..."

"I don't know,” Brosnev answered. “But something will be done. We have
confirmed your story. | have seen them with my own eyes.”

"These creatures are very old,” Laupki said. “They are very wise to the habits of
mankind and they are not easy to kill. It will take ... much. We have tormented each
other through the generations. Even | have sought out revenge ... and thought | had
achieved it. But look where that has gotten me. My poor girls are dead. First their
mother to the Serbs and now my babies to these creatures. But | will—"

Colonel Antol'sjeep pulled up to the medical tent, interrupting the words of Laupki.
The base commander jumped out. “Inside, now!” he ordered.

A moment later atruckload of MPs arrived and encircled the area

" Get those two bodies inside immediately,” he barked to the medical personnel. “I



want them autopsied at once. All personnel here are not to leave thisarea unless |
personally approveit.” The medical personnel stared at the base commander for a
few seconds in disbelief, wondering what had happened to warrant such protocol.

"| said now, damn it!"

The personnel lost their immobility immediately and did as they were ordered.
"Who is the duty medical officer?’

"I am, sir.” A young man stepped forward. “Major Barkley."

"What is the Sergeant's condition?"

"He's stable, but appears to be in shock. He's unresponsive now, but he might come
around with time. We have him under sedation for the moment."

"No onetalksto him unless | say so.” Then, asif remembering something he had
forgotten, Antol added, “The autopsies—make them non-invasive until | tell you
otherwise. Do you understand? For now | need to know what killed the girls."

"Yes, gr, I'll get started right away,” Barkley said and | eft.
Antol turned toward Brosnev and Laupki.

"Corporal, | want you to find a quiet room and write down everything that happened
since you left here, and finish with the moment you called me,” he said. “Thisisan
incredible story. Y ou're sure you are not stretching it somewhat?"

"No, sir. What | explained to you was exactly what happened.”

"We have a senior sergeant that is in shock, you say Captain Block was murdered,
and you bring two dead bodies back with you. 1'd say that gives some credibility to
your story. In fact, thereis significant interest from stateside in this matter, and when
they hear about this development, God only knows what will happen next."

"Sir, what about the civilian?’ Brosnev asked.

"He hasto stay here,” Antol said. “He'll need to answer alot of questions as the
investigation intensifies. Take him with you and have him write down his version.
Well have someone elsetrandate it later.”

Brosnev spoke to Laupki, telling him what they were going to do. Laupki nodded his
head, said something in his native language and then gave a half-hearted laugh.

"What did he say?’ Antol asked.
"He says he has no where else to go. The creatures want him dead.”

Brosnev and Laupki started walking away to find a place to write their statements.



"Corporal,” Antol called.

Brosnev stopped and looked back at the base commander.
"Yes, Sir?'

"Captain Block ... did he suffer?’

"Horribly, sir,” Brosnev said, as he turned away and tried not to remember the scene
of the captain’s death.



Chapter Five

MacDill Air Force Base-Florida

"Did you read this?’ General Stone asked Commander Scott as he showed him a
folder labeled “Camp Bondsteel Situation Report."

Scott saw the folder's title and felt his stomach sink, while his body temperature rose
by about ten degrees. He'd been afraid of this. He knew the general would react
strongly toit.

The file contained a report from the base commander of Camp Bondsteel, part of
the multinational peace effort in Kosovo. Scott had removed it from the genera's
reading pile because he knew if heread it, al hell would probably break loose.
Seeing the report in Stone's hand, he found himself wishing he'd never seen the
damned thing and that he didn't work for this madman.

Genera Stone, the Commander of U.S. Special Operations Command (SOCOM) at
MacDill Air Force Basein Florida, looked like someone who had found the cure for
cancer. He was alarge man, in excellent shape for a man of fifty-plus years. His
close-cropped gray hair was characteristic of a career soldier, the high and tight. He
was always immaculate in uniform; it gave him an air of arrogance. His face: brown
eyes, high cheekbones and sgquare jaw, never gave away information about his
position on issues. He controlled all the Special Forces of the military services, and
certain projects kept at the highest secrecy levels. He was a man of great power and
influence.

His aspirations were high and remained that way; he used his prowess for solving
Impossible problems as his stepladder to those aspirations. He had been accused on
occasion for being too General Patton-like in his actions; at times exceeding his
authority by committing acts not sanctioned by higher-ups. Yet his record of
successes in these actions were too numerous to discount; thereby his removal was
considered afar greater loss and a certain level of tolerance had been applied,
staving off his retirement for sometime in the distant future. His outlook was that
there was aneed for aman of hisforward thinking in an age of softies: that
politicians who had never served in the military had taken over too many of the roles
that controlled the military forces.

One of his biggest complaints was the lack of commitment of military assets to the
drug war. Although illegal drugs were aworld problem, this particular area hit closest
to him; he'd lost his sixteen-year-old daughter, his only child, to an overdose of
cocaine. Hiswife blamed him and his career that kept him away from home for long



periods of time, but he saw the greater problem: businessmen with political
connections who controlled large portions of the illicit drug trade and reaped its
blood-money profits.

Scott distinctly remembered the dissertation the general had given him on the
subject. One thing about the general: when he went off on one of these little talks,
you best give him your fullest attention.

"The administration only throws token money and effort against the drug problem,”
Stone had said disdainfully. He had afolder in his hand and Scott remembered the
way in which his hand tightened around it as he spoke.

"Nobody wants to step too hard on the toes of our precious South American
neighbors. The assholes!"

Stone had twisted the folder into arolled-up stick which he now rapped against an
open palm. Whap. Whap.

"Everyone knows the only way to succeed on the war on drugsisto pull the plug on
the Colombian cartels, take them out, take them all out by any means possible. Kill
the bastards ... every last one of them."

Scott remembered how he had looked away momentarily when the general used the
words ... to kill. He was quickly awarded with a smack from the rolled-up folder and
an iron stare from the general.

"Y ou have issues with that, Commander?’ the general had asked. “1f you do, | need
to know about that right now."

Scott had looked at the general and saw a stare that he would never forget. His eyes
were like hard steel and intently focused on him. The folder remained in his hand but
Scott surmised that it wouldn't be there for long if he answered incorrectly.

"No, sir, | do not have a problem with that."

"Good,” the general had answered. “| want to make sure that all my people are team
players. You are ateam player, Commander, aren't you?"

"Yes, Sr."

The general had looked at the rolled-up folder in his hands. His face had taken on a
disgusted ook and then he tossed the folder onto Scott's desk.

"Get rid of thistrash,” he had said and walked away.

Scott's thoughts returned to the present. Although the general had many
subordinates who looked through the multitude of mediathat flowed through the
information center on adaily basis, he still made it a point to scan through some of it
himself. Most of the reports were for information purposes only, such as this report.
But Stone had made it known that he wanted to see anything that sounded the |east



bit strange; the more bizarre the information or story—the better. Nothing was
dismissed, no matter how weird. To not adhere to this order would invoke the
general's wrath, which had been known to end many a career.

Lately though, with al that was going on in the Balkan region, his thoughts remained
focused on these areas. He found the history of the region fascinating because of the
campaigns that changed the political and military landscape of thisregion over the
past several hundred years, along with the interesting topics about the myths and
legends of the Balkans. He was a pragmatic man and gave little thought to
unsubstantiated rumors or myths that held no credence. However, he knew that
solving problems which were extremely difficult required a unique approach. So he
kept everything inside his head in the event that it became useful at some point. The
Balkans were full of ancient ideas. from legends to battles fought across the land for
centuries. He knew that there was something to be learned from al of thiswhich
could possibly be helpful in his other endeavors as well.

Commander Scott stared at the report General Stone had in his upraised hand. The
report concluded that the deaths of the girls and Captain Block were possibly the
result of Serbians, but Scott knew the unusual comments from the civilian who had
reported the incident had kindled the general's interest. The words “vampires’ and
“creatures’ keyed his attention, although the base commander had dismissed the use
of the terms to translation problems and possible hysteria brought on by war fatigue.

"Yes, gir, | have seeniit,” Scott replied, trying to keep his voice even. His heart beat
rapidly as the general's gaze bore through him. Sweat began to ooze from his pores.

"And?’ the general said, throwing the word out like a grenade that Scott thought he
might aswell fall on now and get it over with.

"Hysteria and war fatigue,” Scott responded.
" S0 you think someoneis fabricating al of this?"

"Yes, sir,” he answered. “Those people have been through alot. Hysteriafrom
deaths of loved ones can lead to fabrication of stories as a kind of repression of
guilt. We've seen this before in Bosnia."

"Very rational thinking, Commander,” Stone said, closing the folder.

Scott breathed a sigh of relief, thinking that the storm had passed. He returned to the
work on his desk.

"But | disagree,” Stone's voice boomed back, causing him to jump in his seat. “|
think there are some interesting facts here that need to be looked at."

"But gir...” Scott began. “There can't possible be any truth—"

"Listen to me.” Stone cut him off. “1 want you to do the following."



Scott scrambled to get a pen and paper.

"One, send a communication to the base commander telling him to check out the
story. Two, put the Special Forces unit in the area on aert and three, get me
someone with a background in historical aspects, specifically in myths and legends
of thisarea."

"Does that include vampires, sir?’ Scott asked without thinking and immediately
wished he could retract the question. A bead of sweat scurried down his back.

"It does,” Stone said and smiled as he stepped up to within afew inches of hisface.
“And if you keep something like thisfrom me again, I'll put you in the biggest
shit-hole | can find, do you understand?’

"Yes...yes, dir, | understand.”

Stone stared at him for what was only seconds, but to Scott, it felt like amuch
longer time. Finally, the general left his office. He exhaled strongly and wished he'd
never taken this assignment. He pitied whomever he would find for the job.



Chapter Six

Norfolk, Virginia

Navy Commander John Reese was right at an intriguing point in the book he was
reading when the telephone rang. He thought about ignoring it, but the interruption
had already destroyed his concentration. He tried to consolidate the mass of paper
that surrounded him so it wouldn't get it mixed up when he got up. The papers were
his notes that would comprise his book he'd been working on for afew years.
Tentatively titled Myths and Legends, he hoped it would become a textbook for
classes of the same subject.

Many of the classes he'd taken while earning his Masters Degree in Ancient
Civilizations and Mythology did not have good textbooks; reliable information was
scarce. His textbook would go further than any book currently published by basing
the entire premise on the effect of legends and mythsin the current day environment.
As soon as he could afford the time and the cost, he planned a research trip to
Europe to gather hard data. His deepest hope and desire was to prove just one of his
theories correct.

He finally reached the ringing phone. “Hello,” he said, unable to keep the aggravation
out of hisvoice.

"Commander Reese?"’
"Yes.” The use of hismilitary rank indicated thiswas aformal call.

"Thisis Captain Bleth. I'm the duty officer for Commander Mid-Atlantic Regionin
Norfolk."

"Yes, sir, how can | help you?’ Reese asked, civilizing his tone as he was speaking
with a senior officer.

"We've received immediate orders for you from Washington. Y ou are to proceed
immediately to U.S. Special Operations Command at MacDill Air Force Basein
Florida."

"What?' Reese knew they must have the wrong guy. “ There must be some mistake.
I'm the logistics officer for Naval Special Warfare Group Two at Little Creek. Sir,
are you sure you're not looking for another Commander Reese?"

"Isyour social security number 198-65-84657"

"Yes, Sr."



"Thereis no mistake,” Captain Bleth said.

"“I'll have to notify my chain of command,” Reese said, for lack of anything elseto
say. He was completely baffled about what was happening.

"Y our chain of command has been notified about your departure. The orders are not
apermanent change of station, just temporary assignment for an undetermined time."

After twenty years of service, he thought there would be no more shock when
unexpected notification came, but there always was, as was the quick acceptance
that followed. “When do | depart?"’

"Thereisaflight out of Norfolk Air Station in three hours. Y ou are to be on that
plane."

"|s there any explanation of the assignment?’ He looked at his watch. It would only
take him thirty minutes to be on the Naval Air Station from his homein Ocean View.

"All it saysistemporary assignment to an advisory position of sometype. I'll have a
duty driver meet you at the air terminal with copies of your orders.”

"Thank you, Sir,” Reese said, as his mind raced with the possibilities.
"Have agood time,” the captain said, and then hung up.

Reese was slow in returning the phone to the cradle. He sat in his chair and
organized his thoughts. It was quite strange that there had been no prior warning new
orders were coming. Not even a call from hisimmediate superior in his change of
command, Captain Clark.

"John,” afemale voice called from the bedroom. “I thought | heard the phone
ringing?'

"Work,” Reese said, almost forgetting that Lisa had been in the bedroom from the
night before. He had woken early as was his custom, consumed copious amounts of
coffee and had gotten absorbed in his work—as usual. He was a creature of habit
and there could be no denying that.

Lisa had come over with a bottle of wine to celebrate something, but he couldn't
remember what it was at the moment. One thing led to another and they ended up in
bed together. Their relationship had been one of what he would describe as
on-again, off-again. With his schedule at work and his diehard attention to his book,
he would go for weeks without calling or even thinking about her. She would get
angry and eventually show up at his doorstep. They would make up; Reese was not
sure half of the time what it was he was apologizing for, and then they would go on.

A few seconds later, atall blonde, well-tanned and wearing along T-shirt, emerged
from the bedroom.

"Who was it?’ she asked.



"Apparently my services are requested elsewhere, and in ahurry. | have to get ready
to go,” he said. “Duty calls."

She came and tried to sit alongside of him, but his mountain of books and notes
covered the entire area. She began to move things to make a spot to sit.

"No, don't move anything,” he said, probably alittle more forcefully then he had
intended. “| have everything exactly where | know it is. If you moveit, I'll have to
start all over."

"Y ou and your work,” she said. The tone of her voice was a good indication of the
storm on the way. “If it isn't the Navy calling, you're wrapped up with these old
musty books."

"It'swhat | do,” he said ssimply.

"No, John, it's not just what you do. It's an obsession. The only way | can get your
attention isto get you tipsy so you forget about all this stuff for awhile,” she said,
waving her arms around the room. “1 have to force you to notice me, for God's
sake."

"Comeon, Lisa,” he said. “ Stop exaggerating.”
"Okay, John, hereisalittle test for you. What were we celebrating last night?"

Reese winced. His expression gave his answer away without him even haveto say a
word.

"| thought so,” she said. “Y ou can't remember last night with me, but you can
remember what happened centuries ago in some little backwater country in Europe.”

"Lisa, that's not fair—"

"Fair? You know what afair is, John? It's a place for cotton candy and rides.
Speaking of which, | fedl like I've been on a merry-go-round with you—going in
circles. I've been with you for six months now, hoping you'd notice me and what do
you do? Y ou treat me like that chair,” she said, pointing to the corner. “It's there
when you need it, but the rest of the time, it just occupies space. | can't be achair
any longer, John."

She stormed back into the bedroom, but quickly reappeared in her jeans and tucking
her t-shirt in her pants with one hand. In her other hand, she carried her sneakers.

"Look, Lisa, | haveto make acall and get ready to go. Can't we talk about this
|ater?"

"There won't be alater, John,” she said smply.
"Lisa, wait..."



The door made a resounding thud as it closed.

"Off again,” he said, remembering how he had classified their relationship. Thistime,
he didn't think it would ever get back to the on stage.

He exhaled strongly and couldn't help looking at the chair that Lisa had mentioned
earlier. She had been right. The only exception was she thought he didn't realize the
way he was acting or treating her, but he did. He wasn't in love with her; shewas a
distraction that he used to unblock his own mind and that was all he wanted at this
period in hislife. At timesthey had alot of fun together and the sex was good,;
however, he was not looking for anything beyond that at this point. Was he using
her? He probably was. He had developed an analogy from hiswork in dealing with
women and relationships: given enough time, the myth either becomes redlity, or it
fades away. Apparently this current affair had just faded away.

Reese then remembered he was about to call Captain Clark. He opened his recall
folder and looked for the telephone number. This assignment to the Special Warfare
Group had introduced him to some new and interesting operations that were
different than the regular Navy side of the house, but they did not compare to the
strange orders he'd just received. He was in charge of the group logistics, purchasing
supplies and services required for use by the Special Operation Units on the East
Coast. Hiswork dealt mainly with the SEAL units and similar forces. After ayear, he
had developed a unique respect for the elite of the Special Warfare Community.

He found the number and dialed it.

"Hello,” an alert voice answered.

"Captain Clark?’ Reese asked.

"Reese?’

"Yes, sir. I'm sorry to bother you at home but—"

"The duty officer called you already?’ he said, cutting Reese off mid-sentence.
"Yes, sir. Did they explain to you what thisis all about?*

"Afraid not,” Clark said. “I tried to call you afew minutes ago to give you a heads
up. Your linewas busy. All | know isthat | got acall from Captain Sorbert,
Commander Naval Special Warfare Group Two, telling me not to look for you on
Monday morning. When | asked him why, | wastold to not worry about it; that you
would be on special assignment to SOCOM for an undetermined period of time. |
pressed him for more information but he was closed-mouth about it. Sorry, Reese."

"Do you have any idea what this might mean?’ Reese felt that there was some
underlying current here and it bothered him. Clark was usually straightforward and
upfront with him.



"| hate to speculate,” Clark began, “but usually when orders are cut thisfagt, it's
done high up in the chain of command. Whoever wants you there has to have alot
of pull to do this. Must be important.”

"But it doesn't make any sense, sir.” Reese's intuition was beginning to twitch. Was
he being paranoid or did he hear the emphasis that Clark had placed on the word
important?

"Maybe not to you, but it obviously does to someone else. All you can dois go
along for now and when you get there, you'll find out for sure.”

Reese was sure he had heard the tonal change in the words this time. He wondered if
Clark was trying to hint at something that he couldn't say directly.

"Yes, sir. Thanks for your time, Captain Clark."
"Have agood trip. Give me acall if you can and be careful.”
"Thank you, sir.” Reese hung up the phone.

What was this about? He had to admit that his interest was now piqued asto why
he'd been chosen. He mentally ticked off his qualifications. degreesin economics for
his business side and ancient history for his personal interest. He was alogistics
officer with a diverse background but nothing spectacular that would guarantee
promotion, which was why he'd retire in another eighteen months. He possessed a
top-secret clearance that was required for the current assignment and his current
superior respected him. Logic dictated then that this had to be something to do with
logistics in the Special Operations community. Maybe some research and
development contractual issues or something had come up on some project and they
were looking for some fresh thoughts.

That's probably it, nothing too exciting, it was just the community way to issue
orders and move personnel around unexpectedly, keeps us on our toes.

He looked at the clock and decided he better get moving and pack some clothes,
even though he was not even sure how long he would be staying in Florida.



Chapter Seven

Reese made it on time to the airport and was met by the duty driver. What surprised
him—no—what shocked him was that the plane was for him, and only him: asmall
passenger plane normally reserved for VIPs. Extremely odd that a plane that cost
serious bucks to operate would ferry him to Florida; normal procedure would have
placed him on a contracted passenger plane. Whatever awaited him in Florida must
be urgent enough to warrant the expenditure.

Greeted by one of the pilots, alieutenant, he was seated only seconds before the
plane rolled down the runway. He took a book from his brief case titled Creaturesin
Our Lives, opened it to the page he had marked, and began reading.

"Excuse me, sir, but abook with atitle like that must be strange.”

Reese looked up and saw another lieutenant. By the insignia on his uniform, he was
also apilot.

"Yeah, it iskind of strange.” He offered his hand. “Commander John Reese."
"Lieutenant Sam Kramer. I'm the co-pilot.”

"Y ou wouldn't have any ideawhy I'm being flown to MacDill, would you?"
"No, sir. They just hand us the paper that says who and when."

"l guess I'll have to wait until | get there then."

"So what's the book about?"

"A lot of different things concerning folklore and myth."

"Really? | had this professor once ... | was taking atheology course in college. You
know, one of those have-to-take courses. Anyway, he went off on some tangent
about folklore and stuff like that,” Kramer said.

"Well,” Reese began, “you would be surprised how closely theology and myths are
related. Obviously the professor you had felt that way. Y ou see, there is a school of
thought that to study something based upon myth, legends or folklore, it was
considered similar to the study of theology. There is no hardcore evidence that
could either prove or disprove the storiesin either case. Lacking hard proof, it
becomes more of a study of philosophy, whereby one's faith or belief was the
deciding factor. On amore personal leve, if it was evident that the individual lacked
the courage or determination to become involved in an areathat could solidly be



disproved such as hard science, it was likely to be determined that the person was a
slacker one way or another."

"I nteresting comparison, it'sa... unique areato get into. How did you get interested
in something like that?’ Kramer asked.

Reese slouched back in his seat and got comfortable. “I think | developed this
passion for monsters at an early age after seeing the early Dracula and werewolf
movies. | was astounded to learn that these creatures were based upon myths that
had been documented in some form. My interest grew from there, although when |
attended college, | studied in the businessfield out of practicality, leaving my
passion for the unknown and unexplained as a hobby."

"Yeah,” Kramer agreed. “It's a shame how we ignore our true passion while we do
things just to earn abuck. The whole concept sounds fascinating. | bet you have
wooed many alady with your stories of these creatures.”

Reese grinned. “Most women who learned about my favorite pastime assumed | was
an immature jerk. | have to admit | spend alot of time consumed in research.
Women tend to maintain their distance—guess that's why I'm still single.”

Kramer smiled and said, “Personally, Commander, | don't think there isawhole lot
of difference between strange creatures and wives. Take it from someone with
experience; I'm on number three."

"Can | quote you on that?’ Reese asked.
"Hell no, sir. | can't afford another ex."
Both men laughed.

"Well, | better get back to the flight deck,” Kramer said. “Nice talking to you,
Commander."

"Same here. Hope | didn't ramble on too much."
"No, sir. Sit back and enjoy the flight,” Kramer said as he |eft Reese to himself.

Reese would have loved to do nothing more then sit back and relax. However, until
he got to MacDill and found out what this was all about, he didn't think there would
be much relaxing on his part.

* % * %

MacDill Air Force Base was located about eight miles south of Tampa, Florida, on
the tip of the Interbay Peninsulain Hillsborough County. After landing, the plane
taxied to the receiving end of the runway. Reese noticed a car waiting there. He
figured that if someone sent a specia plane to retrieve him, then the car was
probably there to pick him up. More mystery to dwell on.

"Commander Reese,” aMarine corporal said as he saluted.



"I'm your man,” Reese said, trying to be humorous.

"Yes, gir,” the Marine said in a monotone voice, obviously bypassing Reese's
attempt at humor. “Please get into the vehicle and | will drive you to headquarters.”

"Let'sgo then,” Reese said and got in.

In amatter of minutes, they arrived at atwo-story building. The corporal indicated
for Reese to enter the center doors. Reese thanked him and headed into the building.

The reception areawas plain and carried the usual adornments of most military
installations. On the walls were the colorful depiction of theindividua service logos
that fell together under one umbrella of command. They consisted of the Navy
SEALSs, the Army Airborne and the Air Force Special Operations Forces, al circling
alarger emblem of the Unites States Specia Operation Command. The main
centerpiece was the tip of alance, sometimes referred to as the ace of spades.

"Can | help you, sir?’ asked the young soldier sitting at the reception desk.

"Yes,” Reese said as he handed his orders to him. The soldier glanced at the orders
and then immediately placed a call.

"*Someone will be right here to escort you."
"Thanks."

Reese occupied his time by looking at the standard chain of command picture board
that resided on the wall of every military command. He didn't have long to wait.
Within afew minutes, a Navy commander appeared.

"John Reese,” he said as he extended his hand. “1'm Sam Scott."

"Pleased to meet you.” Reese struggled with pleasantries while restraining himself
from asking Scott what the hell was going on. However, given all they had gone
through to get him here, he probably wouldn't discussit on the quarterdeck.

Scott was not alogistics officer; he was aline officer. Reese recognized the two
rank insignia on the other's collars versus the one that he had. Staff corps officers
only wore one rank while the other depicted specialty.

Scott was tall and thin and looked like someone who had been run ragged most of
histime in the service. Reese knew the signs of a person trying to achieve promotion
and position at an accelerated pace, right down to the darkness under his eyes and a
dight nervousness in his demeanor.

"I know you have questions,” Scott said. “And | apologize for the short notice. If
you follow me, we can go somewhere where we can talk."

" Sounds good."



Reese followed Scott through the first set of doors that took them off the
quarterdeck. Reese noticed Scott used a magnetic card to access the doors they
went through. He was also surprised at the maze orientation of the facility and
imagined he'd get lost in here without someone escorting him.

Asthey proceeded, Reese noticed the doors took on a new |ook; the verbiage on
signs became more authoritative. He noticed not only was the card required, but
there were Marine guards who verified Scott and his credentials.

After afew minutes, they entered a small windowless conference room that
contained one large circular table with eight chairs around it. Scott gestured for him
to have a seat.

"Coffee?’ Scott asked.

"Sure,” Reese said, as he sat in achair. He tried to control his anxiousness to hear
about his new assignment.

Scott placed a cup of coffeein front of him, then sat.
"Why am | here?’ Reese asked. “Why the rush?"
Scott exhaled. “Y our background may be of use to us."

"My logistics. That'swhat | thought,” Reese said, feeling relieved. “Y ou want me to
work in the acquisition and logistics center?"

"No, it's your other non-Navy interest—ancient histories and civilizations. Y our
interest in myths and legends.”

"What? Y ou have to be kidding, right? | don't understand what that has to do with
the Navy or the military for that matter. It's more like a hobby for me."

"It does have relevance in this particular case, or a least we believe it does. We have
come across some ... well ... before | explain any of that, you must understand
about General Stone. He is an extraordinary leader and tactician. He is known for his
unusual approaches in solving the unsolvable, he'salmost alegend.”

Reese was surprised at Scott's tone. It was amost as if he was apologizing for the
generd. How odd, he thought.

"I have heard of him and his accomplishments,” Reese said. “ General Stoneis
well-known throughout the services."

"Y es. Then you know that he likes to ook into the unusual or bizarre events we
sometimes come across. Most of them don't pan out and can be explained by
rational means, but every once in awhile something unexplainable is found."

"Interesting approach, but | still don't see where | comein,” Reese said. He sipped
his coffee.



"Y our background appears to be extensive in the European theater and especially the
Balkans."

"Yes,” Reese agreed. “Many scholars consider those areas the center of many myth
creations, so my interests lie there as well."

"With all the happeningsin Kosovo,” Scott said, “there have been some unusual
developments. The general felt that someone with your background might be useful
on his staff."

"That'sit?’ Reese asked, amazed at the smplicity of it. “Y ou flew me out here on a
private jet—with afew hours notice—to be an advisor on what | do for a hobby?"

"That'sit,” Scott agreed.

Thisis bullshit, Reese thought. This guy istrying to blow smoke up my ass. He's
nervous about something. Something he doesn't want me to know.

"Then why all the mystery, the cloak-and-dagger orders and stuff?’ he asked.

"Politics. The general doesn't like others to know that he is looking into any of these
... different areas. Rumors can ruin a career faster than anything elsein the military."

"True,” Reese said. “A good many personnel have been forced—"

The door opened and General Stone entered like a thoroughbred racehorse that had
just shot through the opening gate in arace. Reese almost knocked over his cup of
coffee as he stood to greet the general.

"Asyou were,” Stone said, not even the least bit winded from his entry. “Y ou must
be Commander Reese.” Reese took the extended hand and shook it, noticing in the
genera's other hand he had a folder marked TOP SECRET.

"Yes, gir, pleased to meet you,” Reese said, feeling alittle apprehensive about what
he was stepping into.

"Thought you might find this interesting reading on the flight,” the general said, as he
handed the folder to Reese.

“Flight ... sir?’ Reese asked. “What flight?"

"Y our flight to Kosovo leaves within the hour. There is something there that | want
you to check out for me."

Confused, Reese turned to Scott, but Scott had looked away from him and busied
himself by getting something from his desk. Reese thought he saw alook of relief on
Scott's face, asif the general springing the bad news had got him out of having to do
it. Reese knew then he wasn't going to get along with Scott.

Reese turned his attention back to the general. The man glowered over him, his eyes



so large and intense that Reese thought they might explode at any minute. The
uncomfortable silence was intolerable, and Reese felt they were waiting for him to
say something. He said the most logical thing he could think of.

"YeS, S'r.n



Chapter Eight

As the plane departed MacDill AFB, Reese sat in awe at the way he was being
shuffled around the globe. Seven hours ago, he had been comfortably at home
reading abook. A mere hour ago, he had been in a conference room with
Commander Scott and General Stone. Now he was on another plane heading to
Kosovo, which was in the midst of civil unrest being controlled by NATO
peacekeepers. Scott had briefed him that the plane was bound for Skopie,
Macedoniavia Rota, Spain. From Skopie, he would be driven to Camp Bondsteel in
Kosovo. Specific information about his assignment was in the folder that the general
had given him, and everything el se would become clear upon his arrival at the base
camp. Or so he had been told.

The only difference from his earlier flight was he was not alone on this plane; he had
lots of company. Thisflight was what they called in the military aregular run.
Personnel from all branches of the services filled most seats. Their conversations
were excited and busied as new acquaintances were made and stories exchanged.
Reese had been assigned a seat by himself; the flight captain told him he would
understand why when he read the information he had been given.

At this point, nothing had been explained to him yet and Reese still had a hard time
wondering why his knowledge of ancient history and folklore would be of use to the
Navy. What would warrant this? It puzzled him. Puzzlement in this case was
outweighed by the fact that the more he thought about it, the better thistrip was
looking. After al, he had always wanted to go to this particular region to study and
to look for information for his own work. And now here it was, handed to him; a
freetrip to his own Disneyworld.

As the plane bounced through asmall air pocket, Reese felt the hardness of the
sealed envelope that Stone had given him. It was still unopened due to the haste
required to board the plane prior to departure. As the plane settled into a cruising
altitude, he unsealed the envelope and removed afolder. As he opened it, he saw
iImmediately on top of the contents page awarning that the information was classified
and by the flight's conclusion, the plane commander had orders to destroy the folder
and contents before touching down on foreign soil. Reese felt his earlier euphoria
about histrip quickly evaporate as his stomach took a sudden lurch. What the hell
did thisfile contain?

He began reading. First there were situational reports from the Camp Bondsteel Base
Commander about an incident with an encounter with a civilian named Idriz Laupki
and his story about his daughters' deaths by some form of creature. This was not



surprising to Reese; histories from that part of ancient Europe were filled with similar
claims about deaths caused by creatures. The majority of these stories had been
attributed to imagination and exceptional tale-wielding by local inhabitants, but afew
defied logic and reasoning and left room for specul ation.

Next was an order issued to the Base Commander, Colonel Antol, by General Stone,
its verbiage couched as another possible ethnic cleansing incident that required
immediate follow-up. Another report followed, filed twenty-four hours ago from the
Base Commander, claiming that a Captain Block sent to investigate the incident was
now missing and possibly murdered by party or parties unknown at the site of the
previous murders. The murders of two girls were confirmed by the retrieval of two
bodies from the site.

The captain failed to return from the site, and another member of the investigating
team, a Sergeant Estefan, was under medical custody and appeared to be in shock
from what he had witnessed. Another soldier, a Corporal Brosnev, and the civilian,
Idriz Laupki, submitted statements as to what had occurred, but their comments had
not been verified with another on-site visit pending the request from SOCOM to not
take action until their specialist arrived. Specialist? Reese assumed that was him.

He flipped to the reports of Brosnev and Laupki and read what sounded like
something directly out of ahorror movie. But they were also like many accounts he
had read before. But unlike those studies, this time there seemed to be an additional
point of credibility by the military being involved. There would be no point for
military personnel to lie about such events.

Still, it could be just a cover-up to confuse the ethnic cleansing issue. If another
party could be blamed in having taken part in the killing, it could benefit the Serbians.

He turned over afew more pages to the medical reports on the noninvasive autopsy
of the two civilian casualties. Reese didn't understand most of the annotations on the
standard Department of Defense form. He turned it over and his eyes focused on a
general comment block at the bottom. He read the comments once, twice, then put
down the report and stared out the window.

"Canine teeth or fang punctures at the throat,” and under the cause of death, the
words “loss of all blood” were underlined followed by, “no blood or traces of
blood left in body, asif drained.”

Reese tasted bile from his soured stomach and tried to bring it back under his
control. Here was exactly what he hoped to find, verified on paper: the classic signs
of avampire attack. He had never in hiswildest dreams imagined that he would ever
encounter a creature from the myths and legends he had studied over the years. And
now it was staring him right his face.

He calmed himself. The odds were against the story being true, a perpetrated hoax
by the locals to scare people from the region. But there was a chance.



"But why the interest from General Stone?’ he muttered.

One page remained in the folder. The last page was a personal note from General
Stone.

Commander Reese, you know what these mysterious factors may indicate. | want
you to find out if there is any truth to what's been reported. All of SOCOM assets
In the theater of operations are available at your disposal. Do not to talk to anyone
about this except those that are cleared by Commander Scott or myself. Report
only to me or to Commander Scott.

Reese's gaze settled on the last paragraph.

Although the probability of this report being true is small, for a moment consider
the possibility that it is a fact. Your personal interestslie in thisarea, as do mine.
We can satisfy both our needs if we proceed carefully but quickly—if these claims
turn out to bereal.

Reese closed the folder and looked out of the window. He couldn't decideif he
should feel excited about such a prospect, or if he should be scared.

He chose scared.



Chapter Nine

MacDill AFB

"I don't know why he wantsit,” Scott said into the telephone. “Just get me the damn
information so he gets off my back!” He slammed the receiver back into the base on
his desk and rested his head on the palms of his hands. The migraine headache
throbbed unmercifully, even though he thought it should be getting better after he
had so adeptly gotten rid of Reese. With Reese heading to Kosovo, the genera
would focus on his actions there rather than on what he was doing here. It would be
adight reprieve but areprieve nonethel ess.

"Problem?’ afamiliar voice said from behind him.

Scott slowly raised his head, hoping that Stone had not been standing there for very
long.

"| asked if there was a problem?’ the general said.

"No, sir. I'm just trying to get hold of the information you wanted. | have someone
running over to the University Library to get—"

"That's the problem today,” Stone said calmly. “Nobody understands the
importance of information."

He moved up to Scott's desk and sat on the corner. In his hands he had a stack of
papers which he rolled into atube. Scott felt himself move further back into his chair
asif trying to increase the distance between them.

"L et me give you an example,” Stone began. “Thiswhole operation going onin
Kosovo. Y ou know why it has failed so miserably?"

"No, sir."
"History."
"Sr?

"Nobody understands the history of the area, so they don't understand the problem.
If you don't understand the problem, how the hell can you expect to fix it?"

"Yes, dir,” Scott agreed, even though he didn't have a clue what the general was
talking aboui.

"This area has been in constant turmoil from way back. The first hunters arrived in



the area starting back in 7000BC. Did you know that?"

"No, sir,” Scott answered. Great. A fucking history lesson now. | don't have time
for his babbling; | have so much shit to do.

Stone continued, “Then in 1200BC, the Illyrian..."

Scott tried to organize his thoughts on how he was going to get the information,
arrange the military assets to be at Reese's disposal, get clearances for shipments of
equipment and God knew what else.

Stone continued, “...with migrations of Southern Slavs, Slovenes, Croatians,
Serbians and Bulgarians entering the Balkans from the North."

Stone paused as if waiting for something to continue. He began to twist the rolled-up
paper in his hands.

After afew seconds, Scott realized he had paused and said, “ That's interesting."

"That's only the beginning,” Stone said and continued on. “In the 800's, the
Croatians fell under the control of..."

Scott returned to his thoughts. He needed to develop areason to maneuver the
SEAL team from their previous assignment without raising any questions.

"...religion is one of the most powerful tools ... next to aloaded nine millimeter
Glock pistol that's resting up to the side of your forehead. Y ou get my drift?"

"Yes, sir,” Scott answered automatically. He didn't have a clue what the hell a pistol
had to do with religion.

Stone went on, “1n 1345, the Turks entered the Balkans as mercenaries for the
Byzantine Empire's..."

Scott knew that if he moved the team, it would have to go into the situational report
at some point. The reports went through the chain of command and questions might
be raised as to the reason why.

"Hallowed ground is another important factor to remember,” Stone emphasi zed.
“Y ou want to keep that in mind."

"Ah ... yes, sir,” Scott answered, but he had lost track on what the hell the general
was saying. Trivial shit that didn't matter to him right now anyway.

"By 1453, the Turks capture Constantinople, and the Byzantine Empirefell to
Ottoman rule...

Scott thought if he could manufacture some form of crisis worthy of the SEAL team
to follow up on, that would probably be enough and not cause undue attention by
anyone.



"Y ou must understand that in order to understand your enemy."

"Understand the enemy, yes, sir.” Scott said as he saw that as Stone continued, the
paper in his hands was collapsing and tightening in an almost rhythmical manner.
Even with all of the man's brilliance in tactics, he still possessed his quirks. | wish he
would just get out of here so | can do my work.

"In 1690, afailed Serbian revolt..."

Won't he just give up already— don't care about the history! | hate when he does
this shit and then gives me hell when shit doesn't get done. He knows that what |
have to do isimportant and if | screw it up, the damn CIA or other spooks will
guestion what is happening.

"...hence alarge part of our problem with the peacekeeping operations.”
"Yes, sir.”
"The Serbian population..."

Scott knew that whatever story he fabricated to justify the additional use of assets
would have to be supported by reports from the field. He would have to review past
reports to select something. The death of the civilians was a good start but not
strong enough by itself to justify the use of the SEAL team rather than just aregular
reconnai ssance mission.

*...and hold onto it until 1918. Are you following this?’ Stone asked.
"Yes, dr, it's... very enlightening and fascinating.” Bullshit!

Stone continued twisting the paper in his hand as he went on.

"Then there was the Pig War of 1906 and then World War |...

Scott decided he was going to have to pull some strings based on the authority that
his position carried—or in other words, he was going to have to bully others into
doing what he needed to have done. He would use the usual promise that the general
would very much appreciate it and undoubtedly put in agood word on their next
promotion.

"...many people forget that economics can sometimes be as good as a reason as any
to start awar. And why not? Things get so bad that you can't feed your family or
yourself—you have nothing to lose.”

Stone again fell silent and drew Scott's attention. Stone continued his motion of
twisting and untwisting the paper in his hands. The paper appeared to be getting
discolored from the sweat that was exuding from the general's passionate rendition.
For the umpteenth time, Scott wished he would just finish and leave him alone.

"Thank you, sir, for—"



"However, in 1921,” Stone continued.

Y es, Scott thought, he would have to grease many wheels to make this al work. It
would be difficult but not impossible. And he could always manipul ate Reese in
theater to request the assets and modify the existing role of the units being used.

"...very important during any occupation this factor of resentment. It festersinside
people until it spouts its limy puss on everyone. And it doesin this area; Nazi
Germany invades Yugodaviain 1941."

"World War |1,” Scott said, picking up on a buzz word to make it look like he was
following the conversation.

"Don't rush the damn story,” Stone said fiercely. “If you skip stuff, you won't
understand.”

"YeS, S r.n
"WEéll, the Nazis were welcomed by the Croatians..."

Scott hoped that the information from the library section would get here. The general
would lock himself away with it asif it were a gorgeous woman.

"...leaving the Communist party in charge but without backing from Russia and
managed to survive for more then 40 years."

The phone on Scott's desk beeped with the sound of an incoming call. Scott
Instinctively reached for it.

SMACK!

Scott winced as he was struck on the head by the rolled-up paper that Stone had in
his hands.

"I'm not done yet,” the general said. His eyes were wide and livid with energy.

Scott was dazed; between being surprised and shocked at the blow, he wondered if
the man was on something, maybe drugs. But remembering the history of Stone's
family, he quickly diminated drugs. The man isinsane.

"Where was 1?7’ Stone asked, as if nothing had happened.
"The Communist party and forty years,” Scott offered.

"Oh yes—thank you,” Stone said. “Forty years of Communism and Serbian
domination..."

Scott tried to regain his previous line of thinking about his tasking for the mission,
but the throbbing of his head and the audacity of the attack only made him angry. He
regretted the day he took this damn job. He tried to focus on what Stone was saying
so that maybe he would just get it over with.



"...the same thing that began in this country hundreds of years ago—eliminate the
troublemakers, the undesirables.”

"Ethnic cleansing,” Scott said.

"Very good,” Stone said as he smiled. “Now as the Communist regimes crumblein
1989, Milosevic turns the Communist party into the Nationalist party...

Scott thought that the smile that Stone gave him was one of contempt and loathing,
asif he was not capable of understanding the point that he was trying to make. Y et
the foolishness that ALL of thiswas important to the current situation was a crock
of shit.

"Why? Because as | have explained all along, these people only understand war and
fighting as away to achieve their mutual ends.”

"What would you have suggested?’ Scott asked. His head throbbed from the
migraine which had been aggravated by the blow to his head. His stomach was
actually becoming nauseous from the acid that was churning with violence. He
wanted to grab the pills but they were in his desk drawer and he dare not move. He
didn't want another strike from the rolled-up paper.

"Let them finally fight it out,” Stone said adamantly, “winner take al and be done
with it. But the diplomats couldn't let that happen. So in March 1992...

Thank God—1992, almost done with this crap!
"...peace talks convene in Geneva while fighting continues on the ground.”

"More of the same,” Scott offered, hoping thiswould all end soon. His eyes kept
going back to the rolled-up paper that Stone held firmly.

"Y es. Both sides feign peace but keep fighting. Finally NATO isforced to begin air
strikes and that |eads up to the current NATO peacekeeping forces being deployed
into Kosovo."

"And here we are,” Stone said. “Hundreds of years and we haven't learned a damn
thing. The hypocrites always say that if we don't learn from our mistakes, we are
doomed to repeat them. Y et they ignore the history of a country that has known
nothing but war and death. They miss the key point!"

Scott didn't know what that point was. If Stone expected him to know it—and he
probably did expect it, he was fucked. But if he didn't take a stab at it, he would feel
the wrath for sure—so what the hell.

"The people,” Scott offered.
"What?' Stone asked. “ Speak up."

"| said, the people.”



"They are the common factor that keeps being ignored. They have been victimized
and brutalized for so long—that's al they know. And the result?’ Stone asked.

"Probably a hardened national, very patriotic and hard to defeat."

"Very good,” Stone exclaimed. “Now take it a step further. This thing we have
Reese looking into. Imagine if they existed? How much have they seen of all of
this—how much they would have learned. They would be experts on evading
capture and subversive techniques of killing."

The genera stared off for several seconds. Scott imagined he was thinking about
what he could do if he had men like that. What he could accomplish.

"Do you see it now—why history is so God-damned important? It's the key to
understanding both your enemy and your ally."

"Yes, sir—perfectly.”

"Well then, I'm glad we had thislittle chat. Now, don't you have any work to do?’
Stone asked, surprising him.

"Yes, sir, | do."

"Then get to it,” the genera said, as he got up and turned away.
Scott exhaled along sigh of relief. He was finally—

SMACK!

Scott felt the pain surge through his head. When he was able to look up, he saw
Stone was standing over him again.

"| forgot to mention something. Don't you ever talk shit about me to anyone. | heard
your fucking phone call earlier. Do it againand I'll ... well, just don't do it again."

"Yes, Sr,” Scott said. His voice was weak and thin.

"Now, get methat information ... please.”



Chapter Ten

The Former Republic of Macedonia-Balkan Region

Commander John Reese's plane arrived at the airport of Skopje in the Former

Y ugoslav Republic of Macedonia. He found it interesting how it had been several
years since he had been outside the United States on travel, and in the past
twenty-four hours, he had gone from Norfolk to Florida, then stopped in Spain to
refuel and now he found himself in the Balkan region of Europe. He was going to
have a serious case of jet-lag as soon as his body caught up to the rest of him.

After clearing the check-in process, he retrieved his one piece of luggage and was
ushered to an arrival area where he hoped he would find transportation as promised
to the Base Camp. An army private approached and saluted him.

"Commander Reese, I'm Private White. I've been assigned to escort you to Base
Camp Bondsteel. Colonel Antol sends his regards and regrets he could not meet you
personally,” he said in an obviously memorized greeting.

"Nice to meet you, Private White,” Reese said as he returned the man's salute. “ Shall
we get started? I'm sure we have a bit of aride ahead of us."

"Yes, sir, about two hours,” he said as he grabbed the commander's bag. “This
way, sr.”

Outside of the airport the sun shone, but the air was cool. It felt refreshing to Reese
after sitting on the airplane for amost twelve hours. The private placed his bag in the
back of the military vehicle and they were quickly on their way.

"First timein thisarea?’ Private White asked.
"Yes,” Reese answered. “How long have you been here?’
"About seven months,” replied the private. “Are you here to be an observer?"

Reese remembered that this whole affair was supposed to be kept quiet. His driver
had been dispatched from Camp Bondsteel to pick him up and bring him to the base
camp—that was probably the full extent of what the driver knew. The question
offered an extremely plausible reason for him to be there, and Reese decided to go
withiit.

"Yes,” heanswered. “I'm an observer for SOCOM. They are conducting atest of
new logistical proceduresin the field. They want me to check their effectiveness.”



"Oh. | thought you might ... well ... be here for something else.”

"Like what?’ Reese asked. He got the sense that the private was not just making
small talk. He thought the young man was fishing for some information. Apparently
he had something on his mind. “Is there anything interesting going on?’

"| just heard that there are some rumors going around the camp about some weird
murders.”

"Weird?’' Reese asked, trying to hide hisinterest. News travels fast.

"Some of the guys have heard talk about people being killed by some kind of
creatures. | actually heard the term vampires being thrown around. Sounds crazy,
doesn't it?"

"Creatures? Vampires?’ Reese asked, trying his best to sound amusing.

"Yes, gir. | don't believe it though. Thiswhole country isso old ... the locals have all
kinds of stories about strange beings."

"What kind of stories?'

"Werewolves, vampires ... you know, like the kind from the movies. Anything that
can't be explained is allocated to the monsters.”

"Readlly?’ Reese asked. He was surprised at the private's assertion about the
unexplained—he was quite correct in his observation. “Has anyone actually seen one
of these creatures?’

"I don't think so. | think the rumor got started when some civilian bodies were
brought in to the hospital. They say the bodies were drained of all their blood."

"Did anyone see these bodies?’ Reese asked. There would probably not be any
better way to determine how much was known about what was happening then the
traditional military rumor mill. Reese decided to milk it while the opportunity
presented itself.

"They wouldn't let anyone near the hospital,” the private said, the disappointment
evident in hisvoice.

"What else?’ Reese probed.
"That's about it, sir. It seems as soon as the rumor got out, it fizzled."

Reese thought that whether or not there was any truth to this scenario he had been
sent to investigate, the small leak of information that had occurred was not cause for
major alarm. However, the rumors needed to be stopped.

"Maybe they were concerned about the bodies possibly having some sort of
infectious disease,” Reese offered. “ They do have a problem here with tuberculosis.



It was probably an imposed quarantine to just make sure everyone would be safein
the event the bodies had TB. Doesn't that sound more reasonable?

"Yes, Sir, | suppose.”

"I'm glad to hear that you are a reasonable person, Private White,” Reese said,
thinking about how he could use this opportunity to stop the story from spreading
any further. He had seen what could happen. A few soldiers write letters home to
their parents or spouses and before long, letters and phone calls assail congressmen
and women asking for information, or worse, investigations. If relatives don't get
satisfactory answers, they almost always go to the press and claim the military is
hiding something. Then journalists start crawling out of the woodwork, looking for
confirmation of the stories.

"Y ou might want to be careful who you tell about these so-called creatures. | would
hate to think that you would spread rumors about such ridiculous things. Y ou might
want to let some of the other guys know that telling stories like that can get them into
trouble."

"Trouble?'

" Spreading rumors and scaring everyone. It's bad for morale. People get upset and
they can't work. That's dangerous here. Y ou don't want your buddy |ooking for
creatures when he or she is supposed to be watching your back, do you?'

"No, sir. | guess | never thought about it that way."

Reese thought that the private's voice reflected the change he wanted; a more
concerned attitude that he might get into trouble.

"Y ou might want to let your friends know."
"Yes, gr. | definitely will."

Reese smiled and let the issue rest.



Chapter Eleven

Reese decided to use the rest of the time of histrip to base camp to familiarize
himself with the area. The private had mapsin the vehicle and Reese used them to
plot where the incidents had occurred as mentioned in the reports. He asked several
questions about the surrounding area and in that respect, the young private was quite
useful. Before being assigned as the daily run driver to the airport, he had made
severa patrolsin the outlying areas. He described the ruinsin fair detail and Reese
marked the map as he tried to formulate what the region looked like.

Reese was still unable to relinquish the words that General Stone had used in his
note, use of such creatures as a military assets. Did he actualy believe they existed?
Even he had a hard time believing it could be true. But was the general actually
considering the possibilities of controlling them and using them in the military?

Reese had formulated his own opinions that history was full of myths that were
nothing more than just fabricated stories or exaggerations. But he also believed that
some of them held some parts of truth. If some form of creatures existed during
those earlier periods, and if they lived then, why couldn't they live today? But if they
did, why had they not been discovered?

Further, if creatures existed as those that had been chronicled through history, how
would one even go about trying to control them? No one else had been able to. Why
or how could they be controlled now? Supposedly, these creatures were fast,

strong, intelligent and virtually indestructible. They had survived for hundreds of
years, undetectable and unnoticed...

Realization smacked Reese with the force of a baseball bat to the face.
"That'sit!” he shouted.
"Sir?’ The private asked. “| don't understand? What's it?"

"Oh ... nothing. Sorry,” Reese said. “I ... just drifted off for amoment and thought |
was somewhere else. Jet lag, | guess.”

The private looked at him strangely for a second or two, then returned his gaze to
the road ahead of him.,

Reese smiled. It was so damn obvious that it scared him; the perfect soldier was
what the general wanted. A stealth team of these creatures could penetrate any
stronghold undetected. Accomplish any mission imaginable. Become the ultimate
remorseless killing machine. And all Stone would have to do is point them in the



right direction and let them at it.

Reese didn't like this line of thinking. He may have been handed the dream of a
lifetime if these creatures actually existed, and here he was wondering about the
moralistic implications of using creatures as killing machine to do the military's
covert work. If they existed, weren't they killers already? Reese imagined the
creatures sucking the blood out of their victims, and then killing them
unmercifully—was there redlly a difference?

"Sir, areyou al right? Y ou look kind of pale?’ the private asked.

"Yes,” Reese answered, glancing at the young private as he struggled to control his
stomach. “It's just a combination of the jet lag and this bumpy road.”

"Yes, sir, it was probably something you ate,” the private said. “The food on those
Air Force planes will kill you. | remember one time when | was flying home for leave
around the holidays and..."

Reese didn't hear the private finish his sentence as he leaned out the window and
vomited.



Chapter Twelve

Reese arrived at Camp Bondsteel, which was situated near the city of Urosevic, as
darkness captured the entire region. Massive floodlights lit the camp and its
perimeter.

Private White drove Reese to the base commander's office. As Reese entered the
building, he was met by a staff sergeant who led him to a conference room. Stepping
into the room, he saw three people were already there and apparently having some
kind of meeting. There was an army colonel who Reese immediately assumed was
Colonel Antol, the base commander. The other two he didn't know.

"Commander, glad to see you madeit,” Colonel Antol said as he rose from his chair
and offered Reese his hand.

"Thank you, sir.” Reese said.

Colonel Antol was afit-looking black man. He smiled warmly, but appeared
haggard, asif deep had eluded him for quite sometime. His shaved head glistened
with sweat in the bright fluorescent light even though the temperature in the room
was cool. Reese knew the colonel was under alot of stress just running the base
camp under normal circumstances, but now with this added strain, it showed in his
physical appearance.

"Let me make introductions,” the colondl said, as he led Reese toward the other
people in the conference room.

Thefirst person was afellow Naval officer who wore the trident emblem above his
left pocket indicating he was a Navy SEAL. He was about six feet tall and a solid
two hundred pounds. His blond hair was the traditional short length and a scar ran
along hisleft cheek.

"Commander John Reesg, thisis Lieutenant Mark Johnson, SEAL Team Two
commander."

"Sir,” Johnson said.

Reese felt theiron grip of the man as they shook hands. SEAL Team Two was one
of the teams that he provided logistical support for back on the base in Little Creek.
He recognized the man's name, but had never met him before.

"Pleased to meet you,” Reese said. “Long way from home."



"Yes, gr,” the lieutenant said.

They moved to the next man. He was a sharp contrast to the physically fit Lieutenant
Johnson. His body was short and stocky in size, his hair completely gray, but his
face had that favorite uncle look to it.

"ThisisMaor Sam Barkley, the medical officer,” Antol said.
"Commander,” the major said as he offered Reese his hand. “Welcome to Kosovo."

"Thanks ... | think,” Reese said as he smiled at the man. Reese thought instantly that
he would get along with this man because of his warm disposition.

"There are three other people that are involved. Two arein this building,” said the
colonel. “But | thought it would be better to talk among ourselves first. The others
are a Sergeant Estefan, who was awitness to the event, who is till in an incoherent
state in the hospital. The second is a Corporal Brosnev, who you'll soon meet. Heis
the interpreter for the third person, the civilian, Idriz Laupki."

Colonel Antol sat down, indicating for the rest of them to do the same.

" Gentlemen, nothing said here tonight will be discussed outside the confines of this
room. Is that understood?"

Everyone nodded.

"Commander Reese, General Stone has asked that you lead the investigation and that
myself and staff provide any assistance that you may require."

Reese heard atone he did not like from the colonel, who had been congenial up to
this point. He knew it would be an awkward arrangement to work in if hewasin
charge instead of the colonel. It would quickly become counterproductive and
precious time could be lost.

"Sir,” Reese interrupted, “forgive me for correcting your statement, but | was told
that | would be top advisor, not in charge of the operation. | am to provide
recommendations on how to conduct the investigation and recommend action to be
taken. You will have the ultimate say on what goes."

Reese knew it wouldn't matter either way; he would explain it all to Commander
Scott at SOCOM and have him smooth it over so that everyone would be happy and
cooperate.

"Must have been some miscommunication on my people's part,” the colonel said, as
his tone became less defensive. “How do you recommend we proceed?’

"So far I've just studied the reports. |s there any information to add at this point?”

"No. There hasn't been any change in the condition of the sergeant. We were not
authorized to run a reconnaissance mission until you arrived."



"I understand your concern about scouting the site, but | would suggest to not do so
until I have researched some things and gone over some ... specia tactics that might
be required with Lieutenant Johnson. | would like to interview the civilian first. | have
questions | need answered before | can recommend the next course of action.”

"Okay, Commander, talk to the civilian,” Antol said. “Well meet later when you're
ready to discuss your next move."

Reese thought they had finished for now, but noticed Antol still appeared to have
one more question for him. He hesitated on getting up from the table.

After afew moments of awkward silence, he spoke.

"Commander, we're al intelligent people here,” Antol said as he swept the room with
his hand. “What does the General think is going on here? | know what it looks like
but ... come on now, creatures that kill people and suck their blood? Vampires, for
God sakes—does hereally believe they exist?!

Silence settled as they waited for Reese's response. But he said nothing, suspecting
the colonel wasn't finished speaking. It was better to let him air out al his grievances
now.

"It'sjust local folklore,” Antol continued. “ This country's history is loaded with
stories such as these. Y ou know that probably better than anyone in this room does.
It was just some damn rebels that killed the civilian's children, then Captain Block
got involved and he was killed. Lieutenant Johnson and his SEAL team cango in
there and route the bastards out in an hour. But | can't send them because General
Stone wants you to look at it first."

"Colonel, | don't know what we're dealing with here. | hope you're right and you can
send in the SEALsto take care of it,” Reese paused, “because the other possibility
scaresthe living hell out of me."



Chapter Thirteen

Idriz Laupki

Idriz Laupki tossed and turned on the military cot. He dreamt, remembering when he
was seven years old, the youngest son of Alexi and Lipska...

He watched the commotion in his home's kitchen as his parents and grandparents
added ingredientsinto alarge pot on the stove. The chaotic frenzy in which they
worked scared the little boy as he watched them move with an intense nervous
purpose. He was worried that something had happened, but he had not been told
anything, nor had he asked.

Children in the village learned to accept responsibility at an early age. They were not
to chase after their mother or father asking what they were doing or what has
happened. They were taught to keep their mouth shut and to stay out of the way.
Idriz knew something bad had happened. He could see that the people were scared.
Asfarmers, they were always concerned about weather, crops and their livestock.
But he had never seen them as frightened as they were now.

He had heard that several cattle had been found dead with mysterious puncture
wounds on their necks. His grandparents were summoned by the village elder. When
they arrived, Idriz saw that they had brought an old book. It looked very old because
the binding appeared to be crumbling at the touch. The pages were very yellow,
almost brown. The condition of the book reminded him of his grandparents; in many
ways, they were alike. Their skin was old and rough and looked as if it were ready to
crumble and fall off their bones. The book was consulted by the village elder and his
grandparents. Soon after they spoke, they began to start cooking something in his
home.

They cooked adark liquid in alarge pot. Its smell reminded Idriz of a dead animal
that lay rotting in the fields. But the smell was not the worst of it. He'd seen some of
the ingredients that went into the strange brew. The cattle owner brought the clear
large jug. Theliquid inside was a scarlet red. Idriz knew that it had to contain blood.
When it was poured out of the bottle, itsterrible odor had a coppery scent.

His family said prayers he had never heard before as they added the ingredientsinto
the pot and stirred. At some point of agreement between the group, they decided
that whatever it was they were making was complete, and poured the mysterious
liquid into several jugs. The bottles were loaded onto a wagon and driven off.

With an apparent relief that their task was completed, the four people sat downin
exhaustion and drank a combination of whiskey and coffee. Their words were few



and soon they went off to rest. During thistime, Idriz's father came outside of their
small home to smoke a cigarette before going to sleep.

"Thereyou are, Idriz,” hisfather said. “| was beginning to wonder where you went."

"| have been here the wholetime. | saw what you were doing,” he said, watching his
father as he exhaled alarge plume of smoke.

"Y ou have gquestions, my son?'

"What was it and why was it made? | saw the bottle of blood. It scared me like an
awful secret, like something evil."

"What we have doneis not evil,” he said, as he patted Idriz's head, then ruffled his
hair in aplayful and loving gesture. “We planned to tell you in afew years about the
stories that have been passed down from generation to generation. But | guess now
Is the proper time since you have seen what we had to do to protect us and our
friends.”

"Protect?’ Idriz asked.

"Y es, my son. We've made what we call an elixir; it'saliquid used to ward off the
evil and to protect the villagers and our animals.”

"Isthere an animal attacking the cattle?’ Idriz asked.

"Inaway, it isan animal, but then it is so much more,” his father said, obviously
struggling to find the right words to use. “It is evil in the shape of aman. It comesin
the night to steal the blood from the animals. Sometimes it steals from the people,
too."

"Isit awerewolf?’ Idriz asked, his eyes wide as he remembered the story he had
heard told around the fire on evening.

"No, Idriz, it is not awerewolf. This beast is called the vampire and it isvery red."
"Why hasit come?"

"I don't know, my son. Perhaps the fighting in the mountains has forced it out of its
lair."

"Can it be killed, the terrible beast?’ 1driz asked.

"Y es, there are ways. We made a specia dixir that will keep it away. It's a poison to
the creature; if it gets on their body or inside the body, it will kill it. If you splash it
on them, it will burn."

"What do you call this magic potion?"

"It's not really a potion. But we just cal it elixir. Its ancient name means ‘ death to
those that are already dead.’”



"And it works, you are sure?"
"Yes, it works, my son."
"Thisvampire, it drinks the blood? All of it?

"It depends. If it plans to feed on the animal or human for along time, it will drain
the blood slowly, like saving food for a cold hard winter. If it does not care about
saving, it can drain the body dry."

"Whereisthis creature? Isit here in the village?”'

"Not in the village, but somewhere in the mountains. Y ou know the place they call
Devil's Grip?'

"Yes."
"Wethink it isthere, but we are not sure."
"We should kill it and all that are like them. Shall we do that, Father?"

"It is not easy. It only comes out at night, and is extremely powerful and quick. The
key to destroying it isto find out where it sleeps during the day. It hides from the
sunlight; thelight will kill it."

"It hides from sunlight?”’
"Yes, thelight is deadly to their kind. Some say it isbecause it is God's light."
"But,” the boy began, sounding unsure, “is not the moonlight from God also?"

"I think so. It isvery confusing at times, even to someone like myself. The old book
also tells us something else that we should remember that | do not understand.”

"What is that, father?"
"That we should not kill them, for they serve a purpose.”

"What purpose do they serve that is possibly good? They steal blood from us or
from our animals—there is no good in that."

"Some believe everything that is written in these old books, but | do not. When you
get older and if you should choose to read them, you may also not agree with them.
But there are those who agree with the idea that creatures are necessary aslong as
their numbers are kept small.”

"If al they doiskill animals and people, why should they live?'

"Some people, in the eyes of others, do not deserveto live and if the creatures take
them, the rest of uswill be better off in the end.”

"Who deservesto die in that manner?'



"Y ou know how sometimes we judge people by the way they act or by the way they
look? We see people who do evil but cannot prove it so that they can be punished.
Instead they banish these people from town and send them to the mountains.”

"Yes, father."

"The creatures will judge them and decide their fate. If they areto die, then they will
be killed."

"Tokill isdl right?'

"Some believe that by letting the creatureskill, they themselves have not committed
any crimes against God."

The boy thought about that for afew seconds as he looked at the sky. Then he
turned toward hisfather. “But is not keeping evil the same as being evil ?'

"Yes, my son. | think so. But you must decide within yourself."

"Then | think these creatures should all be destroyed. Every last one of them,” Idriz
said.

His father chuckled at the determination of hisyoung son and patted his head again,
then threw away his cigarette.

"I'm going to go to sleep now. You come in alittle while, okay?"'
"Yes, Father.” Idriz kissed his father good night.

As he sat on the stone wall, |driz's gaze turned toward the mountain in the direction
toward Devil's Grip.

"Y ou better stay up there,” he said and spit in that direction. “Or | will kill you all."

* % * %

Idriz briefly awoke on the military cot in asmall room. His head throbbed and he felt
sweaty, even though the temperature was quite cool. He went to the sink, turned on
the cold water and splashed some on his face. As he gazed upward into the mirror,
he looked at a face which reflected his torment. He looked much older than his fifty
years, his eyes red from anger and tears, encircled by the wrinklesin hisflesh from
spending too much time under the rays of the sun and facing the harsh wintersin the
mountains.

This country was unforgiving. If the constant fighting or weakening economy didn't
claim him or his people, the lack of proper medical care and food did. But it was still
his home that he had fought to keep, and would continue to do so until the land
clamed him asit had hiswife.

Hiswife, his Anna, had been afrail woman who had died during the birth of their last
daughter six years ago. He carried on with hislife, grieving the loss of hiswife and



devoting himself to the raising of histwo daughters. But now, they were all gone.

He found himself tired, extremely tired, and returned to the cot. The past few days
had worn him past the point of exhaustion, but he could not slegp without the
dreams now serving as a constant reminder of what had happened. The return of the
creatures and the murders of his children now occupied his every waking and
slegping thought. His two precious girls were dead by the hands of the creatures that
had killed his parents more than thirty years ago.

Unable to fight the fatigue that his thoughts brought, he returned to the cot and
drifted off to deep again.

* % * %

A fifteen-year-old Idriz returned home from histrip to the mountains. He whistled as
he walked because he was in a good mood. It had been a successful hunting trip; he
had gotten several deer and was bringing home alot of meat tied on the backs of his
packhorses. His father would be especially proud of this accomplishment; the fresh
meat would feed them throughout the winter.

As he approached his home in the fading sunlight, he saw many people near his
house and heard women wailing. He dropped the lead ropes on the packhorses and
ran the remaining distance. Someone from the crowd stepped forward to meet him;
it was the mayor, Lexi Aristhmiski.

"What's happened?’ Idriz cried. “Where are my mother and father?"

"Idriz, something terrible has happened,” the mayor began, hislow voice
characteristic with his short and pudgy shape. Idriz had always despised the man,
for he was lazy and used his position to get out of work.

"What? Tell mel” Idriz screamed.

"Y our mother and father. They're ... dead. God rest their souls.” He made the sign
of the cross.

"No! No!” Idriz felt his body's strength leave him. The mayor grabbed him by the
arm and supported him, but Idriz brushed him away in contempt.

"Tell me what happened!” |driz demanded, as he struggled with his emotions.

"They were mauled by an animal, perhaps a pack of wolves,” the mayor said,
avoiding Idriz's eyes.

"Wolves? Here in the village?'
"No, not here. They were at Devil's Grip when it happened.”
"Devil's Grip? What were they doing there?"'

"They went there because there were more cattle mutilations,” the mayor said, his



voice nervous. “Thetrail led them to that area. They found nothing but thought it
best to spread some of the elixir in the area as awarning. After that, we can only
assume that the animals attacked them, maybe something to do with the smell of the
elixir. You know itsmain ingredient?’

"Blood, from adead animal,” Idriz answered. “Their bodies ... they weren't drained
of blood?"

"We don't think so. There was alot of blood in the area where they were
attacked—that is why we do not believe it was the creature, but wolves."

Idriz looked at the mayor cautioudy, unsure if the inflection in his voice indicated lies
or grief.

"But it might have been made to look that way,” Idriz said, more to himself than to
the mayor. “Where is my grandmother?"

"Sheisinside."

Idriz moved through the crowd as the people he'd grown up with touched him and
spoke their condolences. He ignored them and entered the house. He found his
grandmother in her little room, sitting in her rocking chair and staring toward the
mountains.

"Grandmother,” he said. She looked to him, her eyes and face looked even older
now in the dying light of the day.

"ldriz,” she said as she raised her armsto him. He went to her and they embraced.
"It's horrible, what has happened,” he said. “I will go after the animalsthat did this."
"They are not animals, Idriz,” she said in alow but firm voice.

"But the mayor ... Lexi said that there were animals."

"The mayor says what he must to stem a panic. Heisa coward,” she said and
emulated spitting.

"So it was the vampires?’ Idriz asked.

"Yes,” shesaid. “Your father and mother were out too late and must have been
surrounded by them. | told them to stay away from that area, it was too close to their
... home."

"Why were they there? Why did they go if they knew it was dangerous?’

"There were more cattle killings, so your father said it was enough and set off to
wipethem out. ‘To kill them all,” he said. Y our mother was scared he would get him
into trouble by doing something foolish. She wouldn't let him go by himself—so she
went with him."



Idriz remembered the conversation he'd had with his father eight years ago. The
words sounded remarkably like the words that he himself had used. Had he not said
the same thing? To kill them all?

"Y ou didn't try and stop them?”’ Idriz asked.

"| tried to dissuade them but they wouldn't listen. Nobody listens to the old people
anymore. Y our father said he didn't care what was in the old books about keeping a
balance. He said he was tired of condoning the evil that walked in the night."

Idriz became silent with his grief as his grandmother stroked his hair with her old
hands.

"I will go and finish the job,” he said.

"No! | will not lose you to thisfoolishness,” she screamed.
"I'm going. Nothing will stop me."

"Y ou must not go, Idriz—I beg of you."

"Y ou do not want revenge against these creatures?’ he asked.

"Of coursel do,” she said adamantly. “But if you were to fail, the consequences
would be deadly. They can wipe out the entire village if you make amistake. We are
not even sureif it isone or many. And if one should escape, we would be doomed
to livein fear the rest of our lives. Do you want that on your conscience? Thereisa
delicate balance here. Until we know exactly how many there are and where they are
located, your actions will cause harm to everyone.”

Idriz thought for a few seconds.

"Very well,” he said. “1 will do nothing yet, but only if you promiseto help me."
"What?'

" Show me how to make the elixir,” he said.

"The dixir? But it—"

"Don't worry,” he said, placing his hand on hers, “1 will not risk the village in
revenge. | promise you that. But if the time should come, | want to be ready. That is
my duty, isit not?'

His grandmother nodded and wept for her daughter and her son-in-law who were
dead.

Idriz did not cry. He just stared out the window toward the mountains.

Six months later, Idriz led the cow down the narrow mountain path that he'd traveled
countless times. He had selected this area upon his discovery of dead animals that



had been discarded, which he ascertained had not been killed by animal predators.
They were virtually untouched with the exception of puncture wounds on their body.

As he reached the clearing that he had chosen, he tied the cow to atree where it
could be seen easily from the area known as Devil's Grip just as the sun was getting
low in the horizon.

The cow looked at Idriz's familiar face, its large eyes searching for the usual carrot
that 1driz had used to win its friendship. As he stroked the animal's stocky neck, he
felt atwinge of regret for the beast, knowing that he had used it to achieve his goal.

"Tonight we get even,” he said to the cow. “I know you aren't feeling well, but that's
because of the dixir | have been giving you. It will al be over soon and then | will
not give you anymore ... | promise.”



Chapter Fourteen

Six months had passed since his father and mother had been buried, more than
enough time to come up with a plan to get the creature that had killed his parents. His
grandmother had showed him how to make the elixir and he had been feeding it to
the cow so that it would build up in the animal's blood system. He took extra care to
insure that only he milked the cow so he could dispose of the milk and not risk harm
to anyone.

It was getting darker now; it wouldn't be much longer, he thought. He found a place
to hide amidst the brush and began to wait. He kept a bottle of the elixir with him in
case things went wrong and he had to use it.

Without a sound, a man appeared from the woods and walked toward the tied-up
cow. Idriz studied the man as best he could as the last strands of daylight now gave
way to the moon that bathed the area with an aura of golden hue. Idriz thought it
strange that there was only one. He assumed that these creatures would be like
wolves and hunt in a pack. But if only one existed, that made his revenge easier.

The creature walked effortlessly, amost asif floating toward the cow, approaching
the animal without any hesitation. Idriz assumed this was because it was not
uncommon for stray cattle to make their way here, up from the pastures. The man
caressed the cow with his hands that appeared a ghostly white in the moonlight, and
then Idriz saw aflash of movement, and the man lowered his head and bit into the
neck. The cow jumped briefly, but quickly settled down asif this creature soothed it
in some way as it drank the poisoned blood.

Idriz recoiled with revulsion at the sight of the creature drinking the blood from the
cow, but he forced himself to watch. He waited impatiently but soon the moment
that |driz had waited for came.

The creature recoiled from the cow, its lower face covered with blood asit writhed
in pain, tiny bits of flames erupting over its skin. It turned and disappeared from
sight with awail of pain the likes of which Idriz had never heard before. He knew it
meant death for the creature and he smiled.

Idriz did not pursue, for he did not see the point in it. His grandmother assured him
that if the elixir was in the body, death would come and there would be no trace of
the body except for a pile of ashes. The flames he had seen were evident the process
had begun. He felt overwhelming delight in seeing the creature suffer and he knew
that if there were more, the delight would get stronger each time he killed one.



He would wait to see if any more cattle disappeared from the village or the farmer's
fields to determine if more creatures existed. Then he'd decide on another course of
action; he was committed to kill them all and he would, he swore it on his father's
grave.

Idriz moved to retrieve the cow, but saw that either due to the shock, or from the
amount of blood the creature drank from it, the cow now lay dead on the ground. He
stroked the cow's neck, avoiding the area that had been torn open, and said a quick
prayer for the creature that had helped him kill the evil being.

"Go to heaven, my beast friend. Y our life has been lost but we have rid the world of
a creature this night, making it a better place for usall. God welcomes all good
creatures, great and small and this day, you will surely be welcomed. The one that
killed you will surely burnin hell."

Idriz began his trek home; his steps much lighter as the burden of revenge had now
been lifted fromiit.

* k% * %

Idriz rose back to alevel of semi-consciousness. His thoughts were ajumble of the
past and present. The creatures—had there been more than one? He had been wrong
when, as ayoung man of fifteen, he thought that he had removed the dark cloud that
lingered over these mountains and killed the beast. Or had he? Perhaps these
creatures were not the same? But why after all these years had his children been
dain—if not for retribution for what he had done so long ago.

He had assumed that the creature he had killed was the only one. After its death,
there were no more mysterious deaths of people or of animals. But maybe more than
one existed, and they had moved somewhere else for awhile and finally returned. He
rubbed his temples. Had he taken part in the deaths of his beloved children by
exacting revenge for his parents?

His daughters said that they wanted to go out and pick some berries before the first
frost settled in. He had been busy tending the cattle and told them it was all right. He
had not even thought to ask where they would pick berries. If he had known, he
would have told them to not go near the old ruins. When they hadn't returned home
at sunset, he went looking for them. He talked with other villagers and pieced
together where Ishma and Crema had gone. The next day as the sun rose, death
greeted him.

Word had been brought that their bodies had been found at the ruins. He went to
them and after seeing his daughtersin death, knowing how they had been killed; he
went crazy with grief, wandering for several hoursin the countryside oblivious to

everything.

At first he had thought that going to the Americans for help was the right thing to do.
He could not fight the creatures on his own. But now ... he wondered if he had made
the right choice, because another man had died from his actions. He tried to warn the



American captain, but the fool did not listen to him. The Westerners did not know
the stories. They discounted them as myths from a backwards people. They would
think differently now that one of their own had been killed.

Now he found himself entombed inside the wooden structure they called the
hospital. He called it a prison because he was unable to leave this place. They were
going to conduct some kind of investigation into what happened and were waiting
for another American to arrive. The interpreter assured him that they would go and
kill the creatures soon. But Idriz did not care about the American that was coming or
their promise to kill the creatures, for he was going to kill them no matter what
happened, no matter what the cost he had to pay. It didn't matter what happened to
him. He had no desire to live except to kill the creature that had killed hislittle girls.
He would do whatever it took to see that done before he took his last breath. His last
breath would be meaningful, he thought, as he started to drift back off.

There was a knock on the door and then the door opened. Idriz quickly sat up on
the edge of the cot.

The young man he knew as Brosnev, the interpreter, entered. He spoketo Idrizin his
native tongue.

"Y ou look unwell,” Brosnev said. “Do you need to see a doctor?"
"No."

"Then we must go,” Brosnev said.

"Where now?’ |driz asked. “Is there more paper we must write on?"

"No more writing for now,” Brosnev said. “The specialist, the American, has arrived
and wishesto talk with you."

"So many people wish to talk to me now,” Idriz muttered. “Before this, | was lucky
to get the time of day from any Americans.”

"We shouldn't keep the commander waiting,” Brosnev said, ignoring the comment.

"Well we should go then,” Idriz said as he rose. “We do not want to keep the
commander waiting. It might—how do to you say—ruin his day."

Brosnev said nothing as Idriz stood face to face with him.
"Has anyone told him anything?’ Idriz asked.
"I don't know. | assume he has read the reports.”

"l just wonder if he knowswhat heis getting himself involved in. Isthisrealy
necessary?'

"I only follow orders,” Brosnev said. “ These decisions are made by the people in



charge."

"Yes, | know—you only follow orders. Let metalk to the man in charge. | don't
need any outsiders' help. | can do this myself. | can kill these creatures. All | need is
some men to help me carry it out.”

"We've already been through this, Mr. Laupki,” Brosnev said. “Colonel Antol isin
charge and will decide what we shall do."

"You areall fools,” Idriz said and walked past Brosnev and out into the hall. He
spoke again but this time softly, so he would not be overheard. “Y ou know nothing
about revenge.”



Chapter Fifteen

Reese stepped into the small conference room where Brosnev and Idriz waited for
him. The corporal stood and greeted Reese.

"Sir, Corporal Brosnev reporting as ordered.”

Reese noticed the gaze of Idriz followed the action of the young corporal. At first,
Reese thought it was alook of disdain for the corporal. But the longer Reese studied
the civilian, the more he saw what attracted his attention to Idriz. It wasthe ook in
Idriz's eyes: there seemed to be so much ... life in them. Or wasit burning anger or
hatred for the loss of histwo children? Reese felt a sense of unease toward this man
that he had not even met yet.

"At ease, Corporal,” Reese said as he offered his hand. “It's nice to meet you. |
understand you will be my interpreter?”

"Yes, sir,” Brosnev said, as he shook Reese's hand.

"And you have been involved in this ... situation since the beginning?'
"Yes, sir.”

"Good. Now please introduce me to our guest.”

Brosnev spoke afew words and Idriz rose and offered his hand to the commander.
As they shook hands, Reese noticed the man's hands were like sandpaper, but his
grip was strong.

"Please offer my condolences for the loss of his daughters,” Reese said, before the
handshake was finished. Brosnev spoke and Reese immediately felt a tightening of
the handshake and an understanding in the man's face for just a second.

"Thank ... you,” Idriz said in broken English, which surprised the interpreter and
Reese.

"Y ou're welcome,” Reese said, acknowledging his thanks. He indicated for them to
be seated. He took papers out of his case and some maps that had been folded and
refolded a dozen times. Reese saw |driz's gaze followed his movements closely,
studying him with an intense curiosity. He could feel the man's gaze upon him as if
he were reflecting his anger toward Reese.

"Corporal, please explain to him that | know it will be painful to talk about some of
the events, but it is necessary in order to clear up this matter as soon as we can."



Brosnev quickly translated and Idriz nodded his understanding.

"First, | want to know about the liquid that was thrown at these creatures. The liquid
that he made."

Brosnev was surprised at the question and hesitated.

"Corporal, you must do it exactly as| say it and when | say it,” Reese said, firmly
but in acalm tone. “It is important to get honest answers. Do you understand?’

The corporal nodded as he translated the question. Idriz also appeared surprised at
the question, but responded to the corporal, while not taking his gaze from Reese.

"He saysit is something that has been passed down through his family from the
ancient books. It is meant to ward off the creatures and even kill them if they
consumeit."

"Does he have aname for the substance?’ Reese asked.
Brosnev asked the question.
"He cadlsit—dixir."

"What are these creatures?’ Reese immediately asked. The interpreter asked the
guestion. Idriz stared at Reese as he answered.

"He says,” Brosnev paused, “he says ... you know what they are."
"Tell him | want him to tell mewhat they are."

The interpreter translated the question.

"Vampyres,” Idriz said in his heavy Slavic accent. “Vampyres."

Reese told Brosnev, “Tell him to start at the beginning, as far back as he can
remember."

The interpreter relayed the request and |driz began the story. As Reese listened
intently, he made notes on the paper in front of him. He'd written:

The liquid—need more.
Special equipment—get with Johnson.
Delivery method—get with Barkley.

Reese had read the history of this country and knew it was full of turmoil. He aso
knew it would be a perfect location for creatures to inhabit; with constant fighting
within the country, death was nothing new. It was away of life and some people
wouldn't be missed. Many regions of the country were not inhabited by villagers and
offered perfect places to hide for those who did not want to be found.



When he finished talking, Idriz appeared drained from retelling the horrible events
that had happened to him during hislife.

"Where did he get the elixir?’ Reese asked as he scanned his notes.
"He says he made it,” Brosnev responded.

"Good. Please tell him | want him to make some more. And | want you to watch him
and write down everything involved in the process.”

Brosnev relayed the request to Idriz, who nodded, then spoke rapidly to the
interpreter.

"Sir, he wants to know what you are going to do and if you believe what he hastold
you? Also ... if you are going to kill the creatures, he wants to help.”

"First, I'm going to arrange surveillance of the areato make sure they are still there
before we ... before we do whatever it is we are going to do. Asto his other
guestion,” Reese carefully chose hiswords. “I believe the substantiated events that
have happened up to this point. Asto the story he has relayed, many aspects are
corroborated with some of the information | have seen and read. Asfar asthe
creatures are concerned, we are going to find out.”

Reese ignored Idriz's comment about killing the creatures, as well as making eye
contact with the man. He did so because he was worried that this man might see that
Reese avoided answering his question for severa reasons, but most especialy that if
these creatures actually did exist, killing them was the last thing Reese had in mind.



Chapter Sixteen

Dimitri and the Vampires

Deep underground beneath the ruins, Dimitri Bicannoff dreamt back to a time when
he was amortal human being, reliving the event asif it was occurring again...

He wasin the winter of 1915, sitting next to the fire and listening to the runner's
story. Mikel had come from the main Serbian force at the border. He was relaying
the account of the battles between the invading Germans and the Serbian army, in
between taking bites of stale bread and washing it down with cold water flavored
with whiskey.

"They are advancing quickly across the border. We had achieved a stalemate
between our army and AustriaHungary's national forces. Things weren't going well
but at least we were holding them. But now the German bastards!” He spat
vehemently. “They bring their tanks and armored forces. We are no match for them
on the open battleground.”

Asthe downfall of their country was foretold, Dimitri, Josip, Franjo, Andre and lliga
listened with interest in the cold frigid air. They were al in their mid-twenties and full
of patriotic pride and spirit. All had lived in their village on the outskirts of Kacianik
since they were born, farming the lands with their families, or what remained of them,
both lands and families, after the constant wars. All but Josip had lost their fathersin
the Balkan wars of 1912 and 1913, leaving them with a greater role in supporting their
families, which also tied them to thislittle town.

Most families had five to eight children who were destined to die either on the
battlefield or from toiling in the fields from sunrise to sunset. The women, bound to
the endless task of trying to keep their men alive aslong as possible, were kept busy
aswell: trying to cook meals with not enough food, mend clothes that had been
mended too many times already, while living in constant fear of losing their husbands
to another war. The worsening economy, the harsh conditions of farming and the
ceaseless battles for independence of the small but proud country stole their men
with the vengeance of a desperate thief in an unlocked store.

At twenty-three years of age, Dimitri looked like his father. Hawk-like features upon a
face weathered with lines of hard work and too many hoursin afield behind the
plow. Shaped by adifficult life, he looked like a man ten years older. He was large,
dightly more than six feet in height and broad at the shoulders. His hair was jet

black, peppered with gray. His best characteristic was not his physical 1ooks, but
rather his demeanor, which was always outgoing and positive. He was a born |leader



and his friends sensed that and followed his lead in whatever he chose to do.

Therest of hisfriends looked similar, with dark hair and brown eyes. They were al
the same age, and possessed varying degrees of haggard appearances. They knew
their way of living destined them for short lives. But now, they stood around the fire,
their clothes stitched and mended to the point of non-recognition of what they must
have looked like when they had been first made, listening to the story that Mikel told
them about what was happening in their country. These events made them feel proud
of the men that fought for their freedom. For alittle while, they were no longer mere
farmers as the story took them away from their toilsin the field.

The cold seemed to no longer affect the young men as they listened to Mikel speak
of the battles and fighting. The five of them were enthralled by the stories of how the
Serbs fought bravely against the tanks of the Germans, throwing themselves at the
mountains of steel in attempts to slow them down or, if they were lucky enough, to
destroy them.

"But now,” Mikel continued, “our leadersthink it wiseto retreat and regroup at
Corfu so that we can better organize for an offensive that would remove the German
invaders from our homeland. Death to them all!” he said and spat again.

Dimitri and the rest stared at each other, their chests swelling with anticipation and
pride for their country's soldiers.

"Death to them all!” Mikel repeated and again spat on the cold ground.
"Death to them dl!” Dimitri said and then spat.
"Death to them all!” the rest said and spat as well.

Dimitri stepped closer to the soldier, offering him more food and drink. The other
four arranged the dwindling fire and fueled it with sparse sticks, their thoughts
turning to the soldiers. Most of these soldiers had been farmers until they received
the call to defend their homeland. Off the men had gone, many from this very village,
while Dimitri and his friends had stayed and farmed the lands. The quota system of
men to continue food production was treated as importantly as those that went off to
fight. Large armies required large amounts of food and a starving army was
worthless to any commander. In addition, the fathers of these young men were
dutifully bound to go in place of their sons until they became too old. So the
younger men and women stayed put, farmed the lands and waited to hear any news
of what was happening.

Thislack of fathers caused the younger men to become independent at avery early
age. That was one of the reasons that made Dimitri and his friends draw upon one
another for support and guidance. Their small group was unique. Andre and Iliga
were quiet men who needed someone to follow. Franjo was the reckless one of the
bunch; always taking risks or dares. Josip was not as wild as Franjo, but Josip had
his moments when his temper got the best of him. Still, he was strong in demeanor



like Dimitri. Men would follow him, so he was second in command of their group.

There was a special bond that Dimitri and Josip shared. They were closer with each
other then the others. They had shared an incident as teenagers that had made them
the best of friends.

"Death to them all!” Franjo said as he sat next to Mikel. Andre, llligaand Josip
joined them. They sat around the fire speaking of death and killing the German
invaders.

Something struck Dimitri oddly about all thistalk about death. Killing was not
something they had done before, but death was something that he had faced. He and
Josip had faced certain death once—and Dimitri remembered that day very well. He
remembered the way he felt afterwards and the lesson it had taught him. He knew
that he would do whatever he had to do to stay alive. He drifted into the ten-year-old
memory which remained vivid in histhoughts...

* % % %

"The cow isdead,” the town elder said to the small crowd that had assembled at his
home. “It was mauled by a bear."

The crowd consisted of women, children and old men who murmured their fear and
hatred of the beast and what the loss of food would mean this winter if more cattle
werekilled.

"We will have to wait until some of the men return to kill it. In the meantime, keep all
your livestock nearby."

When the crowd left, thirteen-year-old Dimitri and Josip stood together.
"We have to help the village,” Dimitri said.

"Thisisamean and vile creature,” Josip began. “Y ou heard what the elder said. We
should wait."

"We don't know when our fathers will return from fighting. If we wait, more cattle
may bekilled."

"Y ou know where the bear is?’ Josip asked.
"l think so. Will you help me?"

Josip looked toward the elder's house, thought for afew seconds, then turned back
to Dimitri. “ Of course."

"Can you get your father's gun?”
"Yes."

"Good. | will bring my father's older gun he left for me to use, too. Meet me outside



of the ravine to the south of the village."

Before long, they stood at the entrance to the ravine, the sides opening into alarge
mouth, but then disappearing into the darkness of the forests.

"We shall each take a side and meet at the other end in two hours,” Dimitri said.

"The elder warns about getting separated in these woods aong the ravine. He says
they are very treacherous and—"

"Y ou seethetip of that peak?’ Dimitri said as he pointed north. “Keep it in view at
all times. It will allow you to keep your progress in the right direction.”

Josip remained silent. Dimitri waited for him to say something. He sensed the
hesitation within his friend.

"We have scouted here before. Why do you hesitate?’
"Hegitate? | do not hesitate. Y ou are the one doing all the talking."
Dimitri slapped him on the back and smiled. Josip returned the gesture.

"We will befine. If you see the bear, fire ashot, and I'll do the same. Meet you at the
end."

Three hours later, Dimitri was waiting for Josip at their appointed meeting place. His
failure to show had Dimitri worried. But no shot had been fired. Where could he be?

He started to walk in the direction that Josip would have taken. After aimost an hour
of walking, the chaotic cackling of frightened birds off to hisright startled him.
Something had caused them to leave in a hurry.

He moved in that direction, noticing the change of landscape as the rock walls grew
taller and thicker, surely leading to adead end. In his earlier explorations, he
discovered there was only one way that led out, and this was not it. It would be the
perfect spot for a hunter to lead its prey and then trap it. His fear that Josip may have
been lured into the area made him quicken his pace.

In afew minutes, his suspicions were confirmed as he heard the sounds of the bear
snarling in anger.

"Bastard!” Dimitri swore. He had been right. He only hoped that it was not too late.

Moving as quietly as he could in order to preserve the element of surprise, Dimitri
moved further inward until he could see the beast and Josip. Josip was perched
precarioudy on athin ledge. From what Dimitri could see, it was taking Josip every
bit of strength and balance to maintain his position. This aso explained why he had
not fired the gun. If hetried to get it off of his shoulder, he might lose his grip and
plummet. The huge bear was standing on its hind legs and swinging its razor sharp
claws within inches of Josip's feet.



Dimitri removed his father's gun from his shoulder; its discolored stock and rusted
gun barrel giving him a disquieted moment. What if it didn't fire thistime? He had
fired the gun before with his father at targets; it had worked—most of the time.

He aimed squarely at the back of the bear. If he could hit the beast in the heart, a
second shot wouldn't be necessary. Taking a deep breath and holding it, he fired.

Josip, exhausted from keeping his awkward position, was on the verge of falling off
the ledge as Dimitri's shot struck the bear in the shoulder, clearly missing its heart.
The crazed animal turned toward Dimitri.

Dimitri gected the round and |loaded another. As he threw the bolt forward, it got
stuck halfway.

"Damn! It'sjammed,” he said as fear sammed into him, numbing his body. He tried
to turn to run, but couldn't move. Everything around him slowed down to a horrific
crawl. He became aware of his own breathing and the beating of his heart. With a
surprising but calm matter-of-fact manner, he knew his life would soon be over.

L ooking toward the bear, he saw it was watching him curiously. Asawind blew by
Dimitri, the bear raised its head and sniffed. Asif the beast could sméll hisfear, it
uttered an ear-shattering growl, lowered its head and charged.

Dimitri shut his eyes.

Josip fell to the ground, and even though badly cramped from his holding position
on the ledge, he un-shouldered hisrifle, aimed and fired as the bear surged toward
Dimitri.

The bear fell within inches of Dimitri's feet.

Dimitri opened his eyes and looked at the animal. He watched asits blood began to
soak the ground around it and he finally realized that the creature was dead. Dimitri
staggered over to Josip and collapsed next to him. They sat silently and stared at the
eight hundred-pound carcass. They hugged each other as their feelings of having
escaped death surfaced.

"We have looked at death,” Dimitri said.
"Yes,” Josip replied.

"|'ve never realized how precious life isto me until faced with death. That moment
when | thought | would die, | would have given anything to continueto live.
Anything for another chance..."

* % * %

Anything for another chance ... the words drove Dimitri from his troubled sleep and
he arose from his crypt. His anger from the previous night came back, the result of
the significance of the dream and the foolish action of Josip: the killing of the young



girls and now the soldier. The other three vampires of the group were also wakening,
but it was Josip that he wanted. He spied him along one of the walls preparing to exit
the cavern. Dimitri was next to Josip with lightning speed.

"How could you have been so foolish, Josip?’ Dimitri demanded. He pressed Josip
against the stone wall, his anger evident from his extended nail and fangs aswell as
the intensified red glare from his eyes. “First it was the two little girlsinstead of the
father, and now—"

"It was for Franjo that | did it!” Josip shouted and pushed away Dimitri's arms.
Andre and Iligawatched in the background with their usual indifference. “The fool
human suffers more this way by seeing the deaths of his daughters. Franjo has been
avenged.”

Franjo has been avenged ... the phrase drove Dimitri into the remembrance of his
friend's death.

* % % %

Dimitri sensed that something was wrong. Franjo had left their cavern about thirty
minutes ago to scout the area. This had become their custom of late upon rising
because of the pair of humans that had been discovered carrying the deathly
substance. He should have returned by now.

The thought of the deadly fluid brought a fleeting remembrance about the
conversations he had with his mentor, Alexander, about the old books that held the
secrets of their deaths.

Books that we cannot look upon, written in God's light of day...

He summoned the rest of the group and they headed out in search of Franjo. The
last thing Dimitri needed right now was more problems. Things had gradually taken a
turn for the worse the past several months. Since the time that they were made, they
had been content to stay in their mountains, reading the books in the extensive
library, and exploring the other ruinsin the vicinity.

However, agradual restlessness had begun among their group, a restlessness which
could no longer be denied because Dimitri felt it himself. But what had happened six
months ago had jeopardized the entire group and reflected the troubled times that
had settled upon them.

Their appetites had gotten out of hand, causing them to raid some of the villager's
cattle in the valley below. Dimitri knew this was wrong, but his reasoning had been
clouded, as had the others', by hunger. Then Franjo had gone after the two humans
with such viciousness that he destroyed them both instead of scaring them off. Their
custom wasto avoid all contact. They had, on occasion, frightened away curious
on-lookers by appearing as ghosts, but that was about the extent of their dealings
with the humans.



Alexander had mentioned that this restlessness could happen and the best thing to
do was take along sleep and hope that the troubled time would pass and the humans
would forget. There was a method by which they could impose a self-trance that
would allow them to Sleep for years. Dimitri had given thisalot of thought during the
past several weeks and the likelihood of them doing it seemed even greater now.

Asthey emerged from their underground lair, they spotted Franjo coming toward
them, screaming wildly as he clawed at the erupting bursts of flame that consumed
him. They struggled with him and wrestled him to the ground as he fought and
screamed. Asthey looked upon him, they saw his skin dissolve around his bones as
the flames increased in intensity.

"A cow intheclearing ... bad blood!” He screamed as he continued to writhein
horrific pain. “Don't drink! Aaahhhhhhh!"

"Franjo ... Franjo!” Dimitri shouted. But it wastoo late. The body burst into flames,
then crumbled and fell into a heap of ash that was swirled away by the evening
breeze. They stared at what had been their comrade, shocked at what they had just
witnessed. The fear that this might someday happen to them, to die such a horrible
death, gave them afresh look at their mortality.

"He'sgone,” Dimitri said quietly. “This madnessis done.”

"Done?’ Josip asked. “What do you mean done? We must ... we will avenge his
death! Kill them dl ... the entire village!"

"No,” Dimitri said firmly. “We have entered atime that is dangerous and filled with a
madness on both sides, the villagers and us. It istime to sleep and | et the madness
pass."

"We must kill the one that has done this!” Josip exclaimed. “Franjo was our
friend—your friend!"

Andre and Illiga stood next to Josip in a show of support.

"Again, | say, no,” Dimitri said. “What has been done is done. Y es, Franjo was my
friend, also.” He looked upon the ash-strewn ground. “Who do you think has done
this? Clear the craziness from your minds and think. Do you not remember the

words that the dying man said to us? Did he not beg for mercy for their son, Idriz?"

"The son,” Josip said, shaking his head in acknowledgement. “Yes, it was he. He
found someway to put the dixir into the animal.” Then with an air of disdain he
continued, “But what do we care about the words of these humans?"

The way Josip used the word human struck Dimitri strangely.
Had we not been human not so long ago?

"Y ou easily forget that you were once just like these people,” Dimitri said. “Just like



thisfarmer's son. Would you not have done the same thing to avenge your father?"
"Yes. But that—"

"Y ou seek to make this worse? Franjo is gone. Who will be next? Y ou? Andre?
Maybe Illigaor even myself? Maybe al of us. Y ou go and kill the son, then hisfriend
will come for you. The cycle goes on until everyoneiskilled. Even if we destroy the
entire village—do you think the other villages will not do anything? They know about
us. Everyone knows about our kind. We have been a part of this country's history
since anyone can remember. Do you understand?”

Andre and llligatook a step away from Josip.

"Heisright.” Andre said. “It has turned into another war. That is all this country and
its people know how to do."

"Yes,” llligaagreed. “We should mourn Franjo's loss. He was a good friend."

"They don't know how many of usthere are,” Dimitri continued. “If we Slegp for
some years, they will believe that they have killed the one creature that has spawned
the myths of this place."

"And when we wake?’ Josip asked.

"We can start new again. If things haven't gotten any better and the people are il
wary of us, we can change our location, find a new place. Maybe even search out
others of our kind."

"A fresh start, eh,” Josip said. The tone of his voice was not convincing, but fraught
with sarcasm. “That will cure al our worriesin your mind?'

Dimitri didn't like what he was hearing from Josip. Alexander had said sometimes the
change affects the disposition of the person, highlighting their strengths or
weaknesses. Andre and Illiga had remained the same, quiet and nonassertive,
whereas Josip seemed to be more excitable then he had been in his human life. But
then again, he and Franjo had been close—perhaps that led to this abrasive and
contradictory attitude.

"We must agree as agroup—afamily,” Andre said.

"l agree,” Dimitri said. “If you cannot agree to what we plan, then you must leave
us."

Josip stared at Dimitri with alook of shock.
"Y ou would oust me? Cast me out?’ Josip asked.

"If it means the safety of therest of us, yes,” Dimitri responded coolly. It hurt him to
even suggest; they had been friends since childhood, but if Josip would not back
down, Dimitri saw no other choice.



"Then | have no choice but to submit to the will of the group,” Josip said, without
any emotion in hisvoice.

"Then we shall return to our sanctuary and commence the sleep,” Dimitri said. He
wanted to believe Josip more than anything at the moment. Hisloss as afriend
would be atragic result and he didn't want it. “Let us go."

The group began their return to their underground sanctuary where they would
entomb themselves. They returned to their crypts and began the process of slowing
their bodies and their minds to a hibernated state where they would consume none of
their bodily resources. Dimitri sensed all but Josip and himself had already begun the
process.

Josip was not relaxing his thoughts for sleep just yet. Dimitri knew he was bound to
follow him and what he had suggested, for it was for the good of the group. But
Dimitri felt the hatred of Josip already plotting the revenge of Franjo for when he
awoke; he sensed that Josip engraved the name Idriz on his mind so he wouldn't
forget it and that he vowed to hunt the man down and not just kill him, but to torture
him. Josip also hoped that when they awoke, Idriz would have afamily, alarge
family, so that he could kill each and every one of them.

Dimitri knew that one of the most dangerous thing that one like him could do was
sleep with the thought of revenge fixed upon one's mind. It would only mean more
trouble when they awoke that if not careful would surely get them all killed. He would
have to watch Josip closaly.



Chapter Seventeen

Dimitri returned his thoughts to the present and his failure of controlling Josip and
his revenge. Josip stood defiantly before him.

"And the other soldier who was snooping around?’ Dimitri countered. “ The
American is dead—did he deserve to die for something he was not involved in? Now
they will come as well to investigate the death. And the man that you hate so much ...
thisldriz ... do you think he will stop now? He has nothing to lose because you have
taken it al from him. His daughters were al that mattered to him!"

"Hewill die eventually aswell,” Josip said. “But | want him to suffer. He will agonize
over the death of his daughters tonight as well as later."

Dimitri released his hold on Josip and turned away.

"Have you forgotten he knows how to make the poison? The poison that killed
Franjo and that amost burned us all tonight? Y ou fool! Y ou have jeopardized all of
us by doing this.” Dimitri rubbed his forehead as he tried to regain his composure.
“We cannot expose ourselvesif we are to survive. We agreed. We all agreed to stay
away from the humans.” Dimitri looked at Andre and Iligathen back at Josip. “We
have gone to the village every couple of months to buy the cattle we need. No one
suspects anything. We can go on with our lives. But now they have seen us, and
there are the Westerners involved now, the Americans.”

"Our lives? You call thisway of lifeliving? Hiding like animals?’ Josip asked. “I am
tired of the blood from the cattle. The human blood raises my awareness asit burns
its way through my veins. We should feed on them, make them fear us and respect
our bidding. We can control them."

"Control them?’ Dimitri said, incredulous. “Y ou are afool! If you think you are
superior and indestructible, you will become careless and surely die. We must stay
together now more than ever. Remember what Alexander told us. Beware the false
power of the human blood. Y ou see how it makes you think—wild and reckless!
You forget all that we agreed upon—all that we were taught. Is this the way we repay
the chance at life? We should al be dead!"

Josip looked embarrassed by Dimitri's comments about the blood and the humans.
The words of Alexander floated in his mind with the lessons he had taught them
through the many centuries of life he had possessed. Slowly his disposition softened
and he nodded.



"We have entered a dangerous period in time because others have seen us,” Dimitri
added, glad to leave the topic of human blood.

"No one will believe the crazed fool Idriz,” Josip said, his voice not as rambunctious
as earlier. “He will spin the stories and they will think that he has gone mad by the
loss of histwo daughters.”

"That may be true, but we should still leave this place,” Dimitri said.

"And return to the mountains? There is nothing there but wilderness and emptiness.
We do not want to go,” Josip said. “Here there are people and they interest us with
their doings. There are new books and things to amuse us."

"Isthistrue?’ Dimitri asked, as he looked at Andre and lliga. They both nodded.
"But we are not as well protected here—"

"Y ou worry too much,” Josip said. “What has been done, has been done. | may
have been wrong but there is no changing what happened. The Americanswill no
longer bother us; we are myths and will soon be forgotten amidst al the fighting that
Isgoing on. We can make it look like the wolves tore the American apart, afreak
accident. They will come and look at the body and think the same thing."

They gathered around Dimitri: Josip, Andre and lliga, placing their handson himin a
reassuring manner. They were afamily and he was their leader. He till thought it
wrong to stay, but he would acquiesce to their wishes,

"It isdark now,” Dimitri said. “There are cattle in the pen. Let us drink ourselves full
of life. Then we will take care of the remains of the American. They will be back
soon to investigate."



Chapter Eighteen

Lieutenant Mark Johnson sat at atable in his quarters caught in the memories that
continued to haunt him. He was a skinny young boy cornered by three large boys on
the playground of the high schooal.

"We're going to kick your ass,” one of the large boys said.

"Why? What have | done to you?” Mark didn't know why he had been singled
out. He'd transferred into the school only a week ago. His alcoholic father had
moved to this area after losing his job, again. His mother had died years ago from
cancer.

"Y ou don't look right,” one of them said. “We don't know you and you've been
walking around all week with this high and mighty attitude. We think it's time you got
your welcoming so you know who isin charge around here.”

"No, walit ... please,” Mark begged.

But they refused to listen to his pleas and beat him ferocioudly. After awhile, when
he could no longer stand, one of them took out a knife and cut him aong the side of
his face.

"There, you're labeled now,” one of them said and they all laughed. With a final
kick, they left him lying in the blood-soaked dirt.

His father refused to listen to his“petty” problems. Mark withdrew from all school
activities. When not in school, he lifted weights in his basement and went out to
places that he knew the other school kids didn't hang out at. He studied martia arts
at thelocal YMCA.

By his senior year, Mark was in terrific physical shape. Not only had his muscles
hardened, so had his personality. He had no friends and associated with other
students only for school projects and class work. After graduation, unsure of what
to do with hislife, he saw arecruitment ad on the television for the Special Forces of
the United States Navy. They were called SEALS, which stood for by the Sea, Air
and Land; the manner by which they were introduced into hostile environments. He
was fascinated by the organization of men that were the pride of the Special Forces
for their discipline and perseverance.

The next day, he was at the recruiting office and the following week he was off to
boot camp. Physically unchallenged by the basic training, he applied and passed the
entry test for Navy SEAL training. Once in the environment that challenged both the



mind and body, he excelled and received accolades from the instructors and
classmates. He even surprised himself by making friends with men who were just like
him.

But he still had the dreams sometimes. He felt the knife cutting through the flesh on
his face. He would awake in the middle of the night breathing hard, bathed in swest,
his hand and fingers tracing the scar. He learned to deal with this emotional
hitchhiker from his past and forced himself to banish the thoughts from his mind and
leave those specters behind; it worked most of the time.

Hisfirst assgnment wasto SEAL Team Two in Virginia. After ayear and ahalf and
having done extremely well on the assigned missions, he was selected to attend a
special program whereby he could attend college and apply for acommission to
become an officer. Again, he excelled and attained excellent grades, graduating at the
top of the class. One day in casua conversation with afellow classmate, he was
asked about his family back home.

"Family? The Navy ismy family,” he said. “ They are the only ones that have ever
cared for me and given mewhat | have needed. That isthe family that | will diefor."

* k% % %
"Excuse me, Lieutenant? Commander Reese said, interrupting Johnson's thoughts.

"Oh ... sorry, sir,” Johnson said as he stood. Unlike some of his SEAL brethren,
Johnson responded with the utmost courtesy to all senior officers, regardlessif they
were Special Forces or not.

"Must have been a good thought you were having,” Reese said.

"Can | help you, sir?’ Johnson asked, not willing to discuss what his thoughts had
been about.

"I need your expertise,” Reese began. “I'm a planner, not an operator. Y ou're the
expert in conducting covert operations, so if | should suggest something that you do
not feel is correct, | want you to tell me okay?"

"Yes, sir,” Johnson said. “What did you have in mind?"

"For starters, | want satellite reconnai ssance of the area where the captain was killed
ASAP. Any chance of rigging that for tonight?’

" Shouldn't be any problem aslong as the satellite is within range. I'll have to check
that out.” He checked the time on his watch; there was approximately eight hours
until darkness. “We have unlimited use during the Kosovo ops. It can be viewed in
the command center here in the camp.”

"Good. Now can you augment it to pick out signatures that would not be as warm as
the human body? Make its reception more sensitive?’



"| should be able to get something done along those lines,” Johnson answered as he
looked at Reese. “But why ... wait, you think there is something there, don't you?
That there is some truth to all these stories."

"The facts dictate that something is there. The question is what?"
"And if there is something there that isnot ... normal? Then what?"

"One step at atime, Lieutenant,” Reese said. “Y ou arrange for the satellite
observation. I'll meet you in the command center at dusk. | have one other thing to
look into. We have engineers here that can manufacture things?”

"Sure. Great bunch, tell them what you want and they make it."
"Thanks, I'll seeyou later."

* % * %

Reese found Mg or Barkley watching Idriz in one of the operating rooms. Idriz was
mixing the eixir.

"Magjor.” Reese said to get his attention.

"Commander,” Barkley began, his eyes never leaving the man he watched. “Do you
know what he is using to make whatever it is he is making? He's using blood and..."

"We can discuss the ingredients later,” Reese interjected. “1 need you to create
something for me and | need it by first light tomorrow."

Major Barkley seemed perturbed that he was being pulled away from watching Idriz.

"Don't worry,” Reese said. “The corporal is keeping track of everything he usesin
the preparation.”

"| think the civilian knows it, too. He's been misleading the corporal. He picks up
something and acts like he's putting it in and he isn't. | can't even tell you at this point
what isor isn't init. He's asneaky guy. What bothers meis why?"

"They are a unique people, yet very suspicious and not trustful with outsiders.”
Reese | et the issue drop for now; he had other things to attend to. He imagined that if
they had to, they could analyze the solution to figure out its content.

"What isit that you need?’ Barkley asked.

Reese tried to figure out how to describe the device he envisioned. “1 don't know
how exactly to explain what | want, so bear with me."

"Okay, shoot,” Barkley said, looking perplexed.

"Imagine a device that can be controlled remotely, like from a hand-held device.
Perhaps like atelevision remote or something. Its function would beto inject a
quantity of liquid into abody quickly."



"We have automatically controlled injectors here that dispense painkillers. They're
sensitive devices and extremely precise. It would just be a matter of reconfiguring the
controls to work from a hand-controlled remote. What about distance?'

"Asmuch as| can get."
"That might be a problem. | can probably get you fifty feet or so."

"That will have to do for now anyway,” Reese said. “Now hereisthe rest of what
I'm thinking about. What | want you to do is imagine the injector and its contents
attached to a.... collar-like device."

"What? A collar?Y ou mean like the size of adog collar?"’
"Not adog collar. Bigger. | want it to be the size to go around a human neck."

Barkley didn't say anything. He just stared at Reese with a bewildered ook, asiif
afraid to ask for more information.

"And make it of the hardest metal we can get our hands on here. It needs alocking
device, too."

"I don't know...” Barkley said. “I'll seewhat | can whip up.”

"Take what you need and go see Captain Souer in the machine shop. I've already
talked to him and he knows you're coming. | have instructed him that heisto do
exactly what you ask and to completeit by first light. Do not tell him anything
beyond what is absolutely necessary to manufacture the collars. Make at least four
of them and remember—these things must be tamper-proof. If the wearer triesto
remove the collar, or if it's activated by the remote, the injector must immediately
inject the substance.”

"And the substance?’ Barkley asked.

Reese glanced at Idriz, who was still mixing and stirring the elixir.






Chapter Nineteen

Reese entered the operations center about an hour after the sun had gone down.
Computer monitors lined the tables, their screens casting different shades of colored
light, giving the room a surreal feel to it. Most of the computers were not is use
during the later hours.

Reese scanned the room until he found Lieutenant Johnson. He spotted him off in a
corner working alone. For some reason, Reese felt that was the way Johnson liked it,
working alone. He felt he was avery inward person unless you were a member of the
SEAL s or associated with specia operations. One of the things Reese had |earned
during histime with the SEALsIin hisregular job in acquisition was that you may be
part of the team, but unless you're an operator, you're on the outside of the unique
club that they belonged to. In away Reese could understand that, there were cliques
in everything, whether school, the workforce or the military; however, when you
were associated with a group of people that did things like the SEALs did, the divide
between them and others just seemed to be greater.

Reese walked to where Johnson sat, but did not say anything. Johnson intently
stared into a computer monitor as he typed on the keyboard. Reese stood behind
him watching and waiting, but not wanting to interrupt him for the moment.

Finally, when Johnson had completed what he had been working on, he looked up
and saw Reese watching his actions.

"Commander,” Johnson began. “We're just about ready. | have been honing the
system to the requirements you asked for. There will be approximately a minute
delay in between setting adjustments. It shouldn't be much longer."

"Good,” Reese said. “I don't think we will have to wait long."
"Wait for what?"'

Reese didn't answer. Johnson returned his attention to the display and continued to
adjust the display requirements as he had requested.

After afew moments of silence, Reese spoke. “Have you ever searched for
something your entire life, then when you think you have found it, you have ...
second thoughts?"

"I think so,” Johnson answered. “In my career | have been trained to do some
unigue missions. It's one thing to train for an operation, but quite another to do it.
They're aworld apart.”



"Y ou may bein for new surprisesthat | am sure you have never trained for,” Reese
said, as he rubbed his eyes. He had not slept yet and the change in time had totally
thrown his body off. “Is there any coffee?"

"There's always coffee in the military,” Johnson said and smiled. “But you look like
some sleep will do you better."

"Later,” Reese said as he went to get some coffee. “Y ou want any?"
"Sure."

Reese returned with two cups of coffee, handed one to Johnson, then drew up a
chair and rolled it alongside where Johnson sat. Reese |ooked at the display on the
large monitor. He could see the structural outlay of the ruins which glowed alow
luminous green color. Other nearby areas reflected different shades and hues of the
color green depending upon their degree of warmth.

"Y ou should see some additional heat sourcesin the area,” Reese said. “1 had some
cattle driven in that direction.”

"Cattle?!

"Food source, Lieutenant,” Reese said. “Try and keep them in the field of the
display, especially the ones closest to the ruins. If thereis any truth to our tale, the
cattle will appear asif dinner just arrived."

"Got them,” Johnson said. He showed the outline of the animals to Reese, using his
finger to trace the images on the computer screen. Reese was amazed how the cattle
were easlly visble—all due to a satellite that circled the Earth miles above. It was an
interesting clash of time and history ... the new being used to track down the old.

"WEe'll have the images for about two hours. Everyone wants to use the satellite,”
Johnson said. “I had to pull some strings to get it for thislong."

"If anything is going to happen, it will be soon. If the creatures do exist, they will rise
and feed shortly after sunset.”

"Feed?’ Johnson asked, as he looked at Reese with skepticism. Reese returned his
gaze but didn't say anything as he sipped his coffee and watched the images on the
monitor. Johnson was about to ask him again as he saw a very faint heat source
register next to the cow, in the lower right corner of the display.

"Where did that come from?’ Johnson asked. “It wasn't there a couple of seconds
ago.” He pointed to the screen. “Maybe there's a problem with the sensitivity ?"

"It's no problem,” Reese said. “I think we have company.”

Just as Reese finished his statement, another faint spot emerged followed by two
more, all of them appearing next to the cow.



"If we were not tuned to the extra sensitivity that you wanted, you wouldn't see
these. Whatever they are, they're not giving off much heat."

"Not yet,” Reese said.
"Commander?"
"I'll explain later."

As seconds passed, the four spots grew and began to take shape. The cow seemed
to disappear from the screen as its warmth dissipated.

"What the hell isit?’ Johnson asked, as he turned toward Reese. “How can they just
appear and grow warmer?'

Reese did not say anything; his gaze remained transfixed on the screen and the
Intensifying green images.

"Commander?’ Johnson said. “What isit?"

But as Johnson returned his gaze to the display, he clearly saw the outlines of four
shapes that were distinctly human in form. “That's impossible. They were not there
before."

"But they were,” Reese said calmly. “Y ou see, they did not appear on the screenin
the human shape at first because there was very little heat from their bodies as they
emerged from their hidden crypt. Their blood is cold and void of life. Asthey drank
the blood from the animal, their bodies became warm and they could be detected.
Astime goes by, their heat will fade away as the coldness of their bodies overcomes
the warmth of the newly acquired blood."

* * * %

Johnson did not say anything, but his thoughts resurrected images of Lestat and
Louisfrom Interview with a Vampire. But he had never believed such creatures
could ever exist. And now, here they were, as he watched the images move off and
their green heat signatures fade away.

"Lieutenant Johnson?'
Johnson left his thoughts of vampires and returned to the present.

"Yes, gir ... I'mokay,” he said. “It just caught me off guard.” He returned his gaze to
the screen. The satellite had moved beyond range, and the screen blanked. “ There
has to be another explanation.”

"Do you have any ideas?’ Reese asked. “Is there anyway that what you have just
seen could have been faked?"

"They could have...” Johnson searched for an explanation. “Maybe they were
wearing heat blockers when they emerged, then removed them later.”



"And the cow, did it suddenly put one of these blockers on?’ Reese asked. “And
for what purpose?'

Johnson looked at Reese, but did not say anything.
"We're done here,” Reese said. “I think we've seen all we need to, right?’
"Yes, Sir ... | think so."

"We need to discuss some tactics on how to proceed. Y ou're the operator, but | can
share what | know about the creatures’ dwelling, their habits and weaknesses. | want
to be ready by 0600 for a mission briefing with the staff."

"Then what?’ Johnson asked.

"We go below the ruinsto where they live and find out what we are dealing with.
Most importantly, we must ensure we have enough hours of daylight left, otherwise
we may become the hunted."



Chapter Twenty

At 0550 local time, Commander Reese entered the conference room at the task force
main headquarters building. Maor Barkley and Lieutenant Johnson were there as he
requested to confirm that they were ready for the operation; Colonel Antol would
arrive in afew minutes.

Although it was difficult to actually believe what he had seen last night, Reese felt it
was confirmation that something lived below the ruins. In accordance with his
orders, it was time to move to the next phase. Johnson and he had discussed tactics
in agenera sort of way, but Reese did not want to let him know the full extent of
what he had planned, even though he suspected that Johnson had his own ideas for a
search-and-destroy mission.

Reese had received confirmation from Commander Scott at SOCOM that Genera
Stone concurred with his analysis and his recommended course of action. The
course of action would be dangerous, yet he felt exhilarated at the possible wealth of
information he would learn. Between considering military maneuvers and his own
personal desires, his thoughts thwarted any chance he'd had for sleep.

"Okay, before the colonel gets here,” Reese started. “| want to make sure we are
ready to...” He paused as he looked at the faces of the two men. He could see they
were still bewildered by this whole concept of what they were undertaking, and
decided to change his direction for the moment. “1 know this all sounds weird as hell
and something straight out of some nightmare from your childhood. But believe me,
all indications are that we are dealing with an unknown species—some would call
them vampires. I'm not sure what they are—but | want to find out. What we are
about to do has never been attempted.”

"And what exactly are we attempting to do?’ Barkley asked. Reese prepared to
answer but stopped as Colonel Antol entered the room.

"Good morning, gentlemen,” he said in arather gruff manner. He looked toward
Reese. “Commander, | received a call from General Stone telling me that you have a
plan you wish to implement."

"Yes, sir,” he said sensing the irritation from the colonel. Reese felt pretty confident
that General Stone didn't ask Colonel Antol anything, but rather told him what he
was going to do. Further, knowing Stone and how strongly he felt about this
mission, he probably told Antol that Reese would be in charge of the operation, even
though Reese had asked that it be couched in away to help maintain an air of
cooperation with the colonel. Either way, the damage was done. Reese took a deep



breath and spoke.

"The plan is simple, aslong as we keep certain facts in the front of our minds. These
... creatures are extremely dangerous. We know they have killed and appear to be
imperviousto bullets. Extreme caution must be emphasized.”

"Commander,” Antol said. “We have plenty of ordnance here to wipe them out
regardlessif they are ... these vampires or whatever. It seems a straight-forward issue
about how to deal with them. We just blow the hell out of the area—"

"Sir, we are not going to destroy them. We are going to capture them,” Reese said in
acasual tone.

"Capture?’ Johnson asked, in almost perfect synchronization with Antol. Barkley
looked much less surprised about the statement: probably because he had surmised
as much from the instructions Reese had given him in the design of the collars.

"Yes, gir, that's correct, capture” he repeated. “ Our orders are to capture the
creatures ... alive.” Reese let the silence settle upon the room before continuing. “We
are to subdue them for transport back to the United States under the tightest
security."

"And | assume you are going to tell us how we are going to do this?’” Antol asked in
an abrupt tone, indicating his obvious disagreement with the plan. “It's not like we
aren't busy enough around here with al the peacekeeping operations we have going
on aready. Now we are chasing ... whatever the hell they are and sending them back
to the States. Christ..."

"Sir,” Reese said. “I think that we can do this with minimum interference to your
operations. | understand your position and how bizarre all of this may seem. When
we go down under the ruins, we might not find what the general thinksisthere."

"How will you proceed, Commander?’ Antol asked, his anger and irritation
apparently somewhat soothed by Reese's response.

"We have quantities of the elixir made by Idriz. We also have a confirmed report
from Corporal Brosnev that the liquid did have a detrimental effect on the creatures
when it was thrown at them. So we assume that the mixture can be used as a weapon
againgt them."

"Now, if any of this nightmare is true, you are gambling, Commander. What if
something goes wrong? How will you control these creatures?’ Antol asked.

"Thereisabackup plan that | shall also explain, sir."
"Continue then."

"First, asto the backup plan. If thisal goes wrong and we are inundated by the
creatures, we will blow the ruins up completely, entombing whatever itisthat is



there. Second, asto maintaining control, Mg or Barkley has developed a device that
will be placed around the neck of each creature. The device contains the solution
with an automated rel ease mechanism that will inject the dixir into the creature if
needed and kill it. The mechanism is controlled by a remote device which shall be
held by a protected guard in the event that the creatures attack."

"I don't think that these creatures will place these devices on freely,” Johnson said.

"No. If they are aware of what we are trying to do, they will destroy us. That iswhy
we must do thistoday, in the daylight. We would have no chance in the hours of
darkness when they are awake. They sleep during the day and are susceptible to
attack."

"S0,” Johnson said. “ The plan isto sneak in on them today, slap the collars on them
and move them out in darkness? It's that simple?’

"That's the plan,” Reese answered. “But | wouldn't call it ssmple. One mistake and
the whole team can be wiped out. No conventional weapons, with few exceptions,
will harm the creatures. If anyone starts going crazy, the whole operation will be over
in seconds.”

"How do wekill them if the collars don't work?’ Barkley asked.

"The men will be armed with backpack sprayersfilled with the elixir. If for some
reason the dixir fails and doesn't work, we will fall back on the traditional methods
of severing their heads from the bodies, wooden stakes through their hearts, or
exposing them to direct sunlight.”

"Thisisabsurd,” Antol said.

"I know it sounds that way, Colonel, but the evidence supports the possibility of the
creatures being real. We have our orders. Thisisthe plan that | have developed. If
anyone has any better idea ... now isthetimeto tell me."

No one spoke.

"To summarize the plan,” Reese said. “At 1200 today, the first team of six SEALS
goes in and attempts to place the collars on the creatures. A second team of the
same complement follows but remains in a purely defensive posture prepared to
spray the dixir, or hack off the heads. A third team is prepared to blow the place as
alast resort. If all goeswell, we will hold the creatures temporarily in their present
location until transport is arranged.” Reese looked at Johnson. “It isimperative you
choose men that are trustworthy. Thisis an operation that can never be
acknowledged, no matter what happens.”

"All my men understand that any operation is classified and never to be discussed.”
Johnson said matter-of-factly.

"Good,” Reese said. “I will be going with you on Team One. Mg or Barkley will



remain with Team Three outside the ruins and control the remote devices. If anything
goes wrong after the collars are on, we will communicate to him to inject the mixture.
| think that about coversit. Any gquestions?"

"Commander, humor me alittle,” Antol said. “ Suppose that all of this comes true:
the creatures exist and you capture them."

"Yes, sir.” Reese said, noticing Antol's tone of voice had changed. It was no longer
sarcastic or questioning, unlike earlier, when he was quite blunt about not believing
any of this. It was asif he was alowing himself to put away his disbelief and imagine
what if al of thiswasin fact true.

"S0 you get your creatures and all that you think about them istrue. Then what?
What happens to them?"

"I don't know, sir. I'm just following orders,” Reese said, but hisvoice did not even
sound convincing to himself. He also did not offer anything else.

Antol rose. “Gentlemen, | wish you luck. | also hope, for al of our sakes, that all of
thisisjust amistake. | learned along time ago that one atrocity can sometimes |ead
to another. | hope that it does not happen here."



Chapter Twenty-one

The sun was directly overhead. Reese surveyed the teams of men as they made their
final preparations for the mission. They were situated about 300 yards from the ruins
on ahill that overlooked the area. He saw some looks of bewilderment in the men's
faces; not from the mission that they were undertaking, but with the unfamiliar
actions of conducting an operation in broad daylight rather than under the cover of
night. He imagined they felt naked in the sunlight. Once they were underground, and
in the darkness, he hoped they would relax and be ready for whatever they
encountered there.

But wasiit just the men he was worried about? Or was it he was concerned that
maybe he didn't have a clue in what he was really dealing with? He tried to narrow it
down to pros and cons. In away, one team of men was going against another team
of ... creatures. The military men were highly trained in the use of weapons and
hand-to-hand combat. The creatures, on the other hand, had years of experience of
avoiding traps and detection. They would not leave their sanctuary unprotected.
Who would prevail ? Had he made enough contingency plans? What contingency
plans did the creatures have?

He was unsure if they were making the right decision, even though he felt the
importance of the mission and the authority he had been given was avote of
confidence. But what was he going on? Myths he had read and studied from old
books, old wives' tales he had heard from local residents. The only solid evidence
that supported his theories was the satellite surveillance, and the medical information
of the two dead girls. What of his own personal plans for the chance to study the
creatures? How far would he go to achieve that end? What would he do to ensure
success?

What if these creatures were stronger than he imagined? If they had to enact the fatal
last measure, he and the rest of these men would be buried under the rock as the old
ruins were blown up. Or these creatures might escape and seek vengeance on the
local populace.

Shut the hell up, John. It's too late now; you're committed and you need to
concentrate on the next move.

He watched the SEAL s as they prepared to go, admiring their calmness and focus.
They wore their standard camouflage uniforms, but instead of standard issue military
boots, they wore their mountain-climbing shoes because of the uncertainty of the
terrain. Each member was wearing alightweight voice-activated communications



headset. At their waists, along with their 9mm pistols, they had been given
razor-sharp machetes. Reese was surprised that they were able to get hold of them
with such short notice; then again, from his experience at the teams, he knew SEALS
were capable of obtaining whatever weapons were necessary.

Under normal circumstances, they would all wear night goggles. But thistime, it
would hinder their work once they reached the bodies. The creatures would not give
off very much heat now that the blood they had ingested turned cold. Only two
members of each team had goggles, just in case anything went wrong and they
needed to escape in the darkness. Each member had a powerful red beam light that
would be their primary light source once they entered the crypt. The red beam would
not interfere with the night goggles' effectiveness.

The SEALSs had been divided up into three teams. Team Two carried the elixir in a
modified canister that sprayed it in force. Team One carried the collars that would be
placed around the necks of the creatures, if all went well. Team Three was assigned
the ordinance and final line of defense if anything went wrong.

Team Three was the first to complete their preparations. They reported that their

task to setup the explosives was complete. Their command post had been set up
west of the ruins, behind a natural mound of dirt that would offer protection from the
blast. The detonators were all rigged and ready to go. In the event that these men had
to change their mission and go on the offensive, they were armed to the hilt. Some of
their toys included several small rocket launchers and enough hand grenades to fend
off asmall army. Thelr instructions were explicit: blow up the entire areaif given the
word or if the two teams did not return prior to the sun touching the horizon. If
anyone other than the two teams emerged, kill everything that came from the
ruins—everything.

"Areyou ready?’ Johnson asked.
Reese shook off his feelings of trepidation.
"Yes. Asready as|'m ever going to be."

"Are you sure you want to go in there?’ Johnson asked. “We can stay in
communication with you the entire time."

"No. | have to go with you. But make no mistake: you are in tactical command and |
will advise you on what to do based upon what we find."

"Understood,” Johnson answered and stared at Reese with an unnerving cold stare
that reflected no emotion—the perfect military visage.

"What isit, Lieutenant?’ Reese asked. “What's wrong?"

"How did you ever get involved with this, sir?’ Johnson asked, in a toneless manner
that reflected no disrespect.



Reese smiled coldly. “I happen to have a hobby that someone just happened to have
an urgent need for. | never would have imagined that thiswould ever get to this
stage."

"Well, here we are.” Johnson checked hiswatch. “It'stime to go. | think it would be
best if you took position behind me when we goin."

"Sounds good,” Reese said. He exhaled deeply and prepared to move.

"One more thing, Commander,” Johnson said, as he stepped abruptly in Reese's
path. “These men are my family. | will not allow undue harm to come to them. If
things get crazy and there is no way the mission can be accomplished, we'll wipe out
the place.”

"It won't get crazy if you follow my instructions,” Reese said, although he wasn't
really sureif that was correct. But he knew he had to keep Johnson in check as well.
The last thing he needed was a shooting free-for-all. At times, the SEAL mindset
could be a dangerous thing. What was their saying? Death is better then
defeat—defeat you have to live with.

"It won't cometo that if we all remain focused. Let'sdo it."”

Johnson didn't respond to Reese. Instead he keyed his headset and gave the orders
for the men to movein. “Team Onein the lead and Team Two to follow."

Reese willed his body forward, noticing how warm and comforting the sun's rays
felt and how he was leaving the light behind ... hopefully for only awhile.



Chapter Twenty-two

The darkness swallowed them as they proceeded down the stone stairs into the
depths of the ruins. Within minutes, only their red lightsilluminated the cavern. The
cool smell of damp stone surrounded them. Moisture oozed from the walls in areas,
the red lights reflecting off the droplets gave them the appearance of dripping blood.

"Thisis acommunications check, call it off by the numbers,” Johnson's voice came
through on the tiny headsets they all wore. Members called out their assigned
numbers; Reese waited until the end and responded himsealf.

"Proceed,” Johnson's voice came through. “One and Two have the point."

The point men moved their red beams from the stone wallsto the ceiling. The eerie
glow unsettled Reese, reinforcing the image that they were covered in blood. The
rest of the men moved onward and into the darkness.

From what information they had been able to gather from local townspeople, they
knew that the area under the ruins was expansive, but exactly how big they didn't
know. Locals had not gone under the ruinsin avery long time. All official historical
information recorded locally had been destroyed when the building that had held the
historical records had been burned to the ground during one of the many battles that
besieged the area. In essence, they were flying blind as they descended into the
depths.

To prevent the teams from getting lost, the last man on Team Two placed tracking
sensors on the ground as they proceeded in to ensure they could find their way out
and to alert the monitoring team on the outside of their position. Reese found it
amazing that something built so long ago could be so complex and had survived al
the turmoil of this country.

Johnson stopped as communication came in from the point men.

"T intersection,” said avoice.

"Left sidefirst,” Johnson answered. “ Team Two, hold positionat T."
"Team Two. Understood,” came the response.

Asthey turned left, it became apparent how easy it would be to get lost down here.
Everything looked the same as they followed the passages that wound through the
caverns. They came across rooms where the wooden doors had decayed into piles
of damp sawdust. Wood that still clung to the iron hinges fell apart at the touch of



the disturbed air as they moved through the area.

The air thickened with age as they moved further into the darkness; a breathable but
musty old smell permeated the air. Reese imagined that perhaps some of the archaic
air system that fed the catacombs had failed long ago, probably by caving in
somewhere at the surface. Simple as it was, when working it was an effective system
that drew fresh air in and through the underground and vented somewhere at the
surface. But now, the air hung like an old curtain in amovie theater that had never
been cleaned and had absorbed the odors of thousands of people who had sat in its
presence.

"Hold,” the voice came through the headset. “ Tunnel ends.”

"Back track, One and Two, we'll wait,” Johnson replied. “Proceed through other
corridor."

Within afew minutes, the two Navy SEALSs came back and reversed direction down
the corridor they had come. Everyone else turned and proceeded in the direction
toward the intersection. Asthey passed Team Two at the intersection, glances of
acknowledgement were exchanged, but no words.

They proceeded down the opposite tunnel, looking at walls and ceilings that |ooked
the same, the repetitiveness offering its own specter of fear. They passed more of
the same, doors of rotting wood that opened into small rooms.

"Hold,” the voice called. “ Tunnel ends."
"Commander Reese?’ Johnson's voice called. “ Any suggestions?"

Reese was silent. The vampires had to be here. He had seen them last night on the
satellite surveillance return to the tunnel that had just traversed down. They had to be
here, but not in an obvious spot that would be easy to detect. That would be too
simple for creatures that had evaded capture and death for hundreds of years. An
entrance had to be here somewhere.

"The opening where they are must be concealed is some way to blend in with the
walls,” Reese said. “ There would be achange in the air pressure with that type of
enclosure between the two spaces. If we could look at the air in here in some way to
show changesin air pressure, we might be able to find it."

"Got it,” Johnson answered and then spoke to the point men. “One and Two,
reversetrack and ignite alow light flare. Keep it close to the walls and watch the
smoke for any variations in direction or flow."

"Understood,” the response came.

Seconds | ater, the glowing light from the flare could be seen down the passageway
as they proceeded toward where Team Two waited. Time seem to stand still as they
dowly made their way, holding the flares close to the walls searching for any telltale



signs of air escaping to indicate an opening.

Johnson came and sat next to Reese and covered his microphone from his headset
asthey waited. “What do you think?"

"The room has to be here somewhere,” Reese answered. “It'sjust hidden.” He
looked around at the cavernous walls. “Who knows how long they have been here,
but one thing isfor sure, they are very cautious when it comes to where they rest.
They wouldn't choose it without alot of thought."

"Do you think they know we are here?’ Johnson asked.

"That's atough call, but from what | understand, during the day when they sleep,
they are in a semi-conscious state and somewhat obliviousto what is going on
around them. It's like a drunk who wakes up but hasn't lept off the full effects of the
alcohol. They're awake, but only sort of."

"Okay,” Johnson said. “But if we don't find anything by the time we are to get out of
here, then what?*

“I'd blow it up, sedl it, and call it aday. That way if they come back here and they
can't get in, we can track them by satellite again and see if we can locate whereit is
they are hiding."

"My thoughts exactly,” Johnson said. “Good call."
"But | don't think it will come to that. It's here somewhere, | know it."
"We'll see”

Johnson left Reese and went from man to man, checking their status. There was
nothing to do but wait at this point. Then Reese heard the voice over the headset.

"Located,” the SEAL said. All the members on Team One looked in the direction of
the flare. They saw smoke being pushed by an obvious air current coming through
thewall.

"Let's get it open,” Johnson said over the headset.

Reese felt his stomach tighten. “Look for a stone that looks out of place,” Reese
added. “Discolored or worn more than the others. But don't open it until you are..."

It was too late. The SEAL standing on the left side of the door outline grabbed at a
stone; the door swung open with such force that the man standing next to him was

hit and thrown like arag doll against the wall. There was an audible cracking sound

as all the bonesin his body were shattered by the impact.

The Navy SEALsreacted like a swarm of angry bees asthey secured the area
around the door, watching for any form of attack.



Reese was still shocked at the death he had witnessed. He stared at the mangled
body that lie on the ground. The way in which it was horribly twisted indicated the
massive dislocation of bones from the force of the stone door. A pool of dark liquid
was beginning to form next to the man.

Nothing else happened. There were no rushing onslaught attack from the room.
Once satisfied all was secure for the moment, Johnson checked the downed man,
but everyone knew he hadn't survived. He felt for a pulse but it was evident that he
did not detect any by the look on hisface in the red glow of the flare. It became too
quiet for Reese as he struggled to find his voice.

"These creatures are very strong and smart,” he said finally. “ That door is designed
to be hard to open, but when it does, between them knowing which side to stand on
and their own strength, they avoid what just happened and anyone not knowing what
to look for ends up dead."

"Will there be anymore surprises?’ Johnson's voice crackled over the headset.

"It'simpossible to tell,” Reese answered. “I've read some accounts that sometimes
they have human watchdogs or animals to guard their tombs. But these are ...
modern-day creatures; there is no telling what they have come up with. All | can say
Isto approach cautioudly."

"Understood,” Johnson said. “One and Three, take the point and be careful, use the
night vision goggles to look for anything odd that might be atrap. Let's go, well
pick up Two on the way out.” Johnson's voice showed no emotion at the loss of
one of histeam members, but with al their discipline, Reese knew they would not
mourn until the remaining team was out of harm's way.

The team entered through the door, feeling the dight change in the air pressure. But
there was something else: a hideous smell. Reese compared it to rotting garbage on a
hot summer day; agush of air rose and made him gag. He fought the urge to vomit
and forced out words.

"We're close,” Reese said, his voice gasping as he fought to control his stomach.

The doorway led into another narrow passageway that they followed for afew
minutes before the point men spoke.

"L arge open chamber ... four stone crypts on stone pedestals.”

The words came into Reese's thoughts and lingered. Four crypts. They werereally
here. Confirmation of their existence—finally within his grasp.

"Any movement?’ Johnson asked.
"None. All quiet."

"Hold station, Team One. Team Two?"



"Team Two,” responded a new voice.

"Follow our markers and rendezvous on point position."”

"ETA one minute."

Johnson moved toward where Reese waited and again covered his microphone.
"What do you think?'

"We do them one by one,” Reese said. “But if we can determine which oneisthe
master or dominant one, that is the one we must try and capture first. Then maybe
the rest will submit."

"Y ou don't sound too confident."

"It's legend, for God sakes. | don't know if it'strue,” he admitted. “We need to take
precautions and be ready to kill them all."

"Agreed.” Johnson said, then received a message that Team Two was in position.
"Let'sdoit,” hesaid. “Team One and Two, movein."

They entered into the open chamber that held the stone crypts. The chamber had a
high ceiling of twelve to fourteen feet, the blocks of stone neatly carved into perfect
squares that comprised the walls. The stone was covered by afine layer of dirt and
muffled the sounds of their approach.

Johnson indicated for some of his men to take up defensive positions. Reese studied
the arrangement of the crypts and noted one of the four sat slightly off center from
the other three and decided the leader might be in that one. He gestured to the coffin.

"That onefirst,” Reese said.
Johnson nodded in response.

The plan called for four men to handle the operation: One would open the crypt; the
second would stand ready with the spray solution; the third would place the collar
on the creature; the fourth held a poised machete to be used as alast resort. Two
men would stand at each crypt with solution and machete if the others awakened
before they were ready to handle them. The rest of the men stood at the ready with
their pistols.

Reese felt his mouth go suddenly dry. He could hear his heart beating in hisears as
the swest trickled down his back. If this didn't go right—they would all be dead in a
matter of minutes.

They approached the first crypt. Reese and Johnson followed the four men who
were assigned to open it. The SEAL assigned to the task of removing the lid placed
his hands on the sides and tested the weight, his arms the size of most men's thighs.



He nodded that he could dlide it off. Johnson gave him the silent go ahead by
nodding back. The man dlid the lid off of the crypt and sent it crashing to the
ground. The sound was deafening as it slammed onto the ground.

Reese just stared in amazement at what he saw—it was not what had he had
expected.



Chapter Twenty-three

Inside the crypt lay the body of a man, whom Reese guessed was about twenty-five
years of age. He was dressed in traditional local garb, looking serene in a state of
deep. Hisface reflected a sense of calm and even nobility with its hawk-like features.
His skin appeared to be pale, but in the light it was hard to determine the actua
shade. All in all, he appeared to be a human, not a monster.

The rest of the team appeared mesmerized by the tranquility of the slegping man;
even Reese momentarily wondered if this harmless-looking man could be a monster
who killed to survive. But when the man's eyelids began to flutter asit appeared to
ascend to wakefulness, the act reminded Reese of all the stories he had read. The
vampires always |looked normal, just like anyone else. It's how they survived. They
used their appearance to get close to others so that they could kill them. No one
suspected anything until it was too late,

Reese spoke to break the inactivity of the group. “Keep that spray ready,” he
barked. “Let's get the collar on ... quickly!"

The SEAL with the collar readied it for installation as the creature's eyes opened
fully. The SEAL stopped asthered feral eyes stared at him. Time ceased for the
members of the team as the creature surveyed the scene around him, registering the
situation. Seeing that the sanctity of their crypt area had been violated, the creature
became alarmed and prepared for attack as its features hardened and fangs
protruded.

Reese knew that if they didn't move now, this creature would attain an advantage and
al would belost. But he found himself paralyzed by the eyes of the creature and was
unable to move or speak.

"Giveit ashort burst of the spray!” Johnson's voice screamed, breaking the trance.
“NOow!

The SEAL with the canister hesitated before the command registered in his mind and
then he keyed a short burst at the creature. The molecules of the spray seem to hang
in the air, crawling through the space between it and the creature. Finally the dixir
touched the creature and tiny rivulets of flame burst along his skin.

"Reese!” Johnson snarled. “ Suggestion?"

The creature screamed and writhed in its crypt. Its flesh turned dark as blood oozed
from the burned areas,



Reese awoke from his stupor, which he imagined had been supplied by the vampire
as ameans to give him time to react, and quickly stepped forward.

"Listen to me,” Reese said to the creature firmly asits writhing slowed. “1 know you
can understand me. Y ou know what this substance is and you know what it can do
to you. We can cover you with thisif you do not do as you are instructed. Do you
understand?"

The creature emitted a guttural growl. Reese couldn't decide if it was animal or
human.

"Answer meor diel” Reese said.

The creature continued its display of fierceness, its fangs bared and its eyes so red
that Reese could see no white within them.

" Stand ready to spray!” shouted Reese to the SEAL beside him.

"| understand...” the creature said in asurprisingly clear voice as compared to the
animalistic ravings it had emitted only seconds ago.

Amazing, Reese thought but then quickly said, “A device will be placed around your
neck. Do not attempt to attack the man or remove the device or you will die.” Reese
gestured for the SEAL who held the collar to come closer. The SEAL raised the
creature's head, carefully avoiding the sharp teeth, and quickly attached the device.
An audible click could be heard when it was sealed together. Reese held aremotein
his hand that would control the injection in various amountsinto the creature's
system.

The creature, now almost totally recovered and healed from the initial spraying,
raised his hands to the collar asif meaning to tear it off. Reese's finger was posed
over the button; he placed the injection quantity to its lowest level and pressed the
button.

The creature violently lurched in the crypt as the mixture made its way into its body.
It screamed.

"Do that again and | will kill you,” Reese said. “Do anything but what | tell you and
you will die apainful death. | think you know that now, don't you?"

The creature settled back into its crypt and stared at Reese. It bared its teeth in an
act of defiance. Reese posed his finger over the button again.

"I understand,” the creature said disdainfully. Itslow and regal voice was level and
controlled. “What do you want?"

"Listen very carefully,” Reese said, knowing he now had the full attention of the
creature. “Any move you make is being tracked, both by myself and someone on the
outside of this area. Any sudden moves will result in the device at your neck being



activated. Understand?'

"Yes, | understand."

"Do you have aname?’ Reese asked.

"| am Dimitri,” he said, as his eyes glowed red in the low light.

"All right, Dimitri. | assume you are the leader of thisgroup?’ Reeseindicated the
other stone crypts.

"Inaway, | amtheir leader.”

"We offer the same arrangement to each one. They either accept the collar or die.
Can you speak with them without them leaving their crypts?”

"I can speak to them through their dreams,” he answered and then added, “What isit
that you want from us?"

Reese ignored the question. “ Tell them that we will kill them if they resist the
placement of the collars on their necks. | want them—"

One of the other crypts suddenly opened—the top flipped off by the powerful thrust
of one of the creatures. The creature leapt out of his crypt and lunged at the two men
flanking his crypt. In afraction of a second, one man was down, his throat slashed
and gushing blood onto the stone floor.

"Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” Reese heard over the headset, unsure who had said it.

The creature grabbed the other man but did not attack. Instead he looked at the rest
of the men as he displayed large nails from his hands and elongated teeth from his
mouth.

"No, Josip!” Dimitri yelled, but it was too late to stop the bloodshed. Josip sliced
the throat of the other man and dropped him onto the stone floor next to the other
corpse.

The back-up SEAL team, although surprised by the swiftness of the attack,
responded as planned. The men with elixir-filled canisters covered the areawith the
fine spray of mixture before the attack progressed any further. The creature named
Josip howled in pain as his body was covered with rivulets of fire. He collapsed to
the ground, screaming, his burning flesh smoldering as he rolled on the ground.

"Quick!” Reeseyelled. “Get the collar on him. If he makes a move, douse him and
cut off hishead.” He was surprised at the viciousness of the words coming out of
his mouth. Dimitri looked at him with aloathing sneer.

"Will he recover?’ Reese asked.

"Possibly,” Dimitri answered.



"| suggest you let the others know what will happen if they repeat this. There will be
no warnings."

"The rest will not pose any problem,” Dimitri said calmly.
"WEe'll see,” Reese said questioningly.

The collar was placed on Josip and he was returned to the crypt. The men, prepared
for areoccurrence of another attack, guarded the other crypts. Johnson checked the
two bodies on the ground. His look conveyed the story: both were dead. But he was
aprofessional; he would finish what he had come to do. He indicated the next crypt
to Reese that was to be opened. Reese nodded.

They removed the lid and found the creature lying there awake and alert but not
offering any resistance. Reese made Dimitri leave his crypt and walk in the direction
of the newly-opened one. He had Dimitri show the inhabitant that he wore the collar
and explain that he also would receive one. The collar went on without any form of
resistance, except a stare that was cold enough to freeze aman's soul. They carried
out the same procedure on the remaining vampire without any difficulty.

When they were done, the creatures were given asmall example of how the collar
worked and its affect on their bodies. After they had calmed down after the test,
Dimitri spoke quietly to the rest and then turned and spoke to Reese.

"What are you going to do with us?’

"That's agood question,” Reese said. “For now, you will remain here under guard.

"We need to feed,” Dimitri said. “Y ou obviously know about us and what that
means.”

"Yes,” Reese agreed. “We will bring a cow down here later. Y ou will not leave this
space. If any motion is detected by the sensors we have installed, the collars will be
activated.”

"l understand."
"|s there anything else you need to ... survive?’ Reese asked.

"Our freedom,” Dimitri said and then fired off another question. “How did you find
us, and who told you of the elixir?"

"A man.” Reese answered. Why he volunteered this information puzzled him; he
hadn't even hesitated about responding to Dimitri's question. The answer seemed to
flow from him.

"His name?’ Dimitri asked.

"Idriz Laupki."



Sop it. Why are you answering his questions? Reese thought to himself.

Dimitri closed his eyes. After afew moments he looked toward the crypt that held
Josip and shook his head.

"No more questions!” Reese said. He shook his head to clear histhoughts. “Y ou
pull that hypnotic crap again and you'll be punished. Do you understand?"

Dimitri turned to face Reese.

"Punished? It's too late to worry about that now. Our punishment has already
begun.”



Chapter Twenty-four

Commander Scott finished his conversation with Commander Reese and replaced
the secure phonein its red cradle on his desk. Instead of taking the report to the
general, Scott sat there for afew moments, thinking about the conversation.

He had seen many strange situations in the time of his service under General Stone,
but the majority of those were contrived or conjured up by man. Here was
something truly bizarre, something straight out of a nightmare. These creatures ... or
vampires, as he would call them, even though he noted Reese did not use that term,
existed and had been captured.

"Scott,” Stone said, as he entered his office. “Have we heard from Reese yet?"

"Ah ... yes, sSir.” Scott's throat felt dry and uncomfortable. “Just called in. They ...
have them."

General Stone'sface lit up as the realization of the words struck. “They have them!
We actualy have them! Thisisfantastic!” He yelled like a child whose wildest dream
had come true.

"The SEALs lost three men in the capture,” Scott added.

"Who would have thought,” Stone said, either ignoring the remark or not caring to
comment. “ These creatures exist and they are ours."”

"They lost three men in the attack,” Scott repeated.

"I heard you,” Stone answered abruptly. “Let me enjoy this moment, will you,
Scott? Don't you see? After al this damn time, don't you see the potential? After all
the crap that | have had to endure from my colleagues—not being able to take
revenge for my daughter. Three lives spent today will save many more in the future.”

"Sir?’ Scott said, confused. “How will that—"

"Never mind.” Stone cut him off. “We have to make arrangements. We need a story
about the three deaths. Make it atraining accident. Maybe a cave-in."

"YeS, S'r.n

"Get with Reese and figure out how we are going to bring the creatures back to the
states. They'll be working with the SEALS, so let's keep them up Norfolk way,
maybe even at Little Creek with the other teams. They'll need quarters ... very secure
quarters.”



"Yes, gir."

"| want everyone involved with this to be brought back here for debriefing, and |
mean everyone."

"The civilian?’ Scott asked.
"Whét civilian?"

"The Serbian, the man who pointed us toward them. His daughters were killed by the
creatures.”

"| don't like involving civilians in this operation. Make him part of the accident where
the three SEALswerekilled. | want all loose ends tied up, Commander."

"| understand, sir, but he is the one that developed the elixir, the solution that keeps
the creatures controllable. We have not learned how to duplicateit yet."

Stone looked angry, as if he had expected Scott to take care of this aspect of the
mission already.

"Bring him back then. But | want the liquid studied and its contents determined.
After that, get rid of him."

"Understood,” Scott answered.

"Find out whose ass | need to kiss or stomp on in order to do this discreetly. Make
it look like all of the personnel we are bringing back are being rewarded for their
effortsin Kosovo."

"Are you going to talk with the Joint Chiefs?’
"Not yet. | want to inspect the creatures and measure their potential .”
"Potential 7

"Yes... potentia. If we can control them ... we will be able to conduct a new
campaign of operations and make military history."
"Sir?'

"Christ, you still don't seeit! Get your head out of my ass and everyone else's!
There is more happening here than just your own career! Look at what their talents
are: they'refast, ferocious, hard to detect, extremely difficult to kill ... they're
perfect.”

"But they kill for the blood. They're unholy."

"A minor drawback for what they may be ableto deliver for us,” Stone said, with a
casual wave of the hand.



"Thisis extremely risky, Genera. If anyone finds out—"

"That's your job—to make sure no one finds out,” Stone said, placing his finger on
Scott's chest as he smiled at the Navy commander. “That you should be good at,
after al your career is at stake, isn't it?’ He turned away from Scott. “We will make
history,” he continued. “But it's the kind of history that no one must ever know
about. Do you understand me?"

"Perfectly, sir."

"Now start working on the plans to get them back to the States,” Stone said as he
picked another report to read.

"Immediately, sir.”
"Oh, and two things,” Stone said.
"Sr?

"Make sure you let Reese know if the situation gets out of control, subdue the
creatures but do not kill them under any circumstances."

"But what if they should try and escape or kill—"
"Isyour hearing not working?"'

"It'sworking fine, sir,” Scott answered, his voice shaky. “I'll take care of it. And the
other thing?'

"] want them sent here,” Stone said.
"Sir?" Scott asked. “| don't understand. Y ou want what sent here?'

General Stone looked up from the report he was reading. Scott saw his expression
of aggravation by the way he energetically removed his reading glasses. If the general
hated any one thing, it was being questioned about something he thought everyone
should know or be able to figure out what he meant without him having to say it.

"Didn't we just have a discussion about your hearing, Commander? | thought we
decided that you were not hard of hearing? Was | mistaken?"

"No, dir. | just don't understand what you mean?'

"Did you not read the same report | did, Commander? This report?’ He held up the
folder in his hand. Scott recognized it asthe original operational report that started
thiswhole affair, the report from the Base Commander of Camp Bondsteel that
detailed the murder of the Captain Block and the two civilian girls.

"Yes, sir. | did.”
"And did that report detail the deaths of two civilians?’



"Yes, sir, and the death of Captain Block."

"Very good, Commander; I'm glad to see that the damn United States Navy is still
teaching its people to read. Now if only they could master the process of thinking
for themselves ... well wouldn't that be a fucking grand accomplishment?’

Scott stood silently, waiting for the tirade to end. He had been through them many
before and knew it was best to remain silent.

"Now, listen carefully, Commander. | want the two civilian bodies sent back to
SOCOM. Captain Block doesn't have a body anymore, it was torn to pieces, so
even you should be able to figure out who | mean. Make it happen—aquietly."

"Yesdr, I'll have Mgjor Barkley seeto it pers—"

"No.” Stone said adamantly. “Not Barkley. | want someone outside to do it so that
this can't be traced through normal channels. Aren't there any spooks in the area
from Army Intelligence?"'

"YeS, S'r.n

"Have them do it then,” Stone said and replaced his glasses and went back to
reading the report he had started earlier.

"There may be strings attached, General ."

"There are aways strings attached to everything that happens—that's the only way
anything ever gets done these days. But that's okay. If things work out the way |
think they might, we'll be in good with our clandestine friends. And if they
don't—well they can just have another piece of me. Soon it won't matter either way.

"Yes, gir, I'll seetoit,” Scott said and turned to leave.
"One more thing,” Stone said.
Scott stopped and turned back toward the general.

General Stone took out a small note pad from his desk drawer and scribbled some
things upon it. A smirk appeared on his face as he continued to write. “ Somebody
will think I've gone off the deegp end for sure on thisone,” he said, as he continued
to write. When he finished, he looked over it, verifying what he had written and
ensuring he hadn't forgotten anything. Satisfied, he held it up for Scott.

Commander Scott walked to where the general sat and took the note from his
outstretched hand. Stone did not ook at him but returned to reading the report he
had begun only moments ago.

Scott studied the contents of the note for several seconds. His eyes moved over it
again and again, re-reading it several times before he spoke.



"Sir, | don't..."

"Just precautions,” he said calmly, apparently allowing Scott some leeway because
the content of note was a bit untraditional. “We aren't really sure what we are dealing
with here yet and | am not one to take chances. Just have them do exactly as| have
instructed. | know it seems odd, but thisway it's safejust in case ... just in case."

Scott turned to leave, but only got one step before Stone spoke again.
"l don't want him to know about this. Thiswill be our little secret.”
"Who, sir?"

"Reese. | want him kept in the dark on this."

"| don't understand,” Scott said. “He's the expert and—"

"l don't care what you think. Just do it!"

"YeS, S'r.u



Chapter Twenty-five

Commander Reese and Lieutenant Johnson watched the remote viewers that showed
their captivesin their underground prison. When Reese had finished his conversation
with Dimitri and left the cavern, he felt his knees weaken and he had to lean up
against one of the stone pillars to keep from falling down. The legends were true, he
told himself over and over again. Vampires actually existed!

But his energy and excitement were overshadowed at the thought of what his dream
had cost so far: the lives of three men. He fought his own feelings of guilt that he
may have contributed to the deaths of the men by the combination of his own self
Interests with those of the general’s desire to have the creatures. He only hoped the
men had not died in vain and whatever the general hoped to use the creatures for
would outweigh the losses. But what did the general have planned? Reese had his
suspicions, but he wanted to wait—to study the creatures and to fulfill hislifelong
dream.

Johnson finalized the security arrangements for their captives, then made
arrangements to have the three bodies removed and taken to the medical facility at
the Base Camp. He handled the procedure with a cool ness that reflected almost
robot-like effectiveness, but Reese imagined that Johnson would deal with hisown
grief in hisown way.

"I'm sorry about the men,” Reese said.

"So am|,” Johnson said, looking at him. “They knew the risks. It doesn't make it
any easier, but it'sal part of the job we do and the life we lead.” His gaze returned
toward the view screen. “| just hope their sacrifices are worth it."

"General Stone thinks so,” Reese said, and fell silent as he gazed at the creatures.
They had not attempted to remove the collars, but they stared intently at each other,
asif studying the devices for points of vulnerability.

"| think we have everything covered for the moment,” Johnson said. “We have men
outside the room they arein, directly outside of the entrance to the ruins, and one
team here on standby."

"I'd feel better if we didn't have distance limitations on those collars,” Reese said.
“Once we get back to the States, the first priority will be to increase the distance
parameters.”

"When are we leaving?’ Johnson asked.



"As soon as you make the arrangements,” Reese said, smiling.
"Another challenge,” he said. “I live for them, you know."

" Speaking of challenges, | have some more for you,” Reese said.
"Should | bend over now?’ Johnson asked, still smiling.

"Think of it as achance to excel,” Reese said.

"Let me haveit, then,” Johnson said.

"Well, it appears that we will all be under specia assignment for General Stone as
long as he wants us.”

"Us?" Johnson asked, referring with his hand to Reese and himself.

"Everyone—and | mean everyone—involved with any facet of the operationisto
head back to Norfolk. So we're going to need a plane with lots of room."

"Not a problem,” Johnson said. “We have a C-5 at our disposal at all times."

"Make up aplan, but keep in mind that we have to do everything under the cover of
darkness for the special cargo.”

"Understood.” Johnson answered. “I'll get to work on it right now."

Someone knocked at the door.

"Yes,” Reese called. The door opened and Corporal Brosnev entered the room.
"Sorry to bother you, Commander, but Idriz Laupki would like to talk with you."

Reese wondered what he was going to tell the man whose children had been killed
by the creatures. He knew he only wanted to hear one thing: when would the
creatures be killed. This might not be the timeto tell him that he had orders not to.

"Bring himin,” Reese said.
"Yes, Sir."

Moments later, the two men came into the office. Idriz's eyes |looked intense as he
surveyed the room and its occupants. He spoke quickly to Brosnev, who then
trand ated.

"He says that his mixture worked or you would not be alive. He asks that you please
describe how the murderers of his children died a horrible death at your hands."

"His mixture worked just as he said it would. We are very grateful for hishelp,”
Reese said, paused and indicated for Brosnev to trandate it as he thought about how
to explain that the creatures were not dead.



"We have not killed the creatures—they are still alive, but they are our prisoners,”
Reese said, and again indicated for the trandator to tell him. Asthe trandator told
him, the expression on Idriz's features became sharp and drawn. Reese decided to
just go ahead and tell him everything and get it over with.

"We are taking them back to the United States for further study and then ... and then
they shall bekilled,” Reese said, knowing the lie was necessary.

He didn't like telling the lie; poor Idriz had suffered enough for one lifetime. But there
was an opportunity here for research that could not be lost. Reese knew he would
not be able to convince Idriz of that now, but maybe |ater.

Within seconds of trandating, Idriz unleashed avolley of words upon them.

The corporal trandated. “He says that this cannot be true! His precious daughters
are dead because of them. They are beasts of the night that cannot be caged like wild
dogs, for they are cunning and will learn how to escape. They must be killed
immediately before they murder again.”

"They are not going anywhere,” Reese said, as he showed Idriz the video monitor
and continued to speak as the interpreter translated what he said. “Y ou see the band
on their necks? That is a special device that contains your €ixir.” Idriz bent closer to
the screen to look. “If they do anything that looks like they might try and escape, the
device will inject the ixir into their body."

Idriz continued to stare at the screen without saying anything, but his face portrayed
aloathing that was clearly evident.

"They will spend what isleft of their lives as our prisoners and will never kill another
Innocent person.” Reese paused, looking for any kind of reaction from the man. He
knew there was nothing he could say that would heal his pain at the loss of his
daughters—and grief could make Idriz a dangerous man. But there were still things
Reese wanted and needed from this man. He knew, however, that if hetold Idriz the
truth, that he didn't have a choice in coming back to the States, as those were the
orders of the general, he might pose a problem.

"They will need akeeper or jailer to watch over them,” Reese continued. “And | till
need help in learning about what else you know about their pasts. If you wish, you
may come with us and help us. We need your help, Idriz."

Idriz suddenly spoke, but did so without taking his eyes from the monitor. Brosnev
trandated, “He saysthat he will come with you to the United States. He won't be
their keeper, but their reminder of the painful death that awaits them at his hands."

Reese |ooked toward Johnson, who had been quiet during the exchange, his eyes
reflected the same feeling that he had. 1driz would have to be watched closdly.



Chapter Twenty-six

"S0, you are awake,” Dimitri said to Josip as he sat up from his crypt. Most of the
burn marks that he had suffered had healed and only slight blemishes remained. He
touched the tight-fitting device at his neck.

"Don't touch that unless you want more of the poison that burned you!” Dimitri
shouted.

"What has happened?’ Josip asked, as he looked around. “Did you kill them?"

"No. There was no way to attack without being killed. Y our foolishness almost cost
you your life. The device at your neck contains the mixture that killed Franjo. The
man, Idriz, whose daughters you killed in your moment of revenge still hounds us."

"How can that be?’ Josip asked.

"I don't know. He has gotten help from the Americans and now we are their
prisoners.”

"Remove the collars,” Josip said, as he raised his hands to his throat again.

"Areyou not listening? Touch it and you die,” Dimitri said. “It has some kind of
anti-tampering device built into it. And they are watching us,” he said as he indicated
the camera mounted into the ceiling. “They aso have motion detectors attached to
us, so they know our every movement. Whoever planned this knows about our kind.
How we live, how we deep. Everything."

"What are they going to do with us?’ Josip asked.
"I don't know. The one in charge has not said anything yet."
"We must escape.”

"Y ou surely cannot be that ignorant,” Dimitri said, raising his voice. The others of
the group looked toward them now. “ Your actions are what brought them down
upon us. You will do nothing but what | tell you! We must observe them first and
look for their weaknesses and when | fedl it istime, we will do what | decide."

Josip remained silent.

"If they were going to kill us, they would have done so by now,” Dimitri continued,
this time speaking to the group. “ So they have some other plan for us. We will go
along with what they ask. The spirit of cooperation we will show shall lower their



guard and we will discover our way to escape. |s that understood?’

They all nodded in agreement, Josip last, his hesitation earning him a glare from
Dimitri.

The sound of footsteps accompanied with the clop-clop of cow feet down the
narrow passageway broke their conversation. The lone cow entered their chambers
followed by several men, all heavily armed. The leader of the group stepped

forward, the one that they called Commander Reese. Dimitri also saw that the one
caled Idriz was with him.

"Dimitri,” Reese said. “1 need some information from you about your feeding habits.
How long can you go between feeding?”’

"Y ou don't want your prisonersto die?’ Dimitri asked..

"Something like that,” Reese answered, sounding somewhat impatient and not willing
to spar in conversation. “We will leave this place in less than aday, and there will be
no available food sources for you and your men."

Dimitri looked at the cow that they had brought down. “We will be able to survive
for two to three daysif we feed on thisanimal."

"Good,” Reese replied. “How about being on an airplane? Does that pose any
problems?"

"We ... have never been on an airplane before. We have seen them in the sky at
night.”

"So you don't know if there will be any adverse effects?’

"No. But | don't think it will pose any problems as long as darkness is maintained,”
Dimitri ventured. “We will need these crypts or something similar for usto rest in."

"I'll take that for ayes about flying. We will bring these,” he said, indicating the
crypts. “We will be back to get you at next sunset,” Reese said as he turned to
leave.

"Where are we going?’ Dimitri asked, and then added, “If | may be permitted to
know."

Suddenly Idriz Laupki spoke, his words echoing in the cavernous area. He had been
standing there, along with Corpora Brosnev, who had been trandating for him
during the exchange between Dimitri and Reese. The look on hisface and thetonein
which he spoke gave the direction of hiswords.

Josip turned toward him and stared for afew moments and then answered him in
their native Slavic tongue.

"What did they say, Corporal?’ Reese asked.



"When Dimitri asked where they were going, Idriz told the one called Josip that they
were going to their deaths."

"And the creature's response?’
"He agreed, but said that they would have much company on their journey."
Reese pondered the remarks for afew seconds then turned back to Dimitri.

"To the United States,” Reese said. “We are going to the United States and | will see
any man,” he looked intently at Idriz when he said it, “or creature,” he added as he
looked toward Dimitri and the others, “severely punished or killed that interferes with
our plans. Isthat understood?’

"Perfectly, Commander,” Dimitri answered.
"|driz says he understands, Commander,” Brosnev added.

"We'll see soon enough,” Reese said.



Chapter Twenty-seven

Asthe next sunset arrived, awave of activity commenced at the ruins. First the
crypts were brought out of the caverns and loaded within standard twenty-foot
shipping containers that were on four trucks that awaited them.

Dimitri and his men waited in the now-emptied area. Each of them had been given a
box for personal belongings. Dimitri busied himself by picking some books from the
library. He had so many favorites he was unsure which to take.

"We leave our home,” Josip said, breaking the silence. “For more than a hundred
years, this has been our place within our country."

"We do not have a choice in the matter, but what of it?" Dimitri asked “Is not one
place like another? Besides, were you not saying that you were getting bored?"

"But thisis not of our volition and we shall not be free to do as we choose."

"Stop complaining. You are like an old woman at times,” Dimitri countered.
“Remember what | said: Watch and learn. We will find our freedom in the new land.
In America, there are no wars, no constant battering of the countryside by forces.
They have large cities with many people who—"

The sound of footsteps approaching interrupted their conversation. Commander
Reese and another man entered their room.

"Areyou ready?’ Reese asked.
"We are,” Dimitri responded, as he tossed a final handful of booksinto his bag.

"Before we go,” Reese began, “let me reassure you and your men that every
precaution has been taken to prevent your escape or your attack, either physical or
mental. When we leave here, each of you will be placed inside a steel container that
has your crypt inside of it. That is where you shall remain for the next twelve to
fourteen hours. There are video cameras inside to monitor your movements. Any
attempt to leave the container shall result in the activation of the devices at your
necks. Each container will be guarded by two men who are backed up by another
team."

"We will be no problem,” Dimitri said, as other men carrying weapons, spraying
devices and shiny machetes attached to their belts arrived.

"Y ou will be escorted out one at atime."



"We have not met you formally,” Dimitri said, looking towards the other man.

"Thisis Lieutenant Johnson. He isin charge of the men, the Navy SEALswho will
be escorting and guarding you."

"Our captor and keeper,” Dimitri said bowing his head dightly. “ Thank you,
Commander Reesg, for the introduction. | sense that we will be spending much time
together in the future. | thought it appropriate that we be introduced."”

Johnson stared coldly at the creature while Reese stared cautioudly at Dimitri; he had
much to learn about these creatures, but he aso remembered from his studies that
they had elevated conversation as distraction to ahigh art. There would be plenty of
time later to develop some kind of understanding to further his studies. There was so
much that he wanted to know about their pasts, but now they had to leave.

"Enough pleasantries for now,” Reese said. “ Johnson, get them moving."

Johnson issued orders to his men. Each vampire was escorted out, one at atime,
into the cool night air and placed inside the shipping container. Dimitri came last and
glanced skyward at the night sky, carefully noting the constellations for what may be
hislast time from his country. In his thoughts, he said his farewell to histeacher and
master, Alexander.,

Good-bye old friend, we travel to whatever fate awaits us in the land they call
America. But | have not forgotten your teachings or the search for the ultimate
truth in our existence.

The steel door of the shipping container closed and the trucks drove off into the
night.

* k% * %

The loading of the aircraft went as planned and within an hour they lifted off from
the runway in Skopje, Macedonia and headed for Norfolk, Virginia. All cargo and
passengers were safely tucked onboard the massive aircraft with continual
monitoring of the containersthat held the creatures.

Every person that had been involved in the operation was on the plane. Reese
wondered what the debriefing would consist of, and although not an operator, he
suspected it was more of a security concern than an informational exchange.

The creatures settled in their containers in avery human way, showing no adverse
effects. The containers were supplied with battery-powered lights in order for the
cameras to maintain surveillance. Reese was amused and somewhat surprised as he
observed them become absorbed in whatever reading material they had brought with
them; just as any normal person would do, he thought.

So much to learn. So much to understand. Reese decided to try and rest. Their flight
would be approximately twelve hours and with the time change, they should arrive
under cover of darkness for transference to their new quarters that had been



arranged by SOCOM on the Little Creek Amphibious Naval Base.

But instead of degping, he found himself contemplating all that had been
accomplished in the past seventy-two hours since his arrival. It amazed him how
relatively smooth everything had gone, with the exception of the three deaths. He had
already seen the press release of the dead SEA L s because Johnson had worked with
SOCOM on the verbiage. Personal notifications to the next of kin were completed; it
was downplayed as aregrettable training accident. There would be an investigation,
but it would be under the cognizance of SOCOM so the results would be assured in
the end. Reese was saddened the families would never know the truth of their deaths.

Having the resources in-country and committed people made it possible. It made
him reflect what authority could do in the military without having to answer to the
constant oversight of various other organizations as long as everything went okay
and the information was contained as it had been in this case. SOCOM was a dark
command that did not fall under the constraints that the other geographical
commanders did; they hid behind the curtain of national security and other
convenient methods similar to those used by the CIA.

"Mind some company?’ Johnson asked. He stood in the aircraft aisle, his physical
appearance similar to Reese's. He looked tired, but was unable to sleep.

"Sure,” Reese answered, as Johnson slipped into the seat next to him.
"It's going smooth so far."
"Y es, surprisingly enough."

The two men fell into a brooding silence of unasked questions for several minutes.
Finally Johnson ventured one.

"What is going to happen to the creatures?’

"We get back to Norfolk and find out,” Reese answered.

"No that's not what | asked. What do you think is going to happen?"
"I ... I'mnot actually sure,” Reese said.

"Not sure or can't say?"

"Don't know."

"Noideas at all?” Johnson asked. “I have some. Y ou want to hear?"

"Sure,” Reese said, although inside he really did not want to for fear of resurrecting
his own doubts.

"These creatures ... are supposed to possess some interesting characteristics that
would be of interest to the military. Don't you think?"



"Sure, if the legends are true,” Reese admitted.
"Suppose for a minute, they are true."
"All right,” Reese agreed, “go ahead."

"Number one: We study the physical makeup to determine what makes them work
and ascertain if those factors can be duplicated.”

"Sounds logical."
"Number two: Destroy these creatures once we have created our own."

"Keep going.” Reese felt the inevitable option coming that he suspected was the true
purpose of capturing the creatures.

"Number three: Examine the possibility of using the creaturesto performin acertain
way as to benefit us."

"Have them do the dirty work, you mean?"

"Something like that,” Johnson said. “The ultimate killing machines aslong asyou
keep them fed ... and why not let them feed on the victims? A perfect symmetry."

"Kill two birds with one stone,” Reese added, but quickly regretted his analogy. “All
of thisis purely speculative thinking on our part, right?"’

"Of course,” Johnson said.

"Don't you think that there would be a particular morality issue with this line of
thought?"*

"Morality?’ Johnson asked with a perplexed look on his face. “Who says that the
military needs morality? Not me. Changing times call for unique actions. Bottom line
Isto get the job done and everything ... everything is expendable when it comes to
that. Besides, think about it from a military standpoint. Would you mess with a
country that had control of creatures like these?"

"Good point,” Reese agreed. “But if another country knew, then it might become
known to the public.”

"I don't think so,” Johnson argued. “Could you see our military claiming that some
vampires from Russia or something attacked us? Hard to swallow and no flag officer
in his right mind would ever make that claim if he wanted to remain on active duty."

Reese exhaed. “Y ou realize what we are talking about will never be known outside
of avery exclusive group?"'

"Sure,” Johnson said, following Reese's line of thought. “It would all appear asif no
one could be involved in something as crazy as al this. Sounds like we are writing
some science fiction story, huh?"



"Yeah,” Reese said. “Some crazy stuff, but you know what?'

"What?"

"Who the hell would have ever thought that the damn creatures ever existed?”
"Who says they exist, Commander?"

Reese stared at him, searching for the meaning to his statement.

"After the debriefing,” Johnson said, “1 have afeeling that they won't. In fact, |
would be willing to bet that the entire mission never happened.”

Johnson looked at Reese with his usual emotionless expression that indicated the
subject was closed.

"We should try and get some sleep while we can,” Johnson said. He lay back in his
seat and closed his eyes.

Reese stared at him before he reclined in his own seat. He thought of General Stone
and wondered about the note again. His capture of the creatures made him a direct
part of whatever happened and from this point on if they were used as Johnson had
suggested, he would be as guilty as the creatures themselves.

Johnson stirred from his supposed rest and turned toward Reese.

"Sweet dreams, Commander,” he said.



Chapter Twenty-eight

Commander Scott arrived on the quarterdeck of the Naval Special Warfare Group
Two Building on the Naval Amphibious Basein Virginia Beach, Virginig; the largest
base of its kind and the major operating station for the amphibious forces of the
United States Atlantic Fleet.

The base, comprised of more than nine thousand acres that includes four locations
in three states, was home to thirty ships. In addition, the base itself contained
seventy-five tenant commands that resided on the property; some were supporting
units while others were operational and dealt with amphibious operations. One of the
tenants, the Commander Naval Special Warfare Group Two, was comprised of the
Coastal Patrol Craft, Special Boat Units and the Navy SEAL Teams.

Scott was escorted into the Group Two Commander's office. Navy Captain John
Foster impatiently awaited his arrival at this early hour of the morning. Foster was a
lean and tall man, forty-eight years of age, and destined to never make admiral, or at
least that is what the general had said. But Scott was ordered to not indicate that in
any way: Stone needed Foster to make the preparations and if things went bad,
Captain Foster could be used as a patsy to take the blame as Stone shored up his
own position.

"Captain Foster,” Scott said, as he extended his hand.
"Commander Scott, welcometo Little Creek. Please have a seat."
Scott sat in the plush leather chair opposite the captain's desk.

"Commander, | have to admit the general has had us jumping through some big
hoops in the past forty-eight hours."

Scott detected the anxiety in the man's voice. Stone had indeed made some big
demands on short notice. “Yes, sir, | apologize for the general. | can assure you that
it is of the utmost importance.”

"There'sanew line | haven't heard before. Whenever someone needs something
donein ahurry, they throw buzz words out at you that don't mean a damn thing."

"Captain, I'm sure the general—"

"We have just about everything ready,” Foster said, ignoring Scott's assurance that
Stone understood what he had to go through. Foster continued, “Now tell me what
thisisall about."



"Sir, we appreciate your efforts, but at the moment, until the general givesthe green
light, | can't say anything more than what you have already been told."

"I'd like to say | understand, Commander, but | have aright to know what is going
on."

"Yes, sir, but please understand my position—"

"The hell withit,” Foster scoffed. His voice became more friendly and conciliatory.
“l know you have your orders. | just hope the general has a good memory when my
name comes up before the board for admiral. I'm sure he may have some influence

there."

"I know the general thinks highly of you, sir,” Scott lied. “That iswhy he knew he
could call on you for thisimportant task."

"I'll take that for ayes."

"Yes, sir ... and thank you,” Scott said, relieved the other man was dropping the
subject.

"Here's what we have.” Foster stood and walked to alarge wall map of the base.
“We have selected an old building that is not in use at the far end of the base.” He
pointed to ared square marked on the map. “It only has one road for access and if
you're not going to the building you have no reason to be on it, so it's easy to guard.
The building is old but still in good shape, built in 1945 when the base was
commissioned. It has three-foot thick cinderblock walls, no windows, and a roof
made of the largest timbers | have ever seen.

"Dimension-wise, it has about seven thousand square feet, plenty of room for what
you need. High-security doors have been installed and monitoring cameras have
been put throughout the building and are controlled from a main control room. The
natural layout of theinterior is about evenly divided into living and working spaces
and has been furnished. A high security fence, electrified and wired at the top, has
also beeninstalled. It circles the entire circumference of the area.”

"How about visibility from a distance?’ Scott asked.

"Blocked by the woods. Y ou would never know the place is there from any outward
sign.”

"Great.” Scott was pleased with how everything was shaping up so far. “What about
the other building requirement?’

"Y ou weren't serious about that, were you? About the stable and barn?"
"Ah ... yes, sir. We were.” Scott said, as his good feeling began to fade.

"| thought you were kidding about that, like the old expression ... you know, when
someone asks for alot, they usually end up with the *you may as well throw in the



barn with it while you're at it.” Y ou have heard that expression before, haven't you?"
"No, sir,” Scott said coldly.

"Y ou've been with the general too long, lost your sense of humor.” Foster paused as
he saw the expression of worry on Scott's face. “Relax, Commander, as fate would
have it, the other reason why we chose this area was because that was where they
had the horse stables on base. They're on the backside of the building. They've been
empty for years, but we repaired the mgjor problems and are finishing up some
minor repairs. We'll haveit ready by this evening.”

The color returned to Scott's face as he breathed a sigh of relief. “ Just one last thing
before we go out and take alook. How about the cattle?”

"There are a half-dozen cows out there now. Y ou wouldn't believe what | had to go
through to get them,” he said, exasperated. “ Can you see me trying to write a
justification to purchase cattle? I'm not even going to tell you where | got them from
... I'll be damned if I'm going to jail for buying damn cattle. What the hell are you
guys going to do anyway, have one hell of a cookout?

"Not exactly, sir, but if they do, you can be sure you will be invited,” Scott said,
trying to add alittle humor to histone.

"I'd better be after al I've gone through,” Foster said, as he picked up the keysfor a
vehicle. “Let's go and take alook.” He took steps toward the door and stopped to
look at Scott. “1 won't forget, you know, about the barbecue. Probably going to be
alot of VIPsthere. Wouldn't hurt my career to meet some of them."

Scott didn't say anything as Foster marched out of the room, but his thoughts
drifted through hismind. Thisis one barbecue you don't want to go to, Captain,
unless you want to be the meal.

[ PAGEBREAK]

Chapter Twenty-nine

The vehicles moved smoothly from the runway at the Norfolk Naval Air Station
toward the Naval Amphibious Base Little Creek, which was located |ess than thirty
minutes away in the pre-dawn morning. Their convoy of three semi-trucks and six
other associated vehicles would not attract any undue attention in the largest Naval
community in the world. There was always an exercise going on, or ship battle
groups coming and going at al hours of the night at anytime during the year.

As they approached the main gate to the base, Reese noticed Commander Scott
from SOCOM waiting at the gate with the sentries. As the vehicle stopped, he



jumped in alongside Reese.

"Welcome back,” he said, in an all-too-cheery voice that grated on Reese'stired
disposition. “ And congratulations on one hell of ajob. The general is extremely
pleased.”

"Thanks,” Reese responded, but without enthusiasm. He was too tired to be
enthusiastic at the moment. “Is he here?’

"Not yet, but he should bein aday or so,” Scott assured him. “He has some
pressing issues up on the Hill, money matters.”

"That's good. All of the men are worn out.” Reese said, as he rubbed his eyes.

"All the quarters are ready. The living quartersfor al of you are within the same
facility asthe ... new team."

"We're going to be living there, too?’ Reese asked, surprised. “I have my own place
in Norfolk | would redlly liketo see again.”

"Giveit sometime. The genera thought it imperative that the team be kept together
for awhile longer,” Scott said.

"How long is‘awhile?” Reese asked.
"Until the general saysitis. You can discussthat with himif you like."

Reese sat in silence for afew seconds before he spoke again. “What did you call
them? The new team?"

"Yes. We had to call it something in order to classify the expenditures under the
black operations account.”

"Black operations,” Reese repeated, finding it amusing—nblack asthe night al right.
“Just call them ‘team.” Why do we have to name them?"

"No, that's too boring, Reese,” Scott said. “Let me see, they can't be killed easy so
they are virtually immortal. So...” Scott went silent as he thought for several
seconds.

"How far to the secure area?’ Reese asked, wanting to change the subject.
"Not much further. | took alook at it today and was quite impressed.”
"What about—" Reese began.

"I've got it!” Scott yelled. “ They're immortal, right?”

"| suppose you could say that. Yeah,” Reese answered.

"Operation Immortal Servitude! Does that sound complex or what? The accounting



weenies won't know what to think ... well, not that we pay them to think anyway. The
general will loveit,” Scott said, dmost glowing in self-admiration.

"Yeah ... catchy,” Reese said uncaringly. “Now what about security? Men to guard
and monitor our new arrivals?'

"Lieutenant Johnson and his team have been permanently assigned to this operation.”

"He's agood man, but alittle too military for me.” Reese commented. “But his men
performed well. It was a shame that we lost three."

"Yes, it was,” Scott said. An uncomfortable silence fell between them.
"What about me? Do | go back to my other assignment?’

"We need you with this assignment. Y our background is pertinent and critical to this
mission, asis evident by the successful capture.”

"| just supplied the information, Johnson handled the operational side. I'm interested
in these creatures, but | need to know where thisis going."

"What do you mean?’ Scott asked.
"These creatures ... what will happen to them?"

"The generd will explain all of that when he gets here.” Scott said, in what Reese
thought was a well-rehearsed statement.

"Herewe are,” Scott said. “Down thisroad for abit, it's hidden really well, out of
sight from everything el se on the base.

Reese did not like the way the conversation had been ended—uwithout any answers
to his most important questions.

The trucks entered the road that led to the compound. Thick dense woods
concealed its location from passing traffic. In afew minutes, they arrived at an area
encircled by fencing and illuminated by high-intengity lighting. Their small convoy
stopped. Reese and Scott got out of the vehicle and were joined by Johnson.

"Commander Scott,” Johnson said as he saluted, then shook hands.

"Good work, Lieutenant. | was just explaining to Commander Reese that you and
your men have been assigned to compound security and monitoring."

"We better take alook around then,” Johnson said.

Another sign of Johnson's devout allegiance, thought Reese. Ask no questions, just
do asyou are told.

Johnson selected various members of histeam for immediate assignments and took
the rest on atour of the facility. Reese and Scott followed, Scott explaining the



layout. They ended the tour in the control room of the facility.

The control room was completely sealed, designed to withstand any type of forced
entry. Entry to this door and all of the othersin the facility were controlled by
electronic card and thumbprint; considered the most secure method in private
industry and high-level government installations. Inside the control room, they
became acquainted with the video monitors that displayed every inch of the facility,
the security alarms and the motion detectors. The last piece of equipment to go in
was the remote device that would activate the collars on the creatures.

"That about coversit for now,” Reese said. “Are you comfortable with it,
Johnson?"

"Looks good. But the true test is to get our friends out of the containers and turn
them loose in their new quarters. The containers are off the trucks and ready to be
opened. Double protection is ready."

"Let'sgettoit,” Reese said.

Orders were passed and the men prepared in their hurried arrangement for double
protection. The first team would unload one creature at atime and escort him into
the area. The SEALswould be armed with the élixir in their spray apparatuses. At
the same time, the creatures would be monitored from inside the control room in the
event of an attack, whereby the collar device would be activated. Reese and Johnson
accompanied the first team as they opened the container that carried Dimitri; Scott
remained close to them, his anticipation evident as he paced about anxioudly, as if
waiting to see some type of show. They unbolted the door and swung it open.

Dimitri stood there, his stance reflecting that of a man that had just disembarked a
train, as he curioudly studied the new surroundings. He inhaled the air deeply,
seeming to digest and dissect the smell to determine itsindividua ingredients. After a
few seconds, he smiled at Reese and Johnson and spoke.

"We are near the ocean. It has been along time since | have seen the ocean.”
"Yes,” Reese said. “We have arrived at our destination.”
"And that iswhere?’ Dimitri asked.

"Virginia,” Reese stated. “ These facilities are to be your home for the immediate
future. We must get you and your men into these facilities quickly; dawn isless than
ahour away."

"Yes, | can sense it coming. Our sense of timing in regards to the sunrise is acute."

"L et your men know what's happening. Remind them that the same precautions are
in place that have always been and that as before, we will not hesitate in using them."

Dimitri looked around, studying the faces of the armed men; he saw the same



armaments as before. He raised his hand to the collar at his neck.

"These are very hard on our flesh; perhaps we can have different ones that will not
abrade our skin."

"We will discuss that later. | want you and your men inside—now,” Johnson
ordered.

"Very well,” Dimitri said. “1 will tell them.” He closed his eyes for several seconds as
he communicated with the rest of his men. Reese was fascinated by this ability and
hoped to learn more about it. “They al understand and are ready,” Dimitri said.

"Okay. You first,” Johnson said, as they escorted him into the facility. The area
consisted of individual rooms for each creature. The furniture was sparse but
appeared comfortable. Each room contained an alcove in which their crypt would be
placed. The door to each room was aso keyed with magnetic card reader and
thumbprint verification.

"It's not much, but we didn't have time. If our plans go okay, we will add some more
niceties for you,” Reese said.

Dimitri scanned the area but did not speak. His face reflecting no concern for the
words that Reese had just spoken.

"Did you hear what | said?’ Reese asked.

"Y es. We are accustomed to living in an underground environment that had much in
terms of amusement. However, thisis quite satisfactory for a prison.”

Reese ignored his comment. “We have to get everyone inside right now. Can you
wait until this evening to feed?’ Reese asked, histone reflecting the obvious disdain
at the thought.

"Y ou find the concept difficult to comprehend, don't you, Commander? The fact
that we must take the blood from aliving creature in order to survive isrevolting to
you."

Reese said nothing.

"l have afeeling you will get used to it,” Dimitri continued. “As| will haveto get
used to whatever it is that you havein store for us.”

Reese till didn't say anything. He turned and exited the creature's quarters, ensuring
that the door locked shut behind him. He couldn't help but wonder if Dimitri was
right—would he get used to the fact these creatures had to take blood to survive? In
theory, he had accepted the fact; however in redlity, the theory took on anew life
that scared him.

"They look like normal men,” Scott said, surprising Reese out of his thoughts.



"What did you expect?’ Reese snapped. “Did you think they would have three eyes
or fangs that hung down to their chins?'

Reese saw a surprised look on Scotts face, but he couldn't decide if the commander
was surprised at his outburst or the content of the statement.

"But don't worry,” Reese continued. “ They possess the attributes you and the
general arelooking for. Turn your back on them for amillisecond and they will dlit
your throat, like you or | open up a can of soda, and then drink your blood with as
much delight.”

"Whoa ... Reese,” Scott said, holding up his hands. “ Take it easy. | wasn't trying to
be funny or anything. To most of us, that's the image we conjure up. We don't have
the background that you do. To most of us, they're just fictional creatures up on the
big screen."

Reese calmed himself. He sensed the edginess had been growing inside of him since
the conversation on the plane with Johnson. His own doubts and fatigue plagued
him. “Sorry. | didn't mean to jump on you."

"You'retired,” Scott said. “Get some rest and we will talk tomorrow."

"Right ... right. Tomorrow,” Reese said and walked off to finish unloading the
remaining three creatures.

The off-loading went off without any problems. Apparently Dimitri's words to the
rest carried some weight. The remaining vampires were placed into their individual
quarters. Job done, Reese decided to call it anight.

He headed to the living quarters, meeting Johnson on his way and accompanied him
to their respective rooms.

"Nice place?”’ Reese asked.

"Home sweet home, Commander.” Johnson smiled. Reese imagined Johnson
probably did really like the place. It had that sterile military air about it. No
individuality or personal tastes; it was the same for everyone. They arrived at their
rooms.

"| think Dimitri isright,” Reese said.

"What's that?’ Johnson asked.

"It'saprison. I'm just not sure who the prisoner is anymore. Them or us?'
"Get some sleep,” Johnson said. “ Tomorrow is bound to be a fun day."
Johnson closed his door.

Reese remembered what Dimitri had said. That he would get used to it—the fact that



they drank blood. Now he wondered if he really could get used to it and if he did,
what that really meant about himself.

"Yeah ... fun,” Reese said, as he entered his room and closed the door.



Chapter Thirty

"We are captives, nonetheless,” Josip said, as the four of them stood in the main
meeting room of their quarters; sunset having arrived after their first deep in their
new surroundings. When they awoke, they found new clothing that had been left for
them—another step to the loss of their own identities, as they were now dressed in
the same blue coveralls and black boots.

Dimitri sighed as he prepared to exchange words with Josip. He wondered why the
man never learned. He glanced toward the quiet pair of Andre and lliga. More and
more, they listened rather than spoke. They were aways quiet and withdrawn, almost
sullen. More so after they had been changed. Dimitri wondered if this was possibly
attributed to their weakened state at the time when Alexander took them. Though
they lacked speech in any great amount, their comprehension was fine; they
understood everything and followed Dimitri or Josip without hesitation.

"Y ou must be careful with your words,” Dimitri said. “We would not want to appear
ungrateful to our hosts,” as he indicated with aturn of his head to the remote
cameras in the room. “However, your statement is correct. Still, we must make the
best of the situation."

Then, speaking in atone that the audio equipment could not pick up, but they would
because of their enhanced hearing abilities, he said, “1 will kill you mysdlf, Josip, if
you do anything rash. Remember what | said earlier. We will study and learn before
we try anything. We are in anew part of the world that we do not understand. In our
many years of our existence we have experienced much, but our country is not like
the West. They are different than the back-country peasants that we are use to
dealing with for cattle or—"

"Did you smell it?’ Josip asked, interrupting Dimitri. “When they opened the doors,
it was so strong."”

"The ocean ... yes, | smelledit.”

"And the other scent, did you smell that also? The smell of humans; the blood of
millionsin the area?"'

"Y es, that too,” Dimitri conceded. “Again, it is not like our home. Here the people
are much closer and in large quantities. It will require more control of our hunger."

"And our captors will tempt us with their blood as they study us.” Josip said. “Have
they revealed anything to you yet?'



"No, but | believe soon we shall learn what they want of us. | will handle the one that
appearsto bein charge ... the one called Commander Reese. | believe he has an
interest that | can tap into. He treats us as a curiosity, something from the past. The
others have something el'se in mind, which we will learn through him."

"They are soldiers as we were once,” Josip said, with a bit of reminiscencein his
voice. “We marched off to protect—"

"And you see where that got us,” Dimitri told him. “We lost our human souls to this
other side that we call life. For what? The glory of fighting to save our country? And
what would it have mattered? Look what has happened over the yearsin our
precious country. It goes from one war to another and now they have even resorted
to killing each other. And we are in the middle, between life and death, with no will to
kill ourselves and our main focus on preserving our lives."

"Y ou would prefer death?’ Josip asked, incredulous.
"No, you fool! Of course not. But for what purpose, besides our self-preservation?’
"We are creatures, who belong to our own,” Josip said. “We survive."

"But for what purpose, | ask you again? We have the abilities through our superior
life spans and physical attributes—less our few hindrances in the light of day. Our
physical surroundings present no problem to us like our human counterparts.”

"What do you want, Dimitri?’ Josip asked. “We have purpose. We must survive.
That isall we will ever have. Why do you search for some greater meaning?"

"Of course we al have that, but there is more. What if survival was not a problem
anymore? If food sources were always available and no one hunted us? We occupy
our time with reading and exploring the world around us and remain unattached as
much as possible to what goes on around us. | must have more ... we must have
more,” Dimitri said, as he turned away from the group.

"Y ou have something on your mind, some grand idea, don't you?’ Josip asked
aloud, thistimein anormal tone, apparently not caring if the humans heard him.

"I don't know,” Dimitri responded. “Perhapsit will become more clear in time.
Maybe it's just the environment change."

"Perhaps if you drank the human blood, it would raise your subconscious ideas,”
Josip said in the lower tone, not to be overheard.

"That's not an option, Josip. Get it out of your head. It will only lead to trouble."

"I will put it aside for the moment,” he said. “But | will not forget it. Nor should
you."

The comment jolted Dimitri. This was one of the times that Josip was correct,
although Dimitri would not agree with it as easily as Josip would like. If he were to



compare it to anything, drinking human blood was like indulging in afine whiskey, as
compared to drinking animal blood, which would be like table wine. It quenched the
thirst—but nothing more.

Enough! He could no longer think about it. His head pounded. He was hungry, as
were the others. He saw the anxiety building in them. He hoped that Commander
Reese had made some kind of arrangements for their feeding cycle.

Asif in anticipation of his request, a voice sounded from the monitoring system asa
door in the rear area of their quarters buzzed and clicked open. The voice was
familiar and Dimitri recognized it as Reese's. He found it odd that it should come
when he had thought about it.

" Go through the opened door. It will lead down a corridor and out into another
closed area. There you will find cattle waiting for you. When you are done, return to
thisarea. Is that understood?

Dimitri moved into the direct line of sight of the camera and nodded that he
understood the instructions. “ And then?’ he asked.

"Then we have things to do. Tests to conduct on you and your men."

Dimitri nodded and headed in the direction his men had gone. Tests? But who is
testing whom? Thisis a race for knowledge of strengths and weaknesses hidden
under the poorly-knitted cloth of mankind that has too many holesin it, my friend.



Chapter Thirty-one

From the control room, Reese and the SEAL s on duty monitored the feeding habits
of the creatures. For those that had not seen it before, they were riveted by the
actions of the creatures taking of their meals. Reese, although still having difficulty
with the concept, found himself adjusting to it asjust another event. He found it
Interesting that the cattle became subdued so quickly and let the vampires drink their
fill. He wondered if the same effect resulted from the humans they drank from. Were
they subdued as easily as the cattle?

"Evening,” Scott said as he entered the room. “Or isit morning for you? Y our hours
must be reversed to match the creatures now that...” He paused mid-sentence as his
gazed moved to the monitor and witnessed the feeding. “My God!"

"What's wrong? Everyone hasto eat,” Reese said. “Including those of Operation
Immortal Servitude, right?’ His voice frothed with more sarcasm than he had
intended.

"| suppose so,” Scott said. “But it's so ... disturbing."

"Disturbing is hardly a strong enough word to describe it,” Reese said. “But like
anything else, we will learnto see asit as just another event of many that are sureto
come aong now."

"What is the schedule for them today? Scott asked, ignoring Reese's statement as
he looked away from the monitor with obviousrelief.

"Today istest day. Maor Barkley has awhole battery of teststo run on them: blood
and tissue cultures, the whole gambit. We should have some answersin twelve hours
or so. Maybe we can get some insight into what they really are."

"Good,” Scott said. “The general will be here soon to see what we have come up
with."

"I wouldn't get your hopes up for any fast results,” Reese said. “1 think we will
come up with more questions than answers from the tests."

"Why?" Scott asked. “We have the equipment and the people here to analyze the
data."

"I don't think thisis going to be simply a matter of biological or scientific answers. It
may boil down to a question of theology, which | won't know the answersto and |
don't think anyone else does either. There are things here at work that may be



beyond our comprehension."

"Let'swait to see what results we get before we dismiss any physical evidence,”
Scott replied. “Y ou know the general doesn't like questions ... he wants answers."

"What does the general think he has here?’ Reese asked. “What does he see asthe
ultimate outcome of al this?

"That will be for him to tell you, not me. I'm just a messenger,” Scott answered.
Reese could see the uncomfortable look on his face the subject had placed there.

"I know ... | know,” Reese answered. “He's aman of vision."

Major Barkley entered in to the control room area, carrying what appeared to be a
collar device.

"Commanders,” he said in greeting to Reese and Scott. “1'm ready to begin testing
when you are. | aso have made some adjustments to the collar devices that will give
them greater range and they have a built-in atracking device. And if comfortisan
Issue, I've placed a soft material on the inside.”

"We can change collars when you have each one in the medical area.” Reese turned
toward one of the men at the monitor stations. “Let Lieutenant Johnson know so he
can get the men prepared.”

"Yes, sir,” the man said. He picked up an phone marked “internal calls only” and
made the call.

"How are you doing on the elixir ingredients?’ Reese asked Barkley.

"That's the damn weirdest thing,” he said. “I've analyzed that stuff three waysto
Sunday, but when | put the ingredients together, it's just not the same as what Idriz
made."

"That isinteresting,” Reese said. “But ... | know thiswill sound strange, but maybe
he put a hex or some kind of spell onit."

"I wouldn't know about that,” Barkley said. “But | do know that thereisatime
factor in the effectiveness of it. From what | can tell, it's effective for maybe seven
days or so and that is a swag at best."

"Get Idriz onto making more of it,” Scott ordered.

"| asked him and he politely refused until he talks with Commander Reese,” Barkley
said, as helooked at Reese.

"Who the hell does he think—" Scott began.

"Okay, I'll talk with him,” Reese said, cutting Scott off. He turned to face Scott and
said. “ The man has some issues with the creatures and | can't blame him. Heis also



vital to this project. | will deal with him."

"Very well, Commander. Whatever you think is best.” Scott turned and |eft the
control room.

Although Reese didn't like the idea of having to talk with Idriz, it was very necessary
at this point. Scott's purely military mentality would only screw things up. What
Reese didn't like about Idriz Laupki was that when he looked at the man, all he saw
was an anger boiling beneath the surface of hisflesh. A feeling of fear always
accompanied Reese after their conversations.

"They're coming back in,” one of the monitor personnel said. “They're in the outer
corridor now."

"And Lieutenant Johnson?’ Reese asked.
"Yes, sir. Heisin position and ready,” one of men responded.

"Let metalk to himfirst,” Reese said. The man on watch dialed the phone and asked
Johnson to stand by as he handed Reese the receiver.

"Slight change of plans,” Reese said into the phone. “I have to speak with our
favorite civilian, Mr. Laupki. Can you handle our friends?"

"No problem,” Johnson said. “We're getting good at this stuff."

"Don't get overconfident. That's exactly what they're counting on,” Reese said, with
urgency in hisvoice. “Make sure your men understand that."

"Understood,” Johnson replied curtly.
Reese hung up the phone and turned to Barkley. “Y our game,” Reese said to him.

Barkley walked up to Reese and spoke in alow voice, so as to not be overheard by
the other men in the room. “I'm not sure which isworse, the creatures, the civilian or
Commander Scott?'

"It'sacloserace,” Reese said as he left the control room and went off to find Idriz
L aupki.



Chapter Thirty-two

Reese found Idriz Laupki in the observation room that had a direct view into the
chamber that Barkley used for alab. Corporal Brosnev was next to him; the
interpreter had become Idriz's constant companion. They watched Barkley take test
samples from Dimitri.

As Reese approached, he was surprised to hear Idriz speaking in ssimplified English
terms.

"Have you mastered the English language already?’ Reese asked.

"Oh ... sir,” Brosnev said, apparently surprised at Reese's appearance. “No, sir, but
he is making some progress; he already had picked up some since the peacekeeping
force had moved into the area.”

"Interesting how none of his English came out before,” Reese said. He thought
perhaps that 1driz might have been able to pick up on some of the wordsin their
conversations.

"Good a-a-a-fter-noon,” 1driz said slowly.

"Not quite. Good evening would be more appropriate,” Reese said.

"Good eveee-ning ... my name ... is Idriz Laupki."

"Very good,” Reese said, and then turned toward Brosnev. “ Trandlate please.”
"Yes, sir. I'm ready."

"Major Barkley tells me you won't make any more elixir until you talk to me. So here
| am. What's on your mind?"

Idriz spoke to the interpreter, who then translated Reese's words. When he was
done, he turned back to Reese and spoke. “He says that he wants to be involved
with what is going on in there,” and pointed to the room where Barkley was working
on the creature.

"Why?" Reese asked. He had known that his earlier promiseto Idriz of arolein the
confinement of the creatures would come back to haunt him—and hereit was.

"He wantsto talk to the one named Josip,” Brosnev said.

"Out of the question,” Reese said. “When they are together, the tension between



them is quite evident. It endangers the entire operation."

As Brosnev trandlated, Reese knew he was fighting a losing bettle. Idriz might have
come from a country that lacked Western luxuries and technologies, but he knew the
power of having something that the other side had to have. In this case, the dlixir.

"He says that he promises to not start any problems.”
"And | should believe him?’ Reese asked.

Brosnev trandated Reese's question and received a curt answer back from Idriz. The
interpreter questioned him again and received the same response. “He says that you
don't have a choice."

He's right, Reese thought. | don't have any choice. But that doesn't mean he gets
everything that he wants.

"Tell him to be careful on what demands he makes. Remind him heis here only out
of courtesy and respect. However, if he makes another supply of the dlixir, I will
consider assigning him to the guard staff, where he may have the opportunity to talk
with Josip. But only under supervision."

The trandator spoke with Idriz. When the interpreter had finished, Idriz turned and
spoke to Reese.

"It'sa... done... deal,” Idriz said, fumbling over the words, and then brokered his
hand to shake. Reese accepted the hand and shook but did not release it. He spoke
to the trand ator.

“Tell him, that if he tries to do anything that causes the creatures harm, | will have
him thrown into ajail cell for the rest of hislife. Or better yet, | will throw him in with
the damn creatures and let them feast on him.” Reese paused, then continued. “And
thistime, | want him to write out the instructions so that we can make the elixir."

Brosnev trandated. Slowly a smile appeared on Idriz's face. He nodded in
agreement. Reese didn't like the smile and released Idriz's hand.

"Now get to work,” Reese said, and quickly left the room.

As the door closed behind him, he exhaled along breath of air. He had told himself
not to let it happen, but he had allowed Idriz to get under his skin. There wasn't
much doubt that Idriz only had one thing on his mind—revenge. That he was going
to use the dixir as leverage to get it was not much of a surprise. Reese knew
everything depended on him staying one step in front of everyone else.

Reese felt like he wasin arace. Who was going to win? Would Idriz get the revenge
he wanted? Would General Stone get what he wanted from the creatures? And what
about him—would he get what he really wanted?

What was it that he wanted? Information? Y es, he wanted to know about the



creatures he had studied for years. What he could learn here would put him at the
head in hisfield, if he could figure out some way of incorporating the knowledge into
his own work. Y et he felt that there was something else behind his own drivein this
guest, some other motivation that gnawed at him. He cast the thought aside for the
moment and decided it was time for him to start learning about Dimitri and his
group—right now.



Chapter Thirty-three

Reese used his electronic card and pressed his thumb against the reader device; the
door opened and he found himself inside of the creatures’ quarters. Another man,
one of the Navy SEAL s that stood watch outside of the door, accompanied Reese
into the room. This followed the two-man rule created for protection when in the
presence of the creatures.

Dimitri sat in achair in one corner, reading a book. He looked up as Reese entered.
The sharpness of his gaze disturbed Reese; he felt asif the creature could see right
through him and knew what he was thinking, even his most innermost thoughts. Was
this part of the vampire mystique he had read about: these creatures and their abilities
to control the thoughts as well as the desires of mortal man and women? Was this
the secret to how they maintained their control over humans and walked among them
for so many centuries? He had so much to learn about the creatures that he had
perhaps thought himself an expert of.

"Ah, the jailer comes at last,” Dimitri said, as he placed a bookmark inside the book.
“Have you come to see the latest device they have placed around our necks?’ He
indicated the new collar around his neck. “They are at |east more comfortable—for
which we are grateful,” Dimitri continued, his voice somewhere between sarcastic
and condemning.

Reese, however, did not hear the comments or the tone of Dimitri's voice. He sought
to begin his own exploration into the ways of these vampires by seeking to
understand Dimitri and what made these creaturestick. “It's time to begin our talks,”
Reese said, trying to maintain a sense of calmnessin hisvoice. “I want to learn
about you and your men."

"Y ou really mean, our kind, don't you?"
"Yes,” Reesereplied.
"Please, have a seat,” Dimitri said and indicated the empty chair across from him.

Reese sat, unable to take his eyes from Dimitri. It seemed asif there was an aura that
surrounded the creature, radiating a sense of calmnessin him that was almost
disturbing.

"Our lives are different in mainly one way. We adjust quickly,” Dimitri said,
interrupting Reese's thoughts. “We have learned to adapt to changing situations.”

"So | see,” Reese said. “Can you tell me about you and your men?"



"Perhaps, but why do you want to know of us?’ Dimitri asked.
"I have my reasons,” Reese said, offering no more explanation.

"I see,” Dimitri said. “Men have come to us before to solve their problems. A
vendetta, isn't it? Y ou wish to get even with someone?”

"No!” Reese said, feeling sweat forming at his brow as he felt himself go on the
defensive against the creature.

"Y ou know, we can tell if someoneislying,” Dimitri said, asmall thin smile
appearing on hislips. “We can sense the change in the blood; we can hear your heart
speed up."

"[t's not against one person,” Reese said, exhaling strongly. “It's against al of them.
They all thought | wasted my time chasing the myths of ancient times. But you didn't
answer my question."

"Why would someone be interested in creatures like myself?"

"| want to know ... what happens to your mind over the years. Do you get bored
with life and just feed in order to survive the next day? Or do you have hopes and
dreams for the future like everyone else? How does someone occupy eternity?"

"Everything has a purpose in this world, otherwise there would be no reason for
existence,” Dimitri said. “ Everything must find its place within the fold and creases
of life—otherwise it may be squashed out of existence. So many questions you
have, Commander, and now you feel you have the answersright at your fingertips, is
that it?'

"Y es. There is much about you | want to know,” Reese said.

"Y ou think we are so different from you,” Dimitri said. “Y et we are so much alike.
We were just like you once—men with a purpose.”

"Tell me,” Reese said imploringly. “I want to know about you and what you once
were. Tell me about you and your men. Where are you from, how old are you and
how did you become a ... creature or is vampire the correct term?"

* % * %

"There were five us,” Dimitri said, without addressing Reese's question about
vampires. “We were al born around 1890 in alittle village not far from the town of
Kacianik. Josip and | were best friends and we attracted three others that formed our
little group. There was Franjo, who is dead now, and Andre and Iliga."

"We were young men who were susceptible to the ways of our country. Although
we were not soldiers ... we answered the call. Little did we know what would come
of our patriotic attempt. Dimitri closed his eyes and remembered...

1915



"Thank you, | have had enough to eat,” Mikel, the runner from the main Serbian
force, said. “Our army will be coming through Montenegro and over the Albanian
Mountains. It will be along march and the winter is descending upon us. Theterrain
will slow down the German tanks, but we need to slow down the invaders on foot.
Our plan callsfor small teams of soldiersleft at critical points that will hamper the
onward onslaught of the attackers, buying precious time for the main force to get to
Corfu. One of these pointsis a pass through the mountain not far from this village. It
Ismy responsibility to arrange volunteersto man it before | rejoin the main force."

Dimitri's eyes|it up at the words; he looked for a similar reaction from his four
friends.

"Do you know of any volunteers?’ Mikel asked.

Dimitri looked at his friends and they agreed without a word uttered between them.
Dimitri would speak for the group; he'd always done so in the past.

"Wewill doit,” Dimitri said. “It will be our honor to serve our great country to rid
the bastard Germans from our soil. We will do it as our grandfathersrid the Turks
from our land and as our fathers defeated the invaders from Bulgaria.”

The words made him feel proud as courage flowed through his veins. Their chance
to fight for their country had finally arrived.

"Good,” Mikel said, but not with any enthusiasm. He lowered his eyes from the
young Dimitri, asif knowing that he had just sentenced these young men to die
against the hardened and experienced forces that were invading.

"Get your things together; we will leave at first light.”

* k% * %

Dimitri and his group had much to do that night to make preparations to depart in the
morning. There was no discussion among their group of who would be in charge.
Dimitri, being the oldest, had always been the leader, but more so because they
believed in him than because of his age. He visited and assured all of their families
that it was only atemporary assignment and that they would return once they were
sure that the advance of the Germans had been halted. Dimitri's mother said very
little, except to mention that when her husband had been called to the Balkan War
that it, too, was only atemporary assignment from which he never returned.

Dimitri's last visit was to Josip's home.

"Wait here,” Josip said.

"Do you not want me to talk with your father?"
"l will talk to him—alone."

Dimitri saw the sullen look on Josip's face. “ Are you sure?"'



"Yes. My father will always be ashamed that he refused to go off to the Balkan War.
All the others from the village had been killed. He knows that | have paid the price
for hisdecision.”

"But thisis your chance to redeem your family's honor."
"I know. But..."

"But what?"

"Y ou remember the time with the bear?"

"Of course."

"When | told my father about it, he said | was spared death because it would have
been an honest death."

"An honest death? | don't understand?"

"He believes that | am destined to die a horrible death without honor because of
what he has done. Superstition and the old ways—it isall he believes."

"Nonsense. Heis afool."

"Maybe. But | will talk to him alone because he will go on about it again. There's no
point in you having to listen to hisranting.”

"Asyou wish,” Dimitri said, placing his hand on Josip's shoulder. “1 will seeyou in
the morning.”

Dimitri returned home thinking about what Josip had told him. As he dipped into
bed, he wondered what Josip's father thought about his life being spared. Did he
survive in order to die another way also? But he had done nothing wrong. His father
had gone off to the war.

"Foolish old man,” Dimitri said, as he closed his eyes and went to sleep.

The following morning, their feet crunching on the frozen ground, the five young
men and Mikel headed for the pass in the mountains near the village.

"Where exactly are we going?’ asked Dimitri.

"It's called different things by people,” Mikel began. “Y our village callsit Devil's
Grip. | call it the Pass of Death because of the battle in the late 1300s with the Turks.
A legion of their soldiers were ambushed by the Serbians and massacred in the pass
with no escape.”

"Such asad place,” Iligasaid.

"Well, yesand no.” Mikel said. “Y ou see, after the battle, a small group of monks
established a monastery in the region, they wanted to—how do you say? Purify the



place. They wanted to cleanse the evil by doing something good. They wanted their
monastery to be special. It became the main resource for literature and history books
that still remained in print."

"Books?’ Franjo asked.

"Y es, books. Since the time of its establishment, they had amassed thousands of
volumes of various subjects. People would come from all over to read and study the
texts they preserved.”

"What happened to it?’ Iliga asked.

"The library remained for three hundred years until its destruction by a mysterious
fire. All of the monks were killed as they attempted to save the books that were
supposedly stored in deep caverns underneath the monastery. Burned to the ground.
Theruinsare ill visble."

"Y ou know what else they say about that place?’ Josip said. “My grandmother told
me that the monks weren't really monks at all but devil worshippers. They also did
sacrifices ... blood sacrifices to the devil ."

"Old wives' tales,” Dimitri said with acasua air of dismissal. “I, too, have heard the
stories of this place from my father. They are bedtime tales.”

"I've heard some say the monks that were killed there still haunt it—still trying to
save their books,” Josip continued.

Mikel chuckled and waved hisarm. “All grandmothers have stories to tell, don't
they? The werewolves that stole the newborns was my grandmother's favorite."

They dl laughed at Mikel's comment, because each of them had heard the same tale.
The country was full of ruins and cemeteries that left no one wanting for any story
that could possibly be imagined.

"Don't worry,” Mikel said. “Y ou won't be that close to the ruins. There are some
caves | saw on my way through that will offer shelter to you as you keep guard. Y ou
won't haveto stay at theruins.”

The group breathed sighs of relief.
"How long do you think it will be before the Germans come?’ Dimitri asked.

"Maybe aweek, maybe a month, and maybe not at al,” Mikel answered with a
shrug. “Damn Germans are crazy. Only God knows what they will do."

They arrived late in the afternoon and made camp at one of the caves that Mikel had
seen on his previous trip.

"Thereis plenty of room here for al of you. With some work, the cave could be
shaped into habitable living quarters, and easily protect you from attack,” Mikel said.



As darkness settled upon them, Mikel instructed them to make afire that would be
hidden from sight by anyone approaching the pass. Once this was done, they ate
and settled in for the night.

"The first thing we must do tomorrow is establish lookouts and plan atrap in case
the Germans come through—along with your plan of escape. | have explosives and
weapons that | will leave with you, but | must make sure you know how to use
them."

"We will kill them with our bare handsif we must,” Dimitri said, causing arowdy stir
from hisfriends. Astheir leader, he knew he must keep their spirits up. For now, talk
would be the tool he chose.

Mikel smiled sadly. “I thought that way once. Have you ever killed anyone before?’
He looked at each young man's face, but he could already tell they had not. “It is
easier to kill at adistancethanitistokill up close. If you do it up close, you may
either lose your nerve and be killed, or you may kill and be damned by nightmares
the rest of your lives. Either way, you're damned if you have any kind of conscience
at al. Yes, you'll be haunted for the rest of your lives.” Mikel ignored their
disbelieving expressions and lay down to sleep.

Dimitri looked at Mikel and wondered about the foreboding he felt that had
accompanied the soldier's words of death and killing. He wondered if Mikel could
see inside of him and know he was scared and know the doubts he had about risking
hislife. He saw the other men looking at him and knew he needed to say something
to reassure them.

"It's the whiskey talking,” Dimitri said softly. “It makes his words awkward and
unworthy for a soldier of the great army of Serbia."

"We have seen death before. Those that died in the village from old age that came
too early in their lives,” Josip replied.

"But we have not killed another human before. Only sick farm animals or the wolves
or bearsthat prey on our cattle during the winter months,” Andre added.

"l candoit,” Dimitri said, trying to bolster his own confidence as well as his friends.
Inside he wondered if he really would be able to kill when the time came.

But | must put aside my doubts if | amto be responsible for the lives of my friends.
"If Dimitri can, so can |,” Josip said.
"And I!” echoed the remaining three friends.

"We have al been raised in religious homes, but the killing of those that seek to
remove our freedom will be forgiven. For our country,” Dimitri said as he raised his
metal cup to initiate the toast and dispel their fears, especially his own.



"For our country,” the rest agreed. They raised their glasses and drank.

Dimitri didn't want to think about death anymore tonight. He also didn't know how
long he could continue his pretense of not being scared. These men, his friends,
were here because they trusted him. If he made the wrong decision, it could get them
al killed. He didn't think he could live with that.

He passed the bottle of whiskey around until they all drank enough so that sleep
overcame them.



Chapter Thirty-four

"You are their leader to this day,” Reese said. “They followed you to fight for your
country and since then. They must admire you greatly."

"Yes,” Dimitri answered as he cleared his mind of the memory so many years ago.
“We all thought we knew about life and death, but our education was about to begin.
Even | wasfooled."

"What happened?’ Reese asked.

"Will you tell mewhy we are here?” Dimitri asked. He no longer cared to tell the
story and he felt that it was time to get some of his own questions answered.
Information and Reese went together and he surmised that he could use thisin some

way.

"l cantell you what | know,” Reese said. “But | do not make the ultimate decision
about what happens.”

"But you appear to be in charge."

"l am what you would call a subject-matter expert. | have done my major
contribution, capturing you and bringing you here. My main interest has always been
the study of ancient histories to include myths and folklore. That iswhy | am here."

"A further quest for knowledge,” Dimitri asked, his eyebrows raised.

"That ismy personal desire, yes. But | am in the military too, so it is a double-edged
sword, you might say."

"| understand. What do you want to know?’” Dimitri asked.

"They don't speak very much, do they?’ Reese asked, referring to the others who
sat quietly in another corner of the room.

"No. But they understand perfectly. | believe that when we were made, they had
been too badly injured by the Germans and Alexander could not save them in their

entirety."
"What happened?’ Reese asked.

Dimitri's voice turned harsh in tone, “Mike's information about the German forces
was wrong—the Germans were already there ... waiting for us."



1915

The German patrol watched the six men as they dept around the diminishing
campfire.

"They are nothing,” the seasoned sergeant said to the lieutenant. “ Just farmers, with
maybe one excuse of a soldier amongst them. We should not waste our time—"

"Since when do you decide how our time should be spent—Sergeant?’ Lieutenant
Oberman barked.

"Sorry ... sir,” Sergeant Krause responded. His face turned red, but not from the
embarrassment, but rather that the lieutenant refused to see the wisdom of his
experience.

"Besides, it doesn't matter. Our orders are clear, Sergeant Krause,” Oberman said.
“We are to clear the passes and kill any of the locals that offer resistance. They must
be taught a lesson about our occupation of this country and that this type of
behavior will be punishable by death.”

"| understand, sir. But something ... something isjust not right about this place,”
Krause said.

"What do you mean? Do you think there are more of them hiding in the hills? An
ambush?’

"I don't know how to explain it, but there is something odd—no, not odd, but
something wrong about this place. I've been in the service many years and | have
learned to trust my instincts. Those ruins we passed on the way in, they were—"

"Spare me your instincts, Sergeant. | am in charge here. Get the men ready,”
Oberman said, dismissing his sergeant's concerns.

"Yes, sir.” Krause exhaled his frustration. He glanced with disdain at Oberman. The
man was short and pudgy. Just alittle more than five feet tall, he weighed about a
hundred eighty pounds. His face was marred with the after effects of chicken pox.

"And Sergeant, | want our actions to reflect our ruthlessness. Don't kill them all at
once. | want to interrogate them ... slowly."

Krause acknowledged Oberman's order with a half-hearted nod, then departed to get
the men ready. He hated the lieutenant—not because of his position, for he had been
asoldier for many years and understood the role that officers played. But he also
had seen many inexperienced officers who did not learn from their experienced
sergeants—and through their ignorance, sent many good soldiersto their deaths
needlesdly.

Thisonein particular possessed some other hatred that burned within him,
consuming him and driving him to kill and brutalize. This night would end badly if



they were not careful.

The men were al in position shortly: Krause was thorough and his men were
professionals. Oberman joined him at a vantage point where they could observe the
action.

"The Serbs are all asleep and the capture should be easy enough,” Krause said.

"Good. This should be a wonderful opportunity. Remember, | want them alive.”
Oberman smiled in anticipation, and Krause knew he looked forward to interrogating
the prisoners. “Give the signal.”

Krause gave the signa and the men moved in swiftly. Two shots were fired that
exploded the otherwise silent night. The one soldier amongst the group had realized
what was happening and drew a weapon. He was shot and killed. Oberman frowned
as he saw he would be denied the torture of one less Serb, but the other five were
captured easily. The operation was over in less than two minutes.

* % * %

The five young men sitting on the cold cave floor were petrified as their gazes darted
from the Germans as well as to each other. They were both ashamed and scared.
Ashamed that they had come to watch for and possibly kill the Germans, and had
alowed their enemies to overwhelm them like helpless children on their first night.
Fear accompanied the shame as they wondered what their fate shall be. Would they
end up in aprison camp where they would die from overcrowding and starvation?
Perhaps they deserved the fate because of their foolishness at thinking that they were
anything more than just farmers.

"Y ou are my prisoners.” Oberman's high-pitched voice diced through the night's air.
“If you cooperate, you shall be released, and you may return to your village and
your farms."

"Lying bastard,” Josip said.

Oberman turned his gaze on Josip. He studied him for afew moments and then
walked toward him.

"Arrogance shall not be tolerated,” Oberman said. “Y ou will not question what | say.
Y ou will answer al questions that are put to you."

As he neared Josip, Oberman casually removed his service revolver and shot Josip
in the arm. Josip screamed in pain and shock as the blood flowed from the wound.

Sergeant Krause turned toward his men. “| want you to reinforce the positions on
the perimeter.” He knew this was not necessary, but it would take them away from
the butchery that would follow. They didn't need to see what afailure the lieutenant
was.

"Wait ... we don't know anything!” Dimitri cried to Oberman. “We are just farmers



who were asked to guard the pass. That's al' We haven't even been here a day!"
Oberman looked at Dimitri.
"Y ou speak for the rest?

"Yes,” Dimitri answered. “I am their leader. Do with me as you wish, but | ask you
to leave them be. | will tell you what | know."

Oberman shot himin the leg, asmile on hislips, asif he were asmall child playing
with favorite toys.

"I will not tolerate your Serbian lies!” Oberman replaced the revolver in its holster
and removed a knife. “Y ou shall be taught respect.” He stepped toward the tied-up
men; the knife blade gleamed in the glow of thefire.

"Lieutenant,” interrupted Krause, trying to diffuse the lieutenant's anger. “ Perhaps we
should wait before continuing."

"Nonsense, Sergeant, the timeisright,” Oberman said, never taking his gaze from the
prisoners.

"Their wounds ... we should tend to them and keep them alive to learn what we can,”
Krause lied to calm Oberman. He was sickened by the excitement in the man's eyes.

"L et them bleed. They don't know anything,” Oberman said. “ Sergeant, go check
the men."

"l have already—"
"Check the men now!” Oberman shouted.

The sergeant looked at the bound men; the two who'd been shot were bleeding
badly. Reluctantly, he | eft the cave.

"Y ou bastard,” Krause cursed, when he was far enough away to not be heard. “Y ou
will get us all killed with your sickening pleasures. | will not be part of it any longer.
I'm going to report thisto our superiors.”

Back in the cave, Oberman moved in with his knife and began to dlash the three
prisoners who had not been shot. The screams of the men sent eerie chillsinto the
night air as their blood flowed onto the cave floor.

"Such cruelty,” Reese said.

Dimitri opened his eyes and looked at Reese. “Perhaps now you understand our
reluctance with being captured by the soldiers.”

"Yes,” agreed Reese. “| can see that now."



"We swore to not allow ourselves to be captured again. But | never thought that
someone would understand how to accomplish it like you did. | underestimated you
and the rest of the humanity."

"But why was Oberman so cruel ?'

"A question that has been asked throughout time and will continue to be aslong as
humanity walks the planet. Perhaps he was taking revenge for something that
happened to him in his life—anger is but love disappointed in one shape or another.
A digointed childhood, an abusive relationship; the causes are infinite but the
outcome is always the same when it cannot be dealt with rationally—the unleashing
of anger and cruelty."

"More philosophy?’ asked Reese.

Dimitri grinned sarcastically. “Living along time and seeing much will lead to one
form of philosophizing or another. | tend to think it isaform of escapism that one
must do in order to avoid going insane.” Dimitri leaned forward in his chair bringing
himself closer to Reese. “Y ou must understand that concept—a man of education
and one who livesin the past rather than the present. Y ou must see the dangers that
one must deal with—do you not?"

Reese shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “My understanding is not relevant at this
point. Finish what happened that night?"

Dimitri sat back in his chair. His momentary grin turned into a sneer. “Oberman took
his time. He made his enjoyment last for several hours and we each got to watch
what he did to the other."

Dimitri closed his eyes and drifted back into the memory...

* % * %

"Leave them thereto die,” Oberman said. “We are done here."

Krause looked at the bloodstained uniform of the officer with revulsion. The
lieutenant's hands were covered with blood from the beatings and stabbings he had
administered. Krause was glad he had dispersed the men into the surrounding area
so they wouldn't see the grotesque undertakings of their commanding officer.

Oberman used his canteen to wash his hands of the blood. He saw Krause was
watching him with alook of disgust on his face.

"Y ou don't approve of me or my actions do you, Sergeant Krause?’ he asked with
indifference.

"No,” Krause said, purposely not using the word “sir.” He continued, “Y ou are
cruel and you take it out on these men who are nothing but farmers. If word should
get out, or if the bodies are found, it only makes for a harder occupation when there
Is bad blood from this kind of action."”



"Makesit harder?” Oberman said, incredulous. “What do you think thisis... a
picnic? Thisiswar, Sergeant Krause!” He threw the canteen he had been holding in
his hands against the cave wall.

"Even in war, Lieutenant Oberman, there is honor on the battlefield.”
"That's enough—"

A scream erupted from the darkness, quickly followed by another; shattering the
calm of the night. Gunfire sounded from another direction, which added to the
confusion as to the direction of the attack; it appeared asif it was al around them.

Oberman and Krause drew their weapons and took cover among the rocks as they
scanned the area for signs of movement.

"The men, where are they?’ Oberman asked.

"They took positions encircling this area. Nothing could have gotten past them,”
Krause answered with confidence. His men were experienced. They would not
succumb to irregular soldiers. Whatever it was that was killing them was not ordinary
farmers.

Another scream, punctuated by gurgling sounds. The sporadic gunshots continued
from all directions. From the sounds, Krause knew what was happening to his men;
they were being killed one by one. Eerie silence engulfed the two men. They looked
at each other.

"What do you think?” Oberman asked, his voice quavering with fear. Krause looked
at him with disgust.

"l think al the men are dead,” Krause said. “Just like we will be soon. | knew
something was not right about this place. Thereis something evil here. My instincts,
which you scoffed at, were right all along."

"What are you talking about?’ Oberman shouted at him.

"| tried to tell you earlier but you wouldn't listen. At first | thought the bad feeling
was just from you. But it's not. There is something else here. Something much
worse."

"Y ou fool! Get hold of yourself!"

"You're scared, aren't you? Y ou deserve to die a miserable death. | prefer to die with
my men.” Krause removed his pistol from its holster, took one last look at Oberman
and smiled. Then he ran off into the darkness with his gun drawn. Shots rang out
followed by a short scream, then silence.

Oberman sat alone. The hand that held his revolver shook. The air was cold but he
felt anumbing sensation along the back of his neck, the feeling you get when you
know someone is watching you. He turned his head to find himself only feet away



from another man.

The man wastall but not large, and carried no weapons. His clothing was covered in
blood; his face was bathed in the crimson color that looked almost black in the dim
light of the dying fire. He had the dark and hawk-like features of the local peasants,
like the ones he had tortured with his knife only minutes ago.

"Who are you?’ Oberman blustered. “What do you want? | have agun and | will kill
you!"

The man said nothing as he approached with a quickness that immobilized Oberman.
He clamped his hands around Oberman's throat so quickly he barely noticed it, until
he felt theicy cold fingers pressing into his flesh. Finally regaining his sense of what
was happening, Oberman pressed his pistol into the man's chest and fired his
weapon, continuing to squeeze the trigger even after the magazine was empty.
Oberman smelled the singed cloth from the bullets as he watched in horror. The man
never wavered.

The face of the man was close now and Oberman could smell afoulness like rotting
flesh as he breathed on him. He tried to move but the attacker's strength was
tremendous; he threw al hisweight into his frantic attack, but the man did not budge.

In aninstant, he was lifted by histhroat and carried to where the glowing embers of
the fire still burned, casting an eerie glow of light. Asthey approached he saw with
horror that his attacker's face was smeared with blood and that he had fangs
protruding several inches from his mouth. Thiswas not a man, Oberman thought as
he felt his bladder let go, but some kind of creature.

"Y ou are the scum of the earth,” the creature said, in avoice deep and low. “I have
been watching you since you came here. | kill for areason, you for the sheer
enjoyment of it. Y our sergeant was right about you. Y ou do deserveto die."

With an almost effortless gesture, the creature tore Oberman's head from his body.
The sound of ripping flesh and bone echoed in the eerie silence. He cast the rest of
the body aside and headed into the cave.

* % * %

Some time later, Dimitri opened his eyes expecting to see the cave and the German
torturer in front of him. Instead, he found himself lying on arock slab in an
expansive underground areailluminated by torches and candles. The air was thick
with the smell of damp earth and burning pitch. The rock walls were lined with
shelves crowded with books, their bindings worn and tattered with age.

He tried to raise his head and was rewarded with searing pain that made his eyes
water. Darkness engulfed him and he dreamt.

He was back in the canyon with Josip again. His gun jammed and the bear was
charging at himjust as it had happened before. This time the bear looked



different: it was smiling at him. It will kill me thistime. | will not escape death
again.

When the pain subsided, he opened his eyes. He saw that someone had attempted to
bandage his wounds. He didn't think it had been the Germans, but whom then?

Carefully moving his head to the side, he saw his four compatriots lying on similar
rock slabs. They looked as bad as he felt; their clothes were bloodstained, their skin
pale. Their wounds were also shabbily bandaged.

He looked around at this place he found himself in. The furnishings were sparse and
simple. The furniture was old, made of thick oak wood. Carpets covered areas of
the dirt floor, their age and use evidenced by their frayed appearance.

Dimitri heard a sound. He looked toward the area of darkness where he perceived it
had come from, but saw nothing.

"Y ou're wounded very badly,” avoice said, startling him.

He turned his head again in the direction he had thought he heard something earlier,
but had seen nothing. However this time, he saw a man standing there and looking at
him.

The man was dressed in simple clothing and he was tall and broad-shoul dered.
Dimitri guessed his age at maybe thirty or thirty-five. Hisface waslong and
possessed the features characteristic of his native people. He could have easily
passed for an inhabitant of his own village. But there was something in his eyes that
made Dimitri think that he was much older and different then the people in hisown
village.

Dimitri felt those eyes staring into him asif they could see through him and there was
the odd reflection of something. The flames of the torches danced within them but

Dimitri saw something within those eyes that he had never seen before. They glowed
like a hot ember, the red-velvet illumination both enticing and fearful at the sametime.

"Am | dying?’ Dimitri asked. The question came naturally to hislips. But at the same
moment, he felt asif he knew the answer already—he felt it in his body. Perhapsthis
strange man was his angel that had come to comfort him in his last minutes of life.

"Y es, the blood loss istoo great,” the stranger said in alow but calm tone of voice
that reflected what Dimitri thought was actually sympathy.

"I'm sorry,” the man continued. “Y ou are al in the same condition. | tried to do what
| could, but timeis against you."

"Who are you? What happened to the Germans?’ Dimitri asked, as he teetered on
the edge of consciousness.

"| was a soldier once, ayoung man like you, called from the fields of food to the



fields of death for the greater glory of Serbia,” the stranger said as he appeared to
drift off into amemory of a past time. He remained silent for afew moments and
then said, “My nameis Alexander."

"How did we get here? What happened to the—"

"I brought you here. Thisis my home. Asfar asthe Germans—they are all dead; |
killed them. It's unfortunate as | think of it now. | should have spared some of them,
they were not al as evil asthe one that did thisto you. But | lost myself in the fervor
of thekill and the smell of their blood, a bad habit that even | have not broken yet."

"Where are we?"

"We are underneath the ruins of what once was a monastery, atrue treasury of the
hidden libraries of centuries past. But that doesn't matter right now. Y our timeis
short for the world of the living. It reminds me so much of what happened to me. It
was avery long time ago."

The man seemed to drift off again into amemory as he fell silent for several
seconds. He still stared at Dimitri, but his eyes and their dazed appearance reflected
that the man was deeply into thought.

"What happened?’ Dimitri asked, not wanting to die in the silence.

"I, like you, was very near death after a battle,” the man said as his eyes returned to
Dimitri. “But something came to mewhile | lay in the field, bleeding to death from a
bayonet wound—it came and offered me a chanceto live."

"Wasit ... an angdl ?'

"| thought it was an angel sent from heaven, offering me another chance at life, to
return home and back to the fields. It was dark and | was delirious from the |oss of
blood, so | couldn't tell what wasreal or not, just as | could not tell what was good
and what was evil. | fill debate that to this day. But it offered melife and | wanted
that. | wastoo young to die. | thought it was my chance to come back to life. But it
wasn't."

"l don't understand,” Dimitri whispered. “What are you saying?'

"Y ou must listen carefully. Do you want to live?’ Alexander asked. “ Do you want to
breathe the air of this country, this world?"

"Yes,” Dimitri murmured.

"Would you still say yesif you had to make some sacrifices? What if you were to be
feared and loathed by others and your existence was based solely upon the death of
others? Could you live alife such as this?!

"Yes, of course,” Dimitri said. His eyes wanted to close. He felt cold and he wanted
the warmth of sleep.



"And your friends? Can you speak for them?"
"| ... of course. | am their leader.” Everything was beginning to turn gray around him.

"Then you must do what | say. If you love life, if you want to live, you must do what
| say,” Alexander said, with asoothing quality in his voice that relaxed Dimitri. “Do
you understand?’

"Yes. | wantto ... live,” Dimitri sad.

"Then live you shdl, my friend. It will be alife of darkness, but it will belife
nonetheless. | pray that God forgive meif thisis done against hiswill and | pray that
| do not do thisjust for myself—for my own benefit of companionship—but rather
for you."

Without any more words, Alexander leaned over Dimitri, opening his mouth to reveal
large teeth. He dowly bit into Dimitri's neck. Dimitri moaned astheinitia incision
was made, but then he quieted, asif an anesthetic had been applied.

Alexander drank for afew moments then raised his face, the blood of Dimitri on his
lips, the glow of his eyes even stronger.

"Y ou must do what | say,” he said again in that calm tone, his voice possessing a
hypnotic ambianceto it.

"Do asyou say,” Dimitri answered dreamily, his eyes glazed.

Alexander bit into his own wrist and watched as droplets welled at the wound. He
placed it over Dimitri's mouth.

"If you want to live, you must drink. Drink!"

Dimitri reacted to the command and sucked at the wound. His body lurched at the
copper-like taste but he fought the revulsion as the words of Alexander reverberated
through his mind.

If you love life, if you want to live, you must do what | say.

Dimitri felt asurge of cold run through his body, chasing the warmth that had
nurtured it for all these years. He was sure his heart had stopped and he had died,
but then he was brought back to hisbody again, asif reborn into the world.

"That's enough for now,” Alexander said. “ The process has begun. | must now tend
to the others. Rest now as the changes take over your body. When you awaken, we
shall talk about your new life."

"New life.."

"Yes. Your new life, where the night shall become your day, and the day shall
become your night, and where death is bountiful in both."



Chapter Thirty-five

" So that was the point you became avampire,” Reese said.

"Yes.” Dimitri answered, as he pushed the last remnants of the past out of his
thoughts.

"|s the process of creating a vampire accurate with what is recorded in most
myths—the sharing of the blood of the vampire?’ Reese asked.

"Yes. There is more to the process but that is basically correct. Thereis no way for
us to reproduce without that process occurring.”

"Why aren't there more vampires then?’ Reese asked. “| would think that if you
could change a mortal human into a vampire with relative ease, there would naturally
be more of you?'

"We do not seek to perform this act of creation as awanton act of desire such as
your own method of producing offspring from a one-night liaison with awoman. |
have never created another, nor do | have adesireto.” Dimitri became silent and
offered no more on the subject.

"What about women?’ Reese asked. “Female vampires? Do you have any ...
relationships?”

Dimitri smiled. “| sense a strong interest from you in this matter? Perhaps you wish
to unlock more than one mystery of the world?"

Dimitri watched as Reese shifted uncomfortably in his chair and sensed that his heart
rate accelerated. Apparently this areawas one that Reese was especially interested in.
That may be useful later.

"We have not come across any female vampiresin our time,” Dimitri continued. “Do
they exist? | believe so. Can we have a... how you say, arelationship? Not in the
way you can imagine. But are we capable of love? Of course. However, to love a
mortal woman is not possible without the blood thirst, which would lead to a
one-sided affair of using the female to achieve our desire—nothing more. Asyou
mentioned earlier, everybody uses somebody for something.”

"What about the others, Andre, Iliga, and Josip. How did they take this change?’
asked Reese.

"It was difficult ... in the beginning. For al of us,” Dimitri said as he drifted into the



memory...
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Dimitri remembered the troubled sleep that followed. It was as if there were two
realms that beckoned to him—one light and one dark. But only one offered areturn
to the life he wanted. He chose that one, knowing that the price for such a choice
held consequences. Nevertheless, hislove for life demanded that he do it.

When Dimitri awoke, he felt weak but his pain was gone. He sat up from the stone
table. When he examined his leg where he had been shot, he saw the wound was
healed, leaving only aminor blemish on his skin. He wondered how it could have
healed so quickly, unless he had been unconscious a very long time. He also found
that he was starved, but unsure of what he wanted.

"Dimitri,” Josip called, startling Dimitri. “Y ou are awake?"

"Y es, how are you, Josip?’ He dlid off of the stone slab he was on and walked to
where Josip sat on another similar slab of stone. Josip looked pale but otherwise
fine, the wound in hisarm also healed.

"I'm fine. My wounds, they are al healed."

"Asaremine.” Dimitri said as he glanced around the cavernous area. “What about
the others? Franjo, Andre and Iliga?"

"They arefine,” the voice that Dimitri recognized as Alexander said. As before,
Dimitri had not heard him enter the room. “ They are in another area, still resting.”

"We owe you our lives,” Dimitri said. “We would be dead right now if it weren't for
you. How were you able to heal us so quickly?"

"Y ou may change your mind after we talk. Come and sit.” Alexander directed them
to atable with chairs. “There is much we must talk about."

Dimitri and Josip joined Alexander at the crude table and chairs.
"l don't understand,” Dimitri said. “Why would we change our minds? We're dive."

"You al were nearly dead. There was only one thing | could do to save your lives. |
took your human lives and made you as | am. One who walks the night and hides
from the light of day."

"Dead? Walks the night?’ Dimitri said trying to hold back his laugh asif the man was
joking with them. “I mean no disrespect, sir, but why do you jest about such
things?'

Josip touched his arm and Dimitri saw the questioning look in his face. He made a
facial expression for Josip to wait.



"I do not jest. | will proveit. Do you remember the stories? The creatures that drink
of blood and are unable to be seen inamirror?"

"Yes, | have heard such stories,” Josip said.
Dimitri nodded as well.

"Thereisamirror on that wall. Go and look.” Alexander indicated the smooth glass
hanging on the rock wall. Dimitri and Josip walked to the location and stood in front
of the mirror. They saw light images of themselves, barely noticeable.

"| can see something,” Dimitri said, as he squinted and looked. “The light is poor in
this cavern.”

"It is good enough to see the truth. Y ou see the faint image of what you were,”
Alexander said. “Soon that will be gone.” He walked behind them. Dimitri and Josip
looked into the mirror again, but it was empty, with only the books on the back wall
visible.

"A trick?’ Josip said.

"No trick.” Alexander said, as he gestured back to the nearby table. “There is some
cheese, are you hungry?"'

"Yes,” said Dimitri, who truly was very hungry even though his mind was trying to
comprehend what he was hearing and seeing.

"Eat it then."

Dimitri went to the table and sliced two pieces of cheese. He handed one to Josip
and picked up the other. He raised it to his mouth. Suddenly, he was overwhelmed
with extreme nausea at the thought of eating such athing. He dropped the cheese.
Josip did the same.

"I can't,” Dimitri said. “1 don't understand. | am hungry!"
"Me, too,” Josip added.

"Y ou are hungry for blood,” Alexander said, as he cut hiswrist with aknife and
drained afew drops of blood into two small cups. Dimitri and Josip watched in
fascinated horror.

Dimitri's senses smelled something. It reminded him of the sweetness of awoman's
strong perfume.

Alexander moved the two cups toward them, so that they were within their grasp.

Without hesitation, Dimitri and Josip picked up the cups, consumed the contents,
licking every possible drop, and set them down on the table. Dimitri was shocked by
his actions, yet he felt growing warmth inside of him that made him feel—good.



"Mother of God. This cannot be,” Dimitri said, incredulous. “The walking dead?'
He looked at Josip and saw the same dread expression on his face.

Asachild, Dimitri had been told the stories of the creatures of the night. They would
steal away the people and consume their blood. They were evil and filthy creatures
who feared the light of day because it would consume their evilness, leaving them
nothing but empty shells. They lived in the mountains, but occasionally came down
to the villages to steal away the young virgins and even the babies shortly after birth.
If anyone was suspected of being one of the creatures, they would be banned or
even burned to death. Those who were outcast from the village for crimes were said
to meet their fate by one of these creatures, a sacrifice to ensure that the innocent
people of the village would be left alone.

"No, not exactly,” Alexander said, driving Dimitri from histhoughts. “ The term
vampire describes you better. You are alive. Y our only requirement to live will beto
nourish and sustain your body on the live blood of animal or human. The only way
you can dieisto lose your head, go out in the sunlight or drink the poisoned blood
of adead thing."

"Thisistrue?’ Josip said.
Dimitri thought he heard enthusiasm in his friend's voice.

"Ohyes, quitetrue,” Alexander said. “I'll be honest with you: your circumstances
were extreme at the time. Y ou may not want thiskind of life. | have heard that there
are those who go mad after awhile and just kill themselves rather than making the
adjustment to the new way of life."

"We cannot go home to our families,” Dimitri said sadly. “Our villages would no
longer accept us."

"Probably not. Some who, if they know you, will believe you are not athreat. For a
while, | visited those who | knew | could trust. Then they grew old and
died—another fact that you must accept. Y ou will live... forever."

"Forever,” Josip said admiringly.

"Yes, forever. But it is safest to let your family believe that you were killed, alow
them to grieve your death, than to imagine you as a creature of the night. Society has
condemned our livesto the dark side. People will always fear and associate us with
terrible happenings. Perhaps, someday, they will see us as just creatures who roam
this Earth, but that day is still along way off."

"How have you managed to live ... like this?” Dimitri asked, still unsure of al that he
was hearing.

"It'sa story that began along time ago. | fell in battle during the uprising of 1804. As
| said earlier, | was dying just like you, lying on the battlefield near death, my blood



flowing freely from a bayonet wound in my chest. A creature came to me and
promised me lifeand | grabbed at it. | didn't care about the consequences.”

"Y ou are more than one hundred years old!” Josip cried.

Dimitri's mind raced with possibilities of his new life, unsure of what to believe or
how he could live thisway.

"| am one hundred and thirty years old. | wasthirty when | fell in battle. | havelived
here most of the time. As you have seen, there are volumes and volumes of books
here that contain various subjects to hold my interest. Even after all these years, |
have barely touched half of them. | travel to other areas when | grow restless. That is
how | found this place,” he said, indicating their surroundings.

"And you drink the blood of humans?’ Dimitri asked.

"Some. But mostly | live off of cattle and wild animals. When | must take a human, |
only take those who are near death or who will not be missed, the drunks or the
vagabonds. Y ou must remember that your life depends on the secrecy of your
existence. To draw attention to yourself isto flirt with death. Whether you continue
to live or die, the blood that you choose will dictate your future. But | don't want to
confuse you with too much information all at once. That is the one benefit that you
will have that | did not."

"What benefit?’ Dimitri asked.

"The creature that made me |eft that same night. | had to learn what | was through
trial and error,” he said. “| was horrified and sought shelter from those that | knew,
and some of them were not very congenial. But we can talk more about this later; it
Istime to feed before the sunrise so that you can regain your strength."

Startled, Dimitri looked at Alexander wondering how he knew what time of day it
could possibly be; he did not possess a timepiece.

"Y ou learn how to fed thetime of day,” Alexander said, surprising Dimitri. “You
also learn to sense many things, such as the thoughts of those close to you."

Dimitri nodded, but he didn't really understand. It was all too much to try and
comprehend so quickly.

"| have some cattle outside in a pen. For some reason, animals adapt quickly to us. |
have an understanding with them,” Alexander said.

Dimitri and Josip looked at each other in confusion.

"It'sabit of humor,” Alexander said smiling “Did you think you lost your sense of
humor as well?"

Dimitri managed aweak smile as Josip laughed out loud.



"I keep them well-fed and they are used to me feeding off of them. But as with
humans, you must be careful to not take too much or you will kill them and possibly
injure yourself. That is athe most important rule you must remember: do not take the
blood from an animal or human that is dead, or so close to death that you
may—nhow can | explain it—be drawn into them and their death. Do you
understand?”'

Dimitri and Josip numbly nodded again, as Alexander rose from his chair.
"What of the rest?” Dimitri asked. “Franjo, Andre, and Iliga?"’

"We will come back and get themin alittlewhile,” Alexander said. “But you should
know, they were much closer to death than you or Josip."

"What does that mean?’ Dimitri asked.

"The process of this change seemsto react differently depending on how close the
person isto actual death. It varies, but sometimes it appears to affect the
outgoingness or the shyness of an individual, perhaps even the personality. It al
depends how they werein life. If someone was shy or outgoing, the process may
have amplified those attributes. We will have to watch them and see what happens.”

"And if thereis something ... not right with them?” Dimitri asked.

"Then we may have to destroy them."

* % % %

Asthey walked up the slope from the underground cavern, Dimitri asked: “Have
you—made others before?"

For the first time, Alexander seemed unclear how he should answer. After afew
seconds he said: “ There was this one time ... but since then | have avoided doing
w.ll

"Why?" Dimitri asked.

"There were ... complications. Besides, it's also a philosophical issue | have not
come to terms with. It's hard to explain."

"But us—you changed us?"

"It seemed the right thing in this case. Y our deaths were from an evil and cruel man.
If not for him, you might have lived."

"So how do you know these things about the process?’

"There are others | have met in my travels. Our kind are drawn together for short
periods of friendship. But our survival depends on being alone or in small groups. It
is easier to stay hidden. Come now, we must go."



As Dimitri followed Alexander outside into the dark and cool night air, his feelings
for his friends troubled him. He had been responsible for their safety and thereby
their lives. But did he have the right to make the decision for them to live alife such
as Alexander had described? For a moment, he wondered if death would not have
been better and ssmpler for him and his friends.

The darkness and the coolness of the air felt exhilarating after spending so much
time underground and helped to clear his minds of some of the thoughts that
troubled him.

As he stood in the open air, he felt his senses come alive with the sounds of the
night; he saw everything differently and he thought he was more in tune with
everything around him.

Alexander saw their reactions and acknowledged their realizations.

"Y ou will be more aware of your surroundingsin all respects. It will take awhile to
get adjusted to it, but you will in time."

They followed Alexander for about seventy-five feet until they reached the cattle pen.

"Here are the cattle. | know it will be hard for you the first time, asit was for me.
Just giveintoit and let it your hunger lead you. | shall go first so you can observe."

Alexander moved to the first cow and rubbed its neck with his hands asif stroking
the animal into a sense of calmness. Asthe cow relaxed, he moved hisfacetoits
neck and gently sunk histeeth to it. The cow did not stir or react in a threatened
manner; instead, it calmly stood and allowed him to do as he pleased.

Dimitri became aware of the scent of the blood. Its smell was driving him into a
frenzy that insisted his body partake in what only moments ago he had considered an
act of revulsion and one that could not possibly be for him. He moved without any
sense of willing his body into motion.

He motioned for Josip to follow. In an unspoken acknowledgement, they singled out
a cow and began the same process as Alexander. Dimitri relaxed the animal and
allowed himself to be drawn to the tender flesh. Two of his teeth elongated in
response to his craving the blood. Slowly he bit the animal and began to draw its
blood. His mind and body bathed in the euphoria of warmth as the blood flowed
into and through his body. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Josip performing the
same actions as him.

Any thoughts Dimitri had about death and choosing the correct path vanished as he
languished in the warmth of the blood. He felt a heightening of his senses, asif his
mind was opening to things he had only imagined before, but now seemed to be
closeto redlity. He felt the large heart of the beast beating asit surged the blood into
his mouth. Each pulse increased his awareness and alowed him to explore the
uncharted areas of his mind. Death would be such awaste, he thought. The beating



grew louder in hismind....
"Enough!” Alexander screamed.
Both Dimitri and Josip released their hold on the animal.

Dimitri was shocked as Alexander's voice reverberated through his mind with a
strength that shook him. He saw Josip aso cringing and assumed he had
experienced the same. At first Dimitri felt fear at the power Alexander displayed with
his command. Would he be their master and they his dominions? Would this be the
price that they had paid by the creation of what they now were?

"No. Do not fear,” Alexander said.
"Y ou know our thoughts?’ Josip asked.

"No. | senseyour fear. | will not be your master, but your teacher. Y ou must learn
that the key to your livesis moderation in everything you do. Y ou do not want to
draw attention to yourselves. Y ou must learn thisif you are to survive."

Alexander turned to face only Dimitri. “Y ou have made the decision for your band
of men. Now | want you to go and get your comrades and instruct them as | have
you. Make sure they understand, for if they fail, you fail, and it will cost you your
lives."



Chapter Thirty-six

"Alexander was an intelligent man.” Reese said.

"And a caring man aswell,” Dimitri added. “He was like afather to me ... and al of
us. He taught us how to live and survive."

"What happened to Alexander?’ Reese asked.

"Like everything that is good—he was snatched away from us by the brutal savagery
of mankind.” Dimitri turned his head from Reese to hide his momentary anger. He
did not want Reese to see this as a potential threat against them. He wanted to keep
things on alevel that was as humanly compassionate as possible—to keep Reese at
ease with them and perhaps ... to even trust them.

"Can you tell me?’ Reese asked.

"Of course,” Dimitri said and dipped into the eternal well of memories that both
thrilled and frightened him.

1941

The six men returned to the monastery in urgency asthe artillery shelling of the area
continued and the oncoming troops came closer. They had known of the
approaching armies and had been making final preparations to hide the opening to
their underground home.

"It won't be much longer until they are on us,” Dimitri said to Alexander. “They
mean to take over al of this area. Before it was just the Germans; now it isthe
Germans and the Italians.”

"All things passintime,” Alexander said calmly. “The people come and go, but in
the end, the Serbs will have it back. History has taught us this much so far. Y ou will
have to get useto that fact."

"Itistill the patriotismin me, in al of us,” Dimitri said, as he indicated the others.

"Thereisatimeto fight the evil in the world and thereisatimeto just let it be,”
Alexander said. “On the grand scheme of war, it would mean nothing, just more
dying on the human behalf to appease the evil gods of war. But in asmaller scale, it
would most likely tip the balance in the favor of humanity if the evil could be
removed."

"And of our humanity? Where do wefit?’ Dimitri asked.



A shell exploded closer than any previous ones.

"Thisis not the time or place for me to lecture you on where our kind fits into the
world. The enemy shells are getting closer, a sure sign of approaching troops."

"Yes,” Dimitri agreed. “We should head to our home."

"Y ou have learned much over these past years,” Alexander began as he placed his
hand on Dimitri's shoulder. “With slyness and cunning, you and your group will live
for avery long time and you will see the coming of our country."

"Y ou speak asif you will not be there to seeit with us,” Dimitri said, the sincerity in
his voice evidence of his concern. Hisfeelings for Alexander were as great asthe
feelings he had many years ago for his own paternal father.

"One never knows for sure, but | have my suspicions. War and killing always make
me feel unsettled.”

"| detect a hidden meaning to your thoughts,” Dimitri probed.

"Y ou know metoo well,” Alexander said, “as well as a son knows his father. War is
aways the same. The paliticians hide it within the words of diplomacy, but it never
changesitsface. It isan ugly thing in more ways than one. | worry about you and
your group. If you are not careful, you will useit as an excuse to feed on the
humans. It is addictive, like a narcotic, and shall instill the desire to aways feed on
humans. Y ou will think of them as nothing more than afood source, rather than what
you once were—and that would be your downfall."

"Y ou have told us all about the temptation many times. Why are you so worried
about it now?"

"Because | have seen those that have fallen to it. They became reckless and careless,
thinking they were indestructible. Human blood makes you more powerful, yes; that
Istrue, but it also inflates your ego, makes you feel superior. When you think you are
untouchable, you become sloppy and the locals learn of you."

"And the locals, they can harm us?

"We livein aprecarious balance. They tolerate us as long as we don't cross over
certain lines of decency. We both know that we can be dangerous to the other. So
we keep the peace in our own way. If we don't, they have their ancient books that tell
them of the old myths and legends of our kind. They go to their books from their
ancestors and find information about what can be used against us."

"Y ou have seen these books?’ Dimitri asked.

"No, but | know that there are such things. We are not able to ook upon the words
on the paper without causing pain to our eyes. They are written in the light of day
and cannot be looked upon by eyes that can only see in the darkness of night."



"Philosophical ?*

"No, just one of the realitiesimposed upon us. There are certain things that | cannot
explain, they just are. Why do you aways search for more than what is there?'

"It'sin my nature,” Dimitri answered, with adly grin. “I am naturally curious about
everything."

"It is good to question our rolesin thisworld. But for now, just accept it as fact.
Philosophical issues are best |eft for debate, not to be tested.”

"I understand,” Dimitri said. “These books, are there not any in our library?"

"No. But believe me, they exist. Y ou have been out in the fields and smelled the
foulnessinthe air. They spread their elixir sometimes after we steal a cow. Do not
believe that they don't know we are here because we do not sense them. That would
be afool's mistake. As| alluded to already, we have an unspoken agreement with the
villagers."

"What should we do? How should this peace be maintained?’

"Instead of stealing, we shall go to town at night and buy the cattle when we need it.
| am sure our money will be welcomed, and alittle extra over the agreed purchase
price will remove any inhibitions of doing business at night. That would solve..."

Suddenly their senses came alive and aert; danger lurked nearby, something was
about to happen. They all raised their heads as if smelling the scent on the breeze,
sensing the direction of the danger.

Dimitri felt a sense of helplessness and dread overwhelm him—nhe knew that death
would visit them tonight.

"We must go—now!” Alexander exclaimed, although he knew it wastoo late to
reach the underground shelter. He cursed himself for dawdling out here discussing
philosophy instead of paying more attention to what was around them. Suddenly the
Germans sprang from the woods, their guns firing wildly as intermediate shelling
burst around them.

"Thefools!” Dimitri exclaimed. “ They attack while their own bombs rain death upon
them."

"Never mind that now!” Alexander screamed. “ They have found us and our
sanctuary, they must be driven off!"

The bullets fell harmlessly around them and into them, causing no damage to their
bodies. The Germans, still lost in the confusion of the uncoordinated attack in the
dark, did not realize their enemies were impervious to their bullets.

"Immobilize them,” Alexander ordered. “Do not kill unless you haveto!"



Dimitri and his group did as they were told. The orders of Alexander still had an
hypnotic affect of obedience upon them. They made quick work of the men, using
their strength and agility to subdue the attackers. Severa lay upon the ground
unconscious as others who had witnessed the creatures resistance to bullets, began a
flailing retreat.

At first Dimitri thought it was over, the enemy defeated for the moment. However, an
intense feeling of impending danger struck him hard. He turned toward Alexander
just as one of the remaining Germans fired an explosive round at him.

Time cameto a near standstill as Dimitri saw the round travel toward Alexander, but
he could do nothing. Even his speed could not best the velocity of the weapon. To
attempt would cost them both their lives. Alexander looked toward Dimitri and
acknowledged his concern with his usual expression of warmth.

Stay where you are. You are ready to live your life on your own terms now.
Remember—to live is everything...

The projectile exploded at point blank range. Alexander's body was blown apart into
hundreds of pieces that scattered over alarge area.

"No!” Dimitri cried.

Unfrozen from the torture of time, Dimitri awoke with arage that overcame all
reasoning.

He immediately turned his attention to the German who had fired the weapon that
had killed Alexander. The soldier was reloading his weapon. Dimitri flew across the
distance that separated them. He snatched the weapon from the soldier's hands and
ripped it apart. Taking his hands, he grasped the German by the neck and lifted him
off the ground. Rage consumed him as his fangs extended to their maximum
capacity. He wanted this man to know that he was going to die a miserable death.

"Nein! Nein!” yelled the German, apparently seeing the creature that held him iniits
true nature. Dimitri smiled at the man's realization of his death.

"Bitte ... gnade,” the soldier pleaded.

"Please ... mercy! You dareto beg for your life!” Dimitri shouted, his voice harsh
and animal like.

Holding him by the neck with one hand, he tore the man's right arm off and held it in
front of him, the fingers still twitching with life.

The soldier screamed.

Dimitri tossed the arm to the ground, then tore the remaining one from its socket
slowly, relishing each snap of bone and the tearing of muscles and flesh.

The soldier's eyes closed. Dimitri tossed him on the ground and began slapping him



over and over trying to revive him. He knew he wasn't dead and he wasn't done
either. He wanted this man alive long enough to experience more agonizing pain. The
soldier's eyes fluttered open. Dimitri smiled.

"Y ou think your angels will come for you soon, but you will not see them. | deny
you that privilege for what you have done.” Dimitri dug his fingersinto the man's
eyes and tore them out of their sockets.

When Dimitri had finished, he looked around him and discovered that the others,
Josip, Franjo, Andre, and Illiga, had also exhausted their fury on the soldiers. The
areawas covered in blood. Parts of bodies were strewn about like a poorly managed
junkyard. His men were covered in the blood. Dimitri realized they had taken part in
afeeding frenzy asthey killed.

Dimitri focused on the blood that covered their faces.

"How can you drink the blood of these foul men? The killers of our beloved teacher
and mentor?"

"It just happened,” Josip said.

Josip stood next to Franjo, who also nodded his agreement with what Josip had
said.

"And it will never happen again,” Dimitri shouted. “I need your word on it
tonight—right now."

Josip and Franjo said nothing.

Dimitri continued, “We must decide how we will live and what we shall be. | chose a
life of peace by avoidance. | have seen enough killing to last me alifetime. There will
be no more. If you cannot agree with what | am suggesting—we part our ways
now."

Dimitri turned and looked at Andre and Illiga. “What say you?"'

"We will do asyou ask, Dimitri,” Andre said. “Y ou have always led us and you shall
awayswill."

Dimitri turned back to Franjo and Josip. “And you?’ What isyour decision?’
"We have the power to be greater than they are,” Josip said.
"Power?’ Dimitri asked. “Y ou believe you have power over mankind?"'

"Yes, isit not obvious to you? Look around you,” Josip said, indicating the dead
bodies that were strewn around them. “Y et you choose to hide from what you could
be."

"And what isthat? A murderer? A killer? Do you not see what the blood has done to



you?You'reafool if you believe that."
"And what would you choose, Dimitri?" Franjo asked.

"I choose life alife free of killing innocent people. | don't have the stomach for it. |
was hever asoldier, just asimple farmer, aswe all were. Or have you forgotten that?
Do you not recall our timesin the field and the ssmple pleasures we got from that?'

Josip and Franjo looked downcast. Dimitri‘s words obviously shamed them.

"We can never have that life back,” Dimitri added, “but | will take no more part of
thiskilling. | choose alife of solitary pursuits, of achieving an understanding of what
| am. It may never come, but | can live with that. If things change later—they change.
But right now, you can go and do as you will; if you stay, you must follow what |

A long silence fell between them.

"I ... shall stay,” Josip finaly said. “We have been friends too long to do otherwise.
Y ou have always done what is right."

"And you, Franjo?’ Dimitri asked. “Will you listen and follow my guidance?'
"Yes, | too shall stay,” Franjo agreed.
"Good. We may have lost afather tonight, but we are still afamily,” Dimitri said.

He knelt at the pile of white phosphorus ash that was all that remained of Alexander.
He scooped them up and held his hand out to the night breeze and let the wind carry
them away.

"Good-bye, my friend. We will do as you have taught us and hope that we will find
our place in thisworld where we can live in peace."

Asthe last ashes |l eft his hand drifted off into the troubled night air of a country lost
initsturmoil, Dimitri, hiding his red-tinged tears, returned to the sanctuary beneath
the monastery as the others followed.



Chapter Thirty-seven

"There was no way to save him?’ Reese asked.

"No. The explosive device dismembered him too badly for his restorative abilities to
compensate.”

"I'm sorry,” Reese said.

Dimitri sensed that the feeling was genuine. “He was agood man,” Dimitri said. “He
taught us how to survive and how to fight the temptation of human blood."

“Why? | thought—"

"Of course you did,” Dimitri said, before Reese could finish. “More of your myth
and folklore. They say we steal the blood of babies, don't they? | suppose some of
it istrue, but we can live on the blood of animalsjust as well as we can on the blood
that runs through your body."

Dimitri noted that Reese winced at the analogy. “| apologize for the terminology. |
am trying to explain the best way so that you will understand.”

Reese nodded.

"It is easy to become addicted to the human blood because of the effects. It'slike a
narcotic. It enhances our thinking and creative processes.” Dimitri paused before
continuing. “Don't you want to know?"

"What?' Reese asked.
"If | have drank human blood?'
"Have you?'

"Yes.” Dimitri said camly. “On occasion we would encounter some of the—how
would you say ... the lesser quality people that the town had discarded, such as
drunks and vagabonds. If their own kind saw no worth in them, what would it matter
If wetook them? It was asif the town had given them to us, saying, take them and
save the world from any further foolishness or abuse of such idiots."

"But that was not the case with Idriz's daughters, was it?’ Reese asked.

Dimitri eyed Reese with a cautious look. The sudden change of topic was an
obvious ploy to see how he would react. “ That was a blood feud that was carried



too far. Idriz's parents were makers of the elixir; they used it to keep us away from
their cattle. When they did, we stayed away until things got quiet. Then we moved
back in and stole some of their cattle for our food supply. This type of arrangement
had been going on for years, passed through the generations. We avoided all other
unnecessary contact with the villagers."

" So what happened? What went wrong?'

"|driZ's parents came to where we live in the mountains and Franjo found them
before we did. He went crazy at the sight of them and killed them both before |
could stop him. Idriz sought retribution and arranged a very purposeful trap that
snared Franjo. He used a cow that he had continually fed the elixir to until the
animal's blood became saturated with it. Franjo drained the animal and ingested the
elixir. He died a horrible death. Josip swore to seek revenge, and | told him he could
haveit, but | never thought that he would take the daughters."”

"But he did,” Reese said.

"Yes,” Dimitri said, as he rubbed hisface. “I put the issue to the back of my mind.
We all agreed to wait and came up with a better way to get food. We decided that in
order to avoid areoccurrence of the missing cattle, we would buy cattle from the
villagers every few years and drive them up into the mountains. That way they all
would believe that Idriz had killed the creature that lurked in the mountains.”

"And did it work?"

"Y es. Things had been going well until Josip killed the girls. We had been content in
away to continue our lives hidden in the mountains. One thing about finding yourself
immortal isyou have a new perspective on al things. There is no more rush or hurry
to do or see things. It isjust amatter of catering to your fantasies in ways that most
men could never dream of.” Dimitri looked away and reflected on hiswords. After a
few seconds, he turned back to Reese and said, “Now what can you tell me about
our future?’

"You're not afool, Dimitri. You'reintelligent, you must know what people are
thinking in regards to the powers that you possess and how they might benefitina
military use."

"Of course, the thoughts crossed our minds many times. Y ou know what my
country has gone through. It has always been in a constant state of bloodshed. But
we do not get involved with the trivial matters of mankind anymore. As| stated
earlier, we have a different perspective about the world around us."

"I don't think you will have a choice in that anymore. If your powers cannot be
reproduced, you may be—"

"Asked to do thingsin order to keep on living,” Dimitri said, finishing Reese's
statement.



"Yes"

"You are not afool either,” Dimitri said. “Y ou must surely realize that no good can
come fromit."

"I know. But in this case, | don't have a choice and neither do you."

"There are aways choices, Commander Reese. No one knows that better than | do.
However, it's what we do with those choices that truly defines our existence.”



Chapter Thirty-eight

Genera Stone arrived early and without notice, a habit that he enjoyed. He liked
catching people off-guard; it gave him an advantage he had found useful on more
than one occasion. He especially found pleasurein that it didn't let the ass kissers
and brown-nosing scum get ready for him, and there were so many of them these
days. The military was just as much as a haven for them as any civilian corporation.

Stone was no fool and he realized that a certain amount of brown-nosing was
required; after all, he had done his share on the way up. However, he saw it as atool
rather than an easy route to success. He thought how it was so closely related to the
Italian Mafia and their skillful art of performing favorsin order to have the ahbility to
call in your own one day. He had managed to perform his favors carefully, used
those paybacks to rise through the ranks by obtaining the jobs he required in the
places that would reap him the most benefits based upon his performance rather than
his empty promises.

He had called in alot of favors during this latest operation in order to cover his
tracks. He may have been in charge of one of the most powerful commandsin the
world, but it till required him to go outside his chain of command and that was
where the danger lay. Most of hisfavors had come from his buddy, General Arthur
Sorrell, who was in charge of the European Command responsible for the operation
in Kosovo. Fortunately Arthur had had some rough times in the past where he had
been helped out of some very damaging situations from his good friend, Stone. Now
they were even and there would be no more help that might jeopardize Arthur's
career. The debt had been paid in full.

As he left his rented vehicle that he had picked up at the commercial airport and
approached the main entrance door to the facility, he removed the plastic card
Commander Scott had sent him. He placed it in the slot and touched the pad with his
thumb to authenticate himself to the security system. The door unlocked with a
heavy metallic click, and he went inside as the first strokes of sunrise painted their
red-orange glow across the horizon.

He knew the layout, having familiarized himself with the plans Scott had sent. He
made his way to the control room, where he used his card and thumbyprint again and
entered into the secure area. He surprised ayoung Navy SEAL petty officer who had
been looking at the remote camera monitors and making annotations in his desk log.
At the sight of the general, the young sailor leaped from his seat as his eyes fixed
upon the three shiny stars on the large man's shoulders.



"Sir,” the sailor yelled, surprised. “May | be of assistance?’

"At ease, young man,” Stone said. “I'm early and just poking around some, getting a
look at the place.” He glanced at the clock on the wall; the time was 0615 in the
morning. “1 would have liked to have gotten here when it was still night so | could
have gotten alook at our visitors."

"We have al of it recorded,” the young sailor began, trying to be as helpful to his
superior officer as he could. “Would you like meto play it for you?"

"Yes... | think | would. What did they do yesterday, or | should say last night?’ he
asked.

"Mostly medical examinations, sir. Mg or Barkley took alot of samples and
conducted physicals on them."

"That soundsfine. Let me seeit.”"

"Yes, sir.” Theyoung sailor took a compact disc and placed it in a player that was
not in use. He indicated the monitor that would display the recording.

"Thank you, son,” Stone said. “Perhaps you should return to your station. If | need
anything ese, | will let you know."

"Yes, sir,” he said and returned to his seat, where he observed the monitors and
went back to entering information into his logbook.

The video displayed the scene of what appeared to be any ordinary person getting a
physical, with the exception that this man was wearing a collar around his neck of
some sort. The man on the screen in the blue jumpsuit sat on the table as the doctor
examined him. Stone watched as the men in the white lab jackets drew blood for
testing. The general felt disappointed at thisinitia view of these creatures he had
risked so much for. He had imagined they would be different, perhaps |ooking more
like a beast of some sort, with dominant features or bulging biceps or something.
But instead, the man sitting on the table appeared to be nothing more then aplain
man, with the exception of the skin color being dightly paler than an average human.

How would these creatures help him? Where were the powers that they were
supposed to have? How could they help him in achieving his goal? Had he been
wrong in pursuing this action without afield test that would have confirmed or
denied what they thought about these creatures? If thisinformation ever leaked out,
he would be finished and retirement to some obscure life would be bestowed upon
him. This had to work; this had to be the way that the United States would regain its
seat of power and world dominance. The U.S. needed to stop taking all the crap
from these third world shit-holes that were getting their hands on weapons that
threatened the country.

"Found what you're looking for, General?’ Reese asked, as he walked into the
control room.



"Commander Reese, how are you?’ Stone asked. “And no, | haven't seen anything
yet that saysthat they are what you claim they might be."

"Stick around for feeding time. That's always an eye-opening experience to what
these creatures are.”

"But what does that prove? They drink blood. It's a strange world out there,
Commander. | need something more.”

"Unfortunately, we didn't have a video recording of the initial attack when one of
them took out two SEALsin amatter of seconds asif they were children.”

"The men could have been careless and the creature just lucky,” Stone said, with a
shrug. “We need some kind of test of their abilities."

"Why the hurry, sir? We've only been here for afew days."

"Do you have any idea how much thisis costing, Commander?’ Stone asked
sharply. “I can understand your personal interest because of your background in
studying these ... creatures or whatever they are. But | need something to keep the
money flowing."

Reese had no response to that. He knew the costs must have been staggering for the
resources expended on the capture and the captivity—taxpayer dollars at work. And
he had to admit his personal interest was greater than his military interest. For now,
the key thing was to keep Stone engaged with what was happening. Keep him
Interested.

"| understand, sir.” Reese said. “If | may suggest, perhaps we should get the
doctor's briefing and Lieutenant Johnson's report. Then we can figure out our next
move."

"Fine, Commander Reese."

"How about some breakfast first?’ Reese asked. “ The briefing is not scheduled for
another two hours and thisis probably going to be along day."

"Lead on, Commander.” Reese led Stone into the small dining areawithin the
facility. The Navy cook on duty took their orders and they sat down at an isolated
table. Reese drank alarge cup of coffee; he had been up all night with the creatures
and was fighting exhaustion with the caffeine. He had assumed he was going to be
able to grab a couple of hours of sleep, since Stone was not scheduled to show up
until nine. But here the general sat and he would have to just suck it up and try and
get through the day.

"So tell me, Commander, are you still thinking about retiring in ayear or so?"
"Yes, sir.” Reese was caught off-guard by the personal question.

"Why isthat, Commander? Y ou have an opportunity to pick up captain in



what—two or three years?"

"Yes, dir, that's correct. It'sjust atime for a change. I've been thinking about
teaching, maybe even writing abook,” Reese said as he felt his guard drop at the
unusual interest Stone was showing in hislife.

"A book? What kind?’" Stone asked.

"It's a comparative work of myth and folklore and how they are related to the
modern world."

"|t sounds interesting—and how appropriate for you that you are involved with this
operation."

"Y ou could say that, sir,” Reese answered cautioudly.

"I just did, Commander.” Stone's tone changed. It became irritated, his eyes darting
back and forth rapidly. His body lifted out of his chair as he leaned close to Reese's
face. “Y ou redlize that you cannot write anything about this operation until itis
declassified, if it everis.”

"Yes, dir, | understand that,” Reese answered. He would not let himself be lured into
complacency by the general's personal questions again.

"Good.” Stone re-seated himself. “| just wanted to be sure of that because if you
weren't, | would have to remove you from this operation.”

"Yes, dir, | imagine you would,” Reese said, trying to keep his voice neutral.

The matter-of-fact tone Stone had used made Reese think the man would do
whatever he had to in order to reach the end he wanted.

"Generd, if | may ask, what are your intentions with these creatures? | read the note
you placed in the briefing package you gave me when | was heading to Kosovo and
| have to admit, it was somewhat disturbing,” Reese said.

"Oh, that,” Stone said in a casual tone again. “I just wanted to get you thinking that's
al. Pretty wild thoughts, huh?"

"Yes, sir. They certainly were. So you're telling me it was what—just idle chatter?"
One of the cooks arrived with their food.

"Ah, our food is here,” Stone said. “Let's eat and |eave this business talk for |ater,
Commander."

They ate in silence; it was obvious they were both deep in thought. However,
Reese's eyes were drawn continually back to the glass of liquid Stone drank.

"What's wrong?’ Stone asked, noticing Reese's stare.



"Oh ... nothing,” Reese said, his eyes still on the glass.

"It's good, you should have some,” Stone said. “Nothing like a good glass of
tomato juice.”

"No, thanks,” Reese said. There was something about its deep red color that
reminded Reese too much about his new acquaintances and the likenessin
disposition he saw in Stone: the plan within plans.



Chapter Thirty-nine

The briefing was in the main conference room of the facility. Commander Reese and
General Stone entered and found Commander Scott, Lieutenant Johnson and Major
Barkley present. They all rose as Stone entered.

"Carry on, gentleman,” he barked. “I'm in the mood for some good news and | hate
to be disappointed. Who wants to start?"

"| think the medical aspect isthe most relevant,” Reese said. “Mgjor Barkley, please
begin."

"Yes, gr,” he said hesitantly, his eyes reflected an uncertainty that obviously had him
considering his manner of presentation and approach. “Unfortunately, my report is
not as conclusive as | would like."

Reese figured Barkley would cut to the heart of the matter.

"These creatures,” he continued, “have had afull battery of blood work and
analysis, along with standard motor control and flexibility tests. They have the best
dexterity and motor control movement that | have ever seen. If | were to guess, |
would say that they have the strength and endurance of three to five men, maybe
more. In addition, al of their senses are highly acute, much more than our own. It's
asif they inherited animal characteristics such a strong sense of smell, anticipation of
danger and so forth. Quite amazing."

"That's extraordinary,” Stone said, his face was riveted on Barkley's every word.

"Yes, g, itis. But,” he said hesitantly. “I cannot tell you why they have this ability.
Or why if you inflict aminor injury to them that it heals incredibly fast. During the
blood work, by the time | filled one tube and went to inject the next, the hole had
healed up and closed.”

"Perfect,” Stone said, elated. “Doesit occur at the same rate every time?'

"It depends on the size of the wound,” Barkley answered. “The smaller the wound,
the quicker it heals."

" So they cannot be killed?” Scott asked.

"They can die,” Barkley said. “We put avile of the blood out in the sunlight, and it
boiled itself off in a matter of seconds. Also, it appears that their bodies cannot
recover from massive wounds. For example, if they were close enough to an



explosion, it could kill them by decapitation or severe dismemberment.”
"How did you determine that?’ Scott asked.

"Through deduction and information obtained from them. The one called Dimitri, he
said that he saw one of them killed that way during World War I1,” Reese said.

"World War 117" Stone asked.

"Yes, sir. From what we have been able to determine from what they have told us so
far and by the tests, they are more than a hundred years old.”

"Amazing!” Stone exclaimed. Hisfacelit up like achild's on Christmas morning.
However, the excitement quickly faded as he asked his next question. “But doctor,
surely there must be some explanation for these attributes?’

"Thelir blood hasto be the key. It is quite different. Unlike ours, it has no living cells.
Theliving cellsthey ingest from the blood from aliving organism all die, and that
causes them to require more living blood to sustain them. That is how the cycle
works, or at least how | believe it works. Y ou have to understand, General, that this
isal new ground we are covering."

"Something in their bodies causes the blood to die?’ Reese asked.

"That's my guess,” Barkley said. “They don't use the organs that they were born
with, not in any way that | can tell. They don't require food or water to live nor do
they require to relieve their bodies of any waste."

"What about their ... ah ... reproduction organs?’ Scott asked.

"They no longer function. Asfar as how that works, perhaps Commander Reese
would be more of an authority."

"According to legend and myth, they breed by taking a human to the point of death
by draining the blood from them,” Reese said. “ Then the human drinks the dead
blood from the creature and that begins the cycle of transformation. The creature
that created them becomes the master and those that were created are subservient to
this master. Please keep in mind that thisis purely legend, but hopefully | can learn if
thisisinfact. | have had conversations with Dimitri that indicates that an older
creature, someone called Alexander, created them which would make him the master.
However, he was killed in World War 11."

"So, Mgjor Barkley,” Stone said. “What you are telling me is that we cannot figure
out what gives them the power that they possess?"

"Not at thistime, sir,” Barkley answered. “And if | may speculate, | don't believe
thereisamedical reason for it."

Stone looked incredulous. “ There must be areason why they are the way they are.
Y ou're not going to go off in some mumbo-jumbo bullshit area, are you?'



Barkley nervously glanced at Reese and then spoke. “ Some things go beyond
normal reasoning and medicine, sir. | don't believe we'll find a scientific explanation.”

Stone waved a hand of dismissal and said, “We'll see about that issue. Are you
positive there is no way to duplicate or replicate these powers?

"Not without subscribing to their method of reproduction that Commander Reese
spoke about."

"Thank you, Major,” Stone said. He turned to Johnson. “Y our report, Johnson."

"During their physicals, we installed a more advanced collar device. It providesa
range of two to three miles so if they try to escape, the devices will activate from a
safe distance. It also has amore sensitive anti-removal device. Thereisavailable
technology that would increase this function if we so choose to useit. The dlixir that
was developed by the civilian is an obvious deterrent against them trying anything
against us. We have positive control over distance aslong as we have potent elixir or
aslong asthe creatures believe it to be."

"This dixir, have we learned to duplicate it yet?’ Stone asked.

"Not quite,” Reese said. “Idriz has production methods that we have not been able
to duplicate yet. He insists on playing an active part of the control of the creatures; a
way of taunting them with death because they killed his daughters as part of ablood
feud between the creatures and his family. | had to promise him that he could speak
with the creature known as Josip in order to get him to produce a new batch of elixir.
He's also agreed to put together explicit instructions on its development."

"Offer him money,” Stone said, with awave of his hand.

"It's not money he wants, General,” Reese said. “1 think he wants to inflict as much
pain as possible on the creatures.”

"I'll talk to him,” Stone said. “I'll get him to see reason. Besides if he keeps the fear
in the creatures, then all the better for usin using and controlling them."

Reese was about to object, but thought he would save his reservations for another
time when he was alone with Stone.

"Are there any other comments?’ Stone asked.

"| have one,” Reese said. “Just a note of concern. All security measures must be
adhered to—to ensure the creatures aren't allowed to get any human blood. That
would complicate things and put everyone at risk."

"Of course not, Commander,” Stone said, with an exaggerated air of shock. “Aside
from the obvious reason, do you have any other concerns in this matter?"

"From what we can tell, these creatures have subsisted mainly on animal blood. It's
possible that the taking of human blood causes a devel opment of some kind of a



superiority complex, and makes them more dangerous, such as a drug addict who
uses enhancement drugs that remove their fear and makes them reckless and—"

"Thank you, Commander. Are there any more questions?’
The men fell silent at the sudden rebuke upon Reese.

"S0,” Stone began. “Gentleman, from what | am hearing, we have positive control
over these creatures and we should be able to control them and to put them through
aoperational test."

"An operational test to determine what?’ Reese asked.
"Any military benefit,” Stone said. “Why else have we gone through all of this?

Reese did not answer. Instead he glanced at Johnson whose face was, as usual,
motionless as he stared straight ahead.

"Well arrange atest for tonight; something simple but enough to show us what they
can do. Make it happen, gentleman!”



Chapter Forty

Johnson and Reese sat in the common areawith Dimitri and his men.

"They have arranged atest for you and your men,” Reese said to Dimitri. “Y ou are
to attack a defensive position that has been set up, penetrate inside, kill the target and
return without being detected.”

"A test? It sounds more like agame,” Dimitri said.

"Inaway,” Reese said. “Lieutenant Johnson will brief you on the particulars of the
mission."

Johnson moved away from the group and toward a table where there was amap laid
out. Dimitri and his men still remained seated with Reese.

"They want to see how their specimens work, isthat it?’ Dimitri smiled. A chuckle
came from Josip, who had so far remained silent. “Why bother?"

"If you don't go through with it,” Reese said. “There will be no sense in maintaining
thisfacility."

"A threat?’ Dimitri's eyebrows rose.

"No. Not from me, but as| told you earlier, | am not in charge. If there is no benefit
derived, then there is no justification for expenditure.”

"When do we meet who isin charge?’ Dimitri asked.
"Perhaps after the test."

"Then that is reason enough to go through with this charade.” Dimitri motioned for
his men to assemble around where Johnson waited to show them the specifics of the
mission.

"Thisisthe building,” Johnson began with military formality, as he indicated the
position on the map. “Y ou and your men will be dropped off here, approximately
two miles away. From there, you make your way through their outlying defenses.
After you clear the preliminary defenses, you will find guards stationed at these
areas,” heindicated red X's that had been marked on the map. “Once through them,
there are motion detectors here, here and here.” He pointed to areas he had circled
on the map. “The target will be located somewhere within this building. Y ou will
spray him with the paint gun indicating a positive kill, then return to the point that you
were dropped at. Any questions?’



"We will be armed with weapons?’ Josip asked.

"Paint guns,” Johnson said. “They shoot aball of paint. Upon impact, they release
their material and mark the person as a confirmed kill."

Josip laughed at the explanation and received a stern look from Dimitri.

"Clothing and equipment will be provided to each of you. We leave within the hour
for the drop-off point."

"One more thing,” Reese said. “1 know how fast you are. Y ou might be able to
escape, but you cannot hide from the tracking devicesin your collars. Any deviation
from the direction of the target will result in activation of the devices."

Dimitri looked at Reese curioudly. “And whose finger will be poised on the button?"

"Get ready to go,” Reese said.

* % % %

Two hours later, Dimitri and his men were dropped at the specified spot near the
ocean front of the base.

"I'll wait here. Good luck,” Johnson said to the creatures. He received no responses.

The four men headed off until they were out of direct sight of Johnson, and then
stopped.

"We play this madness?’ Josip asked, incredulous, as he held out the weapon in
front of him.

"For now,” Dimitri answered. “Remember, learn what we can from them and when
we are ready, we will disappear. But tonight, we must give them a good show."

Josip did not respond, but Dimitri could feel his gaze upon him as he indicated the
direction for them to go. They moved swiftly and without sound. They passed
through thefirst line of defenses easily. There were six men armed with night-vision
goggles, but Dimitri and his men gave off no heat that would allow them to be
detected. They approached the building that held their target. The four men
crouched together outside the beams of strong light that penetrated the darkness and
illuminated the approach to the building.

"Y ou will take the guards out with the paint guns,” Dimitri indicated to Andre and
Iliga. “Scale the walls where they are not looking; they do not expect an attack from
their walled areas because it offers no grips for anyone to climb. We will wait here
until you givethe sign that al is clear, then you act like guards while Josip and | go
inside. And remember,” Dimitri said, putting an arm on each of their shoulders, “do
not injure them, understand?’

Dimitri recelved looks of confusion from the two.



"We must show control, my friends. If we appear reckless and uncooperative, that
will make them watch us that much more. Understand?’

"Yes,” Andre said, while Illiganodded his head in agreement. They disappeared into
the night.

Dimitri and Josip waited in the darkness. Dimitri was confident that they would do as
they were told. He had Josip stay with him so he could keep an eye on his
ilI-tempered friend.

"Fools,” Josip cursed. “We could have simply marched in the front entrance and
killed them before they knew what was happening. Why do we waste time?"

"Y es, we could have,” Dimitri agreed. “But we don't want to give away all our
secrets now, do we? All we have to do is enough to get the job done."

Josip smiled at Dimitri's cunning as the signal from Andre and Iligawas given.
"Let'sgo,” Dimitri said.

They glided over the motion detectors which were easily visible to their vision and
entered the building. There was a guard seated at adesk. A radio blared as he wrote
in alogbook. Dimitri indicated for Josip to take him. Josip moved forward just as the
guard looked up. Josip locked his eyes onto his and the guard did not move as Josip
came towards him. When he was close enough, he raised and fired the paint gun at
the mesmerized guard.

Asthered paint dripped from the guard's clothing, Josip said, “You're dead,” and
he bared his exposed fangs to the man. “Be quiet now and just lay there or | will get
angry.” His eyesfocused on the dark red paint with longing and licked his lipswith
his tongue. The guard watched in fear as Josip inched closer.

"Enough,” Dimitri said. “Let'sfinish this.” He pointed toward the interior of the
building. They moved forward, their feet not making any sound.

Within minutes they heard voices coming from aroom, two doors down in the
corridor. They passed by the first and went into the second. The men in the room
gazed up, startled by their appearance, and went for their weapons. But Dimitri
moved quickly into the room and sprayed them with bursts from the paint gun.

"Which of you isthe designated target?’ Dimitri asked.

"We're dead,” one of them said as they lay on the ground. But Dimitri noticed the
smiles on their facesinstead of looks of defest.

"Josip!” Dimitri yelled, realizing that they had made a mistake. “Check the room we
passed.”

Instead of going back the way he came, Josip charged the wall that joined the two
rooms. He smashed through the wood and dry wall to find two more men preparing



to exit through a door that led to the outside. He grabbed them both, one by each
hand, and threw them toward the way that he had come, through the broken wall.

They landed afew feet from where Dimitri stood. Josip charged toward them, his
face enraged with fury that Dimitri knew meant trouble.

"Stop!” Dimitri cried, but Josip kept coming with ared rage that filled his eyes. His
teeth were bared and his fingernails had elongated into sharp claws. As he moved
toward the nearest man, Dimitri slapped Josip with aforce that sent him flying. Josip
got up, and Dimitri saw that the rage had not passed completely.

"Go out into the corridor and wait,” Dimitri said to Josip.

Josip didn't move—his eyes remaining fixated on the two cowering men.

"Now, Josip!” Dimitri screamed.

Josip shook his head as if Dimitri's words had caused him pain.

"Go, Josip,” Dimitri said, not as forcefully as he had earlier. “I will join you shortly"

When Josip was gone, Dimitri used the paint gun on the two men to confirm the kills
that would end this part of the charade. He then threw the weapon on the ground in
disgust. He left them and joined Josip in the corridor.

"Let'sgo,” hetold Josip. “I trust there will be no more outbursts?
Josip shook his head and said, “| guess| got alittle excited."

"Yes, | believeyou did. But if you don't learn to control your temper, we will al be
killed. They must believe they have us under control. | don't want them to know the
full range of our strengths or weaknesses."

"| understand,” Josip said, obviously incensed by his own behavior. “1 will do
better."

"Let's get Andre and Iligaand get back. We have done what we had to do. The
show is over for the moment."

On their trip back to their pick-up point, Dimitri indicated for Andre and Iligato take
out the guards they had easily circumvented. He knew that this was not necessary,
but would give an appearance that they were bragging or that they were vain about
their abilities. A weakness the Americans would think they might be ableto use
against them.

They met Johnson and their transport vehicle at the pick-up point. Johnson appeared
surprised to see them so soon. He looked at his watch and then at them.

"How the hell did you do that so...” He stopped his statement when even he realized
the senselessness of it.



"Please take us back,” Dimitri said, ignoring the half-finished statement. “My men are
hungry after expending so much energy. It istime for us to feed. The feast of the
victors, wouldn't you say, Lieutenant Johnson?"

Dimitri wanted to learn more about this military man. Find out what his weaknesses
were, so they could use against him later. Johnson's reaction to their return indicated
both surprise and awe. Thiswould be the beginning of determining how they could
use him.

Johnson looked at the group with an apparent admiration that Dimitri thought he
usually held in reserve, only giving it to those who had performed superbly in the
field. And why not? They had completed their task successfully and in amere
fraction of the amount of time that their captors had anticipated. There were no red
splotches of paint staining their clothing. They have seen what they have wanted to
Ssee.

"Get in the back of the truck,” Johnson said.

Asthey got in the truck, Dimitri waited to be last. Before he jumped in, he turned to
Johnson. “From one warrior to another,” Dimitri said. “We both have an
appreciation for the art of military tactics.”

"Yes,” Johnson said, “apparently so."
Dimitri smiled and hopped in.

Johnson closed the back of the vehicle and took his place in the cab with the driver.
He instructed the driver to return to the facility.

Asthe vehicle made its way back, Dimitri felt satisfied for the moment. He had
sensed what he wanted to from Johnson and he thought he had found aleverage
point that they could use to their advantage. Johnson admired them.



Chapter Forty-one

"I'd call that a damned successful test,” General Stone said. His entire body
exhibited excitement and pleasure at the successful outcome of the mission. “In fact,
with alittle training in tactics they could be operationa in notime.” He looked at
Reese, Stone, Johnson and Barkley as they sat in the briefing room going over the
results of the test.

"Lieutenant Johnson,” he said. “From an operational platoon commander, what is
your assessment?"

Johnson hesitated before he spoke, glancing sideways at Reese.

Reese gave him a stern glare, hoping that he would not fuel Stone's enthusiasm any
further.

"They achieved the objective well above expected parameters that were set for
them,” Johnson said, in a straightforward tone of voice.

Reese exhaled, appreciating the professional tone of Johnson's answer.

"However,” Johnson continued, in avoice that now reflected his own pleasure and
enthusiasm. “| would like to also say that our own forces could not have performed
aswdll."

"Commander Reese, any comment?"

Reese knew he had to be careful on how he answered. If he went too far in
opposition, Stone would not like it. He had to find some sort of middle ground for
the moment. He remembered what Dimitri had said when he told them about the test.
To see how their specimens acted.

"Generd, | concur with the findings and results of the test; however, | think that if
any further thoughts as to the use of this team in the future is to have any success,
then some type of termswill have to be arranged with them."

"Terms? What the hell are you talking about, Reese?"

"l don't think that the threat of death for not performing what you dictate to them will
have the effect you desire. | would suggest a—"

"I have away of finding the weak points in people, Commander,” Stone interrupted.
“Once| talk to them, I'll figure out something."



Talk is good, Reese thought. If | keep everyone talking, it might mean less action
for the moment. Perhaps once Sone gets a chance to see how Dimitri is, he might
move mor e cautioudly.

"Then may | suggest that now might be agood time? That was the bargain | struck
with them in order to go on thistest mission,” Reese interjected boldly. “ The leader,
Dimitri, wants to speak with you."

Stone eyed Reese speculatively for several seconds and then spoke. “Well then, we
shouldn't keep them waiting.” He turned toward the rest of the men and said, “ Thank
you, gentlemen, for your time. Commander Reese, take me to our friends."

They proceeded toward the confinement area of the creatures. Reese wondered what
Stone would use for leverage against them. The look he had in his eyes as he saw the
creatures complete the mission was one of awe and enthusiasm. He had plansin his
mind; there was no doubt about that. And Johnson was acting differently aswell. It
appeared as if he admired the creatures in some way. But Reese thought he knew
Johnson enough to think otherwise.

As Reese thought about Johnson, they turned the final corner to find Idriz Laupki
waiting outside the door to the confinement area along with Corporal Brosnev.
Reese felt his stomach lurch at the sight of him, knowing that he wanted access now,
as was the agreement of their bargain.

Earlier, Barkley had informed Reese that he had received a new batch of the dlixir,
with explicit instructions on how to make it. Idriz had lived up to his half of the
bargain. Now Reese would have to live up to his.

Reese made introductions and the interpreter translated, but |driz made no response;
instead, he pointed at his throat.

"He haslaryngitis,” Brosnev said. “He said he inhaled some fumes from the new
batch of elixir that he made. It caused his throat to become sore and he lost his
voice. Maor Barkley said it would be temporary."

"Please pass along my personal thanks for the good work he has been doing for us,”
Stone said to Brosnev, who quickly trandlated it. 1driz nodded and smiled but
emitted no sound. “Heiswelcometo join us. | know that was part of the bargain for
the work he has done.”

Again the trandator spoke and Idriz bowed his head.
"Sir, perhaps now is not the best time,” Reese said.

"Areyou telling meit is not safe, Commander? All these safeguards you have should
be more then enough."

"No, dir, that's not the problem,” Reese said. He lowered his voice so that only
Stone would hear him. “It'sjust that there is bad blood between this man and the



creatures, and if you intend to bargain with them to reach—"

"Bargain? No, Commander, | don't intend to bargain,” he said, his cheeks flushed
with anger. “I think you used the correct word earlier. | plan to dictate to them. Now
let'sgo."

Reese hesitated for several seconds before sliding his card and pressing his
thumbyprint to the scanner. Before he entered the confinement area, he turned toward
Brosnev and spokein alow voice.

"Corporal, you stay out here. Call Lieutenant Johnson for me and tell him to meet us
here—ASAP."

"YeS, S'r.n

The door slid open and the three men entered. Brosnev was on the phone locating
Lieutenant Johnson, as one of the guards stood watch at the door. Asthey entered
the common area, they found the creatures sitting and talking amongst themselves.

Dimitri rose to meet them and placed a hand on Josip's shoulder so that he would
stay seated. Reese saw alook pass between the two creatures. Dimitri was nervous
about something; probably about the presence of Idriz Laupki, just as Reese was.

"Dimitri,” Reese said. “Thisis General Stone. Heisin charge of what happens
around here. Y ou said you wished to speak with him."

"Ah ... Generd. It isan honor to meet you,” Dimitri said. “If | may suggest, this
other man,” he said, pointing at Idriz, “should not bein here. It is not a good time."

"This man is part of my team,” Stone said as he squared his shoulders in an obvious
attempt to set the tone for the conversation. “And if | want him—"

"Forgive me, General,” Dimitri continued, “but my men have been on your little test
and they are wound up. It happens sometimes and it takes a while for them to calm
down. The sight of this man—"

"Who do you think you are?’ Stone boomed. “Y ou can't tell me who | can bring in
here."

"Itishim,” Josip said. “The one that killed Franjo. He comes in here to taunt us with
that fact.”

Idriz smiled but did not say anything as he locked gazes with Josip. Then he said
something in his native tongue that Reese did not understand, but it was clear that
Josip understood perfectly.

What the hell? Surprise flooded Reese. |driz was supposed to have lost his voice,
and yet he sounded clear as always.

Josip rose from his chair and was at 1driz before Reese had blinked. His hands



clasped the man's throat, but Idriz still smiled even as Josip dit it open with hislong
fingernail. Blood flowed a deep red down Idriz's throat as Josip began to drink
voracioudly. ldriz laughed and Reese saw his tongue coated with blood.

Reese awoke from the stupor and turned to the observation window of the control
room.

"Activate the—"

Before Reese finished his sentence, Josip screamed, dropping Idriz onto the ground.
Johnson and his standby security team burst into the room and surrounded the
remaining three creatures. Idriz fell into a heap, blood still squirting from the main
artery in histhroat. Josip's skin exploded into a ball of flame which consumed his
flesh.

Barkley came running in after Johnson and his men. He knelt over Idriz, searching
for apulsein the mess of flesh that had been his neck.

"He'sdead,” Barkley said.
Reese turned to Josip, who was nothing more than a heap of burning flesh.

Dimitri knelt at the side of hisfriend, shaking his head as blood-filled tears flowed
down his cheeks. Andre and Iligajoined him, placing their hands on his shoulder and
not saying aword.

Genera Stone appeared unaffected at the event that had taken only seconds to
transpire. But Reese knew that beneath that stoic demeanor, he was plotting and
planning even as death lay within five feet of him. He had now seen up close the
capability of his new team.

Reese turned to Johnson. “My compliments to the control room. They activated the
collar just—"

"They didn't,” exclaimed Johnson. “1 told them to hold off until | wasin the room
and signaled. | was going to try and resolve the conflict before ordering the
activation."

"But if the collar wasn't activated, how did the dlixir get released?"

Barkley looked up from Idriz's body. “I think Idriz drank the elixir. His throat and
mouth tissues show signs of massive bleeding. Thereis scar tissue, too. He's been
drinking the dixir for awhile.

"He goaded Josip into attacking,” Dimitri said. “Just as he did to Franjo with the
poisoned cow ... except thistime, he was the bait."

"What the hell are you talking about?’ Stone asked.

Reese explained. “Idriz knew that if he could get into this room, he would have a



chanceto kill Josip. He saturated his body with the elixir, and then said something to
Josip to rile him. He knew that if Josip attacked, either the control room would
activate the collar, or Josip would get the elixir from him. Either way, he got what he
wanted.

"Death?’ Stone exclamed. “He wanted to die? He's nothing more than a farmer and
now afool to give up hislife!"

"No, sir, not death, but revenge,” Reese said. His voice was stern and angry at the
genera's easy dismissal of Idriz's death, as well as the loss of Josip. “He had
nothing elsein lifeto look forward to except seeing the killer of his daughters
punished. He carefully plotted this entire scenario out from the moment he walked
into Camp Bondsteel to report the deaths of his two daughters. He knew that he
couldn't get to Josip on hisown, so he let usdo it for him. He used us all the way.
He hid the manner in which he made the elixir in order to ensure that he would
accompany us back to the States. He was thorough as well as methodical. Not bad
for a person we thought of asjust alocal farmer from—"

"That's enough, Commander,” General Stone said, his voice indicating his strong
dislike of Reese'stone. “I get your point."

"Yes, sir,” Reese answered.
"Bring Dimitri to the conference room."
"Sir? After what just—"

"Just do it, Commander,” Stone said, as he turned and left the room.



Chapter Forty-two

"Please accept my apology for the loss of your friend,” Stone said to Dimitri. The
two of them sat at large table across from each other in a conference room. General
Stone had thought it best to talk to Dimitri alone, against protests from both Reese
and Johnson. “We did not expect the man to act the way he did,” Stone continued.
“However, as much as we do mourn the loss of him, he has paid the price for
Inappropriate behavior."

"|s that supposed to be some kind of conciliation?’ Dimitri asked angrily.

"No, of course not,” Stone said. “But | saw in the reports from Commander Reese
that Josip attacked and killed two other men. | surmised it was only a matter of time
before he would have tried to kill others.” Stone leaned forward on his elbows and
continued. “And | was right because | know people. | understand the motivation that
drives us, and that includes you and your kind. Y ou are not any different then the
rest of us."

Dimitri looked into the cold hard eyes of General Stone. He knew this man was here
to not offer his sympathy, but to get to the heart of what he wanted. But Dimitri
thought along the same lines; he needed to find this man's leverage point.

"Possibly you understand,” Dimitri answered. He lowered hisvoiceto a
non-threatening tone. “But no one should haveto die like that. Especially asoldier.”
He wanted to see what Stone's reaction would be.

Stone stared at Dimitri with a curious look and said, “A soldier?"

"Yes,” Dimitri affirmed. “ That iswhat we were, more in spirit than in body, but
soldiers of our country nonetheless."

"Y ou wanted to fight to keep your country from the invading bastards, isn't that
correct?’ Stone asked.

"Yes,” Dimitri said, and he saw the look in Stone's eyes that he needed. Thiswould
be the way to lead him to get what he wanted, which would ultimately get them their
freedom. “It was along time ago..."

"Things are not the same anymore as they were in the time you marched off to fight.
Politics have worsened. The soldiers have become the politician's puppets.”

"Ah,” Dimitri said. “ There is the obvious battleground and there is the other."



"Yes, yes. You understand.”

" S0 are we to become a politician's tool 7’ Dimitri asked. “Is that what you want
from me and my men?"

"I want you to fight for my country,” Stone blurted out, as if the words had been
confined too long inside of him and he had been waiting for the perfect opportunity
to shout them out. “Fight for what | believe!"

"Fight?” Dimitri questioned. “We are but a handful of men; soldiers briefly, with
nothing but farming in our blood. How can we turn the great tide of the West for
you? Y ou have the strongest force in the world today."

"That istrue, but we cannot use them where we need to because of these political
borders that have been set up to protect the rich and bureaucratic assholes of the
world."

"And where are these borders?’ Dimitri asked.

"Many places, but first | would attack those that are nearest to us. Those that send
their drugs into our country. Drugs that people are tricked into using and then used
to kill themselves."

"What are these drugs?’ Dimitri asked.

"They rob the body and mind of life. They are substances that people place inside
of their bodies thinking they will remove al their problems. But then they become a
slave to the substance and it drives their livesto the point of death. It's a poison,
nothing more. Those that make it know it and they thrive on the deaths of others.
They don't use gunsto do the killing, but it iskilling just the same. Thisiswar."

"| detect a strong emotion to this commitment,” Dimitri said, probing further. “There
iIsmore."

"My daughter, she was killed by these drugs,” Stone said.
"Y ou seek revenge then?”

"No—it isnot only that,” Stone said and pounded his fists on the table top. “| want
an end to the madness that is destroying us!”

"Y ou are aman who cares about your country and its people,” Dimitri said. “It
sounds like a noble cause that you carry upon your shoulder, but..."

"But what?'
"Surely this cannot be sanctioned by your politicians.”

Stone laughed bitterly. “No, of course not. The politicians think they will resolve the
problem by diplomatic means, by giving the governments of these countries money



to make them fight this drug war. What they don't want to talk about is the economic
balance that isinvolved. These shit countries would fall apart if they didn't
participate in the drug trade. It takes lots of people to grow, manufacture, package
and then move the product to market. If we put an end to the drugs, these country's
economies would fall apart. So instead, we act like we are doing something to make
the public think we are actively engaged in fighting drugs but we're not. The children
are dying and all we are worried about is fucking public relations.”

"So how can you fight this without backing from your government?’ Dimitri asked.

"Simple. They wouldn't know about it directly. | have the ability by my position to
keep all of this secret. Thiswould be a clandestine operation. | would be in charge
of the team. | would pick the missions, outfit you and your men with whatever you
need."

"l see,” Dimitri said. “Y ou have obvioudly thought this out very carefully.”

"I have,” Stone agreed. “Y ou don't get asfar as| do without being able to obtain
and use leverage.”

"Yes,” Dimitri said. “Leverageis very important—very important. However, you
have given me no reason, besides death, why my men and | should engage in this
endeavor of yours."

"You said you are asoldier,” Stone said.
"Y es, we were. Soldiers who wanted to free our country."

"Y ou cannot help your own country,” Stone said pointedly. “ They need to settle
their internal squabbles. But you can help mine. Y ou can rid the world of those that
prey on humanity. It will be along war until we get al of them. And when it is done
and things have settled down in your own country, I'll send you back, well-trained
and prepared for modern warfare. Y ou will be able to shape your country into what
you want it to be."

"| see,” Dimitri said. “Y ou offer usatruly noble cause."

"That's the long term plan. In the short term, | will ensure that you and your men
have al the human blood of the enemy you want,” Stone added. “In addition, | will
afford you and your men every accommodation that you may desire, within reason
of course."

"An attractive proposition.”
"It is, considering the other option,” Stone said coldly.

"Death,” Dimitri said. “Why isit that the concept of death never leavesthe
bargaining table? It is like your drugs in away—the silent killer."

"Yes,” Stone said and nodded.



A silence settled upon the two men in the room as they sat and stared at each other.

Dimitri sat quietly, appearing to think it over, even though his mind had been made
up before they had began the conversation. He knew that he and his men never had
the option of choice. They would have to do what the general wanted; however, their
dialogue had established a deeper meaning between them. Dimitri doubted that Stone
had any intention of offering them anything in terms of freedom. Y et he had and now
the path had been laid for him to ask for more.

"It appears that your offer to utilize our talents for the good of your country isthe
best option of the two,” Dimitri said.

"| thought you would agree,” Stone said. “1—"

"I hope that you will find it to your benefit to help us adjust to this country so that
we can work efficiently,” Dimitri interjected.

"What do you mean?’ Stone asked.

"We have been out of touch for avery long time. We have an idea of what the world
Islike around us, but much is missing. We would like to be taught how things have
progressed; especially the technologica advancements.”

"So you want to go back to school, so to speak?"
"Y es, and we would like Commander Reese to be our teacher.”
"Why Reese?"

"He best understands our background and he can build upon that during our
education."”

“I'll think about it,” Stone said. “Commander Reese is not exactly on the same line
of thought as | am on certain matters."

" And the man called Johnson. Will he remain our operational point of contact? | ask
that because he, too, is familiar with us and understands us."

*Johnson is agood man. | want him to stay and be team leader on all operations.”
"Excellent,” Dimitri said. “We will treat him as one of our own."

"Then we have come to terms?"

"Yes,” Dimitri said, and held out his hand.

Stone smiled as he accepted his hand, but Dimitri watched as the smile quickly faded
from his face as he felt the coldness of his hand touch his.

"Now, if you will forgive me, Generdl, it istimeto feed. Would you care to join us?’
Dimitri smiled, as he intentionally showed a portion of his fangs.



"No, thank you,” Stone said. “I will have someone escort you back.” Then he rose
and |eft the room.

As Dimitri waited for someone to escort him back, he thought how times had
changed and now how they must change as well. We use each other to attain our
goals, but your thinking, General, islong-term ... and mine is much shorter.



Chapter Forty-three

"It'sall arranged,” General Stone said to Reese and Johnson after they entered the
conference room where Dimitri and Stone had negotiated terms. “Dimitri and | have
come to an agreement.”

"An agreement? May | ask what kind of agreement, sir?’ Reese asked.

"Y es, you may, Commander. Dimitri has agreed to use his men in support of ...
covert surveillance.”

"Surveillance?’ Reese questioned. “ After what happened afew hours ago, you think
you can trust them?"

"Yes, | do. He will use hismen in the ways that | specify to benefit the United

States, and in return they will survive. Heisapatriot in away, from a different time
and place, but a patriot al the same. Heis aso a soldier and we see eye to eye on
certain things, Commander. No offense to the Navy, mind you, but thereisaworld
of difference between floating on a ship as compared to being in the trenches—so to
speak. Thereis aconnection there."

"General,” Reese said, hisvoicefilled with frustration. “Do you actually think that
you ... | don't know, bonded with this creature or something? They aren't like that,
surviva istheir primary—"

"That's quite enough, Commander!” Stone barked. “If you wish to remain on this
specia assignment, you had better adjust your attitude and go along with the
program!” Then he lowered his voice to anormal tone. “Don't you see what is
happening here? Thisis history in the making. No one will know it for yearsto come,
but someday they will. Y ou have to decide if you will contribute to history or just
watch it being made. Personally, | don't think you have the stomach for it. If you
want out, now's the time."

Reese remained silent, his cheeks flushing in anger.

"However, your services have been requested as an instructor,” Stone continued.
“Your job will be to bring the creatures up to speed with the world asit is. Can you
handle that, Commander, or do | need to find someone else?’

"| can handleit,” Reesereplied flatly.

"You can handle it—what?’ Stone's voice rose.



"l can handle it—SIR."

"Good. Good. You are dismissed. | need to speak with to Lieutenant Johnson about
some tactical concerns."”

"Yes, sir,” Reese replied and gave a sideward glance at Johnson, who continued to
look ahead, his eyesfixed on Stone asif he had not seen or heard anything. Reese
exited the room and closed the door behind him.

* % * %

"Have a sedt, Lieutenant,” Stone said, indicating the chair next to him. “What is your
opinion of thiswhole operation? Be honest."

"Sir, we have an uncertain potential for the use of these creatures,” Johnson said. “I
say uncertain because unless they truly cooperate, any benefit derived will be
useless."

"A good point,” Stone said. “And what do you think about Commander Reese?"
"He's not an operator, sir,” Johnson said simply.

"No, he certainly isnot,” Stone agreed. “What do you think of him in terms of being
an asset to this operation?’

"He has background knowledge from his association with the teams, but nothing
practical to actual operations. However, these creatures are here, and without his
help, we would not have captured them. He lacks the Special Forces intuition, but he
could be trained. Until that time, he would be out of hisleague in terms of any
operational uses."

"I would agree, but the creatures for some reason relate to him, probably that history
crap or something. | will keep him on until he becomes a hindrance, but he will not
be involved with the operational side unless | decide he needs to be. Isthat clearly
understood?"

"Yes, Sr."

"And you are not to mention anything that would imply that the creatures are being
used for anything else but surveillance. Understood?"

"Yes, Sr."
"Now, how about you?"
"Sir?" Johnson asked, a confused look on hisface.

"I have afew questions for you before | decide if you should stay on this project or
not,” Stone said. “What do you think of them, the creatures?"

"Permission to speak freely?’ Johnson asked.



"Of course."

"| am ... fascinated by them. The more | am around them and see them operate, |
find myself becoming more in tuned to them in away. Almost envious."

"Envious? How so?’ Stone probed.

"They are amost indestructible. Their lightning-fast reflexes and highly tuned senses
make them a formidable adversary, the perfect killing machine."

"Y es, they are. But what about their blood thirst? Do you find that envious also?"

Johnson thought for a few moments before answering. “It seems a reasonable price
to pay for their attributes and for the price of immortality.” Johnson said it without
reservation, which caused a surprised ook to cross Stone's face for a moment.

"Very well, Lieutenant. Now how do you feel about them killing human beings?"’
"Depends of whom we were talking about, sir.”
"The enemy, of course."

"Then that would be a casualty of war, afact of life for awarrior or soldier,”
Johnson said coldly.

"My feelings exactly. | likeyou. You are alot like me when | was your age. Earlier
when | was talking with Commander Reese, those remarks about the Navy didn't
apply to you—you understand that?"

"Yes, Sr."

"Good,” Stone said enthusiastically. “Now that all that formality isover, | am glad to
tell you | want you to be team leader. Go on the missions and use them as | specify.
Can you live with that?'

"Yes, sir,” Johnson said as his lips struggled to hide a smile that threatened to
appear.

"Can you direct them to kill?"
"Yes, sir."

"To kill and feed off of their prey?'
"Yes, sir."

"Very good, Lieutenant. Now | have one final question for you. Y ou understand the
need to keep something like this confidential ?"

"Yes, gir."

"If the information got into the wrong hands, there could be trouble.”



"Yes, sir."
"Y ou would do whatever was needed to prevent that, wouldn't you?"
"Of course, sir."

"Good. | think we have an arrangement.” Stone shook Johnson's hand, glad to feel
the human warmth, unlike Dimitri's handshake. “I want you to begin their training in
tactics. They almost got caught from behind in the test mission. Their strength and
cunning saved them, but | don't want to take any chances."

"|sthere a particular strategy that you want me to follow?"

"Stay in the infiltration and assassination mode of operation,” he said. “But
remember, if Commander Reese or anyone else asks, fall back to the surveillance
cover. If you need anything, contact Commander Scott and he will get it for you.
Understand?"’

"Yes, gir."
"That'sal. I'll bein touch."
Johnson turned and | eft the room.

Stone caught a glimpse of a smile on Johnson's face. He could tell they were going
to get along very well.



Chapter Forty-four

Reese was pissed off as he entered into the secure area. After the berating by Stone
and the so-called deal the man had struck with Dimitri, he was ready to tear
someone's head off. He found Dimitri sitting in a corner, appearing to be deep in
thought as he gazed straight in front of him; his eyes had that glazed-over look one
gets when you aren't really looking at anything. Andre and lliga sat silently off on
another end of the room at atable playing a game of chess, their gazes riveted to the
pieces on the board. Reese wondered how they could be so calm and unvocal after
what Dimitri had just done. Was their allegiance that steadfast to him?

Reese walked over to where Dimitri was sitting and stood over him. “ Sold your soul
again, didn't you?’ Reese asked, hisvoice tense and curt. “Did you get your pieces
of silver? Tell me, doesit get easier over time?"

Dimitri calmly looked up at Reese and smiled. “ Commander, everything gets easier
over time,” he answered. “Especidly if you have adl the timethat thereis. And | do.
As ahuman, you live such a short span of time that you do not learn that lifeisa
continuous battle with one enemy—and that compromise is the only way to
ultimately win. Those that do not understand this and think they can control
everything, fall to the death of illusion. However, those that bend with the changes
and learn to find the compromise do not break. Instead, they adapt to the situation
and find away to survive for what may be an uncomfortable period of time, knowing
that it will be worth the wait in the end.”

Reese looked at Dimitri with an unbelieving look. “Philosophy? Y ou quote
philosophy at atime like this? Do you know what is at stake here? Y ou've struck a
deal with a...” Reese stopped short of finishing the statement, realizing that his
conversation could be monitored.

"And what were we suppose to do, Commander?’ Dimitri asked. “Y ou know what
the other option was, and death does not appeal to me. We have already lost one of
us since we have been here."

An uncomfortable silence settled between them. Reese found it hard to not feel
somewhat responsible. He had not directly caused the death of Josip; however, his
bringing them together and taking the creatures out of their own environment had
contributed to it. If he had not moved them from the Balkans, Josip and Idriz might
gl be dive.

Finally Dimitri spoke. “Are you having an attack of conscience?’ he asked.



Reese was surprised at the creature's ability to sense his mood or what he was
feeling. He was sure that Dimitri had probably used this ability when he spoke with
General Stone.

Dimitri continued, “Y ou who orchestrated our capture. Y ou must have known what
you were getting involved in and what you might discover."

"I didn't think,” Reese admitted. “I didn't think there was any truth to the story of
your discovery when | got the assignment. | thought it would turn out to be just
another explained mystery, or that the general was just being eccentric. When it
turned out to be true, people depended on me to get the mission done. All | wanted
was to study you and learn about what life for you islike."

" S0 you sought your own personal gain from us, just as the general seeks his own.
Does that make you any different from him?"

"He has other plans. | know that and so do you. | would venture to say that hisare a
bit more involved than what | had in mind. Speaking of which, would you careto
describe this arrangement he has with you and what it entails?’

"We, you and I, shall have an arrangement of our own,” Dimitri said. “You will be
our teacher, to bring usinto the current time of this country and the rest of the
world. Thereis much we need to learn about this time and all its technological
advancements. Y ou do thisand in exchange, | will teach you about what | know.
That iswhat you want, isn't it, Commander?"

"That's how you do it, isn't it?’ Reese asked. “Y ou negotiate everything."
"Isit not afair exchange, Commander?"

Reese ignored his question. “ So you won't tell me then—the specifics that you and
the genera have worked out?"

"No. Thereisno beneficial point in doing so. It would only get you removed from
this position,” Dimitri said in a matter-of-fact tone. “ The general and | have an
understanding between usin away that | feel comfortable with. Besides, this
arrangement will be good for al of us. We learn more about this new world, you
learn more about our kind, and the general gets what he wants. Perfect symmetry.

Y ou aren't going to upset the balance and miss the opportunity of alifetime, are you?
That would be extremely foolish on your part.”

Reese exhaled in frustration. Dimitri's perfection of the art of argumentative rhetoric
was astounding. He felt tired and knew that at the moment there was no point in
trying to argue with him. It wouldn't get him anywhere. Instead, he stuffed his hands
into his pockets and walked around the room, shuffling his feet.

Dimitri appeared to watch him with alook of amusement on his face, asif he knew
he had won this debate.



"Okay,” Reesefinally said. “I give up. You said compromise was a good thing to
learn.”

"Itis,” Dimitri agreed. “For those of uswho must. It isjust one more battle that you
can say that you survived."

Reese smiled, athough it was afaint one. He couldn't help but wonder about the
underlying scenario that Dimitri had put into motion. He said, “Well, where do we
begin your education? Specifically, what do you want to learn about?"

"We want to learn all about the world."

"Theworld isavery big place,” Reese said. “Could you be alittle more precise?'
"Start first with the United States and this area. What areaisit?’

"Norfolk, Virginia,” Reese replied.

"Good then, we might as well learn about our new home—Norfolk, Virginia."



Chapter Forty-five

Reese returned to his quarters as morning approached. He was becoming more
acquainted with the night/day routine, although he still longed for his own apartment
and his own bed. Sleeping here at the compound was unfamiliar, so when he slept, it
was not arestful deep. He imagined this morning would be even more difficult after
his discussion with Dimitri and this latest turn of events. He knew slegp would not
come easily as his mind searched his thoughts to better understand the motivations
of these creatures, as well as the man that was in charge of them.

He wasn't sureif it was an attack of conscience as Dimitri had said, or that he felt
that he couldn't trust Stone not to misuse these creatures in some macabre manner.
And the images of the deaths of |driz and Josip refused to leave his thoughts. The
operation was becoming like a bad dream that kept escalating as each night went by,
and getting closer to some dreaded event that lay at the end.

He heard the door to the room next to him open and close. Lieutenant Johnson
must have returned, he thought. He left his own room and stepped out into the
corridor. He knocked on the door of the room adjacent to his own.

Johnson answered the door and immediately Reese thought something about his
demeanor had changed, but he couldn't exactly say what the change was.

"Commander?’ Johnson said.

"Got aminute?’ Reese asked.

"Yes, sir, comeonin."

Reese entered as Johnson offered him a chair. They both sat.

"S0,” Reese began. “I understand that you are in charge of the team."

"Purely from an operational standpoint, Commander. Y ou can see the purpose in
that, can't you?'

"Of course,” Reese said, detecting something peculiar in Johnson's voice. “ So
what's next then?"

"Training. | am going to teach them tactics in warfare and bring them up to speed on
detection equipment and the like. They are going to be a surveillance team for deep
cover missions."

"Surveillance?"



"Yes, dir,” Johnson said, offering no further explanation.

Reese studied the face of the man in front of him and saw how it had changed in the
past couple of days. He appeared haggard and his face had awithdrawn look, but
his eyes seemed more alive than Reese remembered since the operation had started.
But there was something else that seemed out of place: his words sounded
rehearsed, asif he was using scripted answers.

"Y ou've changed,” Reese said. “Y ou're not letting this all get to you are you? The
creatures and the genera ?"

"No, sir—of course not. | admire the general's courage and determination for taking
on such an operation. Also, | am fascinated by the creatures,” he said, as his eyes
seemed to glimmer.

"Yes, they are fascinating,” Reese agreed.

"Ever since | watched them perform the test mission—the way they move and blend
into their surroundings—it's asif they were made for it."

"Survival instincts,” Reese said. “All creatures have them to an extent in order that
they can survive. These creatures, however, not only possess those instincts, but the
brains by which they use them."

"Survival of thefittest,” Johnson said. “The weak shall perish and only the strong
remain to carry on."

"Y es, something like that,” Reese answered. He found Johnson's take on this aspect
alittle disturbing.

"Why do suppose they never took over the world?’ Johnson asked.

"Tough question,” Reese said, as he again wondered where Johnson was going with
all this. *Y ou have to remember that until afew days ago, we weren't even sure they
existed at all."

"Can you speculate?’ Johnson asked. Reese thought his tone was close to
demanding an answer and he didn't use the characteristic ‘sir’ he always did.

"It's mainly from a standpoint of control. If the master has many under him, he could
be challenged for control and the chances of losing it would be greater. Thereisno
reference to any large groups that indicates that they prefer it that way. | have read
that they basically stake thelr territory, so to speak, and will chase out any other
vampire that might enter it, as a manner of protecting their food supply."

"Territoria ."

"Exactly,” Reese agreed, and decided it was time to go, Heroseto leave. “It's late
and we both need some rest. | must be going."



"Wait a minute, please—sir,” Johnson asked as he reached for Reese's arm. “ Just
one more question.”

"All right,” Reese said, surprised at Johnson's sudden interest. He sat back down.

"What if they weren't that way, territorial or isolationists. Say someone had brought
them all together to form alarge group and descended on humanity town by town,
making more creatures. And the cycle kept on going and going. Wouldn't the world
be an interesting place today?"

"Interesting?’ Reese asked. To himsalf, he thought Johnson had lost it. “No, |
wouldn't say that. | wouldn't even want to imagine something like that. Why are you
asking these kinds of questions?’

"Just thinking,” Johnson said simply.

"If you want some advice, you need to back away from thoughts like that. These
creatures and their talents are obviously consuming you. Thiswhole affair is crazy
and you better watch out for General Stone. He has plans within plansand | don't
trust him. He strikes me as the kind of person that would do whatever it takes to get
something done, regardless of the cost."

"Of course he would,” Johnson agreed. “He's asoldier. His main concern is with the
protection of this country against all enemiesforeign and domestic. That iswhat the
military is supposed to do. Y ou do remember that oath, Commander, don't you?"

"Of course | do,” Reese snapped. “And don't take that tone with me, Lieutenant!

Y ou are not General Stone, nor are you the expert on military law. Aswith most
things, these oaths and commitments come with morals and conscience. We do not
act blindly without considering the consequence of our actions, regardless of what
superior officer issues the order."

"l am aware of that, Commander."

"Good, glad to hear it, Lieutenant. What the hell has gotten into you? It's the generadl,
Isn't it? He's gotten to you, hasn't he?’ Reese asked. “Filled your mind with enough
patriotic flavor to hide the real taste of what he hasin mind. What does he really have
planned?'

"Good night, Commander,” Johnson said, as he rose and opened the door for
Reese. “It's late and, as you said, we are both tired. Our passions seem to be getting
the best of us."

Reese rose and stepped toward the open door but did not go through it. He turned
to face Johnson. “Lieutenant, al | am saying is that you need to be very careful here.
Y ou're being drawn in two directions, by the general and Dimitri."

"Thank you for your concern, Commander."



"L ook, Johnson, Dimitri and the others gave up their souls more than a hundred
years ago so that they could continue to live. They didn't have any choicein the
matter, but you do,” Reese said, pointing at him. “Don't do anything you might
regret later."

Johnson did not respond to Reese's words or gesture as Reese exited the room.

The door was slammed shut behind him. Reese opened his own door and went into
his room. He closed his door, and lay on the bunk, but did not sleep for along time.



Chapter Forty-six

"I think it's time for a more advanced test of our little group,” Stone said.

Scott looked up from what he had been reading with alook of surprise on his face.
“Sir?'

"Stop that ‘you didn't hear me’ bullshit!” Stone said. “Thisis nothing too big, but
just enough to give them atrue test of the rea conditions they will be operating
under."

"Sir,” Scott said in a cautious voice. “| thought we were going to wait until they
underwent some special ops training with Johnson."

"That is correct,” he agreed. “The target | have in mind won't require as much stealth
as going up against the Columbian cartels. Thisis... morelocal and a
less-devel oped enemy.”

"Where?’ Scott asked.

"Mexico,” Stone said coolly. “They can't match the Columbian cartels' ability to
produce cocaine; however, they are starting to buy direct on their own and then get it
across the border and into established networks for distribution. We need to slap
them hard to make them think twice about going off on their own. We can't afford to
fight on two fronts so we need to eliminate one, and that one is Mexico."

"But gir, isn't thisalocal affair, DEA and the M exican authorities?"

"Of courseit is, you asshole. But the Mexicans are so corrupt they can't do anything
on their own without every drug trafficker from San Diego to Tijuana knowing about
it

"Aren't we stepping on some toes here—do we want the added attention?” Scott
asked.

"They won't know it's us. Thiswill be a strictly covert op, completely on our own.
We can't let this shit keep coming in to our country. Do you have any idea how
many people died in this country last year from illegal drugs?”’

"No, sir."

"Over 50,000 people, and that doesn't even take into account the billions it costs our
economy alone. We have to strike early to keep them from organizing like the
Columbians have. We rout them once and in just the right way, we can put them



back into the Stone Age for awhile, forcing them to go back to the Columbians for
help."

General Stone picked up afolder lying on his desk. “Hereisthetarget,” he said,
handing Scott the folder. “DEA intelligence has located a tunnel that runs from the
border at Tijuanafor about 1500 feet and onto the Californiaside. The drug lord is
Joaguin Guzman and he's areal nice guy. Supposedly he murdered all the workers
that dug the tunnel to make sure its location remained a secret. He must think heis
some goddamned pharaoh or something."

"How come DEA hasn't moved on it yet?’ Scott asked.
"They will in four days,” Stone replied.
"Then why—"

"Because the Mexicans are bound to screw it up and the Americans can't do a damn
thing because what happens on their side of the border is their business and what
happens on our side is our business. Fucking politics as usual. That's why we will
send in our team. We don't give arat's ass about borders. Not now—not ever."

"| see,” Scott said unconvincingly.

"I doubt that,” Stone shot back, “but | don't careif you seeit or not. | want the
operation completed in two days. That gives you a day to get them there and staged
and then into the operation on the next night."

"What do we—"

"And | don't want them to know what is happening. Just tell them it isatraining
operation. The same goes for Johnson. We need to see how he reacts under
pressure as well. Make up some story about going against a West Coast SEAL team
or something."

"Sir, thisis highly—"

"| don't want to hear it. Just do it!"

"Yes, sir,” Scott said and turned to leave.
"Two more things,” Stone said.

Scott stopped and turned back to face him.

"First, keep Commander Reese back here, he doesn't need to go. Second, ensure
the team is not fed prior to departure.”

"Yes, Sr,” Scott answered and |eft the office.

General Stone closed the folder he had been looking at and smiled.

* % % %



One hour later, Lieutenant Johnson stood in front of Commander Scott's desk at
parade rest as Scott explained the situation.

"The general has requested that you and your team participate in atraining...” he
paused, “in alive ammo training exercise on the West Coast.”

Johnson's eyes showed momentary confusion at the announcement but he quickly
recovered with his usual military and unquestioning demeanor. “Yes, Sir."

"Y ou need to get the team to the West Coast in eighteen hours and commence the
operation at the twenty-four-hour mark. Do you see any problems with that?"

"No, sir."

"Good. After you stage your team in San Diego, you will have transportation at your
disposal to the target. It's al there in the package. Any questions?’

"Sir, you did say live ammo training?’
"That's correct.”
"Very well,” Johnson said. “Isthat all?"

"Just one more thing,” Scott said. “Be prepared for anything. Do you understand
me, Lieutenant? Anything."

"Yes, gir, | understand. Is there anything else?"
"The creatures are not to be fed before you depart.”
Johnson nodded and turned and | eft the office.

Scott watched him leave and wondered if he would see him again—alive.

* % * %

Reese was heading toward the vampires quarters for the educational portion of their
training. He surprised himself that he actually thought of them as vampires now
rather than creatures. Was his perception of them changing or was he trying to justify
something to himself about their existence? Or was it that Dimitri had clouded his
thoughts with his philosophy and word manipulation? His thoughts were interrupted
as he ran into Johnson exiting the area where they were waiting for him.

"Lieutenant,” Reese said in a greeting. The relations between the two men still cool
since their heated discussion from the other night.

"Commander,” Johnson replied. “I'm afraid your time with the creatures tonight will
have to be cancelled.”

"Why?" Reese asked.

"Training operation in San Diego. Dimitri and his men are preparing to go. We will



be leaving in the next hour."

"Why such short notice?’ Reese asked.

"I don't know,” Johnson said. “I just got word myself from Commander Scott."
"WEéll, | better get my things ready,” Reese said.

"You aren't going, sir. General Stone wants you to remain here."

"Reason?’

"Don't know, sir. But probably because it's afast turnaround and there won't be any
time for you to work with them."

Reese detected edginess in Johnson's tone, asif he was worried about something.
"|s there something going on | should know about?’ Reese asked.

"No, sir. Everything isfine. | need to get my own gear ready,” Johnson replied. “If
you will excuse me, sir, | need to get moving."

"Of course,” Reese answered. “You're sure there isn't anything—"

Before Reese finished his statement, Johnson was moving quickly down the corridor
to hisroom.



Chapter Forty-seven

Thenight air in San Diego was cool and clear, revealing a starlit sky. Johnson
watched as his team boarded the truck for the short ride to the starting point of their
operation. They were all dressed in black clothing, which included gloves and a
hood that was to be pulled over their faces. The only weapon the vampires were
allowed were knives, which were sheathed and attached to their ankles. When the last
member was in, Johnson jumped in the truck with them. The truck rumbled off into
the darkness of the night as the men sat in silence.

There were two SEALsin the front seat of the truck who were not part of Johnson's
unit but had been assigned as a support element for anything Johnson needed. One
of them dlid the window open that joined the cab areato the cargo area.

"Lieutenant Johnson,” the man said. “This came for you about twenty minutes ago.”
He reached through the window with an arm and handed Johnson a sealed envelope.
Johnson took the envelope and opened it. Inside there was one sheet of paper with
one line of handwritten text on it. He immediately recognized the handwriting: it was
Genera Stone's. The message was simply, Thisis not a training exercise. Show
these bastards what your men can do—kill them all—no prisoners.

Johnson looked up from the note to find Dimitri looking at him. The red reflectionin
his eyes glittered from the illumination from the light as the truck bumped along the
rough road. He found his eyes focusing upon the collars they wore.

"Areyou really surprised?’ Dimitri asked, hisvoice cam and sure.

"What?’ Johnson asked, trying to hide his reaction to the abruptness of the note and
the suddenness of Dimitri's question.

"Thisisnot just atraining mission,” Dimitri said. “Even | know that. The general till
seeks proof of what we can do. He seeks proof in the number of bodies we give him
tonight. Is this not true?’

Johnson did not answer Dimitri's question.

"Y ou have been around my men long enough to know our capabilities as well as our
weaknesses. This prolonged period of not feeding will cause us to be swift aswell
as efficient. Wewill end it quickly."

"But you don't even know who or what you are up against,” Johnson said.

"It does not matter. They are men. They are human. They can and will die."



"Isn't that alittle over-confident? |'ve seen good men die from that kind of attitude."

"We are not men, nor are we good,” Dimitri answered. “However, your caution is
correct in one respect. We can die if their weaponry is sophisticated enough."

"It shouldn't be,” Johnson said. “ All intelligence suggests low tech.”
"L et us hope so,” Dimitri said.

The truck came to a stop at alone house that sat in the middle of an expansive open
area consisting of a mixture of sand and rock.

"Let'sgo,” Johnson said.

The team climbed out of the back of the truck and entered the house. They found
the stairs and headed downward into the basement. At one end of the basement there
was atunnel opening of four foot wide by seven foot tall. By the opening of the
tunnel stood two SEALs from Johnson's original unit. In the corner, there were three
people tied up with cloth sacks over their heads and lying on their side.

"Any problem?’ Johnson asked.

"No, sir,” said one of the SEALSs. “They're DEA agents, so we went kind of easy on
them,” he said and smiled at Johnson. “Well make a call after the op and let their
people know to come and get them."

"Is everything ready?’ Johnson asked.

"Yes, sir,” the other one replied. “There has been no activity from the listening
devicesin the tunnel."

"Good.” Johnson said, as he gestured for Dimitri to come closer so asto hear the
conversation. “One hour isthe limit of this op,” Johnson said. “If we aren't back in
that time, blow the tunnel and activate the collars. Is that understood?

"Yes, Sr."
"Understood,” Dimitri answered.

"Cover up, gentleman,” Johnson said, as he pulled on his mask. When all the men
had covered up their faces, he continued, “The tunnel is about 1500 feet in length. |
will lead and—"

"Lieutenant,” Dimitri said. “If | may suggest, one of us should go first in case there
Is any danger or booby traps."”

"Negative,” Johnson said curtly. “I lead."
Dimitri eyed him warily but did not say anything.

"These might come in handy,” Johnson said, as he handed them night vision



goggles.”
"They are not necessary,” Dimitri said. “We can seefinein the darkness.”

Johnson didn't say anything but took the glasses back from them. He fastened his
own pair around his neck. “Let's go."

They entered into the darkness of the tunnel. Johnson moved ahead cautiously as he
observed and studied the green glowing areas of the heat from the rock structure.
Stopping, he looked behind him and did not see his team. Suddenly he felt a cool
hand on his shoulder.

"Y ou will not see usin thisstate,” Dimitri said softly. “After we have fed, you will
see an indication of body heat."

"Right,” Johnson said as he remembered.

They continued on for several minutes, although it seemed like hours for Johnson,
because he couldn't see the enemy ahead of him or the vampires behind him. He
wasn't sure which to fear more. He touched the remote device in hisweb belt and
felt some reassurance. The creatures could not harm him in any way without the
device going off and ending their own lives.

"We are close,” he heard Dimitri whisper nearby him. “We can smell them."

"Affirmative,” Johnson answered. He hated talking out loud, but Stone had limited
the technical gear they could bring with them, which included their communication
devices.

Asthey turned a corner in the tunnel, the first indications of artificial light and sounds
of people reached Johnson. He felt a hand on his shoulder.

"Thereis some form of light beam ahead,” Dimitri whispered. “I can seeit."

"How the hell can you see—" Johnson began but then stopped as he remembered
what Reese had said, superior vision aswell as hearing. “Motion sensor."

"It will not detect us,” Dimitri replied. “We give off no heat so thereis no motion to
detect. We should go first."

"No,” Johnson said.

"Why are you so foolish?’ Dimitri asked. “Y ou put yourself in harm's way for no
reason.”

"I amin charge,” Johnson replied, asif those words were enough to explain his
reason. Although Dimitri's logic was correct, he felt the need to prove that hewasin
control of the operation. He also was aware of Dimitri's ability with words and
persuasion and he didn't want any influence on how the operation would be run.
“You will show me where the sensor isand | will step over it."



Without waiting for an answer, Johnson stepped in front of Dimitri and motioned for
them to fall in behind him. With Johnson in the lead, he continued on step by step,
waiting for Dimitri to give him the signal that they had reached the motion sensor
beam.

Suddenly an alarm sounded and high intensity lights lit the area. Johnson was
blinded. He ripped his night vision goggles off of hisface, but the sudden transition
from the subtle green light of the night vision goggles to the intense bright halogens
which now blazed directly at him left him helplessly blind. There were voices
shouting, and then the sound of gunfire erupted. He heard the bullets and their telltale
whine as they passed close to him. Hisimmediate instinct told him to dive for the
ground, but before he could act, he felt himself being thrown hard against the wall
with such force that he blacked out.

When he opened his eyes again, it was quiet. There was adistinct smell around
him—death. The air was heavy with the smell of gun powder mixed with sour sweat
and blood. He rose to his knees, fighting the dizziness that accompanied his
movement. He drew his Glock 9 mm pistol and took slow cautious steps forward.

Someone had turned the halogen lamps off. The illumination came from a string of
light bulbs that hung from the ceiling at three-foot intervals. The cavernous corridor
led to alarge open area. He felt a breeze tickle his skin on his face indicating that an
entrance was nearby, probably the staging area for the drugs that were to traverse
from Mexico into the United States. A few more steps brought him to the open
room, and that was when he saw the bodies piled in the center of the room. Dimitri
and his men stood off to one side, their own clothing covered in blood. Dimitri,
seeing him enter, approached Johnson.

"It'sover,” Dimitri said. “Y ou were knocked out and | saw no other alternative but
to continue the attack."

"Y ou deliberately pushed me into the wall,” Johnson said, the Glock still in his hand
and pointed at Dimitri.

"Y ou would have been killed,” Dimitri said simply, with his hands open in front of
him. “1f you die, then WE die aswell. | cannot have that."

"But you know nothing about tactics. That iswhy | am here,” Johnson said.

"Y ou speak of tactics, but what you really mean is killing. We know how to do that.
There were six men here when we found them and now there are six bodies. |s that
not what you sought?"

"Yes,” Johnson answered. There was no point in arguing the obvious intent of this
mission. “But the risk you placed yourself in—"

"My men and | were shot at least a dozen times each.” Dimitri showed him the bullet
holesin his clothing. “But we are uninjured,” he said, as he pulled away part of the



cloth to show the areas on his flesh beneath. “Y ou would have been slaughtered.”

Johnson looked closely at the flesh, seeing only vague blemishes where there should
have been tearing holes in the flesh from the bullets. He found their recuperative
powers amazing.

"We wererather ... vicious in our dealing with them, aresult of the intentional
starving. | hope you will suggest to General Stone that perhaps allowing usto feed a
little prior to the mission would be beneficia ."

Johnson walked over and examined the bodies. They had been hideously torn apart
and were extremely pale in coloring. It was obvious that their blood had been
removed from the bodies. Johnson had been in numerous scenarios when men had
to be killed; however, the sight of the pale and ripped apart bodies gave him a cold
chill. It could not be completely attributed to the gruesomeness of the attack: one
part was an admiration for the strength of these creatures to overcome the attackers
without any help from aweapon or superior firepower—just brute killing rage.

"There are large bales in the adjoining room,” Dimitri said.

Johnson looked at him, glad that he would no longer have to look at the bodies.
"We assume these are the drugs you spoke of earlier,” Dimitri asserted.

"Y es. Burn them, then let's get the hell out of here.”

They proceeded back down the corridor. The lighting had been turned on and there
was no need for Johnson to use his night vision device to see. Dimitri walked beside
him. They didn't speak until they neared the point they had entered the cavern.

"l would appreciate it if you did not mention to the general what happened,” Dimitri
said. “It would make him ... suspicious."

Johnson stopped and faced Dimitri. “I won't tell him under one condition,” Johnson
said.
"And that is?” Dimitri asked.

"The next time we go on amission, you do not go out of your way to keep me
safe.”

"I do not understand you, Lieutenant,” Dimitri argued. “Why do you have this ...
death wish, when you can have us do it for you at no risk?"

"Lifeisabout risk, Dimitri,” Johnson said. “If thereis no risk involved, then thereis
no point in life. Now, do we have adea ?'

"I have much to learn about this new world and the peopleinit,” Dimitri said. “You
are different then | was—your motivations—your feglings. Y ou risk your life when
you do not have to."



"| asked if we have an understanding?’ Johnson repeated the question.
"We have an understanding, Lieutenant,” Dimitri replied.

"Thereisto be no word about this op with Commander Reese. It was atraining
mission, nothing more. Is that understood?"

"I understand perfectly. We would not want to scare off our teacher. But doesn't it
make an interesting contrast?"

"What's that?’ Johnson asked.

"Commander Reese tries to understand me and my men, while | try and understand
you."

"Reese belongs in the past,” Johnson said. “He yearns for what once was instead of
what he can have today."

"Perhaps, but does he not have the past today with us? It is, how do you say, a
perfect symmetry."

"Maybe, but he blinds himsalf intentionally in order to live his dream,” Johnson said.

"Y es, perhaps you are correct in that regard,” Dimitri agreed. “But then, don't we al
blind ourselves to see what we want?"'

Johnson did not respond.



Chapter Forty-eight

"We gutted them!” General Stone shouted at the debriefing. “ They'll stay on their
own side for awhile before thinking about coming back. They probably think the
Columbians did it! DEA and the Mexican authorities can't say anything because they
don't have a clue either. Goddamned! Thisis fucking perfect!"

Johnson and Scott sat on his left and right respectively, listening to the joyful ranting.
"No problems with the creatures?’ he asked Johnson.

"No, sir,” Johnson replied. “They performed as well as we anticipated, considering
the absence of any heavy weaponry. If there had been, we would have suffered
casualties, given the tunnel entrance and the motion sensors."

"Understood, Lieutenant,” Stone answered. “That is one of the main issues | want
you to focus on with their training. They need to learn the intricacies of modern-day
warfare."

"Yes, sir,” Johnson answered. “I'll seetoit.”

"At least we know for sure what capability we have in the creatures,” Stone said.
“Tel me, Lieutenant, did they seem to enjoy killing them?"

Johnson hesitated for afew seconds before answering. “Yes, sir, | believe they did.
They had been starved for an extended period and that contributed significantly to
their ferocity. Dimitri asked that you take that under advisement before any future
missions. He seems to believe that what you seek would be better obtained if they
had not been denied sustenance."

"Dimitri has no ideawhat | want,” Stone said, with awave of his hand. “What they
did was exactly what | want on al missions. In the future, we shall follow the same
protocol. Understood?"

"Yes, gir."

"Did you ensure that Dimitri and his men understand that they are not to mention the
operation to Reese?"

"Yes, sir,” Johnson said. “We have an understanding.”

"Good. Good. Now get to work, Lieutenant. In afew weeks, they get areal taste, no
pun intended, of what they are going to be used for."

* k% * %



The schedule for the next couple of weeks became a set routine whereby Dimitri and
his men spent their first six hours after waking with Johnson, learning tactics and the
art of warfare in the twenty-first century. The vampires were excellent students. In
the classroom, they were attentive and grasped concepts quickly and then applied
them without any difficulty. They questioned nothing and excelled at anything they
were asked to do.

Their demeanors, however, were distinctly different from each other. Andre and Iliga
always sat silently and asked no questions unless something was directed specifically
toward them. Dimitri remained the dominant member of the team; he asked probing
guestions of Johnson and consistently had him explain things in depth and provide
examples.

After their time with Johnson, the next couple of hours were reserved for feeding and
free time. After that period, they ended the night with Reese and their educationa
period on the new world. Their times together usually ended up in a philosophical
debate before they finished for the night and the sun rose.

During thistime, the relationship between Reese and Johnson remained cold and
neither one spoke to the other unless required. Johnson appeared to be enthusiastic
and energetic in hiswork with the creatures as they held classes, conducted
exercises in the field and used mock demos of facilities to put into use what they
were learning. The creatures were excellent students and learned exceptionally fast.
Johnson could not have been more pleased and in further awe at their abilities.

"Y our timeis better than yesterday,” Johnson said to Dimitri, as he checked his
stopwatch. They emerged from the mock set-up they had arranged within the facility.

"Once we learn the proper motion, we constantly improve upon it. It is our way. We
always seek to become efficient in what we do. It isa physical and mental quality
that we possess.” Dimitri explained.

"Y ou never tire, do you?’ Johnson asked.

"Not in the manner that you are accustomed to. It is only from alack of sustenance,
not from physical exertion."

"It's fascinating.” Johnson said, as he stared at Dimitri. He had seen men come off
similar training courses and drop to their knees from the physical exertion. Dimitri
was not sweating or even breathing heavy. “If we had more like you, we could end a
lot of the problemsin the world today."

Dimitri laughed and then said, “I think you would have more problems rather than
less, Lieutenant. We have been learning about the history of this new world in which
we live. There are too many instances that contradict your assertion."”

"Such as?’ Johnson asked.

"It becomes apparent that those who do not have something that the other side does



will take extraordinary measuresto attain it. If they cannot attain or duplicate it, the
solution is to get something that is better than the other side has. Thisescalationis
what gets out of hand and leads to more and more trouble. For example, look at
your Cold War. It was a continuous period of two sides building immense military
machines to be used against one another. Y our history is full of such examples.”

"But that'swhat it isall about,” Johnson asserted. “It's always a question of who is
stronger and that prevents any attempts if one side knows the other will counter with
asuperior force. Think of it asapolitical and military stalemate. It has always been
that way and will always be."

"And where will it all end?’ Dimitri asked. “How much will be wasted on useless
efforts of preparation for awar that never comes?"

"One power maintains its dominance through this superiority and by that dominance,
keeps the peace.”

"Peace through threat of retaliation—not exactly what | would call amutua peace.
How can people work together for the better good when in reality nobody trusts
anyone?'

"Y ou make it sound impossible,” Johnson countered. “However, as you must realize
through your studies, it works."

"That would be debatable,” Dimitri said, with adisbelieving look on hisface. “To
live under constant fear islike not living at al. Besides, all indications would tend to
support the fact that thisis nothing different than having a global dictatorship."

Johnson appeared to think this over before he answered. “I am a soldier, not a
politician. | carry out the orders | am given and leave policies and procedures to the
ambassadors and diplomats."”

"But even a soldier has a conscience, does he not? Does he not have thoughts and
feelings towards the policy that his masters dictate?"

"If sacrifices must be made along the way to meet the overall objective, thenthat is
acceptable.”

"And you believe this?'
"Of course | do,” Johnson answered.

"Then you are more dangerous than | and my men are,” Dimitri said. “We may be
creatures of unfathomable life, but we possess individual thinking and reasoning that
governs our own choices. We accept the consequences of our actions. Do you?"

"I do,” Johnson said. “I carry out my orders knowing that | am doing the right thing.
| have no attack of conscience. | have pledged my life to protecting this country."

"Ah, | amin the presence of atrue patriot. That is very noble. So you are unlike



Commander Reese then in that respect.”
"How s0?’ Johnson asked.

"He has reservations of what you are training us to be prepared to do. He, you could
say, is having a bad attack of conscience."

"That's his problem, not ours,” Johnson said sternly. “We know exactly what we are
doing, don't we?'

"Of course,” Dimitri answered, eyeing Johnson warily as he observed the shift in his
demeanor.

"Y ou will get all the human blood you want and we get the removal of certain
elements that do not agree with the position of this country. Asthe general said,
‘perfect symmetry.’”

"Y es, most definitely,” Dimitri nodded, maintaining this belief of blood fixationin
Johnson's thoughts. His own thoughts were continuously planning and conspiring
about how they would be free once again to roam as they chose. However, he had
pushed Johnson to his capacity for one night. To do anymore would overload and
confuse him further. “1 believe that we are finished for this evening then, Lieutenant?’

"Yes,” Johnson said. His facial expression seemed conflicted; disappointed and yet
relieved. “I'll have them open the door to the yard. | assume you will want to feed
before you meet with Commander Reese.”

"That is correct,” Dimitri agreed. “We cannot go to school on an empty stomach.”
Dimitri smiled. Johnson looked at him with a questioning and yearning gaze. Dimitri
saw the look and decided to draw him in further. He leaned closer to Johnson and
said, “You are envious of us, aren't you? Our powers, they attract you?’ he asked as
his voice sent soothing tones into Johnson's mind.

"Yes... yes, they do,” Johnson said, in an almost dreamlike trance now.

"But to attain such powers, the cost is extremely high. Does this price you must pay
not frighten you? Do you not care about your mortal soul ?*

"No,” Johnson answered immediately. “It seems a small price to pay for what one
would gain."

"So willing,” Dimitri murmured as he withdrew his influence from Johnson's
thoughts. He didn't want to push him this far yet, not yet.

"Perhaps we may talk of thisagain later,” Dimitri said.
"Yes,” Johnson agreed. “We shall..."

"I do not wish to be late for Commander Reese. Good evening, Lieutenant.” Dimitri
turned away, signaling for Andre and Iligato follow.



Dimitri could sense that his influence on Johnson was just about where he wanted
him. But he knew that he must be careful to not push him too far or too fast. He also
felt adight twinge of regret and pity for the man ... he was so aone and what he
sought would certainly be his downfall.



Chapter Forty-nine

Reese |ooked up as his three students entered into the lounge area of their living
quarters. “Running alittle late tonight,” he said, as he glanced at his watch and stifled
ayawn. As had become their established ritual, Andre and Iliga said nothing and
quietly sat down as Dimitri turned toward Reese.

"Lieutenant Johnson and | were discussing some particulars in regards to our
training. Heisavery enlightening individua .”

"Yes, | canimagine,” Reese said, trying to keep his sarcasm at bay. “ So what were
you discussing?’ Reese knew Dimitri would not tell him what transpired in their
conversations. As always.

"Little matters of the heart, you might say,” Dimitri answered and smiled.

At times, Reese could sense the pull of Dimitri's demeanor. Everything was a
question or a statement meant to tempt or to lure him in a particular direction of
conversation. Even he had to fight it at times, because he knew what Dimitri was
trying to do. He wondered if he did the same thing with Johnson. He chose to ignore
the bait and remain silent.

"So what is our subject for this evening, Commander Reese?’ Dimitri asked.

"Your choice,” he said. “We've covered all the basics on history, updated your
geography and cultural affairs, and brought you up-to-date on political affairs."

"How about some philosophy?’ Dimitri asked. “We speak so little on this topic and
It interests me the most."

"Y ou like philosophy because it gives you alot of leeway to express your views,”
Reese replied. “It is your doorway between what you were and what you are. Y ou
useit to draw usin so you can slam it shut with your point of view."

"Yes... you know metoo well, Commander,” Dimitri said. “| can see your point in
avoiding it. If you aren't capable of discussing an area, just stay away from it."

"A weak attempt at rhetoric,” Reese said. “ That's not like you."

"Y ou strike deftly and quickly this evening, Commander,” Dimitri said. “I am
impressed.” Dimitri bowed his head respectfully.

Reese shook his head. “When a direct attack doesn't work, you maneuver from the
rear, en? If not intimidation, you use flattery. Y ou missed your calling. Y ou would



make an excellent politician."
Dimitri smiled but said nothing.

"Okay, I'll givein. Y ou apparently have something very specific on your mind you
want to discuss. What isit?'

"| want to discuss the concept of the freedom of choice,” Dimitri said, as he kept his
eyes fixed on Reese's, probably wanting to see the reaction he had.

"A very broad area,” Reese replied.
"A comparison then,” Dimitri suggested.
"All right, I'm listening. Go ahead."

"There are many groups in your society that are segmented and fragmented from the
rest. Y et they are offered aform of ‘socia protection’ from your government and its
many agencies. This protection gives them an unfair advantage over those that do
not have the any form of affliction or special condition which warrants similar
treatment.”

"I'm not sure what you are referring to,” Reese said. “Can you give me an example
of one of these groups?"

"Let'slook at the cultural and societal differences,” Dimitri said. “There are lawsto
protect the religious beliefs of people, the handicapped, minorities, women,
terminaly ill, gays, AIDS patients and the list goes on and on. Y our society adds
more of these groupings as time passes. One cannot help but wonder if there will
eventually be more of the ‘selected’ groupings then the main group from which they
are formed.”

"And?’ Reese asked. He didn't know where Dimitri was going with this
conversation.

"Does it not make you wonder if perhaps there is no single factor by which to judge
humanity?'

"What? Are you saying that there is no normalcy or standard by which to judge
people?!

"There is—the one that was created by early men. The mold of what they perceived
the normal society to be. But, as time passes, this norm is being slowly erased by the
numerous categories society keeps creating."

"| see some of what you say,” Reese said. “However, what you see as a
degeneration of society one would just say is a better understanding of what
comprises society."

S0, what you fedl isthat society as awhole is becoming more conducive to the



various differences that make up the population of the world?"

"Perhaps,” Reese said. “But it depends on how you use this interpretation that
makes it afeasible discussion for understanding your point. Y ou obviousy have
something in mind—what isit?'

"Simply that | can argue from this standpoint that myself and my men are just as
worthy of one of these select groups as any of them that already exist."

"Really,” Reese said, incredulous. “How interesting—~but not possible. There are
too many controversies about your existence that contradicts the norm."

"Do not close your mind so easily, Commander,” Dimitri said, his voice becoming
forceful. “Many of your groups are comprised of those that have the unfortunate
circumstance of becoming something different by an act of fate beyond their

control. Perhaps they are injured, or born with a birth defect or some form of genetic
deficiency that caused their behavior to be against the established norm."

"I will agreeto that to a certain extent, as long as you don't take too many liberties
with the concept,” Reese said.

"See,” Dimitri said as he pointed at Reese. “Y ou are setting conditions based upon
the established norms. Y our prejudice blinds you to accepting any other facts.”

"No, | don't think so,” Reese said, “but go on—make your point."
"Arewe, my men and I, not avictim of circumstance beyond our control ?*
"That's a stretch.”

"Isit?’ Dimitri asked. “In your society, you allow those that have used substances,
drugs and alcohol for instance, a chance to redeem themselves. Those that have
becomeill from many of those choices they have willingly made, you give them a
form of dispensation. Y ou aso allow those with different sexual attributesto be
accepted.”

"The issue of will, the self-decision aspect, comes into play with many of those
categories you mentioned. That does not apply to you."

"Really? Open your mind, Commander. Look at us. Are we not just guilty of a
maligned thought that at the outset may have looked attractive; itsfailings not so
important at the time of our creation? Then, after it was completed, it wastoo late to
change our mind and retrace our steps over the threshold that we crossed.”

Reese hesitated for a moment before he spoke. “None of the categories you
mentioned killsin order to survive."

"We do not have to kill peoplein order to survive."

"Wait aminute,” Reese said. “You yourself said that at times you fed on the less



desirable people that wandered your way, the vagabonds, dregs of society that were
cast out."

"Yes, that istrue. It is another example on how society has set the conditions of our
existence upon us."

"Y ou are claiming that society has made you what you are?"

"To an extent, yes,” Dimitri said. “ So tell me, Commander, how different is that
from man and the select groups he has created?"

"These groups you suggest, they are not killers."

"No, perhaps not directly,” Dimitri agreed. “But what of the wars, the carnage of the
third world countries and the so-called righteous acts of the major powers? Has not
man killed man under the guise of world peace?'

"Unrelated,” Reese countered. “ Different circumstances.”

"Not really,” Dimitri countered. “What of your inner cities then? Some of them are
considered murder capitals. Y et we offer these killers acceptance if they change their

ways."

"There are problems. Our culture has spawned our own creatures,” Reese
conceded. “But how does all this apply to you and your men?"

"We are no different than all these others,” Dimitri said. “We are a product of your
own culture just as well asthose of your inner cities. We are no different than anyone
else in these categories, except that we receive no help, no protection from the
government.”

"You'reredlly stretching it,” Reese said, although he knew his voice sounded sightly
less convincing then it had earlier.

"All | am saying isthat we deserve what the world has to offer,” Dimitri said. “We
should be offered a chance to take our position in society like all these other groups
have been given an opportunity and not to be used as pawns in a game that man
plays against man."

"Thisisludicrous,” Reese exclaimed. “Y ou're suggesting that society accept
vampires as just another part of our society."

"Yes"

"Crazy, but I'll humor you. Tell me, if you were free to go and do whatever you
wanted, what would you do?"

Dimitri smiled and spoke softly. “What we have been doing all these years, survive.
But survive in our own way, quietly and away from those that would pervert us for
their own personal gain.” Dimitri paused, and then said, “We may be creatures now,



but part of uswere men once and still are; we have aneed to fedl ... useful.”

Reese looked into Dimitri's eyes and for the first time, he thought he saw human eyes
and not those of a creature. He also noticed that Andre and Iligawere looking at him
now with what appeared to be keen interest. Normally they showed little curiosity in
their discussions.

"An interesting point,” Reese said, breaking the silence. “Y ou made severa
assertions that would prompt further discussions and consideration. | would
a/EI,] mn

Reese stopped as he heard someone enter the room. He turned and saw Johnson.
By the anxious look upon his face, Reese could tell he had some news.

"Commander,” he said coolly to Reese. “I hate to interrupt but | need to speak
briefly with Dimitri."

"No problem,” Reese said. “We're done for the night and it will be dawn soon so |
will let you two discuss what you need. Good night.”

As Reeserose to leave, he saw the folder that Johnson carried in his hands. The
folder was marked ‘ TOP SECRET.'

As the door closed, Reese heard Johnson's voice, “We have an assignment. We
leave tomorrow at dusk."

S0 it begins, Reese thought.



Chapter Fifty

The military aircraft landed on the private runway at SOCOM headquartersin Florida
in the dark of the early hours of the morning. A flurry of activity ensued: passenger
vehicles met the plane, forklifts and other heavy equipment offloaded the shipping
containers; the passengers were escorted to a secure building on the perimeter of the
airfield. Within this building, General Stone waited inside a conference room.

Johnson and Dimitri entered the room where he waited. Navy SEAL s took their usual
positions: two inside of the room and two outside to maintain their double watch on
Dimitri, in the event they needed to activate the collar.

"Welcome to SOCOM, gentleman,” Stone greeted them. “ Please have a seat and we
can get started.” Johnson and Dimitri sat at the conference table as he opened a
folder.

"Our intelligence has located the |eaders of several maor cocaine distribution
networks that route the drugs through Haiti on their way to the United States. These
leaders, along with other top level associates, are holed up in Haiti for alimited
period of time. Thisis our moment we have been waiting for, gentleman."

"Local authorities?’ Johnson asked.

"Not worth adamn,” Stone snorted. “ There is amost one hundred percent
corruption in al the enforcement agencies there. As soon as the bulk of our forces
pulled out, the gates opened and al the scum of the Earth flowed in. All that we have
Is our intelligence networks left, and those only because we pay more than the
opposition. The situation is pathetic on the island, but we can't officially do anything
without being accused of internal meddling.”

"So that iswhere we come in?’ Dimitri asked. “We shall become the judge, jury and
executioner."

"Basicaly, yes. You,” Stone said, indicating Johnson, “will take in the team and
eliminate the entire group. We figure that at |east three of the targets are the top
officials that hold several organizations together.” He handed over three
black-and-white photographs. “ Eliminate them, and the organizations will crumble
into internal fighting and probably be taken over by another group. Thiswill become
agame of dominoes as we go along: one leads to another until we get to the last
one."

"What's the area like where they are?’ Johnson asked.



Stone drew out an aeria reconnaissance photograph and laid it on the table in front
of them.

"It's outside the city of Monte Christi, along the coast. It's an old fortress that was
converted into alarge private residence that actually serves as a distribution center
for the drugs. Take out the leaders, blow the place to hell and get out. It will be
well-guarded, but with the stealth that the team has, you should be ableto get in
undetected.”

"Of course,” Dimitri agreed. “We are as quiet as the night."

Stone looked at Dimitri curiously before continuing. “ Access from the seawill be the
way in and out. We have a converted fishing boat standing by for our use. Take a
day and familiarize yourselves with the layout and develop your plan as you travel
there. Y ou will be flown through the Bahamas and Puerto Rico, only stopping for
fuel and then air-dropped the following night to the ship that will be off the coast,
ready to go in. The ship will bring you back to Puerto Rico where the plane will be
waiting. All the details are in your package."

"Equipment?’ Johnson asked.

"Everything you need can be obtained from our private stock here; all unmarked,
unserialized and untraceable. |'ve aready put the equipment together and it is being
loaded on your plane as we speak. Take alook at the list and see if thereis anything
else you need."

"Yes, gir,” Johnson acknowledged. “We will—"

"We will need to feed soon,” Dimitri interjected. “Have provisions been made for
that?"

"Y ou will not feed here,” Stone said sharply, then gave him avicious grin. “Y ou will
wait and feed on the targets. It will add to the hunt, will it not, Dimitri?"

Dimitri did not answer.
"Sir, that could be messy and hard to explain,” Johnson said.

"My point exactly—the messier, the better.” Stone slammed his fist onto the table.
“We want to put the fear of God into them. Make them tuck their tails and run home
with stories that will make them think twice about coming back. And there will be no
explaining because no oneis going to claim that the blood was sucked out of the
assholes.” He paused looking at Johnson and Dimitri. “Who the hell isgoing to
believe any story about vampires?"

Dimitri and Johnson sat quietly.

"|s there a problem with this?’ Stone asked, as his gaze focused on Dimitri.
“Becauseif thereis, we can activate those collars and end this now."



Dimitri locked his eyes onto Stone's with no emotion in his face and ssimply said,
“Thereis not a problem, General. It will be done."

"Good, then. I'll see you when you get back. Good hunting and kill every one of the
sons of bitches. Spare no one, no matter how much they beg for their life. Don't
even think about any prisoners. Isthat clearly understood?”

"Yes, sir!” Johnson replied sharply.

Dimitri said nothing, only smiled.



Chapter Fifty-one

The four figures came ashore in araft and made their way off the beach. Their target
was less than amile away. At aquick pace, they would arrivein less than fifteen
minutes. The plan had been well-rehearsed and the need to speak would be avoided
at al costs. Asthey set off, traveling off the road and hiding in the sparse shrubbery,
they hoped they would not be seen until they were at the small fortress. Each person
was dressed the same and carried identical equipment in their black backpacks and
watertight bags. Johnson signaled the direction they were to head in and they moved
off.

When they arrived at their observing destination, Johnson donned his night vision
equipment and surveyed the area. The air reconnaissance photos did not revea if
there were any electronic sensors in place such as early aert devices. Johnson
scanned the areafor telltale signs of the devices but found none and gave the
all-clear sign to histeam. As he did, he saw from their subtle movements that they
were anxious to move in. They were at a heightened state because they had not fed
in three days, afact that Johnson had not agreed with. But there was nothing he
could do about that now except hope that their anxiousness did not lead to mistakes
that gave away their position.

The site was guarded by four men on the topmost walls, two per wall on the
oddly-shaped structure. The only entrance was guarded by three men who were
seated in old wooden chairs outside of the wrought iron gate; the chain and lock
around the gate was clearly visible. Andre and lliga would take the guards on the
walls and Dimitri and Johnson would take the gate, and then converge on the
building to find their targets.

The main advantage they were banking on was the complacency of the guards on the
top of the building. A normal man couldn't climb the dick, straight walls—it was
considered impenetrable. However, Dimitri's men would be able to scaleit easily.

As soon as Andre and Iligawere off, Dimitri and Johnson made for the gate, using
the darkness as cover until they reached the perimeter of light. Now they waited for
the distraction from the water to hide their final approach. The fishing boat that
brought them in had positioned a small dinghy that would burst into flames shortly,
diverting the guard's attention from the land and toward the bay.

Dimitri had insisted they did not need the diversion because they could use their
super speed to cross the final distance, but Johnson was not able to move as fast
and would be a sitting target without the distraction. It was then suggested that



Johnson wait at the observation position for them to return, but he quickly vetoed
thisidea. He had orders to accompany the team, as well as his own personal desire
to see the team in action firsthand.

The explosion broke the quiet of the night. Johnson and his men glanced in the
direction of the horrendous sound to see the flames from the dinghy asit lit up the
night. The ignition of the explosion had been activated from the fishing boat. All the
guards on the fortress aso turned toward the fire, and. Johnson and his men
advanced the last hundred yards to the fortress.

Dimitri did not wait for Johnson as he sped toward the gate. The guards had turned
as expected to check out the flare of light and as they turned back to the front, they
were face to face with Dimitri. He effortlessly slashed two throats with his hands and
tore into the remaining man with his fangs amost simultaneoudy. The last man fell to
the ground as Johnson arrived, blood flowing freely from the neck where Dimitri had
struck.

Dimitri leaned over one of the bleeding men and drank greedily. Johnson listened to
the sickening slurping sound that he made as he drank hisfill before letting the body
fall to the ground with a quiet thud. Johnson watched intently as Dimitri wiped the
blood from his face and licked his fingers, thinking it extremely odd; the thought of
eating in the middle of the mission.

But this was not merely eating, he thought, it was life and strength flowing into
their bodies.

They entered into asmall courtyard. Only one section was lit; they assumed that was
the location of the three targets. Using his night vision goggles, Johnson was able to
determine that the dark areas contained more guards who were asleep. If things went
as planned, they would kill them on the way out, leaving no survivors. Just as Stone
had instructed them.

Andre and Iligajoined them and Johnson noted similar blood stains on their clothing,
which indicated that they too had fed on their prey. Hopefully they would all be
focused now on the most important part of the mission, now that their thirst had
been quenched ... for the moment.

They approached the area that was lit from the inside and prepared to enter through
the door and window. Johnson removed his night vision goggles and slid up to the
window and peered inside. He recognized the primary targets sitting around a table,
sipping drinks and playing cards; there were three other men that he did not
recognize that sat away from the group. They were probably bodyguards.

The room was oddly shaped, Johnson thought, it looked smaller on the inside then it
did on the outside. He shrugged it off, attributing it to the age of the building as he
made a hand signal to Dimitri that indicated the number six. Dimitri nodded and
flashed the signal to Andre and Iliga.



Dimitri indicated to Johnson that he should let them go in first, then he should
follow. Johnson shook his head; he knew the three men would not have enough time
to recover before he could blanket them with his silenced automatic weapon. He
indicated a countdown with hisfingers starting at five and working its way to one.
When the last digit was gone, they burst into the room.

The look of surprise on the three men sitting at the card table was not what Johnson
expected to see. Asrealization struck them they dived under the large wooden table
instead of bolting from the room. Johnson levied his weapon toward them as Dimitri
and his men made fast work of the bodyguards. Almost at the same moment, afalse
wall exploded, revealing the true size of the room and three men that had been
concealed there were revealed as their weapons blazed away .

Johnson went for cover but not before being hit several timesin the chest. Dimitri
moved toward the armed men, who smiled because they assumed they had the
superior edge over the attackers. They fired a burst into Dimitri. He, in turn, smiled
as he kept moving toward them. Alarm appeared on the gunmen's faces as Dimitri
reached them, obviously unharmed. He ripped their flesh with his clawed hands as if
dicing through butter with a sharp knife.

"Take the three under the table,” Dimitri growled at Andre and 1liga, recognizing
there was no longer aneed for silence since the gunfire had erupted. “Kill them
quickly.” He moved toward Johnson, who lay on the ground unmoving.

Johnson tried to speak, but the blood pooled in his mouth making his weak words
garbled and barely understandable.

"WEe'll get you back to the boat,” Dimitri said. “Hold on."
"Won't ... make ... it,” Johnson croaked.

"The men on the fishing boat have heard the gunfire, they will move in closer to pick
us up,” Dimitri said. He looked over Johnson's wounds and saw the severity of
them. He was losing blood quickly and would probably be dead in a matter of
minutes.

"I'll ... be... dead by ... then,” Johnson said, asif he had read Dimitri's thoughts.

"Yes, you will,” Dimitri said, seeing no point in lying. “We can't saveyou ... I'm
sorry."

"You...youcan...can ... let melive,” Johnson said. Dimitri watched as the blood
flowed from his wounds and pooled on the ground, the smell tantalizing and teasing
his senses. If not for his earlier feeding, he would not have been able to control
himsalf.

"Y ou so much want to be like us, don't you?’ Dimitri asked, already knowing how
Johnson felt about their abilities and how he admired them.



"Yes,” Johnson uttered. “Like you."

"Close your eyes,” Dimitri said, knowing that Johnson would soon be dead. “I1t may
hurt for amoment but it will pass quickly."

"Thank ... y-0-u,” Johnson said softly as he did as Dimitri had asked and closed his
eyes. Dimitri gazed upon Johnson's prone body as he placed his hands on Johnson's
head and quickly twisted his neck, snapping it. He gently laid the head down on the
ground.

"It is better thisway,” Dimitri whispered. “Y ou have too much anger in your soul
and it would be your death again and again. Thisway it isover, your fate sealed.”

Dimitri bent over Johnson's dead body and searched through his pockets for the
remote device that controlled the collars. He found it, covered in blood and
shattered in the center, the result of abullet impact. In its damaged condition, the
collar release would be not operate. He cursed, returned it to the pocket, and then
picked up the body, dlinging it over his shoulder.

"Andre, Iliga, let'sgo,” Dimitri said as they heard the voices coming closer. “ Set the
explosives for thirty seconds.” They removed the explosives from their packs and
placed the clay-like mounds and their timers on the floor.

"Out the window and head for the beach,” Dimitri said. “Hurry!"

The three men moved swiftly the way they had come. A few of the hired gunmen,
still putting their clothes on, crossed their path and were easily dispatched by Andre
and lliga, who were becoming more adept at killing, Dimitri noticed. In addition, they
kept awatchful eye for any explosive weapons that could harm them, but at this
point saw only standard guns.

They were out the main gate as the explosions went off, lighting up the sky for miles
around them; sending mortar, bricks, and wood in akilling expulsion from its center.
They doubted if anyone inside the compound lived throughit.

As they rowed back to the fishing boat that waited for them, Dimitri stared at the
dead body of Johnson. He didn't feel remorse at not having saved hislife by
changing him. He knew it would have been a grave mistake in doing so and it would
have complicated thingsimmensely in terms of them ever regaining their own
freedom.

Johnson hadn't gotten his wish, but Stone had, he thought. There had been plenty of
killing and death—on both sides.



Chapter Fifty-two

"What the hell happened?’ General Stone asked as he sat in the conference room at
SOCOM headquarters.

"They had men hidden behind afakewall,” Dimitri said camly. “We werein the
room and committed to the fight before we could do anything. Lieutenant Johnson
was in their direct line of fire. Even before | could move to his aid, the shots from
the weapons had found him."

"Damn,” Stone said reflectively. “He was agood man. A lot like mysdlf, | think.”
Then in a sudden change of direction, his mood swung to other thoughts. “Hell, you
showed them good though, didn't you? Killed every single one of them."

Dimitri remained slent.

Stone continued. “It'll be months before they can reform into any kind of
organization, and before that, we will strike again. Keep them down in their own filth
of death,” he said, and smiled at Dimitri. “I'm not going to send you back to Norfolk
yet. There is another spot | want you and your men to take care of. It will be
difficult, but I'll assign another officer to take Johnson's place.”

"Reese,” Dimitri said, breaking his silence. “ Commander Reese would be the logical
choice."

"He's not an operator,” Stone said immediately.

"He does not have to be,” Dimitri countered. “That iswhat | believe went wrong last
time. Johnson did not need to be in there with us. He should have waited outside the
compound area. We obviously work more efficiently without the human element.

Y ou can still maintain communications with us as well as keep tabs on what is
happening with your sophisticated tracking devices. By our performance on the
mission, we have proven that we can accomplish our tasks more efficiently without
having a human watchdog."

"| can see your point to an extent,” Stone agreed. “But why Reese?"

"We have arapport established and he understands our motives and behavior. And
we ... trust him. Anyone else you bring in at thistime would be new and we would
have to start fresh again, and as you have already said, timeis short."

"Yes, “Stone said. “Timeis short and | have to admit your reasoning on Reese and
the tactics make sense. But | still don't trust the man.”



"Heisamilitary man,” Dimitri asserted.

"Not like us,” Stone said, as he pointed from himself to Dimitri. “We understand
killing. He tried to find away around it."

"If forced—"

"Yes,” Stoneinterjected. “I know if he were pushed, he would probably kill if he had
to—but he thinks about it too damn much."

"He has a conscience,” Dimitri sad.

"Heisafool. Hetries to rationalize everything. He believesin cause and effect rather
than being preemptive in his thinking. In the end he would leave thingsto a
diplomatic rather then amilitary solution.”

"| think you underestimate him,” Dimitri said casually.
"Perhaps, but what if he refusesto go along with you and the mission?’

"Hewon't,” Dimitri replied. “He will do whatever he hasto in order to be able to
continue to study my men and I. That iswhat he wants."

"Y ou seem to understand his motivations pretty well."

"Commander Reese is driven by his own motivations as you are driven by yours,”
Dimitri sad.

"| see,” Stone said, as he looked warily at Dimitri. “Y ou seem to be thinking with a
higher level of clarity than usua."

"It's the benefit of the human blood. It heightens the awareness of our minds and
makes thinking sharper."

"Hmm,” Stone said in a musing tone of voice. “Does that mean | shouldn't let you
have too much of this blood then? Perhaps you will outsmart me?’

"Do you want your missions accomplished efficiently?’ Dimitri asked as he avoided
the other half of the question Stone had posed.

"Of course | do,” Stone said as he smiled. “But if you get too sharp of mind, you
might try and trick me."

Dimitri smiled back and gently touched the collar he wore. “Aslong you have the
power to unleash the fluid in these collars, you cannot be tricked."

"We have an understanding then."

"Oh, yes,” Dimitri said. “We have an understanding. Keeping us fed with the human
blood will keep us at our optimum killing efficiency and it is a better dternative to
death, a much better arrangement.”



"Good,” Stone said. “ The next mission goesin two days."



Chapter Fifty-three

Reese arrived in SOCOM and was immediately taken to the area where the team was
being kept—at the far end of the secure runway area. He found himself in the
conference room waiting for General Stone, wondering what could have happened
that had him summoned here on such short notice.

Stone entered the room, Reese stood and shook hands with the man and sat back
down.

"Commander, we have had an unfortunate event. Johnson has been killed and | need
you to go with the team on a mission. Can you handle that?"

"Killed how?’ Reese asked, shocked at the news of Johnson's death. He
immediately thought that Dimitri or one of the others had perhaps tried to escape. “It
wasn't the vampires, was it? What happened?”

"No. It was gunfire from those low life drug-smuggling scum. There was afase wall
or something, ask Dimitri, he can provide you all the details on what happened.”

"I'm sorry to hear that,” Reese said, and meant it. He had liked Johnson in away,
even though he was a bit too gung-ho for him. However, ever since he became
involved with the creatures, he seemed to change somewhat, almost asif he wanted
... Reese searched for the meaning of his own thoughts. Finaly it cameto him.
Johnson had wanted to be one of them. Yes... but if that was the case, then why
didn't Dimitri save hislife when—

“I'll be blunt with you, Reese,” Stone said, interrupting his thoughts. “Y ou're a smart
guy and you can't tell me you don't really comprehend what is happening here.
Dimitri has asked that you take Johnson's place. What | need from you is your
promise to cooperate fully and completely before | can explain the mission and we
don't have alot of time. If you can't commit to this, then you're finished here and
you will be immediately sent back to your previous assignment. Any hopes you
might have of being around these creatures will be ended."

Reese was stunned at the heartlessness of Stone and his easy dismissal of the death
of Johnson. He was being pushed into a corner to either do what he was being
asked, or he would be shoved out of the picture completely. However, he wondered
If Stone was bluffing him about his removal. Dimitri and his men appreciated him
and he found it hard to believe that they would just agree to an end of their
educational aspect of their lives. He also was the only one with the most complete
background to work on the assignment.



"What is the mission about?’ Reese asked, deciding to seeif he could get Stone to
tell him anything else.

"One moment, Commander,” Stone said as he picked up the phone and dialed.
“Scott, comein here."

Seconds later, Scott entered the room accompanied by one of the Marine guards
Reese recognized as one of the two that was on duty outside of the door. Scott's
presence along with the Marine guard was not an encouraging site.

General Stone turned toward Reese. “I can't tell you anything specific before you
give me your word. However, | can tell you that the mission isavita part of
protecting the United States from areal threat. If you say you can't operate under
that condition, Commander Scott and this Marine will escort you out of here right
now. So—are you in or out, Commander?"

"What exactly am | going to do?’ Reese asked. “I'm not an—"

"Never mind that right now,” Stone said firmly, theirritation quite apparent in his
voice. “Areyouin or out?'

Reese didn't think Stone was bluffing any longer. He looked toward Commander
Scott to see if there was any look on his face that would tell him anything, but
Scott's eyes were focused upon the general.

"I'min,” Reese said. Whatever Stone had in mind was secondary to hisown
commitment to studying these creatures.

"Good—good,” Stone said. He patted Reese on the shoulder. “Y ou made the right
decision.” He then turned toward Scott. “ Thank you, Commander, that's all."

"Yes, Sr,” Scott said. He and the Marine saluted, turned and exited the room.

"Now, let's get to the specifics,” Stone said. “You are there to purely keep an eye on
our friends. Just make sure that they do what they are there for."

"Thisis areconnaissance mission, correct?’ Reese asked.

Stone looked at Reese with a disbelieving look on his face. “Commander, you never
really believed that bullshit story, did you? Even you aren't that stupid.”

"No, | guess not,” Reese said. “I guess | convinced myself otherwise to get what |
wanted. Apparently Dimitri and | have more in common then | thought."

"We'redl alikein certain ways, Reese. Our basic motivations are what drive us."
"For once, General, you and | are in perfect agreement.”

"L ook, Reese, Dimitri and his men are natural killers. Once you face that fact and
accept it—everything will get much easier for you. Dimitri talks his philosophical



bullshit, but that's all it is. He uses us as much as we use him and his friends."

S0 you want meto just turn them loose and let them do their thing,” Reese said
dejectedly.

"Exactly. Y ou don't have to get your hands dirty in the actual op. Theteam will goin
and handle the particulars; you will monitor their progress from aremote site and
guide themin and out. The target isadrug lord in a coastal town on Jamaica.”

"Sounds simple enough,” Reese said. His voice came out as dull and lifeless.

"Good, then we're all settled. You'll be leaving in the next couple of hours. Hereis
your briefing package,” he said, as he handed Reese alarge sealed envelope.
“Dimitri and his men have them aready."

"Transportation?"

"Ship. The special operations patrol craft USS Cyclone is at dock awaiting your
arrival. The majority of the crew isfrom the facility back in Norfolk so they are
familiar with the special requirements. Y ou load tonight and get underway
immediately. Any other questions?"

"No, sir,” Reese answered, even though he had many questions. Problem was, they
were mostly for himself and what he was doing. “I'll join the team and make
preparations.”

"The operation nameis called Red Blood,” Stone added. “I'll see you when you get
back. Good luck and happy hunting, Commander."

Reese didn't respond to Stone's tidings of success. He turned and left the room with
the briefing package, which he was wringing tightly in his hands.



Chapter Fifty-four

Reese and the three members of his team disembarked under the cover of darkness
on the western side of the island of Jamaica. The deserted beach was known as
Bloody Bay; the name from the island's past when the bay was a stop for whalers to
clean their catches, and the blood tainted the water red.

Reese remembered laughing at the irony when he learned of the origin of the bay's
name and thinking about the mission he was to undertake. Nevertheless, hefelt a
blanket of fear settle over him at the thought of the reappearance of the blood-tainted
waters; stained now with human blood because of what he was about to do. Death
had become the monkey on his back which he could not escape from.

Go—go—qgo!

All four men leapt from the raft. They were all dressed in black, the exposed areas of
skin darkened. Reese watched as his team dragged the raft ashore and hid it amongst
the shore brush. Two days ago, he had studied the pictures from the reconnai ssance
flight that had shown the beach debris as well as the volcanic rock that comprised
most of the shoreline which would serve as adequate cover for their approach. No
one spoke as they unloaded their waterproof bags and prepared to move out.

Reese adjusted his night vision goggles, which reminded him how the vampires saw
with afrightening clarity where others could not. At times, Reese imagined they even
saw into the darkest depths of the human soul.

Was it a gift or only a stark reminder of what they could never possess? Sop it,
John. Not now! Focus!

Reese moved toward the silent group and used hand signals to indicate the direction
of travel they were to take. Each man nodded in acknowledgement. Even in the green
Illumination from his night vision goggles, Reese saw very little of their facial

features, especially their eyes. Their eyes were covered by a specialy designed eye
device which did not enhance their vision but concealed them from detection. Reese
was glad he couldn't see their gazes, because if he could, he would see evidence of
the hunger that resided within them, a hunger that if not controlled could get him
killed. Reese signaled the team and started forward; they moved quickly and quietly
behind him.

A few kilometers later, the landscape changed from the deserted shoreline and
typical palm trees that languished in the warm tropical air to the outskirts of asmall
tourist resort. Sand gave way to concrete and stone to accommodate those who



paid exorbitant amounts to vacation on the island. Reese observed his team as they
lifted their heads to confirm with their keen senses the smell of civilization. Knowing
their capabilities, instead of the clean saltwater scent that filled his nostrils, they
smelled the perfume of human bodies and the abundance of blood energy that
flowed within those bodies.

They're working up an appetite; basking in the aroma of a long deprived and
sought after meal that was to be served...

All of thiswas a precursor of what was to come and Reese did not want to think
about that. He turned his gaze from the men, knowing that he had to remain focused
on the mission and not question his own morality at this moment. He removed a map
and in the red glow of asmall light he studied it, comparing landmarksin his sight to
those on the chart. They were near the objective now.

The others gathered around him. With his hand motions, he indicated their current
location and their next direction. The target was less than a kilometer away. Again
they moved out, staying within the shadows, avoiding any ambient light from the
resorts and the million dollar homes that were scattered around the area. Reese
looked at hisilluminated watch and glanced at the black horizon. He knew that
everything must go according to plan if they were to make it back intime. The three
men looked at him in away he thought reflected concern, which he dispelled with a
wave of his black-gloved hand. He hoped that time would also not become an
enemy as he motioned for the men to follow him as he moved out.

Reese glanced at his watch. There had been no way to resolve the time of the
incursion. Their sources confirmed the target would only be here one night before
returning to the depths of the Colombian rainforests, and away from surveillance. To
further complicate matters, Reese and his team's departure had been delayed until the
moon had set. Compl ete darkness was essential to their success.

We can do this. We can survive if we stay focused on the mission and don't run
into any problems ... | hope.

In minutes, athree-story building loomed out of the darkness, rising up from the
volcanic hill just east of the bay where they had landed. Through his night vision
goggles, Reese observed the features of the structure. A magnificent stairwell led to
alarge open veranda overlooking the bay, then continued upward for another two
stories. Massive stone pillars curved into archways. The home, once the center of a
large plantation, now had another use: as the headquarters for one of the largest
drug-smuggling operations that received and transshipped cocaine from South
Americato the United States. This was where they would find their target.

As they approached the building, Reese observed the heavily-armed guards
strategically placed to keep the entire area under surveillance. Not only was the area
surrounding the mansion well-guarded, but it was void of any placesto hide. Reese
and his group stopped at the last piece of cover offered by the landscape, a



grouping of shrubs massed with a grove of palm trees. He removed his night vision
goggles, placing them back into the pouch on his belt, and then motioned to his men
to indicate their assignments. His last signal indicated he would wait here until they
neutralized the defenses and signaled all clear.

As Reese finished hisinstructions, he watched as the hooded men removed their
goggles. He braced himself for what he knew he would see. Although he had seen
their eyes many times before the effect was aways the same; it was like watching a
door opening up to reveal the darkest depths of hell.

So it begins; they're hungry and ready to feed...

Reese quelled hisfears and, for amoment, contemplated canceling the mission, but
the thought left him. He looked away from the gaze of the men who still remained a
mystery. But mystery or not, it wastoo late, they had passed the point of no return.

The three men of the team looked at each other and then raised their black-masked
facesto theair asif smelling the scent of the foul beast they hunted. With their eye
devices removed, their eyes glowed with the awful red hunger; the realization of
found prey after along hunt and that the kill was near at hand.

They'reready...

Reese watched as they prepared to go to what would surely be their deaths ... if they
were mortal men. But he was the only mortal here, the weak link. His presence was
almost a hindrance, but necessary to ensure the team followed orders.

Reese gave the “go” signal. Therest of histeam vanished in ablur. He attempted to
watch their advance using his binoculars. He caught glimpses of shadows and small
distortions of light moving upon the compound from different angles; he knew that
someone who had not been trained in what to look for would not see the momentary
shifting of light.

Reese watched as his team soundlessly immobilized the first set of guards. The
creatures leaped over barbed wire fences as if they were mere marionettes on strings
simply jerked upward, asif not subject to the laws of gravity. In areas
booby-trapped with devices designed to explode from weight disturbances or from
detected body heat, they failed to respond to the men because there was no
detectable body heat or they hovered inches above the ground as they made their
way toward the mansion. Locked gates and doors were opened without any effort
due to their extraordinary strength; they ssmply twisted the lock and chains until they
snapped asif they were made of paper rather than steel. Within a matter of minutes
they had conquered the presumed impenetrabl e defenses that would have stopped
even the most capable military force.

Human military force...

As Reese watched the team arrive at the entrance of the building, he saw Dimitri give



the “wait” hand signal to Andre and Illiga. Reese prepared to move onto the next
phase of the mission. He removed his Kevlar vest, keeping only hisweb belt. The
attached pouches held only two items. aremote control and a 9mm handgun with
silencer. By the time he finished and looked up, Dimitri had returned and signaled his
readiness for Reeseto goin.

Dimitri's gaze drifted up from the belt to Reese's face. Reese detected urgency in his
expression instead of the usual calm. Dimitri the philosopher, as Reese thought of
him, was seldom agitated. The only time Reese saw him in such a state was when
Genera Stone starved the team prior to the mission. The general found it amusing,
but Reese knew that it only created more of an opportunity for something to go
wrong by having the creatures kill prematurely in order to....

No ... don't think about that now!

Even Johnson had warned the general of the danger of starving the creatures. Reese
had liked Johnson, but he saw what was happening to him and thought that perhaps
he was better off dead rather than fulfilling his desire to become like Dimitri and his
men.

There was no more time.

Knowing that the next phase would be crucial to the success of the mission, Reese
signaled he was ready. Dimitri escorted him past the downed guards. Reese looked
upon the dead men; they appeared to be in a peaceful slegp but Reese knew that the
reason they looked that way was because they had never seen their death coming.
Their necks were snapped quickly and efficiently. They had been lucky. Reese had
seen the results of when Dimitri and his men taunted their prey. They looked
anything but peaceful; their faces were distorted in such expressions of horror that
Reese thought they no longer looked human.

Approaching the mined and the barbed-wire areas, Dimitri lifted Reese off the
ground without difficulty. Although Reese was probably the only person who
understood these creatures, he still marveled at their abilities. He was transported
safely and deposited at the entrance where Andre and Illigawaited. Reese nodded
thanks to Dimitri, who did not respond to the gesture. Reese motioned for them to
follow him.

The interior defenses were minimal, considering the impenetrability of the home, and
consisted of afew posted guards who were easily circumvented. According to their
intelligence source, (in this case the housekeeper, whose information had been
bought with taxpayer's dollars) the target would be in the study. Reese stopped his
team when he spotted a pair of guards stationed outside of the door. The guards
were engaged in some type of card game, their attention focused on the flimsy card
table instead of the corridor. Reese knew there was no other means of entry into the
room. He signaled to Dimitri to immobilize the guards.

Dimitri gave no visible signal to the other members; however, seconds later the



guards were downed by the creatures before they had even realized that they werein
danger. They weren't killed, but only paralyzed so that they could not speak or
move. Their eyes were wide open in shock and disbelief as they lay on the cold
marble floor in twisted horror, watching their attackers. But they weren't alonein
their visible horror. Reese also knew what had been set into motion and what the
Inevitable outcome would be.

There will be no stopping them...

Reese tried to hide his revulsion, but he knew taking down the guards had excited
the team members in an almost erotic way, because it added to the building
anticipation of the promised feeding. Reese gave the hand signal to Dimitri to post
one of histeam with the two incapacitated guards while they entered the room. He
watched as Dimitri signaled his order to Illigawith his hands and then added what
could be done with the guards. Reese wished he didn't know what Dimitri had in
mind for the men. The signal acknowledged and understood, Reese removed his
weapon from its holster and the three entered the room.

The target lounged on the sofa, flanked by two young naked women who vied for
his attention and distracted him from their entrance. Reese's intensive training took
charge before his emotions could register the horror about to be committed. He
signaled to Dimitri and Andre to complete their assignment.

Now comes the tough part, the watching...

Reese was an observer with his own personal view into hell.



Chapter Fifty-five

Reese watched as Dimitri and Andre slowly approached the women. He knew they
did not want to rush the moment, but to savor it. One of the women caught their
movement and looked in their direction; for several seconds she stared, her
mesmerized gaze watching the men dressed in black approach. As her eyes widened
in surprise, Reese caught a blur of motion as Andre was upon the women. In the
next few seconds everything happened at a speed that would have confused anyone
else asto what actually happened in that room. Y et to Reesg, it felt like alifetime.

Andre separated the women from their target, keeping a chokehold on both of them
to keep them quiet. The recipient of the women's favors was a male named Carlos, a
notorious drug overlord of the Colombian cartel. He peered at the three men who
had somehow gained access to his chambers, hisfacial features contorted in
amazemen.

"How did you get in here?’ he demanded in athick Spanish accent. "Protectores!
Prisal”

He attempted to rise, but his pants around his knees only allowed him to stagger
back like a drunken man. As his chest rose in obvious preparation to scream again,
Dimitri was upon him and effortlessly backhanded him. Carlos' body lifted off of
the floor and he flew for several feet before crashing back onto the floor.

Dimitri's hand was covered with Carlos' blood from where he had struck him. He
raised it to hisface and sniffed at it curiously. Reese's mind associated the scene
with that of awine connoisseur checking out the vintage of afine wine. Even though
Dimitri was still wearing his black ski mask, Reese could tell by the movement of the
fabric that his lips had formed into a smile across his face. The thought of that smile
caused a sickening wave of nauseato wash through his stomach.

Reese turned away from Dimitri and Andre and the game of cat-and-mouse they
played. He checked his watch, and then looked out the large window located behind
the sofa. Turning back, he gestured by hand signal to Dimitri and Andre that they
were out of time.

Do it now and may all of us be damned...

Without warning and in perfect unison, Dimitri used one hand to remove his mask,
and his other to remove Andre's, revealing their faces and the large metal collars
around their necks. Their features reflected a strong Slavic appearance, the dark hair
and eyes set into faces that were strong, but wrinkled from the ravages of the rough



environment of the Balkans. However, when they opened their mouths, the revealed
fangs removed any likeness to humans.

A part of Reese wanted to shout: Don't do it! Just kill Carlos and get out of here.
He knew they didn't have time to waste if they were going to get out. But he also
knew any attempts to stop Andre and Dimitri would be to no avail. They had been
purposely deprived of nourishment for this mission and they had to feed in order to
survive. Reese's hand curled around the device in the pouch that controlled the
collars that the team wore, but he released his grip onit, letting his hand fall to his
side as his military training commandeered his actions.

We are still safe...

Intelligence had confirmed that the room was soundproof and the alarms were silent.
If he was going to get away, he needed all of the team to do it. His only choice was
to watch the carnage and hope it was over quickly.

Asif sensing Reese's urgency, Andre, who held the two women, bit into the neck of
one, dashing the flesh in awild frenzy, and drinking deeply. The other woman
struggled to cry out as she watched the gruesome act, but his paralyzing hold was
too powerful, leaving her only the choice of closing her eyes. Finished with the one,
he released his hold and she slumped to the floor. Then he turned toward the other
and killed her as he fed off her life-sustaining blood..

Carlos, till dazed from hisfall, looked on in horror asthe creature licked and

sucked the fluid from his former paramours. Dimitri approached him, baring his large
fangs. He lifted him off the ground, gashing the man's neck with along sharp claw
which had arisen from what had earlier appeared as anormal hand. He greedily drank
the blood that flowed from the gaping wound.

Reese tried to block out the sounds, but the slurping of blood and the tearing of
flesh echoed in his mind. He pushed aside his feelings of disgust. If they were going
to survive, they had to get out of here.

"Dimitri, Andre, we have to go now!” Reese whispered asloud as he dare. “Dawn is
coming!"

Both Dimitri and Andre looked up, their faces covered with blood and pieces of
flesh.

"Finish it asinstructed!” Reese demanded. “Now!"

Andre and Dimitri removed knives from the sheaths on their belts and it what
remained of their victims' throats to make it appear as atypical murder of someone
who had crossed another drug cartel, the universal sign of atraitor's punishment.
Putting on their dark masks, they exited the room.

Reese, stepping out into the corridor first, saw that llliga had carried out the same
procedure on the two guards. His face was covered with blood, and his cheeks



flushed with aglow that radiated life.
"Put your hood on,” Reese whispered.

[lligalooked toward Dimitri for abrief instant, asif seeking confirmation, and then
replaced his hood.

Reese |ooked at the three of them. Blood still dripped from the opening in the masks
where their mouth was. The blood streaked their necks, and wetted their clothing.
Reese's gaze centered on Dimitri, demanding an explanation.

"Why the women?’ Reese asked, in a soft but demanding voice.

Dimitri's expression indicated that no explanation was required, but still he answered.
“Casualties of war,” he said in acalm and rational voice, his earlier agitation satiated
by the blood he had taken.

Andre and Illiganodded their agreement.

"The mission is accomplished, Commander Reese,” Dimitri continued. His voice
remained calm, without any hint of remorse.

"Y ou pompous bastard,” Reese said, as he lowered his head while shaking it slowly.
"Y ou wish to speak of hypocrisy now?’ Dimitri asked.

"Y ou alwaystwist it around, don't you?’ Reese said. “Y our philosophy always suits
the occasion.” Reese walked away from Dimitri and the others. Should he condemn
himself for the acts of cruelty he'd witnessed? He had ignored the signs and that
made him an accomplice to the actual events. The shock and disbelief was about to
overcome him, but he knew this was not the time or the place for that. But something
had to be done. After afew moments, he looked at the team and said, “Let's get
back to the beach."

In complete silence, they made their way back to the beach. The oncoming dawn
spelled death to the creatures as well as Reese if he were caught. The guards at the
home would have been replaced by now and the carnage discovered. Once the alarm
was sounded, the search would begin.

Asthey arrived at the beach, they uncovered the zodiac raft and placed it into the
water. Asthey paddied toward the gray military ship that waited for them, the first
signs of a brightening sky showed in the east. The dawn was also accompanied by
the sounds of vehicles, their engines roaring, as they tore through the sand on the
beach in pursuit.

"Perhaps we are not going to make it,” said Dimitri. “We each have our own enemy
coming for us. The sun and its holy light for my men and |, and for you, those that
your General Stone seeksto kill. Symmetry once again."

" Shut the hell up and row, you son-of-a-bitch!” Reese shouted at him. “If you love



life as much as you say you do, then paddle! Or do you want to end it? Have you
run out of your hypocrisy and philosophy al at once? Have you had enough of this
madness?"

Dimitri said nothing as he continued to paddie.

"No,” Reese continued. “ That would be too simple for you, wouldn't it? You like it
when things are complicated. It gives you something to contemplate over all that time
you have ... which you keep reminding me of. Well, damn it, | submit to you that
timeis running out—for both of us."

Reese turned from Dimitri and waved his arms at the men standing on the bridge of
the ship. “Bring the ship closer and turn it to block the sunlight! Hurry!” he yelled.

The patrol craft moved closer, turning the silhouette of the ship toward the east
attempting to block the early morning light. The glaring white letters PC-1
emblazoned on the forward part of her hull appeared ghostly in the pre-dawn light as
sporadic gunfire erupted from the beach and fell harmlessly short of their intended
target.

"It appears we may live for awhile longer,” Dimitri said as shade from the ship's
superstructure bathed them in dark gray. “We live to debate another time,
Commander."

"It appears that way,” said Reese. “But this must end; we must talk about this
madness—"

Reese stopped speaking because the raft was now alongside the ship and the ship's
company was ready to get them on board quickly. He remained in the zodiac raft as
the three members of his team scrambled onto the ship and hurried below deck.
Finally, Reese came on board as crewmembers pulled in the raft. The ship turned
away from the coast and headed out to sea.

The young commander of the ship, anaval lieutenant, approached Reese.

"Operation Red Blood accomplished, Commander?’ he asked in atone that reeked
of superiority. Reese knew that the lieutenant had not been overjoyed with the
assignment and the fact that Reese had been assigned operational control only made
matters worse. He had an attitude that Reese was not in the mood for, especially at
this moment.

Reese turned toward the lieutenant as he pulled the black mask off of hisface.

"Never mind about my mission, Lieutenant,” he barked. “Just get us back to base as
soon as possible, and remember, the area where my men are at is not to be entered
by anyone except the Navy SEALsin my unit. Got that?'

"Yes, sir,” the lieutenant answered, surprised by Reese's assertive and unexpected
abruptness.



Reese watched as the lieutenant returned to the bridge of the USS Cyclone. He knew
the man would waste no time in giving the order to return to base to the officer of the
deck so that they could put some distance between themselves and the island.

Reese |looked at the black hood he held in his hand. There were dark blotches on
it—apparent blood splatter from the earlier kills by the vampires. He had not seen it
earlier and it served as a harsh reminder that no matter how far he tried to distance
himsalf from the killing, he couldn't. He felt his stomach react uncomfortably. It
made him think about the distinctly different perspectives that he and Dimitri had on
so many things. Reese tossed the ruined hood over the ship's side and into the wake
of the patrol craft asit picked up speed. As he watched the water, he drifted off into
his thoughts.

How the hell had it come to all this...
[ PAGEBREAK]

Chapter Fifty-six

The mission had been completed. Dimitri and his men were safely below decks and
Reese remained on deck of the USS Cyclone. As the sun began its ascent into the
sky, the redness of the sunrise reminding him of the color of blood and the way in
which Dimitri and his men had killed the drug lord, his two women and many of the
guards only hours ago. As he thought about what had just been done, he vomited
over the side of the ship.

Ashetried to regain his composure, Reese realized the time for thinking was done.
He had to do something. What General Stone was doing was nothing like what
would be described as alawful order from a superior officer. At the same time,
Reese knew he wasn't being naive about the elimination of men who plied the drug
trades. It wasn't the deaths of the drug dealers that bothered him, but that they had
been killed without the use of the judicial system that bothered him more. He was no
fool and knew the system was flawed, but Stone had allowed himself to decide the
fate of who lived and died. And at what point would that reasoning be applied to
other less-desirable people? Where would it al end?

And what about the creatures? They were now playing the role of executioner for
Stone in order to survive. And hisown role, didn't that make him responsible as
well? Had he not played an important role in devising and implementing the attack?
Was that right? Could he live for the rest of hislife knowing that it was he who had
been the catalyst? All he had ever wanted was to study the creatures, the myth and
legendsin physical form right in front of him, adream of alifetime come true but
twisted for Stone's perverse crusade.



There had to be a way out of this.

What was he thinking? Was he even considering the thought of turning these
creatures loose? What was the other choice? To kill them? However, if he chose any
of these options, he knew Stone would show him no mercy. Reese would meet with
an accident before he even reached any kind of legal proceeding against him. If
Stone could do all of this without being detected by any government agency or other
aspect of the military, getting rid of one lowly commander wouldn't be any big
problem. Accidents happen, and at the disposal of Stone, Reese thought as he
remembered the story that had been contrived to cover the deaths of the SEALS
who had been killed in the capture operation.

The option of turning the creatures |oose was not entirely without consequence
either. What would they do? Would they kill indiscriminately as they had been taught
to do so by Stone, or would they resort back to their cattle? Where would they live?
Thiswas not the Balkans. Reese rubbed his forehead in frustration. He had two days
to decide what to do; that was how long it would take to get back to the basein
Little Creek.

He went below deck to check on the creatures. As usual, there was a guard posted
outside of the entrance to their quarters, the remote activation device securely
attached to the belt. It was identical to the one that Reese had in his possession; the
two-man rule was always followed.

"Everything secure?’ Reese asked.
"Yes, sir,” the young Navy SEAL replied.

"Good,” Reese said, the weariness in his voice apparent. “1'm going to get some
deep. Wake me if you need anything."

"Yes, Sr."

Reese turned and went to his stateroom. He lay on his rack, listening to the sound of
the ship's engines and feeling the soothing motion of the ship asit cut through the
smooth Caribbean waters. He closed his eyes and drifted off into a troubled sleep.

Reese opened his eyes and found himself sitting in asmall room. In the chair across
from him sat Lieutenant Johnson. He was dressed in his camouflage clothing that he
wore on hislast fatal mission. He appeared normal in all respects but one; in his
chest, there were three holes in his uniform where the large round bullets had entered
into him, leaving a hole about three inchesin diameter for each one.

"What the hell...” Reese muttered.
"Commander,” Johnson said, in the emotionless greeting tone Reese remembered.

"You'redead ... you were killed on the mission!” Reese exclaimed. “Thisisa
dream..."



"Yes, gir, | waskilled,” Johnson replied.

"Then what is ... this?'

"Thisisto answer your question—he wouldn't do it,” Johnson said.
"What? Who wouldn't?’ Reese asked.

"He didn't take me."

"Who—what are you talking about?"

"Dimitri didn't make me into avampire. | asked him to—I begged him to, but he
refused to do it."

"Why did you—"

"| wanted to be one of them. Since thefirst time | saw them, | wanted it. | think you
knew that but you didn't say anything, perhaps because you had your own
obsession with them."

"Why wouldn't he do it?’ Reese asked.

"He said it was better thisway."

"What did he mean?’ Reese asked.

"Putting an end to it—all of it. But then, I'm just telling you what you aready know."
"But how to end all of thisisthe question?"

"Give the general what he understands—death. Y ou must leave no room for
question or doubt,” Johnson said. “No room,” he repeated.

Then everything faded out.



Chapter Fifty-seven

It was amost 7 PM when Reese awoke with the image of Johnson still fresh in his
mind. He knew the dream was not any kind of crossing over or visitation from the
dead; it was simply his mind working though the issuesin its own way. However, the
Image of Johnson had been somewhat nerve-wracking and its effect had |eft a
profound feeling within him. Y et he had a good idea of purpose and he felt both
exhilarated and scared about what he was planning.

He imagined the sun was just going down; Dimitri and his men would also just be
waking. Reese thought how he had adjusted so much to their time schedule and
nocturnal habits. He also knew that their working together had an even deeper effect
upon each other, one that was about to change one way or another.

Reese hopped out of hisrack and quickly showered. He then made his way to the
small wardroom galley, where he had some coffee and ate some leftovers from
dinner which were destined for those who were to come on duty at midnight.

After several cups of coffee, he felt ready to see Dimitri. Leaving the wardroom, he
made hisway to the creatures quarters, the desire to talk with them increasing as he
got closer to them. He approached the hatch for their quarters and was greeted by
the guards on duty.

"Sir,” one of them, said as they both came to attention.
"Arethey awake?’ Reese asked.

"Yes, sir. They just asked to see you afew minutes ago."
"Very well,” Reese said. “Let's see what they want.”

The hatch was un-dogged and Reese entered into their quarters where he found
Dimitri and his men sitting around a small table, obviously engrossed in some kind of
discussion.

"Am | interrupting?’ Reese asked.
"No, comein, please,” Dimitri said.

Reese entered the small areaand sat in a chair that faced the three of them. Their
faces appeared troubled; Reese wondered if perhaps the same issues that plagued
him troubled them, too.

"| see,” Reese began, “that maybe you have been talking about the same subject |



have been thinking about."
"And what might that be?’ Dimitri asked, as his eyebrows rose.

"Putting an end to this,” Reese said smply. There was no time for any banter or
philosophical issues. They had to get right to the point of the matter.

"Interesting thoughts, Commander. | would like to hear your point of view on the
metter."

"You will, but first | have another question for you,” Reese said.

Dimitri looked toward Andre and Iliga, who rose from their chairs and moved away
from the table. Dimitri returned his gaze to Reese, asif inviting him to proceed with
his question.

"Before Johnson died, did he ask to become one of you?"
"Yes,” Dimitri answered, without hesitating.
"But you obviously did not change him. Why?'

"Thereis enough pain in thisworld. | shall not contribute anymore to it. Johnson
was filled with anger from his past and if he were changed, he would have continued
on that path. | decided along time ago that if men are supposed to die at a certain
time, then that isthe way it shall be. | am not God, nor do | wish to play therole.
What happened to my men and | was also fate in some way. | accept that and the
roleit has placed mein. | shall continueto live aslong as | can; | do not wish to die,
however | shall not make another vampire."

"So you're telling me you have some moralistic code you live by?’ Reese asked.

"| have been telling you that all along,” Dimitri replied. “Our philosophical debates
have not been whimsical by any means. We are not creatures that live without
reason, as the general would have you believe."

"I do not agree with what you are being used for,” Reese said. “| was blinded by my
own selfish desires to learn about you. | was not even aware until this mission what
you were actually doing ... | assumed you were just spying on the enemy."

"The genera has plansfor aNew World,” Dimitri said. “ Everything will work a
certain way-hisway."

"Those are his plans, not mine or even the military's, for al | know. He isworking
totally on his own.” Reese paused, pondering the major question in his mind—would
hisideawork?

"Y ou want to be able to live with the decision you make,” Dimitri said, asif sensing
his thoughts.



"Yes,” Reese answered. “ Suppose you were released, then what?"

"We would go home,” Dimitri said, without much thought. “Thisisanew world
which wants to have everything explained. In Europe, there are places that would
ignore our existence, asthey have al these years."

"] don't know. There is another choice."

"Death?’ Dimitri asked. “Y ou must understand that we are not considering that
option."

"But if you kill—"

"Why isthis such adifficult concept for you to comprehend?’ Dimitri said,
interrupting him. “My kind has been doing thisfor all these years. Have you not
thought that perhapsit is part of the complete cycle of this planet? Can you not
believe that creatures such as ourselves do in fact have aplace in civilization, as
much as anyone or anything else?"

"What do you mean?’ Reese asked.

"Y our Hollywood has painted us as the evil creaturesthat kill and destroy life.
Creatures that are of the dark. We hide from the light of God and truth because we
arefrom hell itself.” He paused. “But what everyone misses is the one common
factor that transcends al these years."

"And that is?"

"That we have been here since the beginning of time. Y ou yourself have studied us
through the literature that began as early as man's ability to write them down.” Dimitri
paused for afew seconds, then said, “You still don't see it do you? What | suggest
Isthat perhaps we are one of God's creatures, just as yourself."

"What? That's preposterous,” Reese replied.

"Isit now?" Dimitri asked. “ Are you going to tell me that those men we killed,
judged evil by numerous aspects of civilized society, are not God's creatures?”

"Of course, dl of manis,” Reese said.

"What of the animalsthat kill in the wild, sometimes they kill humans, too. Are these
not creatures of God?"
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"Then why isit so hard to comprehend that we ourselves are creatures of God, put
here on this Earth to play arole in the scheme of things, just as man does. We have
feelings just as you do. Do we not hunger, do we not lust as you do? Do we not
seek out friendship? We love, we hurt, we are happy, we are sad. Are these not
feelings that you al so possess?”



"No, | don't believe al that. | can't. What of the stories—the myths and legends that
tell us of your destructiveness and wanton murder?"

"They are what they are. Fabrications of the period of time that they were writtenin,
to entertain and amuse those that wrote them. Things that were not understood or
explained by ordinary means were subjugated to the realm of the supernatural and
became your myths and legends. Were not people burned at the stake for saying or
doing things that were contradictory to what was commonly called the truth or
doctrine of the day?’ Dimitri asked, but answered his own question before Reese
did. “Of course they were. So here we are; creatures that live not in accordance with
the norm of the period, would we not be branded the evil denizens of hell?"

"| suppose it's possible,” Reese conceded.

"I cannot show you proof of what | am asserting, but even in your society today,
prejudices still exists against those that are different in one way or another. It may
not be in the depth of what it had once been, but it is still there."

"That'strue,” Reese said. “But what you suggest is still afar stretch.”

"Y ou want proof, | have none to offer, only my beliefs of the world and the
creature'swithin it. But then | ask you, is not religion itself only atheory? Can you
show me proof that God even exists?"

"No,” Reese said. “| cannot."

S0 you ask me what we would do if we were released? We would go on with our
lives, as we have been doing before we were discovered. Because it is the things we
do that make us what we are, and perhaps that is what we were meant to do all
aong,” Dimitri said with conviction. “Y ou removed us from where we belong, but
was that fate? Who knows.” Dimitri shook his head. “But the one thing that remains
Is that we have been on this planet as long as man has been, whether placed here or
created by one of the creatures that God also put on this Earth. If thereislogic to
what happens in the world, the natural assumption dictates that we fill some role that
we were destined to whether right or wrong."

They sat in silence for afew moments.

Reese had come here to give Dimitri the opportunity to explain his own thoughts in
the matter and he had. The question that remained was could Reese live with what he
knew had to be done. He looked into the eyes of the vampire with feelings of
admiration and fear. There was a certain undeniable logic to his argument that Reese
could not deny. Baring all religious aspects from the discussion, for they were
aways the most controversial and biased, everything else pointed toward the
conclusion that Dimitri had argued, with the exception of perhaps one point.

Mankind had overwhelming and consistently used the media of literature and film to
portray these creaturesin a certain light dependent upon the social climate of the



society. What Reese wondered was why had the vampires been used, instead of
some other form of expression? Why had they become timeless over the centuries?
Was there some other driving motive of the use of these creatures he didn't
understand? Or was it, to use Dimitri's term, their fate? Was it God's will that they be
the figure used to portray the good and bad in society?

"Dimitri,” Reese said. “Answer me one guestion.”

"What?'

"What is the goal of your existence?'

"Goa?’ Dimitri asked.

"Y es. What do you see as your prime motivation to live?’ clarified Reese.

Dimitri looked upon Reese, his eyes unmoving. “Like every other man, to find our
purpose in the grand scheme of life."

Reese smiled. “Yes. We are alike in many ways, aren't we? We all must have
purpose, our own destiny to fulfill."

"And yours?’ Dimitri asked. “What is your purpose? What do you want?'

"What | want and what | must do are two completely different things. | guessthereis
adifference after al in the way we look at things.”

"How s0?’ Dimitri asked.

"Y ou have time to wait for things to happen. On the other hand, we mortals do not
have that luxury. We must decide among the existing possibilities for the greater
good."

"Commander,” Dimitri said. “For the first time since we have met and talked, | do
not understand what you are trying to say. Perhapsit is something that our length of
life no longer permits me to understand?’

"Perhaps,” Reese agreed. “But now is not the time for such discussion. | have a plan
I want to talk with you about but it will require that you trust me implicitly. Can you
do that?

"Our lives arein your hands,” Dimitri said ssimply.



Chapter Fifty-eight

The USS Cyclone was two hours from entering port at the Naval Amphibious Base
Little Creek, under the darkness of a moonless night. As Reese walked onto the
bridge of the ship he allowed his eyes to adjust to the darkness and the glowing red
lights of the equipment. As hisvision improved, he saw the young lieutenant, the
ship's commanding officer, looking through a pair of night vision binoculars,
scanning the ocean for any other craft.

There were several other crewmembers at the various watch stations, busy beginning
to make the required preparations for entering port. He heard several of the low-key
conversations going on, which consisted of the usual banter of returning home. As
was the usual custom, the crew was anxious to get home again to see family and
loved ones. Reese slowly approached the lieutenant.

"Almost home?’ Reese asked.

"Yes, sir,” he answered. “Less then two hours. The current iswith us, so we
should—"

"What the—" screamed one of the petty officers on watch.

Both men turned in the direction of the petty officer, just in time to see three dark
figures exploding onto the bridge, brandishing weapons. They knocked down
anyone who approached them. The boatswain mate on watch dove for the ship's
announcing system to call a security alert; however, one of the men took him out
with the butt of a weapon before the he could get to the microphone.

Reese stared in disbelief at Dimitri and histwo men as they quickly took control of
the bridge.

"What are you doing?’ Reese shouted. “Y ou will die for this!"

"Only if you are alive to press that button on the device you carry on your belt,”
Dimitri said, as he held up another similar device in his hand.

"Where did you get that?’ Reese asked, his voice both questioning and nervousin
itstone. “It won't do you any good—"

"The two guards guarding us below had a dlight accident,” Dimitri said calmly. “If
you do not wish to have the same fate, | suggest you do as| say."

Reese did not answer, but his hand slowly moved toward the device on his belt.



"I didn't think so,” Dimitri said as he moved forward in a blur of movement and
removed the device from Reese's belt. In the same instant, Dimitri reached up
toward Reese's head and grabbed a handful of hair. Removing aknife from its
sheath, he sliced the handful of hair from Reese's head. He then wrapped the hair
around the sensing device of the remote control.

"DNA isawonderful thing,” Dimitri said. “It's everywhere on the human body, even
in hair. The remote control device is happy, see,” he said, as he held up the device
taken from the guards below. It too had hair wrapped around the sensor area, just
like the one taken from Reese.

"Son of abitch!” Reese exclaimed. “It doesn't matter. Where will you go? Y ou can't
hide from us! Y ou filth—"

Dimitri backhanded Reese, knocking him off hisfeet and sending him diding across
the floor of the bridge.

"That was for capturing us. | won't kill you because that would be too easy. We
want you to keep looking over your shoulder for us, because we will come for you
later. Y ou just won't know when."

Dimitri then turned toward the other two figures. “Put the raft in the water,” he said.
The two moved silently off the bridge and headed aft to do so.

"Y our crew is unharmed,” Dimitri said to the lieutenant. “We did not kill anyone....
yet. We will |eave peaceful aslong as you do not interfere with us.”

"And where will you go?’ Reese asked. He till sat on the floor, the lieutenant
alongside him, trying to assist him to stand. Reese wiped at the blood that flowed
from hislip where Dimitri had hit him.

"That isnone of your concern,” Dimitri said.
"Y ou will be hunted down and killed."

"Maybe, but | don't think so. What is General Stone going to tell everyone? That
there are vampires on the loose?’ he laughed. “I don't think so."

"But you...” Reese started.

"I'd love to talk some more, but | really must be going now.” Dimitri walked over to
the communications console and slammed his hand into the equipment several times,
watching the sparks from bursting CRT screens erupt, ensuring that it was
unworkable. He turned toward the lieutenant. “1f anyone follows us, we will kill
them.” Then he turned toward Reese. “Until we meet again, Commander.” Dimitri
smiled and then disappeared from the bridge.

"Help me up,” Reese said. “| haveto get to my quarters!” The lieutenant helped
Reese up to hisfeet.



"What do you want us to do?’ he asked.
"Nothing. Do not do anything until | get back!"
"But they are getting away!"

"Do nothing, Lieutenant!” Reese screamed. “| am in operational control of these
creatures! Just track their movement.”

"Yes, sir!” the lieutenant acknowledged, his voice sounding unwilling to Reese's
order.

Reese dashed off the bridge. L ess then a minute later, he returned to the bridge. In
his hand, he held another remote control device, ssmilar to the one on his belt that
Dimitri had removed from him.

"Where are they?’ Reese asked.

The lieutenant standing next to the radar screen spoke. “About 200 yards to the
east.” Turning away from the screen, the lieutenant saw the device in Reese's hand.
“What'sthat?” he asked.

Reese smiled. “It's another device that Dimitri did not know about. We had it made
just in case—in the event something like this would happen. | need all of this
recorded in the ship'slog,” Reese said. “There will no doubt be an investigation into
this and we have to make sure of all of the facts."

"Yes, gir,” the lieutenant answered. “Boatswain's mate!"
"Sir,” the petty officer answered.

"Ensure thisisal logged with appropriate times."

"Yes, Sr."

"Lieutenant,” Reese said. “Do you agree that we have lost positive control of the
members of my team?”

"Yes, sir.”
"Do you agree that there is no other recourse but to eradicate them?"
The lieutenant hesitated.

Reese said firmly, “The longer we wait, the more we risk them getting out of range
of thisdevice."

"Yes, gir, | agree that there is no other recourse,” the lieutenant answered. “Logged
and noted in the ship'slog."

Reese pressed the illuminated button on the device. The small LED bulb flashed



from green to red.

"That'sit,” Reese said, as he tossed the device on the floor. “ As soon as some of
your crew isrevived, we can collect the raft."

"And bodies?’ the lieutenant asked.

"There won't be any bodies,” Reese said calmly. “Just a raft with some ash
remains.”

"Sir?

"Never mind, Lieutenant. The less you know the better. I'm going to my quarters.”
Reese turned to leave the bridge, but stopped and looked back at the confused
lieutenant. “1f | wereyou, | would start preparing for the debriefing from hell. There
IS going to be one pissed-off four-star general that's going to want someone's ass,
probably mine. Y ou won't want to piss him off, so make sure that the log reflects

everything."
"Yes, gr."



Chapter Fifty-nine

"Such awaste,” Stone said to Reese, Barkley and Scott as they sat around the
conference table at the facility in Little Creek. Everyone had a copy of the ship'slog,
which delineated in excruciating detail the events that had transpired on the bridge of
the USS Cyclone hours ago.

"What | can't understand iswhy?’ Scott asked. “Why did they do it if they knew it
would be their deaths?'

"They didn't know about the third device on board the ship,” Reese said. “They
assumed that two was all there was and that they had eliminated that threat by using
the hair to maintain the DNA integrity of the device."

"But wasn't there an anti-tampering device built into the collars?’ Stone asked.

"Yes, dir, therewas,” Reese answered. “I believe they knew that if they were out of
range long enough, the elixir would lose effectiveness and when it did, it wouldn't
matter anymore if they were injected or not."

"It'sover,” Stone said. “Damn it, here we had the perfect opportunity to change the
world, and now it'sgone.” He turned toward Reese. “ Any chance of finding any
more of these creatures?’

"Who knows?’ Reese said. “There are probably more out there, but they are very
good at not being found. Y ou would have to devote alot of assetsto trying to locate
others—if they exist."

"No. We can't afford to attract any more attention,” Stone said. “| already have alot
of explaining to do asit is. But at least two missions were accomplished.” He looked
at Reese and Barkley and said, “Y ou will be returned to your original unitswith a
reminder that all of thisistop secret and not to be discussed with anyone until it is, if
ever, declassified."

They nodded in understanding.
"Then that's it, gentleman, “ Stone said as he rose. “Y ou are dismissed.

Asthey walked out of the room, Reese couldn't help feeling uneasy. The ease by
which Stone had accepted the loss of the creatures was not as he had expected.
Perhaps he had become more rational about them and hisideas for the future. Reese
had a hard time swallowing that line of thinking, but for the moment, there was no
reason to think anything else. It was over.



* % * %

As Reese and Barkley closed the door behind them, Stone turned to Scott. “Is the
backup plan proceeding?"

Scott's demeanor became cautious. “We're not sure, sir. The two bodies you had
me bring back from Kosovo have remained in some sort of coma or sleep.”

"What does that mean?’ Stone said, with an edge to hisvoice. “I'm not in avery
good mood right now, Commander. More bad news is not what | am in the mood
for."

"Sir, we can't explain—"

"Commander,” Stone said, raising his hand to silence Scott. “When | told you to
bring back the bodies of Idriz Laupki's two dead daughters when this all began, |
gave specific orders on what | wanted done with them. Didn't | give you alist of

things?'

"Yes, sir, you did,” Scott replied.
"Was not one of the things you were supposed to learn was how to revive them?"

"Yes, gr, it was. However, in al the recorded conversations we have of Dimitri and
Reese, the subject was not addressed.”

"Why not?’ Stone asked, the anger clearly evident in hisvoice.
"We don't know, sir. For some reason, this subject was clearly avoided.”

"They probably knew their conversations were being recorded and didn't want to
give away details that we could use,” Stone said in disgust. “That damn Reese, he
thought he was above all this with his moralistic bullshit."

"Sir, perhaps we should bring him in on this—"

"Hell, no!” Stone shouted. “ That's the last thing we want to do. Y ou saw the way he
reacted with using grown men. How do you think he would fedl if he knew we had
two small girls? He would bounce off the bulkheads screaming how inhuman what
we aredoing is!"

"But sir, he may be the only one who can assist us,” Stone offered.

"That might be true, but there must be other types we can go to. He can't be the only
vampire authority. Christ, can't our own peopletell us anything?"'

"They're not sure what is happening to them, but we do know what is not
happening.”

"Scott,” Stone said. “Stop talking like afucking idiot. What the hell do you mean?’

"The doctors we have on this can't tell specifically what is happening to the two



bodies, but what they do know isthat their bodies are not decaying either. So
something is or has happened to cause this."

"Don't they have any idea on how to bring them to consciousness?’ Stone asked.

"They are pursuing many different approaches, but none have been successful. They
think that perhaps the process was not completed and—"

"I don't care what they think!” Stone shouted. “All | want isresults. | have amission
| am going to finish and | will have them. Do you hear me? | will have them alive and
conscious."

"But, Sir—"

"Shut up and listen! These doctors are probably too smart for their own good. How
have they tried to revive them?"

"They have used drugsto try and restart their bodily functions. Then they tried to
stimulate their hearts with electricity to—"

"They look to modern medicine for answers to century-old questions. These dumb
asses can't stop thinking in terms of anormal living being. These two girls are no
longer living beings so the traditional approach does not apply. Tell them to give
them atransfusion."

"A transfusion?’ Scott asked. “But if they aren't—"
"Y es, a goddamned fucking blood transfusion!” Stone screamed.
"No, sir, | don't believe they have tried that."

"ldiots! Then get them to do it now. These creatures live on blood they ingest—even
I know that. Theses doctors are wasting time in trying to restart organs that they no
longer require. Of course, it's not going to work. Tell them not to give them that
frozen shit either. | want them to give them blood directly from aliving human
being."

"But who—"
"I don't give arat's ass where or who they get if from,” Stone said. “Just do it!"
"Yes, gr. I'll seetoit.”

"If it works, get them moved to the secure compound at the amphibious base. We
might as well get our money's worth out of it."

"Sir, with this congressional attention, do you think that thisis a good idea—"
"I don't give a shit about the pencil neck assholes—just do it!"

"Yes, sir. But there is one thing you should be aware of."



"What's that?"

"We've been getting some inquiries through the Joint Chiefs from some of the
Spooks."

That piqued Stone's interest. “Which onewasit? CIA?’ he asked.
"JCSwouldn't say,” Scott answered.

"Wouldn't say or didn't know?’ Stone asked.

"l don't know."

"What are they aware of 7’ Stone asked.

"We had to get spook involvement when we had the shipment back to the States of
the two bodies. Apparently whichever agency was involved, traced them to

SOCOM, and it raised alot of eyebrows and now the questions are flying of why we
brought back non-US citizen bodies at such a priority."

"Then they don't know shit. Just more overpaid civil servants who don't know their
ass from a hole in the ground. Don't worry about it. If they have any questions, they
can cometo me and | will deal with them.”

* % % %

Reese and Barkley gathered their things from their quarters and were awaiting the
duty van to take them back to their vehicles. Asthey waited, they talked of different
things to pass the time.

"Back to Kosovo for you?’ Reese asked.

"No, the general was able to get me orders back stateside. | guessit was aform of
payback. You?' he asked Reese.

"Back to my desk job right here, business as usual. I'll finish out the last couple
months of my tour and then retire. Time to move on to something new."

"That's great,” Barkley said cheerfully. “Congratulations. What a noteto end a
career on. Wasn't this whole thing bizarre? Right down to the cliffhanging ending.
Y eah, interesting..."

Reese heard the hesitancy in Barkley's voice.
"What's wrong, Sam?’ Reese asked.

" Something's bugging me."

"What's that?"

Barkley looked at Reese and said in a serious tone, “Don't get me wrong, 1'm not
Insinuating anything, John, but when did you have the extra remote device



made—the one that you used to activate the collars? | thought | had all the spares
with mein medical."

"Y ou must have missed that one,” Reese said. “I have been known to have sticky
fingers at times."

Barkley looked at Reese with a questioning look, but then smiled. “You Navy guys
are al the same, aren't you?"

"How'sthat?’ Reese asked.
"Thieves at heart,” he said and laughed. Reese laughed along with him.

"Damn, you figured me out,” Reese said and clapped him on the back. He then
turned away from Barkley and let out asigh of relief.



Chapter Sixty

Several months later, John Reese, recently retired commander from the U.S. Navy,
was looking through the evening addition of the Virginian Pilot and stopped when
he read the heading of an article: Abrupt Decline of Crime in the Norfolk Ocean
View Area. As he read further, the article explained that the once crime-ridden areas
of Ocean View had become devoid of hardened criminal elements that had used the
area as a source for numerous criminal activities. Tourism was on a healthy recovery
not seen for the past twenty years. Developers were lining up to invest in the area
once considered the armpit of Virginia

This amazing turnaround of one of the most notorious areas of Norfolk was directly
accredited to the police force, who commented, “The hard work of the vice branch
has made significant contributions to the dramatic change. The dedicated men and
women of the police force have taken back their city."

Further in the article, buried at the very end, there was an anonymous comment from
amember of the force that claimed that the reduction of the crime was aresult of a
mysterious disappearance of the crime element and not from the direct actions of the
police force.

There was no comment from the police force on the remarks and they were
attributed to a disgruntled employee looking to make trouble by insinuating
something else had caused the decline.

Reese put down the paper as he glanced toward the window. It was almost sunset
and he thought he should probably get some rest. It was going to be along night as
he planned to go out and search for the nightmare of his own dreams that he had
unleashed upon the city of Norfolk.

* % * %

It was close to midnight as Reese sat at atablein the bar called The Mad Sailor, the
fourth bar he had been in this evening. It was one of several bars along the strip, an
area adjacent to the Naval Station, which made it an opportune environment for drug
dealers, prostitutes and assorted others to attempt to make sales to the thousands of
sailors that claimed Norfolk astheir home.

"What can | get you?’ the waitress asked, as she placed the napkin on the table.
"How about a beer?’ Reese said.

"What kind?'



"Whatever you have on tap will be fine."

The waitress hurried off to fill his order. Reese scanned the small crowd of people.
He assumed it would have been more crowded for a Friday night, but not having
been here before, he wasn't really sure what to expect.

"Here you go,” the waitress said, placing the beer on napkin. “Two bucks."
Reese gave her afive. “Keepit."

"Thanks,” she said, as she gave him afriendly smile.

"Isthiswhat you would call anormal crowd for a Friday night?’ he asked.

"It was crowded earlier, during the happy hour. But the past few weeks, it has been
quiet."

"Why?' Reese asked.

" wouldn't want to say ... but we had some bad kind of people hanging around, if
you know what | mean."

"Like?'

"Oh the usual, druggies, prostitutes, drunks—you know."
"So what happened?”

"They dl just ... went away."

"Disappeared?’

She leaned closer to him and spoke in alower voice asto not be overheard. “I think
the cops have some kind of thing going on. Like forgetting about due process and
just rounding the bad guys up and taking them away like to another town or ...
something to get rid of them."

"I think | read about that in the paper just today,” Reese said.

"Y ou believe what you read in the paper?’ She laughed. “Y ou're a—"
"Sally,” the bartender called the waitress.

"Got to get to work. Nice talking to you. Maybe I'll see you around?"
"Y ou never know. Thanks."

Reese watched as she walked away. She was kind of cute, he thought. Maybe he
would—

"Mindif | join you?"



Reese jumped at the voice. His shock was not from the surprise of hearing a voice,
but that he immediately recognized it. His own reaction confused him and made him
think that perhaps he had made a mistake by coming to this bar.

"Mindif | join you?’ the voice asked again.

Reese turned in the direction the voice had come from. His eyes came to rest upon
who he had sought, the vampire Dimitri.

Reese's first reaction was that the civilian clothes Dimitri wore were a change for the
vampire. Reese had usually seen him dressed in the camouflage uniforms the Navy
SEAL s had issued them. Now he wore jeans, a sweatshirt and bright white New
Balance running shoes. Even in the dim light of the bar, he could make out the
vampire's prominent Slavic features that even his vampirism could not change. The
dark black hair, the hawk-like nose and the dark eyes on either side.

He would blend into a crowd and never be noticed—how convenient for a killer.

"Have a seat. |'ve been looking for you,” Reese said, trying to keep thecam in his
voice.

"I know.” Dimitri said, as he sat in the chair next to Reese. “We are more alike in our
ways of thinking then you can imagine, or should | say, than you want to believe. We
are not very different.”

" S0, how have you been?’ Reese asked, ignoring his statement of their similarities.

"Adapting,” Dimitri said, asif one word would suffice what Reese wanted to know.
He smiled, showing his perfect white teeth.

"So it appears. | read an interesting article in the paper today. Seems the criminal
element in Norfolk is suffering from an amazing attrition rate lately."

Dimitri smiled. “Yes, | saw it too. The wonders of the free press.”

"You find it anusing?’ Reese felt hisanger flare. What evil have | loosed? What
have | done?

"Yes. Itisasyou say, amusing in away—from my perspective. | am over one
hundred years old and the one thing that never changes is the mortal perception of
things."

"What do you mean?’

"Even when you get what you seek, you still find a problem with it. We have
transformed this city in afew months. We have made it safer, tourismis on therise
and everyone is happy."

"Not everyone. What about your victims?"'



"They arejust that ... victims. Victims of a society that has cast them away. | don't
think the general public would agree with your position, at least not openly. They
have their streets back again. They can go out and walk in safety without fear of
being preyed upon. The undesirable element has been removed. Asyou say, the
cleaner the better."

"I didn't let you escape so that you could come into where | live and kill people.”

"What did you expect would happen?’ Dimitri said, slightly raising hisvoice. “We
must survive, just as we would have if we were back home in Kosovo. Need |
remind you that it was your military, with your assistance, that brought us here? We
did not come on our own. Y our military sought to use usto kill your enemies—these
drug cartels. You, unlike them, saw this for what it was—dlavery. Y ou freed us from
our incarceration, for which we are grateful. But you knew what would happen in the
end. As my kind has done for thousands of years, we prey on what society throws
our way."

"Yes,” Reese answered. Dimitri'slogic and rhetoric is so convincing. It was
slavery and it was wrong. General Sone intended to continue these creatures
without any concern for them asto their own existence. “I knew it. But—"

"No, my friend. Do not try and argue your conscience. Y ou punish yourself for
nothing. Y ou know all the facts about us; you who have studied my kind and know
that we occupy a placein society. We live as we have always lived throughout all
these centuries. Our existence will go on. The only thing that has changed is our
location."

"Y ou makeit sound ... so simple, so matter-of-fact like."
"It is. Are you so naive to think that my kind does not exist here already?
"What do you mean by here?'

"Do you believe that we would limit ourselves to only the Balkan region? My kind
has been in this country for centuries. Y ou know of your literature and film, your
Interview with a Vampire."

llY%.ll

"It isnot far from the truth. It has the over-glorification that Hollywood does to these
things, but there are some truths in between the ... how do you say ... the bullshit."

"But how have they gone unnoticed?"’
"Ah ... you seek more information for your book?'
"Well ... 1..."

"Y our quest for knowledge is admirable. However, | will not relinquish it to you. |
won't take the thrill of discovery from your grasp. That iswhat keeps us alive, both



mortal and immortal—the thrill of learning new things. If it was easy, there would be
no reason to go would there?'

"No | guess not,” Reese said. He couldn't help but feel admiration for this creature;
to have lived so long and seen so much. He knows us better then we know
ourselves. “So what's next for you, Andre and Illiga? If as you claim, most of the
bad people—the society castaways, as you put it, have been taken care of, what will
you do? Resort back to cattle and livestock?'

"As| said, we are adapting to our new environment. The article in the paper means
someone has taken notice. The police will of course believe they are responsible for
alot of the cleaning up, but eventually someone will disprove it and another
explanation will be sought. It istime for us to move on before it getsto that point."

"But how? Y ou need money here, it's not like it was in the back country of the
Balkans."

"We have money. Part of our adaptation has included creating bank accounts, the
spoils of some our clients. Money has aways been the solution to many of our
problems. Regardless of the century, we have used it to buy our secrecy. Everyone
has a price. We have aready begun investing in real estate all around the country."

"WEell, you certainly have become wise to our ways. So where are you going?'

"Somewhere,” Dimitri said. “We have one more issue we need to take care of before
we move."

"What's that?'

"It's best you don't know,” Dimitri said sternly. His calm facial expression changed
to a serious and perplexed look of deep thought.

Reese caught a momentary glimpse of the red glow in Dimitri's eyes as he thought
about whatever the issue was he needed to resolve. He had seen that look to many
times before: that red glow of their eyes before the kill.

"And what shall you do?’ Dimitri asked, returning to his normal calm and casua
demeanor.

"Me?' Reese asked. “| have abook to finish."

"Ah ... that is good, your quest for knowledge. This book, it is about things that
most people do not believe?'

"Y es. How did you know?"

"It isyour passion ... or asyou say, in your blood.” Dimitri smiled. “You seek to
prove what many do not believe because you believe that people created these things
for areason, and in many cases it is based on truth of some sort."



"That's correct,” Reese agreed. “ The book deals with myth and folklore. | hope it
will be used in aclass as the textbook. Y oung people need to know of these things."

"These things you refer to, do you not mean human nature?"

"People do things for areason,” Reese began. “When we examine those reasons, we
learn to understand people, their motivations for creating the legends. Whether out of
fear, social turmoil, climatic changes or dozens of other reasons, people react to
these changes.”

"And how would you describe vampirism?’ asked Dimitri.

"What all of mankind has awaysfeared ... the penalty of living an evil life and the
consequences that it brings, while for others, the escape of death for life immortal by
the loss of one's soul; a double edged sword that can cut you either way."

"Interesting. | should like to read your book. | am curious to see how you portray
me and my—how would you say, perhaps my outlook on life."

"Will | see you again?’ Reese asked, ignoring Dimitri's statement.

"Perhaps,” Dimitri said, as he rose from the table. “However, if we should meet
again, let us hope it is under better conditions then when we first met in my country.
| remember the soldiers with their machetes posed to remove my head aswell as
their sprayers of the elixir poison, and of course, the collars.”

"I remember,” Reese said. “They were following my guidelines.”

"Y ou redeemed yourself when you set us free and for that we are grateful. However,
| and the others have agreed that if we ever find ourselves threatened with capture
again, we will fight to the death, no matter what the cost. | assure you, we will kill
anyone who tries to enslave us further then we already are."

"l understand,” Reese said, acknowledging the threat.

"We will meet again,” Dimitri said. “Our paths are destined to cross each other. Until
that time then."

Dimitri walked slowly from the table he and Reese had shared and disappeared into
the night.



Chapter Sixty-one

It was amost midnight when General Stone walked into his apartment in MacDill,
Florida. When he shut the door, he slammed it alittle harder then he normally would
have, considering the hour and being conscious of his neighbors. However, tonight
he didn't care who he disturbed because it had been a bad day. In his thirty-three
yearsin the military, he couldn't remember ever feeling this way—unappreciated for
his service to his country.

He unbuttoned his dress uniform jacket and draped it over the dining room chair. His
eyes looked at the rows of decorations on his jacket and he felt alonging for the
days when he had earned them. The real medals—not the bullshit medals they gave
out today, but the ones earned for combat and real courage. Forcing his eyes to look
away, he immediately went to his bar and grabbed the bottle of Scotch and filled a
glass almost to the top.

"Damn fools,” he muttered and then drank deeply. “ Civilians. They don't have a
fucking clue how to win awar."

He walked back into the living room and sat down in hisleather chair. He tried to not
think about it, but the events of the day kept resurfacing in his thoughts, keeping the
fire of hisanger and frustration well stoked and burning hot. In particular, the
pencil-necked accountant or whatever the hell he was from the General Services
Administration who wanted to know where al the money had gone. Stone gave him
aone-word answer to most of his questions: classified. Thisinfuriated the little man
even more and he kept pressing. Stone kept answering: classified.

If any error had been made on Stone's part, it was his treatment of the little man. He
had things he could have told him that would have satisfied him and hislittle
Congressional committee; they did it al thetime. Cover storiesto explain the
expenditures of money to keep the government weenies happy. It had been going on
for years and years—you told people what they wanted to hear and they went away
happy—the wheels of democracy kept on turning. Life is good.

Stone had been prepared with al the false stories to tell the little man. But the little
man wanted to feel important for some reason and spout his philosophical bullshit to
make a point. Stone saw this happening and tried his usual soothing lies upon him.
But it hadn't worked. The little man just went on and on. Stone sat and listened to the
little man with the neatly trimmed and polished fingernails, the hands that appeared to
be as smooth as awoman's, the slight lisp in his voice and wearing a suit that even
Stone couldn't afford. Finally the little man said the magical words—the few words



that could get right to the heart of aman like Stone; a man that had devoted hislifeto
serving his country by killing the bad guy—the only real true diplomacy on the face
of the earth. He remembered the words the little man said...

"Thereisn't a place for old warriors like you anymore ... the military is an obsolete
arm of a dying body from an age where men were uncivilized."

Stone remembered smiling at the little man—just before lunging across his desk and
grabbing him by the lapels of his expensive suit jacket and screaming at the little
man. “Y ou stupid son-of-a-bitch! What the hell do you know about me or what | do
for my country? I'll tell you what you know—not a goddamned thing that's what!

Y ou masturbate at home or in whatever sleazebag bar you go to in the safety and
security that | provide. Or isit when you're riding some other man and doing some
rump wrangling that you sing God Bless Americal” Stone smiled asthelittle man in
his grasp turned white with fear. When the smell of urine reached his nostrils, the fact
that the little man had just peed in his expensive designer suit, Stone felt fulfilled.
“Just what | thought—you candy-assed prick. If only you had afucking clue of the
things | have done and what | will keep on doing to keep my country safe from the
bastards in the rest of this world—you probably wouldn't be able to sleep—even
when you were spooning with your boyfriend."

Commander Scott had rushed into the room upon hearing the commotion and
untangled Stone's hands from the accountant's lapel collars. After some soothing by
Scott and the offer of some clean pantsto the little man as well as his promise to
stay in the room; the meeting continued, but with Stone only replying in asingle
word, “Classified."

L ess then an hour after the meeting had finished, the phone calls began, each one
ascending in the chain of command; the last one from the Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs, summoning Stone to his office in Washington for an explanation of what the
hell he thought he was doing by abusing someone with Congressional authority over
funding. Asthe anger and realization of what he had done settled in upon Stone, he
knew he had finally gone too far.

He got up, poured himself another drink and drank deeply. He was in between gulps
when he heard the sound of the light being turned off behind him. As he turned in
that direction, he was grabbed and thrown to the floor. The glass of Scotch flew and
shattered against the wall. Stone hit the floor hard and rolled severa feet before
coming to astop. He tried to get his bearings. The only light in the room was the
filtered light from the street lamps, which plastered everything in adark gray. As he
looked in the direction of the attacker, he could make out a dark figure but could not
discern any features.

"Who are you?’ he asked as hetried to get back on hisfeet. Between the surprise of
the attack and the Scotch he had consumed, Stone stood slowly but was quickly
regaining his senses as he prepared to fight. The adrenaline and excitement was
coursing through his veins and pushing the alcohol aside. Stone couldn't help but



feel asmile creep across hislips. The idea of fighting someone, perhaps killing
someone, was very appealing to him right now.

The figure said nothing. In the dim light, Stone thought that his attacker moved its
arm asif reaching for something from abag it carried. Then the arm swung in an arc
and Stone heard something land at his feet. Without taking his eyes from the gray
figure, he knelt down and picked it up. When he had it in his hand, he looked down
at it and recognized it immediately. It was one of the collars that had been designed
by Commander John Reese to control the vampires.

"Where did you get this?’ he spoke. “Thisis—"

Before Stone could finish his sentence, the figure in front of him blurred in
movement and he felt awince of pain on the side of his neck. He reached up and
touched the spot on his neck. His fingers felt the area of skin that had been ripped
open in along gash. He drew his hand away from the moist sticky feeling. When he
looked at his hand in the grayish light, he saw it was covered with the dark liquid
which he assumed was his own blood. He looked in front of him and saw the figure
was back to its original position. He smiled as he tossed the collar device back at the
figure.

"Nice move. Pretty fast, aren't you? Score one for the bad guy,” Stonesaidin a
calm voice. “Are you going to tell me where you got that collar from?"

Silence.

"That's okay. Don't bother.” Stone decided he would try and lull his attacker into
making a mistake by talking for awhile before he made his attack. | see what's
happening here. | ruffled some feathers today, didn't I? Becoming too much of arisk
for some people. Timeto get rid of the old war horse, isit?"

Silence.

"Why don't you speak? Y ou're going to kill me anyway, so what does it matter? I'm
just an old man living in an age that no longer needs my profession. Is there no pity

in thisworld? Is there no compassion?’ Asthelast syllable rolled off of histongue,
he charged at the figure.

Stone was afit man for his age. He worked out every day and was in better shape
then most of the men half his age. He was quick on his feet and had maintained and
even embellished upon the skills he had learned as an Army ranger; especialy his
skills on how to kill quickly.

Asin most life and death situations, one sees things more clearly because of the
adrenaline high that accompaniesit. One's own actions also seem to slow down to a
crawl. Stone experienced this as he charged the figure. He did what any smart and
well-trained attacker would do; he prepared for the figure to break to either side to
avoid his attack. But the figure didn't move. With each step Stone took, he expected



the break, but it never came. Instead, the figure met Stone head on.

Stone weighed two hundred ten pounds and was moving with good momentum at
the figure. He fully expected to topple his attacker and gain the advantage. But when
he was within arms reach of the figure, he was brought to an abrupt stop by the
attacker's outstretched arms, which felt like steel girders. He tried to bat the arms that
grasped him by his shoulders, but they didn't budge. Stone's immediate and reflexive
defensive action kicked in. He used hislegsto try and kick out and even break his
attacker's legs. This too was ineffective. Stone fought to keep hisfear at bay, but he
knew it was time for last-ditch efforts.

Stone drew back his head and brought it forward in an attempt to head butt his
attacker, hoping that he would not knock himself unconscious. He felt a solid hit
with his head and was able to fight off the sensation to pass out from the blow. He
felt confidant that the blow had been sufficient and for a brief instant he thought he
would be successful. But his attackers grip didn't falter. That was when Stone knew
he would most likely die in the next few momentsif he didn't break free.

Turning his head toward one of the arms of his attacker, he jerked his head toward
the arm and bit into it with all the strength he could muster. He knew what blood
tasted like: he had successfully tried this maneuver in hand-to-hand combat training
in his younger days. Blood has a very distinct taste to it: coppery, yet almost sweet,
but still the human psyche requires some sort of preparation to the unnatural act of
tasting it. He prepared himself as he bit down harder and harder. But when his mind
registered the taste, it was nothing like he remembered. The taste that entered his
mind was of such arotten and putrid state that he was forced to release the grip of
his teeth on the flesh and spit the blood out. He spat and spat, but the taste wouldn't

go away.

The attacker remained silent. One single thought went through Stone's mind. I'm
going to die. With that realization, he no longer cared about anything else but to see
the face of his executioner. It was amorbid act which he did not understand, but the
motivation was clear. He stood only arms length away, yet the darkness that
shrouded the figure in front of him still prevented him from getting a good look at his
attacker's face. “Who are you? What are you?"

Silence again. The attacker raised one arm and removed something from its face. As
the shadow of the attacker's arm passed over its face, Stone saw the red glow of its

eyes. his attacker had been wearing something over its eyes to hide the glow of them.
Just like ... Stone couldn't help but laugh at the realization of what it was that he was

facing.

"You!” Stone cried, the spittle flying from hislips. “Y ou—that Navy son-of-a-bitch
lied when he said you were all dead. | should have guessed. He was a soft-hearted
bastard. He thought | was abusing your kind. HA! Y ou are meant for only one thing
and you know it. You're akiller. A perfect killing machine. All you care about is
death because without it—you will not survive. | gave you a purpose—to kill the



dregs of society that poison the free world with their drugs. So what does he do?
Stupid shit Navy Commander John fucking Reese sets you loose to kill ... me. Why?
Doesit give you pleasure to kill the one that endlaved you. Do you have feelings?
Thisis so damn funny ... shit ... that it should be your kind. | made you what you
are! You think getting rid of mewill end it? You'rein for arude awakening my friend.
There are more of you where you came from—remember that. It's already begun.
I've outfoxed everyone! Make sure you tell Reese that. Yeah ... tell him and let's see
how long he lasts this time. They will use your kind aswell. You'll see.... you'll see.”

Stone stared into the eyes of his attacker. “What the hell are you waiting for? Just do
it, damn it! Y ou stupid son of a bitch! Have some respect for a servant of this
country. | love my country and | shall die knowing that | did the right thing even if it
included an unholy aberration such asthe likes of y—"

Everything suddenly went dark for Stone. The last conscious thought he had was a
numbing, yet calming sensation on his neck, and the smell of something familiar. At
first his mind told him it was what he had expected earlier, the smell of blood—but
to Stone, it smelled like perfume. He smiled as he drifted toward death.

* % % %

Stone's attacker let his body fall to the floor. It was amost done. Following the
instructions that had been given, the attacker picked up the collar and fastened it
tightly around Stone's neck. Looking at the man with the collar caused a momentary
smile to appear on the attackers face.

We all have our burdensto bear, don't we? Your God bears the sins of the world
on a cross, you bear the responsibility of a patriot by wearing a collar.

The smile was quickly replaced with a more determined look asit pondered what
Stone had said.

There were others? What did this mean? And who was this other man that knew
of it—this Navy Commander John Reese?

No time for questions—not now. But these questions would be revisited | ater
because they intrigued the attacker. There was something else yet to be done before
the evening was over. General Stone's assistant, Commander Scott, also required a
visit this evening to compl ete the puzzle and remove the obstacles.

There will be others ... there always are. Some call them patriots, some call them
threats. Was there really a difference? Perhaps...

She finished what she had come to do.



Chapter Sixty-two

"Reese. John Reese. How the hell are you?’ the voice said on the telephone.

"Barkley? Isthat you?' Reese asked, as he switched the phone to his other ear.
“Y ou son-of-a-bitch, it's good to hear from you!"

Reese pictured Barkley in his mind and he felt himself smile. Barkley was good
people.

"Yeah, it'sme,” Barkley said. “I'm working on the Army medical staff at the
Pentagon. I'm in Norfolk on some business and | heard some news and thought
about you, so | figured 1'd give you acall. How long hasit been?’

"Hdll, it's been about afew months. What news?’ Reese asked.

"You didn't hear about General Stone? It wasin all the news, on television, the whole
bit."

"No. I've been busy working on my book, kind of wrapped up init. So what are you
talking about?"

"He's dead. General Stone is dead.”

"Dead? What happened?’ Reese asked.

"They found him in his home yesterday."

"| figured a man like that would never die. Too damn stubborn."
"Y eah, | know what you mean.” Barkley agreed.

"What did he die from?’ Reese asked.

"Are you sitting down? Y ou're not going to believe this?!
"Comeon. Tell me."

"Someone drained all the blood out of him."

"What?’' Reese sat down. No, this couldn't be happening. Why would they go after
him?

"Y ou heard me. The blood was drained from his body."

"Y ou mean like vampires?"



"Well, that's what it was made to look like."
"What do you mean made to look like?"

"Thekiller tried to make it ook that way, but they found his blood in bottles at the
killers home."

"Damn!” Reese said. He found himself relaxing alittle.
"Y ou haven't heard the best part yet,” Barkley teased.
"What?"'

"They believe the killer was Commander Scott. They found his fingerprints at the
general's home, so they went to his home to question him. They found the blood and
Scott was dead too. He killed himself."

"Jesus Christ."
"Y eah, | understand the shit isreally going to hit the fan."
"Don't tell me there's more?’

"Y ou bet. Defense Investigative Agents are a so pursuing that this may have been a
hit sanctioned by the drug cartels. Even though they found Scott's suicide note
saying that he had killed Stone and then himself, supposedly there are alot of
inconsistencies that debunk the suicide aspect.”

"Was there any reason given in the note?'

"Just that he couldn't live what he and Stone had done on their last operation.”
"Uh-oh. Was anything mentioned about the vamp—"

"How about we do lunch?’ Barkley asked, cutting Reese off abruptly.

Reese knew Barkley had intentionally cut him off before he said anything about the
team. “ Sure. How about you come on over?"

"Betherein ten minutes."

As Reese waited for Barkley to arrive, he remembered the debriefing they had
received when they disbanded the support team for the vampires. All matters related
to their operations were classified as Top Secret. If divulged before the
declassification period, they would be subject to arrest and possibly tried for
treason. They all signed affidavits stipulating their understanding and abiding to these
rules.

Reese remembered another man that was there in a black nondescript suit. He was
not introduced and said nothing during the entire debriefing, but it was the way he
looked at them; alook that Reese would always remember...



You can't run and you can't hide, fuck up and being tried for treason would be the
least of your worries. And | will come for you. Remember that.

The man was what they referred to as a“spook” in the intelligence community. He
was the one that would come for you if you did something foolish with classified
information. He was there as a subtle reminder to anyone that the government
understood that just signing a piece of paper was sometimes not enough to keep
someone from talking about what they were not supposed to.

The doorbell rang, bringing Reese back to the present. He went to the front door
and opened the door.

"Sam, come on in,” Reese said, extending his hand.
"Thanks,” Barkley said as he shook hands.

"Well congratulations, Lieutenant Colonel Barkley,” Reese said, noticing the rank
insignia on Barkley's uniform.

"Thanks. It even amazed me. | was very junior in the selection process. | think
working for the general had some fringe benefits, if you know what | mean. Either
that or it was incentive to ensure | kept my mouth shut.”

"Nothing would surprise me anymore.” Reese said, as he closed the door.
"Sorry to cut you off on the telephone like that,” Barkley said.

"No. You wereright. | almost slipped and said something over the phone. | should
know better."

They sat in hisliving room exchanging pleasantries for afew moments.

"Well, let me get to the rest of the story,” Barkley began. “ Apparently, al of thefiles
regarding our expedition into hell with the Team are missing."

"Missing?'
"Well, that's the term I'm using. | don't think they ever kept any to begin with."

"| think Stone probably hid more then we will ever imagine. And | don't think | want
to know."

"Y eah, me too."

Hefelt a sense of relief that any files pertaining to that operation were either missing
or non-existing. He sensed many times that the general was operating outside of any
procedures or authorizations. Still, Reese couldn't help wondering about the man in
the black suit at the debriefing.

"There was one other odd thing about the murder that won't make it into the press?"



"What?'
" Stone's body was found wearing one of the collars.”
"The collars for the vampires? How the hell could that be?"

"I don't know. I've been racking my brains over thisfor hours. | only made so many
of those damn things. Do you have any ideas?'

"WEell ... no.” Reese knew there were no other collars. He had been sure of that. The
only place that collar could have come from was Dimitri, Andre or Iliga. Wasit
revenge? One of the oldest and truest acts of humanity from these creatures? Was
that the last thing that Dimitri had aluded to when they met in the bar?

"Areyou aright?’ Barkley asked.

"Yeah,” Reese said as he tried to think of something to say that Barkley would
believe. As much as Reese liked Barkley, he wasn't absolutely sure what he would
do if he suspected the creatures were alive. Worse yet, he didn't know how he would
react to the fact that if Dimitri had killed Stone and Scott, which he probably did,
would that make him an accomplice?

"John?’ Barkley said. “You look like you—"
"Oh, sorry, | was thinking,” Reese said. “ Do you remember when Josip was killed?"

"When Idriz had saturated his blood with the elixir and tricked Josip into attacking
him and biting him to revenge the death of his two daughters? | doubt | will ever
forget that."

"Well maybe when Josip was killed, somehow Scott got hold of the collar and |ater
placed it on Stone.” Reese knew that Barkley came in right after the attack and hadn't
seen the collar had been totally destroyed.

"Yeah ... | guessthat must beit. It'sthe only explanation that works,” Barkley
agreed. “You know, | can't say that | will miss General Stone. | don't think he was
wrapped too tight. | think he fell off the degp end when his daughter died of adrug
overdose. He was fixated with taking out his own revenge on the drug lords,
probably in the way that Idriz felt about the death of his daughters by Josip."

"Y eah. | see what you mean. That must beit,” Reese said. “But you know, the one
thing about Stone that amazed me was that he was aways thinking about his next
move. He had a contingency for just about everything he planned and put into
action. He was incredibly intelligent. | can understand why they placed him in
command of SOCOM.."

"They named a successor for him, General Morris. Do you know him?"

"No. You?'



"I've heard about him. He's made from the same mold as Stone. For all practical
purposes, these two could be brothers, with one exception.”

"What's that?’ Reese asked.
"Morrisisapolitician at heart. He can smooth talk his way through anything."

"A dangerous combination,” Reese said. “A man with control over the Special
Forces of the United States and the clout to convince Washington to use them."

"Well, welll see. Word is out that he will be testifying before a special committee on
the hill about the circumstances of the death of Stone and Scott."

"Do you think he knows the complete story?"

"I don't know. Probably. Thiswhole affair hasleft me ... | don't know, kind of
guestioning my own perception of things."

"Y ou sound like me,” Reese chuckled. “I've been going through the same thing. All |
can suggest is that you put it behind you."

"Y ou make it sound so easy, to just forget about it.” Barkley offered. “My God,
look what we did. We captured creatures that most people believed were nothing
than a myth. We controlled them and sent them to kill other humans. It sounds
amogt like..."

"Slavery,” Reese added.

"Well ... sort of, | mean these creatures were killersin themselves. It'sjust
uncanny—the whole damn affair."

"Put the whole thing in perspective, Sam. Y ou were following orders. And now it's
done and over with. They're dead."

"John ... you're sure about that, right?"'
" Sure about what?"
"They're dead. Y ou're sure?"

" Stone and Scott?’ Reese asked, but he knew where Barkley was heading,
considering their conversation up to this point.

"No. Dimitri and the others."

"| pressed the button on the remote control to inject the elixir.” Reese answered the
question the same way he had answered it when he was getting debriefed. It was the
truth. He actually had pressed the button to inject the lixir. What he hadn't admitted
was that he had planned the escape with Dimitri, aswell as disabled the remote
control device. He stood on the bridge of the ship and in front of many witnesses,
activated the remote control to inject the poison into the vampires. Of course,



nothing happened to the vampires, and in afew days, when the elixir lost its potency
due to its short life, the vampires removed their collars safely.

"| just hate to imagine what would happen if they had escaped somehow and were
loose. | would feel ... responsible.”

"I know what you mean, Sam, but...” Reese thought about mentioning that Dimitri
was not like the rest. He was different and his outlook on the world was so...

"But what?’ Barkley asked.

"Nothing,” Reese said, thinking it was time to get away from this subject. “Well now
that we have put all of those messy details, how about a beer?"

"Sounds good,” Barkley said. Reese saw by the change in his expression that
Barkley was ready to move on in the conversation as well.

Reese grabbed two beers from the refrigerator and came back into the room.
" S0 how are you occupying your time since you retired?’ Barkley asked.

"|'ve been working on a book. Well, actually, I've been working on it for years.
When | retired, | thought it would be easy to finish, but for the longest time | felt |
was missing something in order to finish it, one fina bit of information. But now, |
think | can finally put that finishing touch on it now. Thetime feelsright."

"And after that?"

"I'll beteaching at Old Dominion University next semester, a class on ancient myths.
Between my Navy retirement and teaching, | can live comfortably and that works for
me.

"Glad to hear it."
" S0, what about you? Any thoughts about life after the military?’ Reese asked.

"|'ve been thinking about it. | can retire in about eighteen months or so. John, | hate
to go back to this but there's something | want to ask you about the Team op."

Reese felt himsalf tense. Why was Barkley so obsessed with this, he wondered? Did
he suspect that he had set the vampires loose and not killed them?

"What's that?’ Reese asked.

"When it all ended, do you remember that “spook” at the debriefing?’
"Yeah ... he was hard to forget wasn't he?"

"What agency do you think he was from?"

"Y our guessis as good as mine on that one. Heck, maybe he was from one we don't



even know about. Why do you ask?'
"Wedl | don't know if, well I'm not sure..."
"What's wrong, Sam?’

"Every oncein awhile, | get that looking over my shoulder feeling ... like I'm being
watched. Do you ever get that?

"No, but then | have a habit to being oblivious to some things like that. Y ou know,
off in my own little world."

"Maybe I'm just imagining this with all that has happened. We went through alot,
didn't we?'

"Yes, we did. Part of me regrets leading Stone to the vampires and training the
SEAL s on how to capture them and getting you to develop the elixir and collars. It's
amost asif they were something that should be left alone. If they have been around
thislong and gone virtually undetected, | wonder if | screwed the natural cycle up in
some way."

"Y ou wouldn't go back to the Balkans and look to see if any more exist?"

"I don't know. If | could study them without causing them any harm ... | don't know.
Asfar asyou being jumpy, in my opinion, you have every right to be. Welived on
the dark side of existence for what ... almost ayear. We saw and experienced things
that nobody else can even imagine.”

"Yeah, | guessyou'reright. Too bad we can't write a book about what happened. It
would be a collaboration between ... let's see ... something like Anne Rice and Tom
Clancy would write. We could market it as their baby. Make a hell of amovie, too."

"Y eah and maybe we can star in it aswell,” Reese added. “Ah, the life of therich
and famous awaits us. Too bad that by the time they declassify this, if ever, we will
be dust in our coffins."

Both men laughed and then sipped their beer in silence for afew seconds before
speaking.

"Thanks, John,” Barkley said.
"For what?'

"Talking this out with me. It's good to talk about things and it's not like thisis atopic
that just can be thrown out at a cocktail party. | feel alot better. Maybe | am just
paranoid about al of this. You're right—I should just lay it to rest with Dimitri and
the others."

"Good man,” Reese agreed, forcing asmile.



" Speaking of laying them to rest,” Barkley continued, “philosophically speaking, do
you think vampires go to heaven or hell when they finaly die? Do they regain their
soul or are they outcasts forever?"

Reese fought to maintain a smile. The question was too similar to a question that he
and Dimitri had discussed asto what now seemed like along time ago. He smiled
and answered, “Don't get me started on that one. Talk about a philosophical
nightmare! I'll save that one for discussion with my students. If you want an
answer—take the class and find out.” Reese raised his bottle of beer and said,
“Cheers!"

Asthe cold beer flowed down histhroat, Reese couldn't help but notice the even
colder sensation that pervaded his thoughts. Something bad was going to happen.
He didn't know how he knew that or what caused the feeling, but there was no
denying it was there.

As he closed hiseyesto clear his mind of the feeling, he saw two red eyes staring
back at him.
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