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Dedications

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


“Is this the FBI motor pool?” Jack asked the dust-covered guard sitting in a chair outside a very tall chain link fence.

The older man set down his newspaper and looked up at Jack. Pointing his finger at a sign over his head he spoke. “That’s what the sign says. What business do you have here?”

“I’m the new head of the Magical Division, Jack Dalton.” Jack held out his hand.

The guard cocked his head to one side and stared up at Jack expectantly.

Jack blushed and bowed his head. Digging into his coat pocket, he pulled out a folded sheet of paper and thrust it forward. “Sorry, I was told to pick up my vehicle here?”

Taking the paper, the guard nodded. He looked down and carefully unfolded the document. Pursing his lips, he nodded again. “If you had to have authorization those are the names to have. Go on in, kid. The man you want is named Charles. He’s the one with the key to the garage.” 

Jack took his paperwork back and stepped through the gate into the yard it protected. Dust and dirt were everywhere. Due to wartime budget cuts and other factors, the maintenance yard and motor pool was unpaved and mostly neglected. It was here official cars were repaired and stored.

As he walked past cars up on blocks and piles of junk that resembled cars, Jack considered the reason he was here. 

<<< >>>

“Take this to the motor pool and pick up your official car. It was picked out for you by me.” The Vampire known as Anastasia handed him a sheet of paper. “You’ll still need weapons and other accouterments. The arsenal is next door to the motor pool. Think big and lean on your experiences when choosing what you need. Remember your training and try to think outside-the-box for this. Weapons like crossbows aren’t available in rural America. You can do this Jack. I have high hopes for you. Prove the big man wrong and succeed.”

Jack took a second sheet of paper from her. Already the job was a bit surreal. There were rumors at the Academy, of paranormals working inside the FBI but everyone thought they were just rumors. 

“Do you understand your parameters and rules? I’ve taken the liberty of having a packet made up of contacts and general information. It’s waiting for you with the car. There is a shortwave radio built into the back as well as parts and equipment needed to send and receive telegraphs. We have a dedicated switchboard set up for you. Call this number weekly for assignment information as well as instructions from me. Build your contacts. Much of what you do will come from the officers out there in the trenches fighting these things. Call me if needed. Understand?” Anastasia caught Jack’s eyes and stared at him.

Unable to look away Jack nodded. “Yes, Ma’am.”

The Vampire smiled. “You make me feel old. Now I’ve got one more thing to say and then move you on your way. Come closer.”

Jack felt himself move around her desk toward her.

“Closer. Come over here by me. I need to whisper this one. It’s top secret information.” Anastasia motioned with her finger.

Jack stepped up next to his boss and bent down. He could feel the heat of her breath on his neck as she spoke softly to him. Her cold hands gripped his arm and pulled him even closer to her.

“You and I are going to have a wonderful relationship together Agent Dalton. Agents such as yourself rarely come this close to me. Now let me taste … I mean, tell you a secret.” Jack strained to listen as Ana’s face came even closer to his neck.

That was the last thing he remembered. Ana told him one of a Vampire’s powers was to implant suggestions in humans. The Director had instructed her to make him loyal to only the FBI and no one else. Or at least that is what she told him. 

Jack didn’t have any reason to not trust what Director Hoover was saying. Not even a little.

<<< >>>

There weren’t any workers in the front part of the yard only wrecks and stripped cars. Mechanical noises could be heard in the distance, so Jack worked his way around to the rear area.

“This must be it,” Jack said to himself. There was a very large warehouse surrounded by cars in the back. Men dressed in overalls and jumpsuits were crawling in and under cars everywhere.

Addressing a pair of legs sticking out from under a shiny limo, Jack asked a question. “Excuse me? Is Charles around?”

“It depends on who’s asking?” A muffled voice answered. The legs twitched as the body they were attached to rolled out.

“Agent Jack Dalton. I was told to pick up my new vehicle here.” Jack held out a hand to the grease-covered man. 

Gripping the offered hand, the mechanic stood up and stared at Jack. “Who sent you?”

“I’m the new head of the Magical Division. Director Hoover appointed me yesterday to the position,” Jack replied.

The mechanic frowned, repeating the question. “Who sent you to us?”

“Anastasia sent me.” 

“Good answer. I recommend in the future you listen first before answering, kid. Some things are more literal than others.” The man pointed his finger at Jack. “Ana is good people. Hurt her … and we will hurt you.”

Jack blinked a couple of times before answering. How he could hurt a Vampire boggled his mind. Hoover's assistant even more so. “I won’t. I promise.”

The grease-covered man nodded toward the warehouse at the rear of the facility. “Come on, kid. What you want is back here.”

Jack followed along as the man, Charles Taylor, led him to the large building. As they passed other workers dropped what they were doing and joined the procession.

“The big man ordered us to provide you with any old thing, but Anastasia stepped in and thought you needed more support. We confiscated this vehicle during an illegal weapons sting a few years ago. It’s been collecting dust in the back. We made a few modifications, but it already had secrets of its own.” Charles grabbed a large metal door and pulled. 

Several of the tagalong men ran forward, sliding the bay door open. Sitting in the middle of the room was a yellow and black beauty. 

“What year is it?” Jack asked.

“1952. Before the smugglers got it, it was used to deliver auto parts for one of the big national chains. If you look close, you can see the lettering under the paint. The arresting agents wanted it for undercover work, but it was lost in the system. How it ended up here is a mystery, but for you, it should be perfect. It’s sturdy, easy to repair, and unlike anything the bureau is driving. We’ve added the basic logo to the doors and some words to the rear.” Charles handed Jack a set of keys.

Jack opened up one of the doors and peeked in. The driver’s seat was wider than most, but he could see fine leather stitching holding it together. In place of the passenger seat was a modified file cabinet and desk. “That’s different.” 

“Ana said you were going it alone, so we modified things a little.” Charles walked to the rear. Carefully he opened the rear window and dropped the tailgate. 

“As you can see we have a shortwave system set up in the back. It’s tight, but you should be able to fit a cot in here as well as whatever weapons you find. We weren’t sure of your plans, but we put in storage units on the sides and if you look close, a small dresser and portable sink. Your orders are in the glove compartment, Agent Dalton. Blow the horn when you want out. Please tell Miss Ana we kept our promise to her.” Charles smiled and left the bay. The other men laughing at Jack’s expression closed the bay doors behind them.

Jack stood in the dim light and stared at his new assignment. It was starting to feel real. The words ‘FBI Magical Division’ was emblazoned on both sides of the van.

<<<>>>

The FBI’s Washington Arsenal building was next door to the garage. A huge fence backed up by a ten-foot wall surrounded the building. Following the Demon War, it was judged that local agents needed access to weapons heavier than automatics and shotguns. Too many Senators and other politicos remembered the street fighting and deaths caused by the incursion in California. Much of the southern part of the state was still, even now, ten years later, totally devastated.  

Because the building housed weapons, there were double and triple the guards usually found on government buildings. Jack’s identification, badge, and orders were checked and rechecked. His new command vehicle was checked as well.

“Drive straight and turn right at the yellow pole. No unnecessary stopping. You will be met at the doors. Do you understand?” The agent in charge of security was one of the largest men in government service Jack had ever seen. He was way outside of what Director Hoover thought was standard for most agents.

Jack swallowed before answering, “Yes, sir. I’m supposed to pick up a special package here. Do they have it?”

The big man almost growled at Jack. “Drive straight and turn at the yellow pole. Understand?”

Jack nodded. Best to not see what getting ripped in half feels like.

The armory looked even bigger close-up. The walls were buttressed and looked fortress-like. Turning at the yellow pole as instructed, Jack found himself in front of two enormous steel-banded doors. A lone worker dressed in coveralls, stood in front of them waving at him to pull forward.

“Stop right there.” The man pointed to lines painted on the concrete. “Present your document. Stay in the car.”

Carefully, Jack passed his orders as instructed out the window.

The name on the suit was Pell. He took the offered page and carefully studied every line and signature. “You’re late.”

Jack gasped. “What? I just got my orders today!”

Pell looked at Jack over his glasses and smiled. “When you picked up the car from Charles did you come straight here?”

Jack blushed. He felt the heat rising up from his neck all the way to his forehead. This man knew. “Uh, no, sir. I didn’t.”

“Here’s a tip for you, Agent Dalton. Someone is always watching. Keep that in mind, and you may survive in your mission. When the door opens, pull inside.” Pell turned and entered the building through a small door on the side.

They knew he had taken the van for a spin before coming here. Jack didn’t remember seeing anyone, but he took the lesson to heart for the future. There was a loud creaking noise, and the metal doors in front of him swung outward. Clicking on the headlights, Jack drove into the dark portal of the building.

Boxes, boxes, and more boxes were all he could see. His new van fit nicely in the empty space inside the building, but Jack could see it was meant for a bob-truck or one of the newer army M35 trucks. What the guys on the reservation called a half-ton truck. That style of truck is what he thought he might have gotten for this assignment. When the army was issued the newer M35s, they surplused out the older M135s to federal agencies. Getting a newer delivery van was sweet compared to one of those monsters.

“Agent Dalton, welcome to Candyland for gun nuts. We have it everything in here.” Pell held the door open as Jack climbed out.

“Can I pick and choose or are you assigning me weapons?” Jack asked.

Pell gave him a shrewd look. “A little of both I believe. Your boss told us to fit you outright. Come on, I’ll show you.” 

Jack picked his way through the stacks of boxes following Pell. He tried to read the letters and numbers stamped on them as he walked. The smaller man mumbled as they walked.

“We get it all in here. Rifles, shotguns, pistols of multiple sizes. We’ve got a few pretty nice automatics as well as weapons seized by the OSS and the ATU. To the big boys in the Capitol Building, it made no sense to have more than one arsenal in town. Less efficient is the words they used. As a result, we have this mess. And more every week.” Pell patted a few boxes as they walked.

“What happens to the surplus?” Jack asked.

“Scrap metal or surplus. We can’t sell frontline weapons to civilians, but police along Highway Six-Sixty-Six have picked up a few. Nobody’s seen a Demon since fifty-six, but you just never know now do you?” Pell answered him.

“Can they be killed by regular bullets? I thought we needed special silver and herbs to do the job?” Jack asked.

Pell stopped and looked back at Jack. “You’ve been reading. Good. You’re gonna need that information. Demons can be killed with massive amounts of firepower, but it takes a great deal. Silver and salt are the most common ammo, but silver, salt, and herbs are another option. One of my predecessors came up with the best round. Too bad we don’t use it anymore.”

“Why not?” Jack asked.

“Not many Demons around. Plus, if you shoot a human with one of them he might die.” Pell replied as he stopped in front of a wooden door. “This is it.”

“If someone shoots you with a gun, you’re going to die. What kind of crazy is that?” Jack stated.

Pell snorted, “You are aware of the concept of spalling?”

Jack nodded, “Sure. It’s what happens when a hollow-point bullet enters the body. It flattens as it hits and scatters shards through the body causing damage. We’re one of the few countries to use them.”

“Exactly. But the type of loads we used to issue for paranormals contained salt, silver, herbs, and shards of wood. The combination of that along with the slug itself can damage too much of the body.” Pell replied as he unlocked the door and opened it.

“What kind of wood?” Jack asked.

“Oak, ash, and thorn. Folklore has those three as the most Magical. Trust me when I say if you hit a Vampire with one of those ... he’s down for the count. Very effective at close range. Let me show you what we put together for you.” Pell stepped inside and hit the lights. 

“Oh, my,” Jack uttered as the lights came up. A large table stood in the center of the room. A very wide variety of weapons were arrayed upon it. 

“We tried to think outside of the norm for you, Agent. We have both the new and the old version of the crossbow. Shotguns will do the job, and certain capture and control gear. You will be on your own for the most part. If you can’t bring them in successfully, you will have to put them down. Trust me when I say that many of those THINGS out there don’t go easily.” Pell had a flash of hatred cross his face for a moment.

“Did you serve?” Jack asked.

“Forty-three to fifty-six. I was in the thick of it from California to what used to be Western Germany. My unit was wiped out fighting the last of the Horde in Death Valley. I hung up my hat and went to work for the Bureau. Less stress working here. Always keep a weapon close at hand.” Pell grimaced in memory and casually stroked one of the long rifles on the table.

“Death Valley was the site of one of the last battles with the Horde. Indians native to the area captured several Imps during the earlier battles and were using them as servants. Very much like a parable of keeping a wild animal in your house, they rose up and ate the natives. Troops were sent in to end the decade-long incursion,” Pell continued to caress the rifle.

“What’s that one?” Jack motioned to the rifle Pell was fondling.

“Mosin-Nagant. This one is configured as a sniper rifle. It comes to us from the Russians. One of the most heavily made guns pre-Demon War in that country. It’s not the only Russian weapon we have here. There is an AK-47 as well as a reconfigured Thompson prepared for you. All of the firearms take silver rounds.” Pell remarked.

“What about area denial weapons? Can I get a few  of those?” Jack asked Mr. Pell.

“Explosives are harder for us to provide to you. There is the potential for unintended casualties with them. We have a few grenades and something new the British Special Service came up with. They call it an incapacitant, a stun weapon. It works on humans but is untested, by us, on paranormals,” Pell replied. 

Jack thought for a moment. “Can I have any of those? It might come as a surprise to my enemies since it’s so new.”

“We’ll have to install a small explosive locker in the floor so these cannot be reached by civilians. Is that satisfactory?” Pell instructed.

“Will it add too much extra weight to the back?”

“It shouldn’t, regardless, we can use the extra space. This way we can give you more of explosive bolts for the crossbow.” Pell picked up a clipboard and made a few notes. Finishing he held out his hand. “Keys?”

Jack handed them over to Pell who barely glanced at them as he made more notes on the clipboard.

Pell looked up at Jack, “Come with me. You have a room full of paperwork to fill out. My boys will take care of getting you loaded up. Is there anything else you think you need?”

“Handcuffs, camping gear, flashlights, maybe a stove with a coffee pot, do I need to buy that stuff myself?” Jack asked.

“No. We’ve got you covered. It’s part of the package we have. You’re getting Were-proof cuffs, one of the reasons you have paperwork. They make them out of a steel-silver alloy now. Your supervisor made the arrangements. Paperwork calls.” Pell pointed toward a distant door. 

And what paperwork it was. Jack spent more than three hours signing form after form. At times it felt as if he was signing away his first born and grandchildren at the same time. When he made that comment out loud, the attendant smiled. “You missed one packet there. All of this is necessary, Agent. If for any reason you shoot and kill an innocent, there needs to be accountability. Trust me when I say most FBI agents aren’t armed with bazookas and Russian class-three weapons. This is for your protection as well.”

“If you say so.” Jack signed the last couple of pages and slid them over to the man.

“It’s not me, but those that pay me. I believe those same people pay you as well.” He looked at the final packet with a smile. “Excellent, Mr. Pell should have your vehicle stocked and loaded by now. Good luck in your new position, Agent. Please do come again.”

Jack almost told the man to stuff it but realized quickly where else was he to get silver ammo and exploding rockets. “I will. Thank you.” 

The black and yellow van was sitting in the same place but was now nosed forward toward the door. Mr. Pell stood next to it wiping the engine cowling. 

“Is it all done?” Jack asked.

“Of course. Take a look,” Pell tossed Jack his keys back.

Peeking in the driver’s side door, Jack could see both a shotgun and one of the pistols mounted with easy reach in the front. A wire mesh wall now separated the front from the rear compartment. Jack frowned as he pulled on it.

“The wireless needed an antenna system. We’re full service here. It does double duty to protect what we loaded you with as well.” Pell answered before Jack could ask.

Jack could only nod as he opened the rear and looked inside. A collapsible cot sat folded to one side along with a small wooden chair. Lockers and weapons mounts had been added to both sides of the interior walls. Two small safes and a weapons locker took up the passenger side. He could see camping supplies and cookware carefully stored away. The driver's side had the radio as well as places for clothing and food. It resembled a modern chuck wagon he told Mr. Pell.

“That’s it exactly. You will be on your own out there, and if you don’t carry it with you, you might not be able to find it. The standard ammo you can either buy or requisition from any of the field offices. If you need special supplies, call us and request it be sent. You and only you will be allowed to pick up the items from the office we send them to. This gives you the authorization. Keep it safe.” Pell handed Jack a new wallet and several keys. “Codes for the safes are in that wallet. Please memorize them.”

“Is that it then?” Jack asked.

“From us. You received a message from the main office.” Pell reached into his coverall and handed over a folded sheet of paper.

<<<>>>

The note read “Bladenboro, North Carolina, and good luck.” It was unsigned, but only one person knew where Jack was supposed to be that day. Pulling out a map, he studied the new interstate system. Interstate Ninety-Five was new. Really new. The roads it was built upon were former toll roads that interconnected their way down the entire eastern seaboard to Florida. 

From a military standpoint, it made a great deal of sense to be able to send troops anywhere, at any time easily. The only issue was many of the toll roads were still there, and it was going to be really expensive to get to Fayetteville before heading to Bladenboro.

Jack pulled out the petty cash envelope and was halfway through the process of counting when it came to him. He palmed his head and muttered a stupid line from television about tomato juice. How dumb could he be? He was a federal agent. No tolls would be needed.

According to the map, Bladenboro was only six-hundred miles or so from the Capitol, but the road zigged as much as it zagged. It was going to take at least a day to get there.

“This thing is a gas guzzler,” Jack muttered to himself as he filled up for the second time. The FBI may have modified the van, but they didn’t replace the in-cab fuel tank. It only held sixteen gallons and burned it up in a hurry. 

Eyeing the location of the tank, he could only nod. A few other truck models had a tank directly in the rear, just off the bumper. It wasn’t unusual for one of those to explode on contact during an accident.

He was more than halfway there, but it was slow going. The map claimed he was only a few miles outside of Smithfield but he hadn’t seen many cars along this stretch of road, and it was getting dark. 

As he paid for gas, he asked the old timer behind the register, “This is Interstate Ninety-Five isn’t it?”

“That’s what they tell me. The state came through here a few years ago changing the road signs and informing folks of the new plans. Of course, this stretch here has to wait a few years for upgrades. Where are you headed?” The older man asked Jack.

“Bladenboro, North Carolina. This is the first time I’ve ever gone this way,” Jack answered.

The old man tilted his head and looked out the window at Jack’s car. “You hunting the monster?”

Jack started, “What monster?”

“Don’t try to josh a josher, young fella. I was there in forty-six when the demons charged the line. You’re after the monster aren’t you?” The old man stood up from his stool and looked Jack right in the eye.

His entire life Jack had been told to respect his elders and this situation was no different. “Yes, sir. What do you know about it?”

“Just that it’s supposed to be dead. Something was out there in the woods and streams killing animals for no reason back in Fifty-four. Almost every hunter in the state went to Bladenboro trying to bag whatever the hell it was. It was killing farm animals left and right. Folks were locking their kids up at night. Two good old boys from one the farms there claimed to have caught a record bobcat in one of their traps. The pictures taken showed a record-sized critter, but folks around here are more of the “see it now” sort. Nobody really trusted those boys.” The old man spoke as he gazed out the window.

“Did the killings stop?” Jack asked. He wondered why, if they caught this thing years ago, he was being sent there now.

“For a while they did. But I hear tell it either wasn’t dead, or momma is here looking for revenge,” the old man commented.

“Five years later? I don’t know, monsters aren’t people. They don’t bide their time.” Jack pulled out a notebook and wrote what the man was saying. Better to get what facts he could for now. 

“Son, I was in Death Valley and saw things set against the night sky that would curl your hair. Demons are unforgiving. If they catch you, they will either kill you or eat you. Sometimes both. You should turn that fancy rig around and go back where you came from. Safer that way.” The old man looked away from the windows.

“If I do that, it becomes someone else’s problem. It’s my job to fix it the first time.” Jack remarked to the former soldier.

The old man snorted. “Self-righteousness can get you killed, boy. Do you even have holy protection?”

Jack looked at him questioningly, “huh?”

“Stupid child. Here, take mine. I want it back mind you. This was given to me by a priest at the mission of San Juan Capistrano just before the Horde took it.” The old man removed a shiny bird-shaped amulet from his neck and handed it to Jack. 

Looking closer, Jack could see it was intricately designed with a Latin prayer intertwined with feathers and bird features. “You should keep it. This is a work of art.”

“You’re about to do battle with forces of evil, boy. Use it and when it’s over, come see me. We can swap stories and tell some lies. No one should do battle without something to protect them.” 

Jack knew better to argue with an old soldier. Carefully he slipped it around his neck. “I’ll bring it back.”

“Of course you will. Now get moving. Take State Eighty-Seven to Tarheel, then Four-Ten straight into Bladenboro. You can’t miss it. Be careful. Demons are tricky.” 

Jack stopped at the first roadside campground he came to. If the forces of darkness wanted a battle, he needed to get rest first. The cot supplied by the armory crew was hard and way too low to the floor, but to someone not used to long-distance driving, it was heaven. 

<<<>>>

Bladenboro wasn’t a very memorable place. Lots of pine trees and cotton fields dotted either side of the highway. A faint smell of turpentine in the air told the story of what industry was here. 

A loud horn shook Jack out of his thoughts making him concentrate on the road. On his side of the highway, there wasn’t a car to be seen. Cars seemed to be leaving town in droves. The left side was bumper to bumper the whole way. More than one person blared the horn to tell him to turn around.

Halfway to town, he was stopped by a state highway patrolman and a local county sheriff.

“You need to turn around and go the other way. This road is closed to all traffic.” 

Jack held out his badge. “Then I’m in the right place. My assignment is Bladenboro.”

“Are you really from the FBI?” The local sheriff deputy scrutinized Jack’s badge, even calling over the state patrolman.

“I’m here because of your monster problem. Can you tell me more about it?” He asked taking his credentials back from the officer.

“We sent for the army, but they never showed up. The Governor said he was sending the Guard, but now we see you. What makes you so special?” The state patrolman asked.

“I represent the Magical Division. Any cases related to the paranormal is supposed to go through my department. What can you tell me regarding your monster?” Jack asked again.

“It isn’t my place to tell you stuff, Agent. Let me call the sheriff over.” The deputy climbed back into his car to use the radio.

At more than six feet tall Sheriff Richard Singletary towered over nearly everyone present. As he climbed out of the patrol car, he appeared to get taller. “What’s this all about then?”

Quickly, Jack explained the situation and his reason for coming. “What can you tell me concerning the monster?”

Leaning back against his car the sheriff explained. “The beast is supposed to be fake. Mayor Donahoe thought the story might bring in tourists to town. There are always stories of big cats and wild animals that can sneak into your home and steal the souls of children, but nobody listened to those. Five years or so ago, a cat-like creature was spotted killing farm animals and stalking an elderly lady. We put a call out, and hunters came from everywhere. A large bobcat was caught and killed, but it gave the mayor his great idea. Old legends were dusted off and retold. We’ve got the annual Beast of Bladenboro parade and everything now. Tourists love it. It’s not supposed to be real! Not like that thing.” 

“What does this one look like?” Jack asked. While what the locals had done wasn’t illegal, it was unsavory to him.

“Big. Really big. I put five rounds into it when it chased me from town. One of my deputies hit it with his truck,” Sheriff Singletary exclaimed.

“I’m guessing it didn’t work. Were there deaths?” Jack braced himself for the answer.

“To be honest, we’re not completely sure. Most of the town evacuated, but since we aren’t in communication with them, we don’t know who got out. We know it ate Chuck Williams’ prized heifer and the Velasquez family lost their entire flock of chickens. That’s how we found it in the first place. Feathers everywhere and one of my deputies got the scare of his life investigating it. We thought it was a cougar or escaped tiger. Half the town was looking for it with shotguns. That was until it showed up at city hall and tried to eat a visiting class from Cape Fear High School. Then we called for help,” Singletary explained.

“So, this thing is big. What color is it?” Jack asked.

“Black.” All three officers replied at once. 

“So big, black, cat-shaped, anything else you can think of?” Jack asked.

“You’re gonna think I’m crazy here, but I could’ve sworn it had sparkling claws and spikes like a porcupine on its back. That was one of the reasons I called the military. We thought it might be one of those Demons on the loose.” Sheriff Singletary explained to Jack.

“Let me take a look.” Jack turned toward his van, but at the last minute opened up the back. Carefully he removed the Wingmaster eight-seventy from the case and grabbed a pouch of special shells. Better to be safe than sorry.

Once he was safely inside the van, Jack loaded the shotgun. The armory crew had included an extended magazine, and he loaded it as well. Seven shots of the special ammo would kill a Demon. Surely, this cat was no different.

Big was the understatement of the year. Most likely the century. Jack got his first look right on the edge of town. A farm truck complete with trailer lay on its side blocking most of the road. Jack slowed and stopped to investigate. 

Shotgun at the ready, he approached the front of the truck. Bending he couldn’t see anyone in the cab, but there was what appeared to be blood splattered all over the inside. The driver’s side door had been torn off, the hinges ripped and twisted. Gigantic claw marks scarred the vehicle. Cautiously looking around Jack jogged back to get his camera. Documentation was needed for everything. 

Measuring carefully, each of the claw marks looked to be three inches apart. Jack tried to imagine what a house cat would look like fifty or sixty times larger. The mental picture wasn’t pretty. Where did something like the monster even come from?

Looking at the shotgun in his hands he shook his head. More firepower was going to be needed. 

<<<>>>

The streets leading into town were mostly undamaged. A few cars were overturned, and several blue post office boxes were lying in the street. The devastation didn’t start to become obvious until Jack reached the center of town and the courthouse.

“Wow,” Jack muttered to himself. The courthouse still stood, but half of the large white columns in front were torn off and destroyed. The grass and park areas were torn and dug up. Piles of what can only be described as cat feces were everywhere. 

Parking the van on a side street, Jack loaded himself up. Figuring he might need it, he carefully loaded a backpack with extra silver ammo and two explosive shells for the modified bazooka he found among the van’s armament.

The military had used the M20 and its predecessors effectively during the Demon war. Nothing says “hello nice to meet you,” like a nine pound anti-tank round. Two of the explosive shells added twenty extra pounds to his load. The launcher itself weighed another fifteen.

Humping the extra weight and guns, Jack hurried to find cover near the courthouse. Somewhere in town was a monster that needed to be killed.

<<<>>>

Cats by nature are hunters. They stalk their prey before pouncing. Bladenboro’s beast was no different. The prey it stalked was holed up inside the courthouse. It wanted and needed to kill the human. Pain lanced across its head if it strayed. So far Alderman Sprunt had eluded the large cat, forcing it to stray from the courthouse and the den it had selected to hunt fleeing townspeople. 

James was kicking himself for not leaving when he had the chance. At first, the monster was only a rumor. The town had a parade for the blasted thing. Who knew it existed? If only he had listened to his parents, none of this might have happened. 

“Son, you’re making a mistake. That parcel of land has always been held in trust by our family.” 

James looked at his elderly father with scorn, “It’s potentially prime farmland. If we do it right and drain the swamp rerouting the creek and lining it up, we won’t have to irrigate the fields as much. We can double and triple our cotton production. Cotton is king right now. Why can’t you see that?”

“Money is all you see. There is much more to life than just wealth. When my grandparents, your great-grandparents, came over from Scotland to settle here a bargain was struck. We were to keep the land inviolate until told otherwise. Our family has lived up to our side of the bargain and have never gone hungry. Now you are bringing upon us the wrath of that which you will never understand, and I pity you.” Peter Sprunt could only shake his head at his son’s actions. He wife beside him was speechless. While she knew her son didn’t value the past, she was shocked he would destroy his heritage so thoughtlessly.

“My entire life you’ve told me of the trust and beings that never appear. If there were a document I could read or partners I could negotiate with, I would spare it, but you have none of that. Your word is worthless to me, old man. The very moment you signed a power of attorney and allowed yourselves to be placed here was the moment I achieved the first part of my dream, financial independence. Neither you nor some imaginary force is going to take it away from me.” James told off his father and never looked back. When both of his parents grew ill several years later, he didn’t even bother to visit. 

Construction crews were brought in, and they drained the swamp. A body of water that once was half the size of the town was now a tiny shadow of itself. James only allowed a small pond to exist to keep members of the town happy. Frog gigging and fishing were still very popular even among judges and politicians. 

The original Beast of Bladenboro was spotted around the time he broke ground, but hunters promptly caught and killed a displaced bobcat. There were no supernaturals or paranormals around here. 

When the scratching and digging noises started up again, James hit the floor. It was back! The giant cat or whatever the thing was only wanted one person in town, and that was James. His house, barns, and cotton production facilities were the first to be destroyed. Only his chance stop at the courthouse saved his life. 

<<<>>>

Big, big, BIG cat! That was the mantra Jack muttered to himself when he first caught sight of the beast. It had to be twenty feet at the shoulder easily. Sheriff Singletary was correct in remembering its back was covered in spikes, and the claws looked very sharp as they dug into the concrete.

Something inside the courthouse was drawing it. The cat dug at the main doors trying to get inside for several minutes before running around to the rear, where it attempted the same thing.

“There’s someone still inside.” It was the only answer. Jack’s goal was not to trap and kill the beast. Something of that size was impossible for a lone agent to capture. Stashing the bazooka and shells, he ran back to the van. This called for an experimental solution.

During the drive and one overnight stay, Jack managed to read most of the weapons information provided by Mr. Pell and the others at the armory. The stun grenades were marketed as non-lethal, but they could kill in certain situations. The British government used them for extremist groups and the occasional Demon cult that popped up in their major cities from time to time. One grenade set off in a small room would pop the eardrums of everyone inside and have adverse effects on humans from smoke inhalation. But they might shock the beast and hold it in one place long enough to get a bead on it with the bazooka. He wouldn’t know until he tried it. The town was supposed to be evacuated. If he missed, one of the anti-tank shells could do tremendous of damage.

Arriving back at the shattered storefront he used to hide his weapons, Jack realized the glaring hole in his plans. There was little cover between where he hid and the courthouse. To use the stun grenades he needed to get close to the beast. “Well, crap.”

Two trees and a park bench were the best covers he could find near where the cat was trying to dig its way into the building. If he set up wrong and it came back the other way he was screwed.

<<<>>>

James had nearly given up hope when he spotted a man dressed completely in green moving around the drug store across the street. At first, he thought the guy was looting the place until he saw the shotgun in his hands. “That’s not enough firepower.” 

It was hard to tell from this far away, but the stranger might be military. That gave James hope he would be rescued. But he could still see only the one man.

Before his brain could come up with a way to warn the man out there, the building shook. “It’s back.”

Stumbling to the floor, James Sprunt crawled as fast as he could toward the other side of the building. When the cat first attacked, he was on the ground floor inside one of the smaller offices. He’d been searching in the files for a document when a gigantic paw, with razor-sharp claws extended, smashed through the window and attempted to pull him outside. Just as a rat trapped in a maze, the alderman ducked and dodged as he ran for the door, only to find sharp teeth and fetid breath waiting for him. 

Half the rear door gave way during the last assault, leaving the second floor James’s only option for safety. Like a kid reaching into a cookie jar, the cat had one paw inside reaching for him. He prayed the monster outside wasn’t smart enough to know the roof gave better access to the inside.

Bang.

If the window hadn’t been open James wouldn’t have heard the shot fired because the cat took that time to yowl and screech as if it were a banshee. Gazing out the window, he saw the man in green run across what was left of the courthouse yard and park. A small area of the park was the only section still undamaged.

Yowl! The building shook and trembled as the cat redoubled its efforts to get inside. A loud cracking noise heralded the loss of the other half of the rear doors. The cat could not get its entire head inside the rear of the building quite yet. With the head would come the body and James could soon become kibble.

<<<>>>

“This couldn't have been any better if I planned it this way,” Jack muttered to himself as he took cover behind the bench and small trees. The monster cat broke through part of the courthouse and left its ass-end hanging out. Whoever it was in the building that the monster wanted, must have done something exceptionally bad to deserve this.

Jack had been a poor football player, but an excellent left fielder in high school. You needed to be able to throw a ball when you played with Weres. They run really fast. Taking aim, he pulled the pins and threw two stun grenades in succession into the building through the broken lower floor windows and hoped for the best.

Blam. Blam. 

Any glass that remained on the lower floor shattered outward as both stun grenades exploded. Besides the overpressure effect, there was a two-thousand-degree flash that temporarily blinded the gigantic cat and shattered its eardrums.

The cat shrieked, and its yowl could be heard for miles as it writhed in pain. Jack took a knee and picked up the bazooka. A two-man military team could generally get off six shots a minute using one of the weapons, but Jack was alone. Carefully he loaded the tube connecting the electric firing switch. A magneto in the trigger handle would ignite the rocket. Each shell was supposed to be filled with high explosive, silver flechettes, rock salt, and wood chips from oak, ash, and thorn trees. Each of the elements could kill a specific type of paranormal, but the rounds were primarily set up for Demons. 

Squinting, Jack tried to see through the tiny primitive scope. Framing the cat in the circle, he fired.

Whoosh! The bazooka fired tossing Jack backward onto the ground. A huge explosion sounded with parts of courthouse doors flying about.

There was another shriek as the cat bellowed in pain. Blood and other wiggling bits of creature lay scattered around the front of the building. 

Peering through the smoke, Jack could see it was still moving. He pulled out another shell and began loading the bazooka. If this didn’t kill it, he was in serious trouble.

Squinting through the optical sight a second time, Jack tried to line up with the main body of the animal.

Whoosh! The bazooka fired and once more Jack found himself on the ground from the blast. “There has to be a better way to do this.” 

The second explosion performed better than the first one. If the cat weren’t dead, it would be very soon. Climbing to his feet, Jack approached the front of the building.

Blood and gore dripped everywhere. It was so thick on the stairs Jack didn’t even try to climb them. He circled the building with his shotgun at the ready. The front doors were buckled inward but were still locked shut. Peering through the windows, he could see what was left of the ‘monster.’ It wasn’t coming back from that. He had to be sure though. Carefully, Jack climbed through one of the windows and entered the building.

Laying his shotgun beside the cat’s head, he delivered a coup de grace, but it wasn’t needed. That last blast had finished the monster off and destroyed the stairs to the second level at the same time. Whoever was up there wasn’t coming down the traditional way for a while.

Jack pulled out his camera and began documentation. He snapped pictures of the body as well as damage to the courthouse. It was more of a reference point than anything else. The 1959 Magical Security Act provided amnesty for Magical Division officers in the performance of their duties. Neither he nor the FBI would be on the hook for the damage.

“Anybody up there?” Jack called out.

The upper level was in complete silence. James Sprunt couldn’t hear Jack’s voice or question. He was huddled under the Mayor’s desk in a fetal position with both hands over his ears. A brave man he was not.

“Not my problem anyway,” Jack muttered to himself. The beast of Bladenboro didn’t resemble any Demon in the official Government books or any known paranormal for that matter. There was nothing but speculation as to where it had come from. 

As far as Jack was concerned, he was now the official monster hunter of the United States, and this proved it. Placing the weapons back into his van, he wrote a note as a reminder. More rocket shells were definitely needed. 

The roadblock was in the exact place when Jack motored out of town. 

“What were all those explosions?” Sheriff Singletary asked.

“Your monster is no longer with us. It was not Demonic, so you should be able to return to the town. There is a bit of damage downtown, but the rest looks OK.” Jack leaned out the window of his van and spoke to the police officers.

“Really? What’d you hit it with?” The sheriff asked.

“M20 anti-tank bazooka. Mine is different from the military ones. They’re loaded with salt and silver for paranormals,” Jack replied.

“The carcass looks to be a regular animal, but I recommend burning it as soon as possible. Other than that, I wish you good luck. Call it in if another one shows up.” Jack smiled to himself. He sounded flippant, but he’d just taken out his first monster and was riding an adrenaline high.

“You’re not staying to help us?” Sheriff Singletary asked looking shocked.

“No, sir. I need to call this in, make my report, and move on to the next case. Our country is really big, and there is just little ol’ me to police it. Have a good day, Sheriff.” Jack leaned back inside and put the car in gear. If he was lucky, he could get back to Fayetteville for more coffee and lies.

<<<>>>

From the shadows of the forest, several figures watched the distinctive black, and yellow van drive off. 

“Do you want us to hunt him, my Lord?” The warrior was fierce and wore two swords across his back.

“No. His time will come. The humans like to say that all good things will come to you, eventually. This Jack Dalton will pay for killing the Cath Palug. These humans grow bold with their ingenuity and explosive weaponry. No true knight would use such a weapon. That is the way of dishonor and guilt. Stay your blade for now.” The brilliantly garbed Elf Lord stepped out of the shadows to stand in the light of the sun. 

“And the other human, the developer? What about him?” The warrior asked again.

“That is a blood debt owed. He is an oathbreaker and deserves the worst punishment possible. I curse him and all his get until the debt is paid. Only full restitution will please those that command me,” the Elf lord smiled as he entertained thoughts of blood and torture.

“Allow the curse to play out. Have our scouts spread the word to other enclaves and sithes. There’s a new player in the game. Agent Jack Dalton is to be given a wide berth for now.” The Fae warriors turned from the human highway and faded back into the trees.

<<<>>>

“Mission accomplished boss,” Jack reported directly to Anastasia using a pay phone outside the gas station.

“So, I hear. The mayor, the sheriff, and about half the town either want to kill you or congratulate you. The Director doesn’t know which to do, either. Did you really have to blow up the courthouse?” She asked.

“It was still standing when I left. Only the rear doors are gone as well as the stairwell. I have detailed pictures. It may have been damaged getting the carcass out, but I didn’t knock the place down,” Jack explained quickly.

“Stop at the first local office you can find and submit your report. Include any film and your thoughts about training for something like this. We need to keep a running record of your missions. Training new agents may become a priority one day. I’m glad you survived, Jack, but now it’s time to move on to the next one. Head north toward Maine. There’s a Coven of Witches we need you to investigate for us.” Anastasia instructed Jack. 

“Witches! I thought they didn’t want to have anything to do with our government?” He asked.

“They don’t officially, but this group is the oldest in the country, and they wield political clout locally in Maine. We want you to introduce yourself and poke around the town. It’s called Briarwood. Check in again when you get there. Good luck Jack.” Anastasia hung up the phone before he could respond to her.

“No rest for the wicked is there, Jack?” The old man told him. 

Jack turned and smiled at the old guy. Except for the eye patch, he’d be the spitting image of his grandfather. “No, there isn’t. I can’t stay long. They gave me another assignment.”

“That’s a government job for you. Keep the necklace I gave you. Not much call for Demon fighting hereabouts. Watch your six, and you will get through whatever concerns you. Take it easy out there, Jack.” Without another word the old man stood and went back inside the gas station. 

Jack stood still for a moment after he left. Something about the man reminded him of something, and it wasn’t his grandfather. He shrugged his shoulders. More grist of the mill on the long drive north. 

Witches. Should be interesting.

This ends Book two of Jack Dalton Monster Hunter. 
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