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Chapter 1

Jack Dalton Monster Hunter

By T S Paul

In 1914 dark Witches turned Vampires loose on unsuspecting troops on the Western Front and the world changed. Beings known as paranormals were discovered to be living side by side with the humans of the world. Who knew that Witches, Vampires, Werewolves, and Fairies were real?

Jump ahead now forty-five years to the United States and the establishment of the Magical Security Act of 1959. Against the wishes of FBI Director J Edgar Hoover, the American Congress established an arm of the FBI to hunt down and bring to justice any and all paranormal criminals. This is their story. Or I should say mine.

“Congratulations on the promotion, Jack!” That was what the paper sign hanging in the common room said. Drunk and half-drunk FBI Academy graduates were staggering around the room. The jukebox in the corner was blasting out the latest and greatest tunes by the Platters, Elvis, and Buddy Holly.

I was the man of the hour, but I was sitting in the corner of the room beer in hand staring out at the snow. The promotion sounded good on paper, but it wasn’t real. Of course, none of my classmates saw that trap. To them, it was a promotion to a brand new division in a Bureau that was rarely innovative. I remembered my interview with the big man himself, Director J Edgar Hoover and laughed, what a day that was.

“So, you’re Jack Dalton. Director Hoover will be with you soon.” The secretary was an older woman with bluish-white hair. She looked over her horn rim glasses at me like I was a bug she needed to kill.

The office was nice. Much more elaborate and glamorous than those at the Academy. The walls were lined with pictures of the Hoover busting criminals and posing with famous or infamous celebrities and dignitaries. One of the larger ones caught and held my attention the most. It was Director Hoover standing with President Long overlooking the hole. The public called it the doorway to Hell, but I’d read the unredacted part of the report. Conception, California was the proud owner of a Hellmouth. Much of the public was ignoring the fact that Demons had tried to end our country.

I checked my watch, I’d officially been here for over an hour already. That the reading material in the office was lacking was an understatement. Old copies of Newsmonth and Secret Agent X comic books were scattered on the table in front of me. I remember reading the comic books growing up. I sighed loudly, attracting the attention of horn rim, my new nickname for the secretary.

“Harumph.”

That was the only response I had gotten from her in an hour. I thought about taking a nap but knew that would not go over well here. Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out my uncle’s journal. Reading it has always helped me pass the time before.

My uncle Tim, had been a tanker during the Demon War. He had seen heavy action in France and Italy. When what was left of the Horde charged the lines following the death of the Demon Prince, he and his unit were killed. But they went down fighting. My aunt still proudly displays both the Medal of Honor and the Presidential Unit Citation. Uncle Tim had been an active proponent of Weres in the military. He always said that using them was the best decision Uncle Sam ever made.

His experiences and those of his units might explain my being introduced to some of his unit’s Were families. I spent five years of my childhood in or around one of the reservations. Fighting in the war was the only way to get off the reservations for many of the Were folk. Humans just weren’t ready for shapeshifters to be living among them unchecked and unmonitored.

The door to the office opened, making me look up from the journal. The woman entering caused my heart to stop! She was a Goddess among men. Our eyes met, and she actually stared me down! The wry look on her face was one of mirth. She smiled at me, nodded to Horned Rim, and walked right into the Director’s office! I looked at the secretary in surprise. She glared at me over her glasses yet again and shook her head.

At least I got a shake. Looking at the door longingly I shook my own head and went back to the journal. Every so often I checked the closed door, hoping to get a look at that woman again.

The next hour or so crawled by. The hands on the clock were moving so slowly I could almost swear time had stopped still. I knew THAT was an impossibility. Magic just doesn’t work that way in the real world.

Brrrrriiiing.

The phone of Horned Rim’s desk rang suddenly. She picked it up and answered, “Hello?”

She nodded her head as she listened to the voice on the other end. “Yes, Director. I’ll tell him.”

I looked expectantly at the woman, and she glared at me as she hung up the phone. “Director Hoover will see you now.”

Taking a deep breath, I stood up and approached the doors. The woman I was calling Horn Rim got up from her desk and headed me off at the pass. She was going to open the door for me. I still didn't understand why I was even standing here. Behind these doors was the most important man in my new career. It was like just learning guitar and meeting Elvis Presley for the first time.

Mrs. Gandy, I learned her name eventually, opened the door and escorted me inside.

I could feel my eyes widen at the sight of his office. For just a split second I thought I might be in the wrong office. Fluted Etruscan style lamps hung from the ceiling. It was the ceiling that blew me away. My room at the Academy was maybe, six-by-six. The Director’s immense office had a ceiling that reached twenty-four feet into the sky! Huge swaths of gold drapes hung all the way down to the floor. Just one section of one of the three windows could have clothed half his Academy class. Or it seemed that way.

I hastily swallowed my own spit. Across the vast room was a gigantic oak desk. The man himself sat there head down studying something on his desk. The Goddess of a woman I’d seen earlier was here as well. She noticed me before the director did. At her nod, Mrs. Gandy gave me a small push from behind and left the room.

Director Hoover looked up and saw me at the end of the room. “Ah, Cadet Dalton? Good. Step forward please.”

The woman retrieved a stack of files and took a single step backward from the desk. She, like Mrs. Gandy, looked at me like a bug needing pinning.

Hoover motioned to the single straight-backed chair sitting in front of his desk. The walls of the room were lined with leather covered padded chairs, but I assumed I was too good for those. Nodding, I walked forward and sat. The unsanded chair felt rough, and I could feel every knot and groove through my pants.

Hoover peered at me across his desk. “What do you know about the Magical Security Act, Cadet Dalton?”

I looked at the head of the FBI in surprise. Laws and reports from Congress concerning our duties was something we had to read up on an almost daily, more so for Cadets and I’d not heard about this one. “Nothing sir. Did I miss a memo?”

Please God, let me have missed a memo! I thought to myself.

“At least that’s stayed secret,” the Director commented to the woman at his side.

“For now, sir,” she replied.

Hoover nodded in response. “It’s new. Congress passed it secretly a month ago. The President has signed it into law, and now I’m, we, are stuck with implementing it.”

I shifted uncomfortably in my chair. Why was the J Edgar Hoover telling ME this?

The Director leaned back into what looked like a very comfortable leather chair and gazed at me. “One of the many tasks this act encompasses is the foundation of a new division inside the FBI. While we have partial integration of elements of paranormal society in the FBI, Congress in their eternal wisdom believes we need more.”

“They have created a Magical Division,” he paused and stared at me again. “At the moment there are no guidelines for this new unit. So, we are creating them starting with you, Cadet.”

My eyes widened just a bit, “Me, sir?”

“Yes. You. Your file here states that before your recruitment you spent several years living among one of our country’s Were packs. Is this true?” Hoover asked as he waved a file at me.

“Yes, sir. In Texas, sir. They were… I mean they served with my father in Europe. Mom thought I’d like knowing them.” I flashed on my years living there. The war was over, but many loose Demons threatened the country. She moved us there for protection. I’d grown up as one of the few humans ever to be admitted to a pack.

Hoover frowned and glanced at the woman his side. She nodded and pointed to something in the file. “That is not what this says. Are you still considered a pack member?”

I should have expected them to know. The OSS was pretty thorough sometimes. I tried to answer without answering. Some things were supposed to stay secret. “Yes, sir. I’ve been a little out of touch with them, but as far as I know, I still have that status.”

The woman’s eyes flashed, and for just the briefest moment I thought I saw a smile. Hoover nodded and looked at the file in his hand. “Good to know. This new unit is to be composed of agents with connections to paranormal entities. Its job will be to police them.”

“Police them, sir?” The current doctrine was pretty brutal. In most states, it was shoot-to-kill for almost ANY infraction. There was a reason the Weres were on the reservations, to begin with.

Hoover grunted and frowned again. “This new Act does several things. It establishes a prison system for offenders and funds a new training center for paranormals. The rules concerning them are about to change. These… These people are citizens, and we cannot just kill them anymore. So because you have prior contact with these elements, we are promoting you.”

I just stared at the man. Promoting me to what?

“Don’t be too excited Cadet,” Hoover looked at me.

“Sorry, sir. What am I being promoted to?” I quickly amended that, “Sir?”

“The new division. You are now its head and solo agent until we can dig up staff for you. For now, you will report to Agent Romanoff here. She will take care of any requisitions and pass along your reports to me. Any questions you have can be answered by her as well,” Hoover informed me.

The Goddess of a woman, Agent Romanoff, took the files from the Director. She whispered something in his ear that made the man smile, but his frown returned when he saw me still sitting there. He pointed to the door I came in, “Go on.”

Standing, I hurried out of the room as fast as I could without running. Agent Romanoff actually beat me to the door. “This way Cadet. We’ll finish this conversation in my office.”

Mrs. Gandy sniffed at the two of us but barely looked up from her work. I learned later she somehow knew everything that happened in this building.

My new boss led me down the hall to the elevators. I watched as we cleared security and then traveled to the first floor.

“Come along, Cadet. Just a little further.” Agent Romanoff led me past the staff offices and down a little-used hallway. The doors here were for janitorial staff and supplies. At the end of the hall was a freight elevator.

The Agent pressed a button and called for the elevator. I stood motionless for what seemed like hours waiting for the car to arrive.

When the doors opened, I tentatively stepped on board. Agent Romanoff inserted a key into the control panel and pressed not the basement button, but an unmarked button.

I tried not to stare at this agent. There were very few women agents in the Bureau. Even though the charter didn’t exclude women, the Director didn’t go out of his way to recruit them. He liked single, unattached young men as agents. He wanted everyone to be professional and courteous. Hoover had a specific image he wanted to project.

The elevator car shuddered to a halt, and the door opened. Peering out I could see a darkened hallway with a door at the end. The female agent motioned for me to proceed.

Agent Romanoff opened the door and led me inside. Unlike the Director’s office, this one was standard. I could see several doors to either side leading who knew where.

“Sit down before you fall down. He can be a bit daunting the first time,” Agent Romanoff sat at the desk.

Sinking into the padded chair, I sighed in relief. No pain.

“You didn’t hear it from me, but he saves that chair for anyone that irritates him,” at my shocked look she smiled. “You didn’t do anything wrong so don’t worry. It’s the assignment. Not you.”

“Then why…” I trailed off. This was way, way, way off any conversation I intended to have at FBI headquarters.

“Congress, the President, state governors, the American people, pick one. Pick more than one. The Director doesn’t like being told to do something. Which brings us to you.” Agent Romanoff stared me in the eyes until I looked away.

“Good. Work on that skill. Some paranormals like to play games. You aren’t the only agent with the background for this. But you are the most expendable. He doesn’t think it will succeed, so you are the Judas Goat here,” the agent remarked.

My mother ensured I was educated properly, so I understood the reference.

“I, on the other hand, want you to succeed. Whether he wants it or not, we need this division. The Weres are going to be released, eventually. You know it, and I know it. And when that happens, everything that the Alphas keep in check will be loosed upon us.” The agent smiled and started to laugh.

“Don’t be so surprised, Jack. You may call me Anastasia if you like. You know how Weres are. So, do the governors of the states they’re locked up in. They want the workforce and the income they will bring. Before you say it, I am aware of the work release program. But if you look at it from the state government point-of-view any money given to the workers goes right back onto the reservation. They want Weres to spend it in the towns. Which you can’t. Get it?” Anastasia asked.

I squinted at this woman, Anastasia, and worked through what she was saying. Slowly I nodded. “OK. I sort of understand what you say.”

She pointed upward. “He knows this too. Never, ever, assume that man is stupid. But he wants the entire FBI to deal with what’s coming, not a select group. So, by appointing you, he can tell those that ask that there is a division and that you are working. But training takes time, and the regular FBI will pick up the slack.”

I understood now. He was never going to give me help. It really was just me doing this.

“Don’t take it too hard, Jack. Look at it as an opportunity, not a chore. There are a few perks to the job.” Anastasia smiled and held up a folder.

“Free coffee?” I asked.

Anastasia smiled, “No. But I did manage to find you a truck you can use as a command center. One portion of the Act the Director didn’t mention was amnesty. If you are to be able to do this job to its fullest, you require amnesty from prosecution.”

“Why would agents need that? The FBI has standards and an internal affairs group already.” I stated to her.

“It does. What happens to you if you have to kill a suspect? Or even a prominent citizen?” she asked me.

I looked at her with wide eyes. Why was I killing people?

“Think about it, Jack. You now run the Magical Division. It will be your job to apprehend Witches, Weres, Vampires, and any other creepy crawly you find. Dead or alive, remember the laws? They are changing, but for now, when a call comes in, it’s you that takes care of it!” Anastasia smiled at me again.

I choked and started to hyperventilate.

Anastasia allowed me to calm down before she continued. “If it’s in the commission of your job, you are immune to prosecution. If you take over a case, it’s yours. You are the lead agent regardless of rank and file. All law enforcement agencies including local sheriffs and chiefs of police are required to assist you. Be aware that the memos just went out on the national and state level. It will be some time before it trickles down to the local level. I suggest you acquire one of the National FBI directories and start memorizing.”

“How? How can I do this alone? It’s impossible!” I almost yelled at her.

“You’re a resourceful man, Jack. I happen to know at least one instance where you took it upon yourself to do the impossible. This should be easy for you. I know you like challenges,” Anastasia remarked.

I froze. How she found out secret what I thought she was alluding to was surprising. No one outside of the pack knew about that. No one.

“There is a file.” That was all she said to me.

Shaking my head, I denied it. “Can’t be.”

“If you share your story, I’ll share mine. Trust me. There was a record of it. The packs talk to each other, and we and our counterparts in the OSS listen. It was unusual enough that a Texas boy was accepted by an Illinois pack. A human boy. While it has happened in the past, it’s rare. If you see your mother and stepfather tell them they did a good job with you. Now spill.” Anastasia ordered.

I took a deep breath. This was not a story I had told anywhere. Not even a whisper. While it wasn’t exactly illegal, the local and tribal police might have looked for a reason to lock me up if they knew. I still had a friend on the reservation.

“I was fifteen. Mom married Chuck Rogers when I was twelve. As you know, he is in the Air Force. Mom likes the structure of the military, and when the Colonel was reassigned, we packed up and went with him.” I flashed back to those days in Texas.

“Honey, we have to go. It was the reason Chuck and I got married after all,” She told me.

“It’s not fair is all. Me and the guys were going to go camping this summer up at Eagle Point.” It was going to be pretty cool too. The Were reservation butted up against one of the local Native reservations. Some things were shared.

“You can camp in Illinois, buddy. From what I hear the area around Pacific is filled with trees and stuff.” Chuck stepped into the room with a stack of boxes.

“Fine,” I stepped around them and went back to my room. The house was very small but suited me fine as I spent any time not in school running wild outside. My parents continued to talk, and I swear I tried to not listen.

“Chuck, are you sure this is the right move?” my mom asked.

“You know it is, Elizabeth. It’s too late, anyway. Orders are orders. From what command says, this post is temporary anyway. Roger over in logistics swore to me the defense stations were going to be phased out anyway,” Chuck replied to my mother.

“If you say so. At least there’s a local pack he can connect with,” Mom replied.

“You know my opinion of that, but they might be able to help him socialize. I’ll get some more boxes and help you pack the kitchen. The truck is coming in the morning,” Chuck stated as I heard his voice fade.

While Chuck was good for mom, he had a different opinion of paranormals than we did. The Army and Marines were the service of choice for most Weres. They like to keep their feet firmly on the ground. Only a very few enlisted in the Air Force. Government service was the only way off the reservation. By joining, you were declared neutral in all things pack and couldn’t be challenged for ranking. It was one advantage to joining. My Alpha had promised to put me in touch with a local group that would allow me to stay ‘inside’ their world.

The truck Chuck mentioned showed up in the morning, and I got to watch several of the largest men I’d ever seen outside of a Wolfpack move our entire house in a matter of hours and load the truck. They would meet us at our new house which amazed me at the time.

Three days of hard driving with very few stops was the plan. It didn’t work out that way, but who was I to complain.

“Honey, can you explain this base you’re going to again? I don’t understand why there are so few other families.” Mom asked as we waited for the gas station attendant to fill the car tires, check the engine fluids, and add gasoline.

“It’s called the Belleville Air Station. The base hasn’t been there all that long. For the Air Force, it’s practically new. We are defending the St. Louis area from any sort of aerial threat.” Chuck replied.

“Like dragons?” I asked.

Chuck laughed. “Only if we see one. No one has yet just so you know. Command told me they worry about Thunderbirds and Bat Demons. During the war, that type of Demon could knock a fighter plane right out of the sky. The only way to be sure you killed it was heavy, concentrated fire.”

I nodded. I knew more about the Demon War than most of my human classmates because of the pack. The classroom history books barely mentioned the war anymore.

“My base is only one of four that will protect the city in case of attack. St. Louis is a vital port and rail station.” Chuck told me.

“What about the other Demons?” I asked.

“That’s what the Army is for. I’m supposed to have a bunch of those ground pounders under my command. Inter-service cooperation the General called it. We’ll see how that works out.” Chuck pulled out his wallet and paid the man presenting him with a bill. “Anyone have to pee?”

“I barely remember that road trip. All I could think about was losing friends and changing schools,” I looked at Anastasia.

“I bet. I’ve moved a few times in my life. Skip ahead some please and get to the good parts.” Anastasia ordered me.

I smiled and continued. So much for dragging it out.

“We moved in, and I went to the new school. Unlike Texas, my classes were unsegregated. For me it was refreshing. In my young opinion, people were people. It didn’t matter race, color, or species.

“The local pack wasn’t a Wolfpack. They were leopards, which is a heck of a shock when you’re used to dealing with Wolves. My nickname with them was Dog Boy.”

“Hey Dog Boy, wanna go camping?”

I nodded. My integration with this group wasn’t as firm as it was back in Texas. The kids were similar to me in what they thought, and that was enough. Plus, I loved camping.

Out of all the friends I’d made, I had two that I hung out with the most, Kevin and Charles. My stepdad liked to call Charles by the nickname of “Chuck” just like he was called, but my dark-haired friend resisted. My stepdad’s job was a bit more intensive than he’d led us to believe. What the base was for wasn’t a secret even though it was supposed to be. The code name was SL-47DC. What that meant was, they had a large number of ninety-millimeter, anti-aircraft guns and a brand new battery of Nike missiles. Rumor had it among us kids that they were tipped with atomic bombs. Even I thought that was crazy since they would kill us along with the Demons.

So, we went camping. A lot. Pacific, Missouri was next to the Meramec River, and the even bigger Missouri River was near. All sorts of people came through the area. Highway Sixty-six was just spitting distance from where we lived.

The reservation was between the two rivers, but they liked to camp on the bluffs near the Missouri side. We would stay up all night telling each other tales and spooky stories. Charles and Kevin tried to scare me the first time we went out.

According to Kevin, there was a monster that frequented this part of the country. The native Indians had told tales of it for a couple of hundred years. Legend had it that French trappers had even seen it. Over in Illinois, there was supposed to be a big painting of it, but my parents refused to drive all the way over there to see it. It was called the Piasa Bird. Kevin swore it was like a flying bear with teeth and claws that would swoop down and snatch up deer and eat them. The first night we went there they shook me out of bed in the middle of the night to scare me.

Needless to say, I didn’t really believe in monsters then. Especially flying bears. Not until I saw one. For real.

It was just supposed to be another one of our camping trips. We were going up river just a bit this time. The area was supposed to be devoid of humans, and Charles wanted to try doing a vision quest along with some hunting. None of us were natives. Kevin claimed to have gotten instructions from a guy he knew, but it was all just made up stuff we got from books. But we were young and dumb.

This time was unusual because we took Charles’s dogs with us. Hunting was legal if you were on private land or had a license. We had neither, but where we were going didn’t have roads. Kevin said the dogs would alert us and could help chase down the deer if needed.

“Did you get your dad’s gun?” I asked Kevin when he came knocking.

“Shhh. Are you crazy?” Kevin looked around for my parents.

I smiled at him. “Mom’s at a PTA meeting and Chuck’s on duty. Did you get it or not?”

“No, Dad said no way. I did bring my new crossbow. Take a look.” Kevin handed me a bundle wrapped in a sheet.

“Your mom know you took her sheet?” I asked as I unwrapped the weapon.

“It’s not hers. Found it on the line out there.” He pointed across the street.

I shook my head. “Oh, boy. Let’s get moving. Those folks over there are mean to kids.”

Kevin shrugged and wrapped up his prize. Grabbing my kit and locking the door I followed him through the neighborhood. Charles was waiting for us by the river with the dogs.

“Just where is this place?” I asked.

“That way. We have to paddle. It’s not all that far.” Charles pointed to a flat-bottomed aluminum boat sitting in the river.

Eyeing the boat I asked, “will we all fit?”

“Sure, come on let’s go.” Kevin climbed in and told me to toss him the packs and supplies.

With the dogs and us, we just fit.

There was just a bit more rowing and paddling involved than I was told about. After about an hour, Charles announced we were there.

“Where?” I looked up at the river bank. Nothing but trees and rocks as far as I could see.

“Over there, Dog Boy.” Kevin pointed to a small island in the middle of the river.

I peered at the tree-lined shore. “Isn’t that just a channel island?”

The island was just a chunk of a sandbar that was cut in the channel by the dredging machines. Lots of barges used the river around here.

“It’s safe. Unless the river is flooding, it’s dry. Trust us, Dog Boy,” Kevin really liked calling me that.

I was surprised to find a campsite on the island. They actually told me the truth this time.

Kevin’s idea of doing a vision quest was getting rip-roaring drunk and passing out next to the fire. Charles went right along with him like always. I thought that the beer they gave me tasted what I imagined horse piss tasted like. It gave me the shivers thinking about it.

I ended up on the river bank looking up at the moon at three in the morning or so when I first saw it. It was not a flying bear. To my young eyes, it looked like a cross between a deer, a bear, and a dragon. Horns were coming out of its head and sharp claws on its feet. It screeched, and I just about peed myself. Jumping up I ran to wake up Kevin.

Both my friends were dead to the world. I shook both of them and even splashed the remainder of a beer on them. Nothing. The screeching got louder. Looking up I didn’t see anything, but the dogs were going crazy! They were barking and whining. We’d brought three of them with us, but only one was a real hunting dog. Charles called him Spot, but he was some sort of mutt without spots.

Spot ran past me growling while the other two dogs tried to hide under me while I was still standing.

“Spot! Spot come back here!” I yelled at the black and gray dog.

From the direction the dog ran, there was a screech and what sounded like metal tearing. I hear a dog yip and then nothing. The moon was behind clouds, and I was too afraid to look. I sat out the rest of the night shivering in the cold clutching the biggest stick I could find.

“Where’s my dog?” Charles pushed me over off the log I was sitting on.

I lay on the ground and didn’t speak. The other two dogs lay at my feet still shaking with fear.

“What the hell’s the matter with you Dog Boy?” Kevin asked me.

“The monster took your dog,” I replied.

“What’ve you been smoking? There aren’t any monsters. Where’s the dog?” Charles tried to get his other dogs to heel.

“You guys were passed out last night. I saw it, and it attacked us. Go look at the boat if you don’t believe me.” I pointed toward the river.

Kevin looked at me like I was crazy and Charles just shook his head.

“That was just a story we told to scare you. No such thing as monsters.” Charles repeated.

When I didn’t move or deny it, Kevin cursed at me and stomped off toward the boat.

“Did he run off? Is that it? He’s been known to chase deer or rabbits sometimes? Spot!” Charles called for his dog.

“What the freaking hell did you do to my dad’s boat, Dog Boy?” Kevin yelled.

Charles stood up and ran toward the river. His voice joined Kevin’s in yelling.

I rolled over and carefully stood up. Picking up my stick I kept it in my hand watching the sky as I walked. Both my friends were exclaiming over the boat and the splashes of blood on the ground.

“I told you. The monster attacked,” I told them.

The boat was a wreck. We wouldn’t be rowing up-river or even down the river. Somehow the monster had ripped giant holes in the bottom of it. Claw marks scored the sides, and there was also a big, bite-sized chunk gone from the side.

“Why’d you wreck the boat, Dog Boy?” Kevin yelled.

I looked at him in shock. “Me? If it was me, how did I do it? Do you see giant ass claws on me?”

Charles just stared at all the blood. “I raised him from a pup. Old man Webster gave me that dog. He deserved more than this.”

Kevin shook his hands and screamed up at the sky.

“What if it comes back?” I asked my friends.

“Monsters don’t exist. Those are just stories the tribes tell each other. My dad says so,” Kevin yelled at me.

“Even myths have some form of truth to them,” Charles muttered as he stood on the river bank.

I looked at my friend. A tear was working its way down his cheek, but he was looking less lost.

“Can we defend against it? Will a crossbow kill it?” I asked.

“Monsters don’t exist! Someone came and did this to us. Boles Valley is just over that away. We can swim for it and come back for the dogs later.” Kevin pointed toward the opposite shore.

I looked down at the swiftly moving muddy river. People drowned every month in that river. We’d been warned more than once at school about swimming in it. No way I was swimming for it. “Did you guys tell anyone where we were going?”

Charles nodded. “My pop knows.”

“Then they’ll come looking for us?” I asked.

“Maybe. Pop doesn’t listen all that well sometimes.” Charles started to pet his other dogs.

“I’m not staying here with you two. I swim really good.” Kevin yelled at us.

“What if that’s what the monster wants you to do?” I asked.

Kevin looked at me incredulously and started digging in what was left of the boat. He pulled out a Type II life jacket and slipped it over his head. “Just stay here and don’t touch my stuff.”

The river didn’t look all that safe, but Kevin was a shifter. I didn’t think that cats swam all that well, but he looked like he was OK. turning to Charles, I asked, “Now what?”

“Build a big fire and hope the monster doesn’t come back?” Charles replied.

“You believe me?” I asked.

“No. Kevin is right. Monsters are make-believe.” Charles replied to me.

“Explain the boat, then.” I pointed to the chunks missing.

“I can’t.” Charles walked back to our camp and sat clutching his remaining dogs.

“I’m not just sitting here.” I grabbed Kevin’s pack and bag and pulled out the crossbow he’d brought.

Charles just shook his head. “He loves that thing. If you break it, he’ll kill you!”

“He can get in line if that thing comes back.” I pulled out two bundles of quarrels and started trying to figure the bow out.

Charles knew a little about it from listening to Kevin talk. He explained how the stock was once part of a .30-.30 rifle Kevin’s father once owned. For some reason, the barrel blew up. Charles said it may have been a faulty reload. Kevin’s uncle was a gunsmith, and he took the stock and had it made into a bow.

“I can see why he treasures it.” I would too if my family made it for me.

“Don’t break it,” Charles told me as he showed me how to cock it and fire.

Carefully I fired a couple of the short arrows at one of the trees.

“You suck at that,” Charles commented as he watched.

“There aren’t any monsters in Texas to practice on.” I lined up another tree in the sights and fired.

A loud screech sounded just as my arrow hit the tree with a thunk!

Charles looked up, “The hell?”

“Monster. I told you.” I scanned the trees above us.

“Has to be a plane or something.” Charles stepped out by the river bank.

“Don’t go out there!” I yelled at him.

There was another screech, and we both looked up at the same spot. The same monster I’d seen was swooping down at the center of the river. Its sharp claws extended the frighteningly ugly creature skimmed the water for a moment. Suddenly its claws grabbed something.

The biggest fish I’ve ever seen was in those talons as the monster my friends swore didn’t exist flapped into the sky.

“River sturgeon. A big one. There really is a monster, you were right.” Charles was totally calm as he watched the Piasa Bird swoop down.

“Should we hide?” I asked him.

“Yup.” That was the only answer I got as Charles grabbed both his dogs and ran for the trees.

There was another loud screech, and the dogs started howling. The tree branches above us began to crack and creak. I would almost swear that the monster was right above us.

Another screech split the sky. To us on the ground, it sounded as if there was more than one. Grabbing up Kevin’s crossbow I aimed at a dark shape in the foliage above us and fired.

“Did you hit it?” Charles asked me.

“No idea,” I fumbled with the quarrels. My hands were shaking so badly I almost misfired the thing.

Sighting at the shape again I fired a second shot. This time there was an immense screech followed by another further away.

“You got it, Dog Boy! You killed it!” Charles jumped up slapping me on the back.

“I don’t think I did. It might be back.” I quickly reloaded the bow.

It was the act of reloading that saved my life. Neither of us heard the silent wings behind us. Like a giant owl, the creature came gliding in, talons outstretched, aiming right at our heads. I bowed my head just as it struck!

Charles went down like someone poleaxed him! The tip of one of the talons grazed my shoulder and ear leaving a deep scratch. Blood began to well up and drip downward.

Crying out in pain, I hit the ground. My hand came away from my shoulder bloody. The pain didn’t match the amount of blood, but I screamed anyway. Crawling over to my friend I gave him a shake. Charles mumbled something but stayed unconscious. His Were healing saved him from sudden, irretrievable death but did not keep him awake.

Craning my neck, I looked up at the sky. I ignored the blood on my shoulder and rolled over. I grabbed the crossbow and reloaded it. There was another screech, and I could see the monster making another pass. Without thought or even a plan, I just fired blindly aiming for the spot in the middle.

The creature screamed again and crashed into the trees surrounding the campsite.

I tried to slow my breathing, but I felt as though my heart would beat its way out of my chest by itself. I climbed to my feet. A pile of feathers and claws lay not more than ten feet from me.

Snatching up the bow I started to load it again. There was another of those things up there.

“Why am I laying in pee?” Charles commented as he tried to stand.

“The dogs were scared and so were you it seems,” I told him.

Charles looked past me at the pile of feathers. “Is it dead?”

He poked at it with a stick. The monster didn’t jump up and kill him, so he jabbed it again.

“I think so.” Charles jabbed the monster a third time.

Stepping closer to the monster I could see that it looked like a giant chicken mated with both an owl and a human. What was that thing? “Is it the Piasa Bird?”

“If it’s not, it might be a Demon,” Charles replied looking as scared as I was. “Is that blood on your shoulder?”

I looked down at all the dried blood on my shirt and suddenly noticed the pain on my shoulder. “Ouch.”

Peeling the shirt away I could see a deep scratch across the middle of my right shoulder. The bleeding had stopped, and it was scabbing up. “I’m not gonna turn into one of those, am I?”

Charles started laughing. “Even if I scratched you, you wouldn’t. All those years with the pack and you forget that part?”

My cheeks warmed up a bit. “Sorry. Gut reaction. You guys are born to be what you are. Unless I meet a Vampire, I’m stuck like this.”

“Chances are you won’t ever see one. They’re pretty rare out here.” Charles smiled at me.

“Good, I need all my blood where it is,” I told him.

The dogs tried to sniff the corpse of the monster, but we both grabbed one and sat down by our fire. If Kevin made it ashore, he would send help.

Just before dark help materialized along with Kevin.

“Charles! Jack! Are you here?”

We had just laid the extra wood on the fire when we heard Kevin yell. Looking toward where the boat was we saw him and a couple of strangers walking into the campsite.

“I brought Mr. Szandor and the sheriff with me.” Kevin motioned to the men with him.

“You boys need to be more careful out here. Freak boating accidents happen all the time. I don’t like fishing kids out of the river. You two OK?” The largest man was wearing a brown sheriffs uniform complete with a hat.

“Yes, sir. We killed a monster.” Charles answered for me.

The sheriff raised an eyebrow and looked back at the other man. “What monster?”

“The one over there. Jack shot it with Kevin’s bow.” Charles pointed to the lump of feathers behind us.

“You two are crazy! I told you there’s no such thing as monsters…” Kevin looked past us and saw the thing. “What the hell?”

“Sorry, I touched your stuff, Kevin. It was trying to eat us,” I informed him.

Kevin didn’t say anything as he walked around us and stared at the big monster. I didn’t pay any attention to him. I was watching the adults.

The sheriff was looking away from us. He and the other man were saying something, but I couldn’t hear it. I looked at Charles as he shook his head. Somehow they were whispering things a Were couldn’t hear!

“Come away from that thing, Kevin. It might be a Demon. Get your stuff. I’m taking you three back upriver right now. Anton here will take care of whatever that is and guard the site. I have to call the state police now, and I sure can’t do that from here. Get moving.” The unnamed sheriff started giving orders.

“Who’s this guy?” I whispered to Kevin as we started packing up our stuff.

“He was at the farmer’s house when I ran up. He’s the Franklin County Sheriff. That’s what was on his car. The other guy owns the farm over there. First time I’ve met either of them.” Kevin whispered back. “Did you really use my bow to kill that thing?”

I nodded to him. “Yes, I did.”

“I’m renaming you Monster Killer. Dog Boy is too tame,” Kevin remarked.

I shot him a smile.

“Come on boys. Hurry it up there! I want to get outta here and have you home by dark.” The sheriff yelled at us.

Giving the monster a last look, I joined my friends in the motorboat parked next to the remains of ours. “Sheriff? What is that thing?”

The big man gave me a look for just a moment that could melt steel, but only for a moment. His face changed. “No idea, son. You boys were lucky regardless. No coming back here, you hear? If I see any of you out here without a parent or whoever, I’ll arrest you for trespassing on Anton’s property. He owns that little island over there.”

All three of us looked back at where we camped. I didn’t remember seeing any signs. He took us down the river just a bit to a raggedy dock sticking out into the river. A police car sat up on the riverbank.

“Let’s get you home.”

My new boss only smiled at me when I finished.

“Well?” I asked Anastasia.

“What happened when he took you home?” She asked me.

“Not much. My stepdad, Chuck, had a raging fit, but Sheriff Watson calmed him down and said something to him. After that, the matter was done. Any time I brought it up, he shut me right down claiming it was top secret, and I wasn’t to speak of it. My mom told me later that the sheriff said it was a military project,” I replied.

Anastasia shook her head. “No. It wasn’t. Both the sheriff and that farmer were later arrested on charges of Demonic influence. What you killed is called a Harpy. Call it a Greek Demon if you like. Those two and a few others raised it up and set it loose. They figured the Indian legends would keep it safe. Like most things, the Piasa Bird is a lie.”

“What happened to them?” I asked.

“Don’t concern yourself with them. We have very special prisons for those sorts. Now, you told me yours, I’ll tell you mine.” Anastasia smiled. It was an open toothed smile, and I could see three-inch-long incisors suddenly come out of the upper jaw!

I tried to scoot backward in my chair but found her holding it tight. I never even saw her move!

“Vampires are not as rare as you think them to be. Calm down. I work for the FBI the same as you.” Anastasia walked back to her desk and sat down.

“I’ve been on his staff since 1945. It’s why I’m in a unique position to assist you. It’s also why I think you should succeed and not fail. There are way more things that go bump in the night than humanity imagines,” Anastasia explained.

I realized I didn’t have much choice here. If I refused the posting, my career was over before it began and if I took it, I might be trapped forever.

“How do I get cases?” I asked.

Anastasia handed me a thick file of paper. “You’ll call in once a day whenever possible. Information will be given to you and only you. This is a backlog of potential cases as well as a few solved or concluded cases. Those are on top. Just a taste of things. Your authority ends with the Director. You are under his express orders. If anyone questions you, show them your badge first, this authorization second.”

She handed me a leather folder with a plastic covered letter inside it.

“Try very hard not to overstep your bounds. Director Hoover isn’t the most forgiving man. But keep in mind that he expects you to fail. So a few mistakes are allowed. I’m your direct supervisor for now. At least until you get your feet wet. I do have other duties so you may have to give your report to Mrs. Gandy sometimes.”

I frowned at that.

“She’s not that bad, just very devoted to the director. Don’t cross her or your paycheck could be late. Very late. Any questions?” Anastasia asked me.

“Badge, itinerary, that truck you mentioned, I have tons of them,” I told her.

Anastasia pulled open a drawer and tossed me a set of credentials. They’d used my cadet picture. A set of keys flew at my head. “The truck is in the central motor pool, show your badge and the key to the guard. As for an itinerary, you have graduation first. Then you are on your own. My suggestion is flip through the file and pick an easy one. Try to solve at least a couple of cases a month.”

And that was it. I looked back at my drunken classmates. They thought my promotion was the greatest thing since sliced bread. It was unprecedented for a cadet to be offered something like this. I wanted it. Keeping America safe from the supernatural was something I was born to do and now I could.

Monsters beware. Jack Dalton is on the case!
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