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Dedications

Special thanks to my wife Heather who keeps me grounded and to Merlin the Cat. We are his minions.


My name is Jack Dalton and I’m a Monster Hunter!

“Jack, I need you in Washington as soon as humanly possible,” Anastasia informed me over the secure line.

I was in San Francisco at the main FBI headquarters, wrapping up my reports. Every large office in America had a secure line to the Director’s office. They had to. As the country grew, so did the criminal element. J. Edgar Hoover liked to be on top of things at all times.

“What’s going on there?” I asked her.

“Trouble. Our investigative units responded to a series of deaths in and around the DC beltway area. We’ve got a serial killer on our hands here, and everything points to a Vampire doing it,” Anastasia explained.

“How many Vamps are in your area, anyway?” She was the only one I’d ever met, outside of the guy at the Academy. He was supposedly the go-to guy for Paranormal interactions. 

There was a long moment of silence on the other end of the phone. “Two that I’m aware of, counting myself. Jack, you have to understand something here. Other than the Director, no one knows I’m a Vampire.”

Now that explained a whole lot. In this country, Vampires were a rarity. Eastern Europe and Russia were their primary haunts, especially after the great Purge. If she wasn’t known…“Boss, that makes you one of the primary suspects.”

“You think I don’t know that? The Director is on my side, but this is Washington. Backstabbing is almost an Olympic sport here. The Magical Division must be here to run the investigation if it is a Vampire. Get here as soon as you can,” Anastasia directed even as she hung up the phone.

I stared at the receiver in my hand. It could turn into a Witch hunt if Ana was suspected of the crimes. And it would signal the death knell for any other Paranormals in government service. I needed to get moving.

Finishing up my reports, I pulled out all the maps. From here, the fastest way east was Highway 50. Up through Sacramento and across Nevada, the highway followed the old horse and wagon trails. Not a lot of towns between here and Denver, Colorado. But if I was going to get there fast, it would have to do. For a moment, I considered catching a flight, but I’d have to leave the van here in California. I seriously doubted the guys at the semi-secret garage would build me another one so soon. Drive it was. 

Hunting Bigfoot had been a bust. Other than footprints and rumors I’d found nothing. It was too bad that Johnson’s house burned down, but faulty wiring will do that. Sitting in the file room, I tapped my finger to my lips. Something about the report in front of me wasn’t quite right though. Notes that I didn’t write were in my journal saying I did find something up there. But I had nothing to prove it. No pictures, notebooks, interviews, or anything other than the same reports saying there was no proof of Bigfoot or other creatures. 

“Screw it. I need to go.” I scrawled my name at the bottom and dropped the file in the outgoing mail. Copies would be distributed to the office here and in Washington, per procedure. 

***

Highway 50 was a nice scenic sort of road. Once I got through Sacramento and into the Eldorado National Forest, the traffic thinned out considerably. Looking at all the trees, it was really hard to believe that just a couple hundred miles to the South lay what the locals called the Demon Wasteland. Grinding the Demon advance to a halt… the army had held that from Salinas, to Fresno, to just outside of Las Vegas. Our world and the Demon Wasteland were the antitheses of each other. Anything the Demons touched was despoiled. Trees, cities, people, everything, were turned into mutated or twisted forms of themselves. Much of the area, even now, almost fifteen years later, was still under martial law. Fortunately, no one had seen a living Demon in about that long.

Kachunk! Kachunk! Rumble, rumble, rumble. Kachunk!

“…the hell?” Glancing down at my gauges told me absolutely nothing. The noises continued but weren’t as loud as before. Reaching out, I patted the dashboard of my trusty delivery van. “That’s a good girl. Please hold on so I can get you fixed.” 

I checked my mirrors and slowed down to a crawl while I checked the map. Stopping wasn’t an option; it might not start up again! I’d passed a place called Eureka, and it was too far back to return to. The towns of Ruth and Ely looked too far away to push the engine. I was screwed. Folding the map a couple of times, I scanned it for anything that might help me. A ranger station, military post, Indian reservation, something. Moving my thumb, I spotted something. Belmont Mill. A tiny speck on the map, it looked to be just a bit south of my position. Speeding up, I looked for a turn off or sign for one.

“White Pine County Road #5.” There was a sign and an arrow pointing toward possible salvation, Belmont Mill. 

Rumble, kachunk, kachunk, rumble, bump!

The dry and dusty county road seemed to be making it worse! Having second thoughts about this side trip, I almost turned around, but then I saw the beginnings of civilization, a town in the desert. 

In a cloud of dust, I rolled into town, parking in front of what appeared to be a boarding house and diner. Belmont Mill was an actual mill. I could see a four-story building up the hill with assorted mining equipment in use. Steam from a pair of smokestacks shot into the sky not too far away. A few small houses and shops were scattered about with no sense of city planning. 

Saying a small prayer to a new-found God, I shut off the engine and climbed out. 

“You get lost?” a big burly man asked as he and three others stepped out of the diner. 

“Engine trouble. I saw the sign for town and took a chance. Is there anyone available to look at it and is there a phone I can use?” I replied to them. 

The first man glanced at the others before speaking. “We’ve got a small garage for the mine. I can have our guy take a look if you like. It’s quite the ways to the next biggest town.”

“That would be dandy,” I replied. “Is there a phone too?”

Maggie’s boarding house had a phone, as well as a spare room I could use. A very talkative sort, Maggie seemed like she didn’t see very many new folks here in town. She wouldn’t shut up about the town and how they came to be here. 

From what I’d been able to decipher, the town was built in 1925 when both silver and lead had been discovered here. Most of the residents dated from that time period with the exception of a few dozen of the miners. They’d come as refugees from the Demon incursion. Something similar had occurred all over the Southwest. People just looking for a place to go that was safe. But now the moneymaking part of the mine was petering out. More lead than silver. 

“Can’t they try digging in other spots?” I asked her, remembering my last assignment and the mines there. 

“They tried that. Bunch of times. Disaster it was,” Maggie replied as she put new sheets on my bed. 

“Cave-ins?” I asked her.

Maggie gave me a sharp look and shook her head. “Not my business. Ask about it if you want. Them’s not my problem.”

As the small woman scurried out of the room, I looked around. Bed, water basin, and dresser took up the whole room. A window looked out over the town, but it was nailed shut. Curious. It must get as hot as a furnace in here in the summer. 

“Your phone?” I asked Maggie. The woman frowned but pointed down the hall from where I stood. 

To say that Anastasia was mad at me would be the understatement of the year. But she understood my reasoning for driving instead of flying. In the year or so we’d been working together, she’d barely told me any of her story. I’d thought that Vampires all had resources all over the world they could use, but somehow she was exempt from all that. Not to worry though. just as soon as my van was fixed, I’d be back on the road.

***

“Two days?” I looked at the grease-covered man in surprise. 

Arlen, the town’s only mechanic, nodded. “Drive shaft section. I’ve got nothing here that fits right. I could jerry-rig it, but you might find yourself in a worse situation than this. Lots of desert out there.”

“Fine. Whatever. I’ll wait it out. Thanks, Arlen.” One thing I’d learned out on the road by myself was to not unnecessarily piss off the locals. At least not this early in the game. Maybe I could get caught up on my paperwork.

Maggie only nodded when I told her I’d need the room longer. Money from out-of-towners was apparently rare here.

“Anything to do in this town, Maggie?” I asked her. 

Barely looking up, the mousey little woman busied herself with cleaning the front room. “We gets the random prospector here and there. Them don’t like it though, don’t stay long.”

Listening to the words she was speaking I caught something. “Maggie, you mentioned them before. Who is them?”

Maggie’s hands shook as she stopped wiping the table in front of her. “Them don’t like to be bothered.”

“Them who?” I asked her again.

Looking up at the ceiling, Maggie muttered something I didn’t quite catch. Something about night. Giving me a frightened look, she ran from the room.

“Good work, Jack. Scare the landlady on your first night,” I muttered to myself. Something sure scared her though.

I sat in the corner of the small diner and began digging into my paperwork. I filled out all the stuff the FBI required of Agents. I swear that Washington must float on a sea of paper, as much as everyone has to fill out. It was almost a blessing it was just me in the Division.

The sound of a steam whistle going off forced me to check the time, four o’clock. Quitting time at the mine, I assumed. Several dusty, dirty, and mud-covered men stumbled into the small diner. Bellying up to what served as a bar around here, the men began sucking down beer and liquor shots. Out of habit I half-listened to them as they talked. So much information is available during people’s unguarded speech.

“...no sign in the new tunnel…”

“Rafe… too bad about him but more money…” 

“I’m out as soon as I get my stake…”

“... them. I can barely sleep through it without…” 

The conversations around me went on for several minutes until they noticed me sitting there. “Stranger…”

Looking up from my paperwork, I gave the men a nod with a smile. It was returned with frowns and outright anger. I shrugged and went back to work. The forms wouldn’t fill themselves out.

There was a blast of the whistle again, and the men at the bar couldn’t get out of there fast enough. Almost as one they threw money down and left. Maggie stepped out from behind the counter and started locking large metal shutters over the windows. I’d missed them as I sat down, but now that I was looking, they were obvious. Half sliding out of my booth, I asked if she needed help.

Holding up a hand she replied, “I can manage.”

The shutters covered the windows and door completely. They resembled blast curtains I’d seen in books about the 1914 war in Europe. Why someplace like this would need them added to my questions about this town.

“Anything I can get you, Mr. Dalton,” Maggie asked me. 

“It’s Agent, actually,” I replied to her.

“Agent…” Maggie looked at me questionably. 

“Of the FBI. I’m a government Agent, Maggie.” I explained. The concept of the FBI seemed to go right over her head.

The short woman cocked her head and just stared for a moment. Shaking herself slightly, she started talking again. “Okay. Never met someone like that before. Place is closed up for the night. Time for them. Stay inside tonight, ya’hear?”

Them again. I only nodded. Maggie glanced back at me numerous times as she scurried away. I could hear the sound of a door slamming shut as she turned the corner. She lived in the basement. 

I knew very little of what went bump in the night in the Southwest part of the United States. Them. It could mean a lot of things. There’d been a movie when I was younger about gigantic Demon ants out in the desert. It was called Them. 

There was only one verified instance of Demons surviving the great hunt in and around Conception after the Gate closed, and that was in Death Valley. A small group of Indians had adopted a group of Imps and were worshiping them. The Imps had eaten half the tribe by the time the military arrived. That was just a couple of years ago. It was believed they were the last remnant of the Horde. This town was beyond the range of any of those instances. 

The creaking of the stairs and my own footsteps were all I could hear as I went up to my room. Peering out my lone window, I could see the town was totally blacked out. Whatever or whomever Them was, I couldn’t see.

***

Morning brought more questions than answers. As before, a sharp whistle blew at sunup. I’d heard many strange noises in the night, but with all the doors and windows shut, they weren’t enough for me to climb out of bed and peek. They could be kids playing. I didn’t see all that much to do around here. 

Eddie Gord, the mine’s foreman, confronted me as I was eating breakfast. 

“You really an FBI Agent?” he asked. “I read the side of your van.”

I nodded, but continued to eat. “Sure am.”

“You know anything about strange critters?” he asked me.

Pushing my plate away, I focused on the short rotund man. He resembled Curly from the Three Stooges films. “What sort of animals are we talking about?”

“Lizards, about this long.” Gord held out his hands a few feet apart.

I relaxed with a deep sigh of relief. So not Demons. 

“And they fly,” Gord added.

“Flying lizards. Really?” I gave the man an incredulous look. “Like dragons?”

“No. I see you don’t believe me, just like the others.” Gord turned to leave. 

Standing abruptly, I cried out, “Wait! Are these the creatures people call Them?”

Gord looked back at me nodding. “They are a pestilence upon the Earth here. But no one wants to believe us.”

I sat down and gestured to the chair in front of me. “Sit and tell me about it. Please.”

The heavyset foreman sat down. Looking bashfully at the floor, the man cleared his throat. “I’ve tried to tell people. Corporate doesn’t care as long as we keep sending them silver, but the mine’s petering out. The governor blew me off, as did the Nevada National Guard. We’re too far out of the way for people to care about.”

I gestured for him to continue.

“It started a year or so ago. The mine started to dry up, so we did some exploratory digs. Two out of five showed promise, and the bosses in Vegas gave orders to shift operations to them. At first, everything was great. Silver output was a bit higher than the original Belmont mine. We normally get a high concentration of lead, zinc, and silver from the mines around here. Some even yield a tiny bit of gold, but not these here. The amount of work to extract it is too costly, anyway. So we dug deeper and started blasting,” Gord explained as he picked his nose. It made me squirm a bit watching his dusty hands repeatedly reach for his nose. “As expected, we started getting high concentrations of lead, but then we hit a silver vein and followed it. Over and over we blasted the rock, until most of the hilltop was in ruin. The mining engineer Belmont hired suggested we strip mine instead of blast, but the boys in Vegas said no. We kept at it as ordered.”

“And,” I asked him.

Gord sighed and slumped his shoulders. “And we broke into a cave complex at a hundred feet down. Caves are pretty common in Nevada, so we didn’t think anything of it at first. We sent a guy down to check for obvious minerals, but he claimed he didn’t see anything. So we continued with the blasting. Opened the hole up really big. We’d left a security guard onsite overnight. Nothing to steal out here, but we didn’t want anyone poking around too much. Come morning, there was no sign of the man. At first we thought he’d run off or got drunk. It happens out here. A couple of local kids found him a day later out in the desert, stripped to the bone. Dead.”

“Coyotes,” I asked.

“No. They don’t kill like this. The sheriff thought he wandered off and vultures took care of him. It was a mystery, until it happened again. Another watchman, this time one of the guys in charge of the generators. All we found was a bloody shirt and a foot,” Gord explained, his eyes crusty from last night’s sleep. “It was a boot with a foot inside. Once again, they wrote it off as an accident. Mine equipment is dangerous, after all.”

I frowned at him. No sign of a body was bad. “What about the lack of a body?”

“We lost a guy a few years ago? Got stuck in the grinder. All we found was a finger and some blood, and not all that much of it. This is a dangerous business. But both of these new deaths were when everything was off!” Gord looked down at the table for a moment. “Weird stuff began to happen. There were some unexplained break-ins. Stuff like baskets and sheets being stolen from houses with open windows or doors. We’re such a small town, we know everyone here. Then pets started disappearing. If you walk out into the fields around here, you won’t find a single mouse or rabbit. Even birds are rare.”

“Lizards?” I asked him. Mentally I’d started a checklist. If it was Demons, they’d have ravaged the town by now. 

“Right. Mothers were keeping their kids in after dusk, but adults still had to work. One of our shift crews got stuck at the mine late and paid for it in blood.” Gord caught my eyes and held them. “As they left the new mine, a swarm of...things came pouring out of it. We’d blown up the entrance to the caves and instead of mining down, we’d gone both left and right. The flying lizards hit my guys like a freight train, biting and clawing them. Unable to fight, my guys ran for it.”

Grimacing, Gord continued, “Nobody died, but too many were hurt. About half walked off the job the next morning. Miners are a dime a dozen out here, as are the dangers. What is up there, though, is something else. Corporate doesn’t care. I’ve kept the mine hours from dawn to dusk, but as the days grow shorter and we dig deeper, the men…they’re scared. Scared for their families and their lives. You might have noticed, we board up the town at night.”

“I saw that, even helped Maggie close up last night,” I explained, mentioning the nailed-shut windows as well.

“Yeah. The lizards come out at night. They’ve gotten bolder the past few weeks,” Gord explained.

I licked my lips. This was starting to sound like my sort of thing. A monster hunt of some kind. Right up my alley. “How so?”

“At first? They would only hit the windows and doors out of what seemed an accident. But a week or so ago, they chased Hannah over at the general store into her shop. She’d stepped out for just a moment to enjoy the night air and they were on her like bees to honey. Only her slamming the door saved her life. Now they’re pounding on the doors and windows at all hours of the night trying to break in. People are scared to send their children to school. When we realized it was getting this bad, I called the state police, the National Guard, and the governor’s office. Nothing. No one in this state wants to hear the words ‘Demon’ or ‘Paranormal monster’. There are enough accusations made as it is,” Gord explained. 

Nodding, I agreed with him. “If those Indians hadn’t captured those Imps… Have you killed or captured any of these lizards?”

The foreman shook his head. “We had one dead one, but it dissolved right before our eyes a day later. Damnedest thing I’ve ever seen. Since then, most are afraid to go outside to look.”

“So no pictures then?” I asked. Hunting ghostlike creatures was going to be hard to do. Justifying it to Anastasia would be harder. Nervously, I ran my fingers through my military style crew cut. “I guess I’ll have to try and catch one, then.”

“Catch one? You and what army?” 

***

An army of one, apparently. Not many volunteers were to be had in town. Once again, I was proving that monster hunters are both crazy and solo. 

I spent a few hours in the mechanic’s shop preparing my gear before the hunt. The foreman had reported that the last time anyone had direct contact with the beasties, they’d been bitten and torn up. Since I like my health, I thought I’d make some armor. 

“You want to do what?” Arlen exclaimed. He didn’t have any issues with using his gear. As the mining company’s primary repairman, Arlen had some unusual stuff. 

“I want to make some armor. Maggie was kind enough to give me a couple of weeks’ worth of old cans. I’d like to use your welding rig and make something to cover my arms and legs. Once that’s done, I’ve got a couple of tin pot army helmets in the van. If we can weld a grate or basket over one, my face would be covered too,” I explained. It did sound a bit crazy. Like a three stooges skit. 

“Don’t use the welding rig, I’ve got one of those new-fangled acetylene torches over in the corner. It burns hotter and will do the job way faster. What about your body? That uniform of yours won’t do the job,” Arlen pointed out.

I smiled. Talking gear was something guys like to do. “Chainmail. I’ve got a gambeson for under and some fitted leather armor for over. It’s a long story, but I took on a couple of critters on the east coast that almost killed me. I smiled remembering my time at the Academy…a colleague of mine hooked me up with a group that makes period pieces for museums. This will be the first time I’ve used them. For defense I’ve got my sidearms and my Chicago Piano.”

Arlen looked up from the box of cans and things. “Piano?”

Laughing, I reached behind the file cabinet on the passenger’s side and pulled out a violin case. Popping it open, I displayed the Thompson submachine gun inside. “The FBI had this in storage. I’m told it was seized from Dillianger’s gang.”

The mechanic stepped over and started poking at the gun. It was a really nice weapon. One side of the case held the actual gun, the other side a stock, drum, and stick magazine. I only had two drums for the gun but if one hundred rounds of .45 ACP didn’t kill these things, then I was in big time trouble. 

Arlen blew out a breath and laughed. “Mister, you’re crazy. But I’ll help you if you like.”

The finished product was ugly. Really ugly. Up close I looked like a shopping ad for every grocery store in America. Tomato and bean cans lined my arms with flexible ducting at the joints. Large #10 cans made up my new leg armor. In a perfect world we would’ve painted the cans, but I didn’t have that kind of time. Add in my chainmail and girdle and I felt like the tin man on his way to Oz. 

“Where’d you find this thing, anyway?” Arlen asked as he welded the wire onto my army helmet.

“Maggie. She had an old bird cage in the attic, said it was there when she moved in,” I explained. Maggie had told me in no uncertain terms that I was insane for going after what she called Them. Gord hadn’t known, but the lizards had chased her as well. 

“This helmet we’re making reminds me of gear for that jai alai game. You know the one with the scoop thing?” Arlen stated, his voice muffled by the welding helmet. 

I wrinkled my nose. “What game?”

Arlen stood up, pushing the face mask up. “Jai alai. They played it at the world’s fair in 1904.”

“How old do you think I am? I wasn’t even a gleam in my parents’ eyes that long ago,” I told him.

Arlen laughed at that. He was apparently from Florida. He’d come west looking for work in 1926 and just never went back. “Jack, it was a combination of many things that brought me way out here. You’re too young, but we’d had two hurricanes in a row in South Florida and then this tiny little fly caused a shutdown in the groves by killing off all the fruit. No job, no prospects, no place to stay, I just packed up and kept going. California looked like the promised land, but I never made it that far.”

“You’ve been in Belmont that long?” I asked him. 

“Pretty much. I spent some time in Ruth and Ely getting established, but that was before most of this town was here. Don’t let Maggie fool you, she built much of that place herself,” Arlen remarked. “Hell, I ran half the electrics. Those were the days. The mine was booming, new folks were coming here with that sparkle of greed in their eyes…”

“Sounds nice,” I said.

Arlen snorted then laughed. “No. This was a boom town. When the silver dried up so did the sparkle. We’re all just hanging on here ‘cause we’ve nowhere else to go. The new mine was supposed to save us.”

From what I’d seen of the town, I could agree with that. No one seemed to care about upkeep or looks. The town was fading away. 

“Let’s see how this fits you.” Arlen lifted up the helmet he’d been working on. 

Slipping the thing on, I turned to him. “Well?”

Arlen laughed again. “Looks like a birdcage gone wrong but it should work. Don’t let them hit you too much in the face, though. That wire is cheap. What about your neck?”

Reaching up, I could feel what he was asking about. There was a space about six inches or so all the way around my neck and shoulders. 

“Hmm, a gorget would be ideal, but I don’t have one. I’ve got some heavy-duty canvas that used to be part of a life raft that I picked up somewhere. Maybe I can have Maggie make me a focale or something,” I stated. 

Arlen raised his eyebrows and looked at me. “Fo-what? I can barely understand you, son.”

“Sorry, it’s my love of history shining through. The ancient Roman soldiers wore a sort of a scarf thing called a focale around their upper shoulders and neck. It wouldn’t stop a sword strike, but it was to protect from ashes and insects. They were jaunty, as well.” I demonstrated with a shop rag. 

“You best get moving then, if you’re gonna catch her before dinner. Just to let ya know, the part we need for your vehicle is coming in with the supply run truck tomorrow from Ruth. At first they said it would take longer, but I told them you were a G-man and they put a rush on it. Had to send to Crystal Springs, but it’s coming.” Arlen pointed to the open hood of my van. “So if you survive tonight, I should have you back on your way this time tomorrow.”

Nodding my thanks, I explained my job to him. “If these things are a threat, I’ll stay and take care of it. I’m not in the habit of passing the buck. I appreciate the help, Arlen.”

***

The sun was going down and third shift at the mine was rushing to get home. No one, not even Gord the foreman, wanted to see what was coming out of the mine at night. Surprisingly, no one laughed at my costume. 

“For a government man, you’re crazy. Try to stay alive.” Gord patted me on the shoulder as he practically ran down toward the town. 

From all the accounts I’d received, the main entrance was where the flying lizards would come from. Using the submachine gun seemed like overkill to me now. While I had a couple of shotguns, I didn’t think they’d be as effective as the Thompson. Still, shooting at what might look like a flock of birds with a Tommy gun sounded odd. 

Leaning against an old mine cart, I watched the entrance. The sun had dropped behind one of the distant mountains, plunging the entire area in darkness. In a few moments, even the sunset would fade. Gord had said these things liked full dark. I was starting to wonder how I would pee in this outfit when I heard it. 

The flapping of wings. 

At first, it was just one or two. Then hundreds of small winged snake-like lizards poured out into the night air. Not giving them a chance to get away, I sparked a road flare and whipped up my gun, pulling the trigger. 

It takes a strong arm to fire a Thompson, which is why most Agents use sidearms. Bracing the weapon to my shoulder, I started firing. 

Bam, bam, bam, bam, bam, bam…

Using all my strength, I held the Thompson down as it fired. Brass was spitting out everywhere to my right as the drum magazine went through all fifty rounds. The flying lizards reacted to my attack like a flock of sparrows running from a hawk. They moved as a single cloud, up and away from the bullets. 

At nine hundred rounds a minute, the machine gun fires super fast. Dropping the first drum, I scrambled to attach the second one. This was one of the original 1921 Colt guns, so I had to feather a lever even as I attached the drum. I was using fifty-round drums. There were some twice that amount out there, but they made the gun too heavy. 

Looking skyward, I could see the swarm of creatures turning and twisting in the sharp light of the flare. They were moving closer and closer to me.

I pulled out another flare and waited until the last possible moment to start firing. 

Bam, bam, bam, bam, bam…

Blowing through the second drum, I barely had time to move as the swarm plowed into me. Frantic creatures with long undulating bodies, sharp teeth, and bulging eyes hit me head on. The wire framework that Arlen had put together didn’t buckle as they rammed into me repeatedly. 

The bulky mechanic’s heat resistant gloves I had cut the fingertips from made it too hard to draw my pistols, so I did the only thing I could think of. I dropped face first onto the ground. I could feel every instance of the lizards hitting my body, trying to dig in. I’d tucked my fingers underneath my chest for protection.

I only chanced a look once and was immediately attacked again. It wasn’t just nature that drove these things. They had some bit of intelligence to them, as well.

As the night progressed, the attacks lessened except when I moved. So I stopped doing that. No need to spend time figuring out how to pee in the suit, either. 

“You alive, G-man?” Arlen’s voice woke me from a dead sleep. Raising my head, I could see just the faintest glimmer of sunlight. 

“Yeah…sort of.” Pulling myself up to my knees, I looked around the mine entrance. Dozens of dead lizards surrounded me. 

Arlen picked up one of the dead creatures. “Wooee, son! You did a number on them for sure. The whole town was pulling for you when the shooting stopped. I thought for sure you got eaten up here.”

I stood and dusted myself off. Picking up my fallen Thompson, I pulled the drum off and checked it for debris. Seeing it was empty, I replaced it with one of the stick magazines. 

“Good thing you had that,” Arlen commented as he made a pile of the dead lizards. 

“I’ll have to thank the special armaments guys. I can see why the gangsters liked it so much. How many do you figure?” I asked him.

“At least a couple dozen here. There might be more wounded in town,” Arlen replied. “What are these things?”

Giving one of the bodies a careful inspection, I shook my head. “Not a clue. Dangerous things, though.” 

Nothing but teeth and scales, they looked like a cross between a snake, a dragon, and a piranha fish. Bad news all the way around. 

“What’s next?” Arlen asked me.

“Call it in. Short of blowing up the mine, they’re too much for little old me to handle on my own,” I started to explain to him.

“The hell you say! Closing the mine would kill the town!” Gord yelled as he came up the hill. 

Turning, I gave the mine foreman a look. “You asked me for my help, remember. If blowing it up is the only solution, it’s what I’ll do. But I intend to ask higher for help in this.”

***

“Damn it, Jack! I told you why I need you here in Washington asap!” Anastasia admonished me over the phone. 

“I can’t just dump these folks’ problems on the local police. Boss, these little monsters have killed people. I need the guard at the very minimum. I’m not sure I have the power to just blow up the livelihood of the entire town,” I explained. 

“Fine. Tell me what you need but let me be clear. You will document everything, including sending as many of the creatures as you deem necessary to the labs here in Washington. Understand?” Anastasia ordered.

Paperwork wasn’t my strong point, and she knew it. This was punishment as much as it was help. “Got it. Thanks boss.”

“Uh huh. Get here when you can, Jack. I’ll just have to hide more than usual.” Anastasia hung up the phone. 

I was using the mine office for security’s sake instead of the boarding house phone. Looking out at the roofs of the town, I cringed a bit, considering what was coming. The army might just shut it all down. No one wanted another Conception Point in their state. 

“Is help coming?” Gord asked as he walked into the office without knocking. 

Scowling at the lack of courtesy, I shook my head. It was his office, though. “Maybe. My boss in Washington promised to contact the local officials as well as the military. I’ll be staying until someone takes over, though.”

The foreman plopped down in one of the office chairs. “It burns me up that you can get them to respond and I can’t.”

“It’s not really me that’s asking though, is it. My division of the FBI is under the Director’s purview. The request to the Nevada guard will come from Mr. Hoover’s office,” I explained without really explaining. Bureau business wasn’t open for discussion. 

It took two days for “help” to arrive. Two days of constant attacks by the lizards, or Quetzalcoatl, as the locals were calling them now. 

As I wrote my reports, the corpses were examined by the townsfolk. A few of the newer miners from across the border cursed when they saw the lizards, calling them Quetzalcoatl and making the sign of the cross as they did. The name stuck. 

“Feathered serpent” was a rough approximation of the name. My only problem was that the name was associated with an Aztec God. Odin was bad enough to have to deal with. I didn’t need more strange Gods in my life. According to the men, there were paintings of flying lizards on some of the old temples down in Mexico that resembled these creatures. Bigger ones, though. Much, much bigger ones. 

All the town had seen were the smaller variety. It really worried me that maybe these were babies and a big one was lurking somewhere. 

***

The army was early. 

Everyone in town heard the rumbling before any of the vehicles came into view. Two large half-ton trucks, followed by a flatbed truck, led the way. Jeeps and several half-tracks brought up the rear. None of the equipment was front line, which told me this was a National Guard unit. 

A jeep pulled up to the boarding house and stopped. The other equipment spread out as if to surround the town. Two officers and a couple of armed soldiers came inside. The soldiers took up guard positions by the door.

“We’re looking for an Agent Dalton,” the colonel said. 

I stood and approached the men. “That would be me. Thanks for coming so quickly.”

Taking my hand, the older man snorted, “When the governor of Nevada and the president call you in the middle of the night you spring into action pretty quickly.”

Standing stock still for half a second, all I could do was blink. Rousing myself, I felt my jaw drop open. “The president? Really? All I did was call it in to my boss, Director Hoover.”

“You kicked over an anthill is what you did. Nobody wants Demons in their state. Can you tell me what we’re dealing with here? The bigwigs weren’t all that clear.” the colonel asked me. 

Ushering the officers into the dining room, then ushering most of the locals except Gord and Maggie out, I started pulling out my reports and the dried Quetzalcoatl creatures. “...how many there are or how big. Mr. Gord here can explain the hole they made and just how big it is. The cave system down there could go for miles. I was afraid to just blow it on this end. These things could pop up anywhere.”

Colonel Horton frowned as he examined one of the small corpses. “You did this with an unmodified Thompson? You’re either the craziest FBI Agent I’ve ever met or the stupidest. Those old 1921 models jam at the drop of a hat. You might’ve gotten yourself killed. Luck was on your side, for sure. Mr. Gord?”

Gord sat up straighter in his chair for a moment. “Yes, Colonel?”

“The governor himself is supposed to be contacting the owners of the Belmont Mine about this situation. If we are unable to contain these things, I need you to get the word out to the town and all your employees. Evacuation is very possible.”

Gord grimaced. “We’ve got a lot of time and money tied up in this place to just have to leave it.”

“Just let them know, please. We’d like to do this peacefully.” Colonel Horton gave me a sharp look before continuing. “Captain Falconer here has some engineering questions for you about the mine. He’ll go with you, if you’d like.”

Gord shrugged and led the Captain outside. I caught the tail end of one of the questions as they walked. “...connect to the old mine? If it does, we need to trace it.”

Horton glanced at Maggie, then back at me, a question in his eyes. I shook my head. “She’s fine. This is her place.”

The Colonel nodded and tapped my stack of files. “Containment is what I was told to do. Anything more you’re not telling me?”

“Not really. These things are fast and intelligent. They reacted to my gun and my movements. I would suggest your men cover up as much as possible.” Reaching behind me, I pulled out sections of my homemade armor. Showing the teeth marks I explained, “Their teeth are razor sharp. If I didn’t have this on, they might have stripped me to the bone like the others.”

Horton rubbed his jawline in thought for a moment. “We don’t have anything like that on hand. I brought one tank and most of my rolling stock with me. You fired off a hundred rounds and killed a few dozen?”

“Yes, and it was like trying to kill a flock of moving sparrows at night with a pellet rifle,” I explained.

“I was part of the San Bernardino breakout in 1948, and I remember what fighting Demons is like.” Horton remarked. He took a deep breath. “I don’t want to do it again. Our brigade has a couple of flamethrower units. We’ll see how they do against these things. Like you, I’d hate to blow the mine shut, not knowing the exits. Captain Falconer’s a good man. He’ll find out what he can. This is a hell of a mess you’ve brought me, Agent Dalton.”  

“Do you want me to stay and help?” I asked. Ana would kill me more, but this was my job. 

“Initially, yes. Let’s get through the night and we can plan. So what do the people here do when it gets dark…” Horton asked as we both dug into the files I’d prepared. 

***

Like before, the Quetzalcoatl poured out of the mine entrance in a flowing mass of feathers and scales. This time, they met gouts of flame rather than lead. 

“Let them have it!” Horton’s subordinate gave the order. 

Just before dusk, the guard had set up batteries of guns and flame on opposite sides of the entrance, hoping to catch the creatures in a crossfire. The very moment the men spotted the lizards, large electric lights switched on, bathing the rock face with light. 

Like the fires of hell, gouts of liquid flame shot out at the Quetzalcoatl, catching them alight. As before, the swarm suddenly changed direction, and like a living entity, jinked to one side, coming in from behind to attack the battery on the right full on.

 “Look out!” The man holding the flame gun fired a controlled burst over the heads of his companions at the diving lizards. He only had seven full seconds of fire to use and barely fluttered the trigger. Like puffs of smoke the flame broke up the attack. Other men in the battery directed their guns skyward and began firing. 

Horton and I were a hundred yards back inside his command vehicle watching the Quetzalcoatl attack the troops. 

 “You need to pull them back. They don’t have the correct sort of armor against these things,” I told the colonel. Seeing American troops torn apart and not being able to stop it wasn’t on my agenda.

“The plan here is to thin them out. Let the boys do their jobs,” Horton remarked dispassionately. “This is what they get paid to do.”

The second battery started puffing out more gouts of flame, aimed at the entrance to the mine. I watched as the men began throwing grenades at it as well. Looking to the officers I asked, “Why grenades?”

Horton didn’t bother to turn around. He kept his binoculars on the entrance. “White phosphorus. If you should happen upon any of that white smoke, run the other way. It will burn out your lungs in but a moment. They wanted containment, I’ll give them containment.”

New additions to the swarm were stopped at the entrance, but the ones already out were moving on to easier prey, the rest of the Guard forces camped around the mine. Gunshots and screams echoed across the small valley for hours. 

By dawn, the once stern colonel was a shadow of himself. Showing his age, the military leader sagged in his command chair. “I should have listened to you, Agent Dalton. That’s one of the problems of leading large groups of men. You forget the little people, and they’re the ones that got you there. I’ve already ordered an evacuation of the valley and the surrounding area. We’ll take it from here on out. You’re free to return to Washington now.”

I didn’t like being referred to as little, but I knew how to take a hint. Anastasia would be happy but at this moment, I wasn’t. I didn’t like to lose, and this case I’d stumbled upon counted as a loss to me. The monsters weren’t supposed to win. 

***

“Like you predicted, isn’t it?” Arlen asked me as he handed over my keys. 

“Pretty much. Maybe you could go back to Florida, watch some of that strange game you told me about,” I replied.

The grease-covered man shook his head. “That’s a pipe dream, my friend. I think I’ll go see the other ocean. California is calling me home.”

Taking the keys and starting up my van, I listened for the sound in the engine that had brought me here in the first place. Nothing. “You did a good job. Thanks, Arlen.”

“I did mine, and you did yours. The way of the world son, the way of the world.” Arlen shook my hand and looked me in the eyes. “You watch your back out there in the crazy world. And stay safe.”

I chucked my duffle bag into the back and pulled out of town. More and more Army and National Guard troops were pouring in now. The word was out on this place, and somehow they would contain the threat. Belmont Mill would fade from existence and the world would be none the wiser. 

“You can’t save the world from itself.” My step-father used to say that all the time while I was growing up. It took this instance to really drive it home to me. My job was to hunt the monsters that disturbed society’s rules, not to right the wrongs. Seeing that those goals were different meant I was growing up. 

It was fifty hours or so to Washington. What would I find when I got there?
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