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Because the world needs another bank. That was the reason the lot east of Green Ridge Library was being cleared off; the tall pines cut down, freeing precious land for the sake of modern progress. At least it wasn’t another drug store or coffee shop.

The three men working on the western side of the acreage didn’t care about all that. They just wanted to finish for the day and head home before rush hour. And they would have been if not for the mound of stone their bulldozer revealed.

“What is it?” Willie asked.

Tyrone shrugged. “A cave.”

“It’s too small to be a cave,” Kev replied. “Too low to the ground. Maybe it’s a tunnel.”

“Tunnel?” Tyrone saw as well as the other two that the mound’s opening was blocked with rocks and dried mud. “To where? Looks like a cave.” He peered through the few cracks, but couldn’t see anything.

“There are no caves in this neck of the woods,” Kev countered.

Tyrone was about to argue, but Willie cut him off. “Look. It doesn’t matter what it is. It’s solid except for this opening. Tyrone, grab me a shovel. Let’s see if we can break it open.”

As Tyrone walked over to their work truck, Willie tried to figure out what the protrusion was. Kev was right – there were no caves in this area. Maybe the facts were wrong. Or maybe it was man-made. Maybe it was the den of some wild animal.

But why would the entrance be stuffed with rocks, closing it off?

Tyrone came back and handed the shovel to Willie. “You break it open.”

Willie shook his head. “Chicken.”

He held the shovel a foot from the rocks. Tyrone and Kev each took a step back.

Willie hesitated for a moment. This wasn’t right. He had the nagging idea to just let the mound be and walk away.

One blow was all it took to dislodge the blockage.

Tyrone stepped behind Kev, keeping his distance from the tunnel.

Time seemed to stop.

The breeze stilled.

Nearby traffic noise became muted.

The three men felt like they were in a bottle, well-shielded from the outside world.

A hot wind erupted from the tunnel, blasting Willie first, then his friends. An electric charge was in that wind – electricity and heat.

Willie felt a crackling in his gums.

Kev, in his eyes.

Tyrone only felt panic.

“Guh. Guys,” he said.

Then he was off, running like an Olympic sprinter to where they were parked. He could run but he couldn’t flee from the changes already taking place within his body.
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Tommy Rider hated his job. Working in a library wasn’t glamorous by any stretch of the imagination. Nor was it calm and quiet like most people believed it to be. The Green Ridge Library was the epicenter for the homeless and obnoxious to congregate. Tommy hated the public just about more than anything.

When the gate to Hell next door was busted open, Tommy was in the staff restroom, staring at his reflection in the mirror over the sink.

“I can’t do this,” he repeated to himself. Not only couldn’t he deal with another moment of facing a member of the public and their paltry problems, but he didn’t want to. Library problems were the most trivial of problems yet faithful patrons – all morons – worried over every minutia of their transaction.

“Is there a fine?”

“How long can I check these out for?”

“When are you open?”

All of these questions, and more, were not important in the scheme of things.

Then there was his bitch of a boss, Paris Lupo. The absolute hell she put him through in the past eight years. Claiming he said offensive comments about her when he didn’t. Giving him a heavier workload than others, then bitching him out when he asked her about it. Being lazy and only working when it suited her. Generally, being horrible.

And her supervisor, Chucky Larson, the library’s manager, let her get away with it. She was a bitch and he was a useless tool with no guts. The less said about him, the better.

But what could Tommy do? The economy was in the dumps. No new vacant jobs were on the horizon. He was a prisoner and this frustrated him to no end. Every day he’d look online for other jobs, only to come up short. It was disheartening, but it was life – but that didn’t make it better.

Paris and Chucky, the diabolical duo. He hated them more than the grimy public he had to deal with for forty hours a week. He wanted to smash their faces in with a Louisville Slugger every time he thought about them. Two swings, two grand slams.

This latest incident that sent him reeling into the restroom was a claim that he was stomping around and slamming books and videos down. Yes, he was pissed off because no one else was picking up their end of the slack. Maybe he slammed something down. Was there a law against being angry?

Apparently, there was. Chucky and Paris’s precious feathers were ruffled so they called him into the outer office – the office adjacent to Chucky’s – where they dealt with employees who dared to question their work habits or anything else. Chucky handed Tommy a memo – which wasn’t an official reprimand, but the intent was clear – detailing the latest imagined infraction.

“It’s just a paycheck,” he reminded himself before begrudgingly leaving the restroom. He immediately felt a tingling in his chest.

Oh, great, he thought. A heart attack. Of course.

His arms started to feel weightless.

Then his legs.

His head and torso though still felt anchored to gravity.

He heard sirens outside.

Another geezer probably crashed his Cadillac.

But the sirens seemed to get closer.

Maybe an old lady fell and couldn’t get up.

Tommy peeked out the back door window and saw numerous police and fire vehicles –

– and armored transports?

Before he could form his next thought, a deafening roar turned his vision red.
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Neither Willie nor Kev won the race to get out of the woods. Armed soldiers kept them confined to the barren lot. Willie, however, won the prize for being the first to transform into a seven-foot-tall monster.

***
[image: ]


Willie and Kev’s flight was halted by people wearing Hazmat suits and holding military-issued automatic rifles. Being aimed at by fourteen guns was enough for the two men to regret thinking about running away.

“We’re okay, Kev,” Willie said. “We didn’t do nothing wrong.”

“There was probably some toxic waste in that hole,” Kev replied. “We really messed up.”

“We didn’t do nothing wrong.”

“No one told us about it. Nobody said we’d be dealing with that stuff.”

Willie gave up. Kev had lost it – all he could do was rant. There was no point in trying to calm him down if he simply wouldn’t listen to reason.

Willie’s neck itched for a short moment before ripping open on its own. Something under the skin was pushing through.

The people in the Hazmat suits saw Willie arch his back in pain. They retrained their rifles onto him, lessening Kev’s fear of getting shot. However, Kev followed their new gaze and promptly wished he hadn’t. He preferred the guns to what he witnessed:

Willie’s skin around his neck and throat tore away to reveal a new flesh – brown, oily, scaly. Fur appeared here and there over his body.

The thing Willie was becoming grew taller before everyone’s eyes. His shoulders broadened, his bones and muscles stretched, grinding with every inch. His denim work shirt, khakis, and heavy-duty boots ripped apart, unable to contain the new growth.

Kev backed away from this thing. He was too scared to even consider what they unearthed had anything to do with Willie’s transformation. Or that the same thing could happen to him.

Willie silently howled like a newborn attempting to find its voice and then swung his head over to face Kev.

A wolf in a reptile’s skin. That was now what Willie was.

And Kev was scared beyond measure.

“Ready, men,” one of the Hazmat suits bellowed.

“Wait!”

From behind the men, an elderly yet spry man rushed in, waving his arms up and down. “Don’t shoot!”

Willie studied the newcomer. His lupine eyes darted to each figure, but found their way back on the old man. There was something about him . . . . something under the surface that was hypnotic.

The old man put an earpiece in his ear. “Are you reading this?”

In one of four armored transports that were the first to arrive on the scene, a young woman gazed slackjawed at several monitors. The transport, a modified Stryker designated solely to her, was completely silent. She held her breath.

“Are you getting this, Mina?” through the interior speakers.

She shook the awe off and replied, “Absolutely, Professor Moon. This is amazing.”

Kev didn’t think so.

He peed his pants.

The Willie-thing let out a belly-churning roar before charging the men with the guns.

Professor Moon dove out of the way just as the men opened fire.

The bullets ripped through the outer layer of Willie’s new flesh. Scales torn by the gunfire flopped in the breeze. The rain of bullets put the creature right on his back.

But he wasn’t long for the ground.

Up he rose, his face curled with hate. His muscles rippled in rage.

He roared once more and charged the men again.

This time their bullets did not affect him.

He knocked the soldiers aside with crushing blows, breaking bones along the way.

The fourteen armed men were soon splattered on the ground, unable to move or defend themselves.

Willie wasn’t satisfied.

He turned to the old man, who couldn’t regain his feet quickly enough. Soon the monster’s claws were around the professor’s neck.
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Tommy knew he wasn’t hallucinating or dreaming. He saw and heard the commotion outside – the hulking creature beating down everyone in his path, its roar, sirens – so all of this had to be real. Unless his mind snapped under the pressure of his horrendous job. That was a dreadful possibility Tommy feared was the most probable. He hated his job even more for proposing that reality.

He opened the back door and walked outside.

Oh, yeah. This is real.

The day’s heat warmed him considerably. He felt something untouchable in that warmth – a kind of buzz in the air. His ears caught every minute sound, from the clanking of the armed men’s guns to the onlookers’ gasps. This was indeed real, but there was something else – something wrong.

No, not wrong.

Different.

He looked over at the scene in the lot and caught a glimpse of the transformed Willie hoisting an old man up by his neck.

The hair on Tommy’s neck stiffened.

He clenched his fists shut.

His world began to spin.

The skin on his hands hardened and turned gray –

– then raised off the bones and spread up his arms, over his shirt sleeves, up his neck, and down his torso, completely covering him in a type of exoskeleton.

He looked as if he was a poseable statue, complete with a metallic-like helmet and mask. Impenetrable black eyelets shielded his vision. He had nostrils for breathing – the exoskeleton running up his nose reconfigured his physiology. He could also freely move his mouth.

Tommy knew then that his old life, that horrible library job, was over. For better or worse, this was his future and he welcomed it simply because it wasn’t his previous one.

“Demon!” he bellowed, pointing at Willie.

The monster let down his guard to look over at Tommy. He eased up
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