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Chapter One: In The Beginning...
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The door opened with a drawn-out creak, the man behind it wary and worried.

“Yes?” the man asked.

“Gene Row?” the visitor asked.

“You have the wrong house,” the man replied.

“We both know that’s not true,” the visitor said.

The man looked the visitor up and down.

“Who are you?”

“My name is unimportant,” the visitor replied. “Truly. What is in a name anyway? So subjective.”

The visitor was tall, over six feet, tan, and dressed in khakis and a polo shirt. He looked like a fit golf pro. Could easily have been a golf pro except there was something about the eyes. The eyes didn’t reflect a personality that played games. Not that type of game, anyway.

“Your name, on the other hand, means a great deal,” the visitor continued. “Are you Gene Row?”

The man did not answer. The visitor sighed and stepped down off the small porch. He looked the two-story colonial house up and down, back and forth.

“You have a nice house here, Gene,” the visitor said, as he continued to study the house. “Very nice house. A little big for you, don’t you think?”

“Who are you?” the man asked. “What do you want?”

The visitor ignored the questions.

“Your wife divorced you two years ago and your kids are gone. Off to college or married. How is Tanya settling in with that construction foreman husband of hers? Any inkling of little ones?”

“I’m calling the police,” the man said as he started to close the door.

“115 Rosewood Avenue,” the visitor said.

The man froze, the door still ajar.

“What...?”

“That’s Tanya’s address, right? 115 Rosewood?” The visitor smiled and pulled a phone from his pocket. He dialed a number, waited, then put it on speaker and held it up. “Have a listen.”

There were voices on the other end. Voices that obviously had no clue they were being listened to. Then a woman laughed and the man at the door cried out.

“Where is she?” the man shouted, his eyes darting back and forth, looking up and down the quiet, suburban street. No one was around. “What have you done with her?”

“Not a thing. Simple listening device. She’s alone with one of her girlfriends. Having a light lunch and gabbing back and forth about the neighbors. Such a nice little life she has.”

The visitor smiled wide. The smile did not reach his eyes.

“I can end that life with a push of a button.”

The man started to open the door wider, hesitated, began to close it, hesitated, then opened it all the way and stepped aside.

“Yes. I’m Gene Row,” the man said, his head hanging low. “Come in. No way to stop you.”

“Oh, there are plenty of ways to stop me,” the visitor said as he took the invitation and walked back up the porch then inside the house. “No one has figured out the ways, but there are plenty. You wouldn’t happen to have some tea, would you? I could go for some tea.”

Gene Row whimpered a little, glanced out into his front lawn, then closed the door with a heavy thud and an even heavier heart.

***
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THE HORSE REFUSED TO submit. The cowboy refused to quit. The two creatures were in a perpetual stalemate as they staked out their territory in the dusty corral.

“It’s okay, boy. It’s all okay. Breathe easy. Nice and easy.”

The cowboy held the lasso loose at his side. It swung there, back and forth, a mesmerizing metronome made of rope. The horse stamped the ground twice then snorted and shook its head. The cowboy nodded in response.

“I hear ya, boy, I hear ya. But this has gotta be done. The sooner we get to it, the sooner it’ll be over and you and I can become fast friends.”

The metronomic rope continued its mesmerizing movement.

“Damn. I almost fell asleep watching that lasso of yours, Mr. Bergen,” the visitor said as he rested his arms on the corral fence.

The cowboy spun about to face the visitor. The lasso was gone and in its place was a Glock 9mm.

“I was expecting a Colt .45,” the visitor said. “Glock seems out of character for a cowboy. But then you aren’t really a cowboy, now are you, Mr. Bergen?”

“My name is—”

“No,” the visitor said. “Everyone says they aren’t who I think they are. Everyone is lying. How about you do us both a favor and not lie to me? It will make this process that much easier.”

The cowboy clicked the hammer back on the 9mm. His hand was steady, his arm straight, his eye sighted down the barrel of the pistol, dead on the visitor.

“I can count to ten or you can just leave, mister,” the cowboy said. “Either way, I want you gone right the fuck now.”

“Nick, yes? Nicholas Bergen. Special Operations from 1978 through 1999. You are hard to find. Very hard. Some of the others barely hid their tracks, but you, well, you did a fine job. If I wasn’t me, you’d have never been found.”

“I don’t know who you are, mister, so that statement don’t mean much,” the cowboy said.

“Listen to you and your wild west affectation,” the visitor said, chuckling. “You have gone native. How long did it take to slip into this persona? The full ten years? Or did you become this yeehaw overnight? You have the training, so I would say it took you a few weeks of intense study and another week or so to get the accent and patois down just right. Folks know you aren’t from here, but they won’t call you an outsider because you talk and act like them. It is a shame your skills were no longer needed.”

“What’s no longer needed is my ten count,” the cowboy replied.

“Understood,” the visitor acknowledged. “Why give me a chance? Go ahead, Mr. Bergen. Shoot. It’s really in your best interest if you take me out now instead of hearing what I have to offer. I mean, if I can find you, who knows who else is on your trail.”

“No one,” the cowboy said, but his hand shook slightly.

The visitor noticed.

“No one? Really? Come now, Mr. Bergen, you don’t believe that.” The visitor pushed away from the railing and walked around the fence towards the corral gate. “Do you think I came here on my own? Do you think that I’m some random stranger that knows every little detail about your former life and career and I happened to be in the neighborhood? Do you think I haven’t already reported your location just in case you decided to put that pistol to use, which I still believe would be better if it was a Colt revolver. You are not a delusional man, Mr. Bergen. I know that much about you.”

The cowboy cocked his head to the side and narrowed his eyes as the visitor continued his walk to the gate.

“So...now what? You aren’t here to talk.”

“No. No, I’m not here to talk. Not really. But I am here to make you a deal. It’s a fair deal because I am a fair man.”

“Terms?”

“To the point and down to business. I like that about you.”

“Terms!” the cowboy snarled. His hand steadied and he turned his head slightly, his right eye widening as he took aim.

“You left behind a son, his wife, and three grandkids,” the visitor said. The cowboy failed at not looking surprised. “Didn’t know he’d gotten married? No, I suppose if you are to keep this charade up then zero contact is the only plan. I was certainly surprised when your son turned out to be a dead end. Parents are always so sentimental that they slip at some point. A random visit here, a chance encounter there, a quick view through binoculars into the living room while parked down the street in an unassuming car. But, you? Nothing.”

“You hurt him and I will destroy you,” the cowboy said, his voice full of emotion.

“I don’t want to hurt him. I don’t want to hurt any of you. But I have a task to complete and the only way I can complete it is if I do a little hurting. Not much, but enough to get the job done.”

The cowboy and the visitor waited in silence. 

Then, “How old are the kids?” the cowboy asked.

“The twins are eight and the youngest was born last year. Such a cute little baby. A girl. The twins are boys.”

“They’re safe?”

“They are. I can guarantee you that much, Mr. Bergen. As long as you do what I say, they will stay safe. They do not have to be players on the board at all.”

“They aren’t players on any board, goddammit!”

“We both know the lie that statement represents. Everyone we touch becomes players. That’s how this business works.”

The cowboy lowered the Glock. “So? What now? You kill me?”

The visitor grinned. “Oh, far from it. In fact, you will probably live a very long life. But that long life will come with a condition.”

The visitor wiped sweat from his brow and looked towards the large ranch house in the distance.

“You wouldn’t happen to have some iced tea, would you? I could certainly go for some iced tea.”

“I might.”

“Excellent. How about we discuss your future over some iced tea?”

***
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“MS. HASKEL?”

The woman kept walking, weaving her way through the crowded sidewalk, no indication she heard the name.

“Ms. Haskel? Aubrey Haskel?”

The visitor dressed as a golf pro caught up to the woman dressed in business attire. His hand reached for her left shoulder, but it never made contact. The woman spun about and slammed the palm of her right hand into the visitor’s nose. There was no crunch of bone and cartilage, but the visitor did yelp and grab at his face as the blood began to pour.

The woman spun back around and took off running, her destination the subway entrance and stairs leading down into the subterranean transportation system of the city.

The visitor sighed and followed. He took his time. Eyes darted towards the woman, a few voices called out in protest as she shoved people out of her way, but not one pair of eyes landed on the visitor despite the blood that dripped from his nose, over his lips, and down his chin.

Brakes screeched and echoed off the tile that lined the subway station. The visitor reached the bottom of the stairs and looked left, looked right, then proceeded towards the turnstiles. He inserted a pass and pushed the bar forward, access granted.

There was no sign of the woman. No wake of irritated commuters looking cross and glum to show she had shoved her way this way or that. The visitor sighed and went right. He threaded his way through the bored commuters, ignored the saxophone player that was mangling a version of Kentucky Woman, came to the edge of the subway platform, winked at a kid of about ten, then jumped down onto the tracks, careful to avoid the one that would light him up like a Christmas tree.

There were shouts from the platform, but the visitor ignored those as easily as he’d ignored the barely talented saxophone player. The visitor walked his way into the subway tunnel, his hands in the pockets of his khakis. He had gone maybe a quarter mile when the tunnel was lit up by an oncoming train. The visitor kept walking then casually got to the side of the tracks to let the train pass.

Once the train was gone, the visitor continued his journey through the city’s underground infrastructure. The smell of urine and rat feces was overwhelming. But not too overwhelming that he couldn’t catch the slightest whiff of Clive Christian perfume. The woman was leaving an expensive trail to follow.

Another quarter mile and the visitor paused. There was a dark alcove about five yards ahead. The smell of perfume was much stronger.

“Ms. Haskel? Aubrey, please, I will not harm you,” the visitor called out. “Unless you try to harm me. Would you mind putting that Desert Eagle away? I fear that pulling the trigger will result in both of us losing a good portion of our hearing. I don’t know about you, but I’m already at risk of hearing loss due to years in the field.”

No sound, no acknowledgement, no movement. Nothing.

“Very well. I don’t blame you for being wary. After all, you spent close to six million dollars to make sure no one like me could track you down. You must be wondering what link in the chain broke for me to find you. Let me put your mind at ease then. No one ratted you out. I’m simply that good.”

Still nothing.

“I’m so good that I was able to find where you buried your dog. According to the collar, his name was Virgil. Any particular reason you’d name a dog Virgil? Not your usual canine moniker.”

Again, nothing.

“Okay. The dead dog angle didn’t work. How about the alive brother? The one that is about to graduate from Brown? It would be a shame that after all his hard work on that doctorate degree, he should hit a streak of bad luck. Very bad luck. Luck so bad that not only will he not be granted that PhD, he could end up being accused of plagiarism. I am almost certain the evidence would be so damning that he could never recover.”

A shuffle of a shoe.

“And with his history of depression, well, it would stand to reason that he might crack under that kind of disappointment. And cracking could be lethal for that young man. We both know that is true.”

Another shuffle then the slightest intake of breath.

“Not here to fight, Aubrey. In fact, I’m here for the opposite. I’m not saying this won’t hurt. It will. But if you listen to what I have to say, you get to walk away with your life.”

“Who’s to say you get the same consideration?” the woman asked as she made herself seen, a Desert Eagle pistol gripped in both hands and aimed directly at the visitor’s midsection.

“Put that away and I’ll tell you how I found you and why,” the visitor said. “Keep that hand cannon aimed at me for five seconds more and the hurting will start early. At the risk of sounding chauvinistic, you have beautiful legs. Exceptionally proportioned. They will not be so lovely when I remove your kneecaps.”

“You could never get to me before I gut shoot you,” the woman said. “Do you know what this pistol will do to your body?”

“Yes. I know exactly what it will do,” the visitor said. “Do you know what a pen knife can do to a patella? Slit the skin and slide up under that floating bone. Slice the cartilage in a tight circle and the thing simply slips out. Goodbye kneecap. Hell, goodbye knee.”

“Turn around and leave or I shoot. There won’t be a countdown.”

“Right. Yes. My apologies.”

The visitor snapped his fingers. The woman waited, but nothing happened.

“I think you miscalculated—”

Her eyes rolled up into the back of her head and she crumpled to the ground.

The visitor studied her for a second then picked up the Desert Eagle and tucked it inside his jacket. He then snapped his fingers again and fished out the earplugs he’d been wearing. He shook his head and regarded the unconscious woman.

“I was lying about the kneecaps. I’m not that much of a monster,” the visitor said. “But a price must be paid. So sorry.”

***
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THE VISITOR AWOKE TO a very sharp blade pressed to his throat.

“Do I say good morning or good evening? What time is it?” the visitor asked. The blade pressed harder and the visitor felt a trickle of blood work its way down his neck. “I have to be upfront and tell you that I’m married, so this fun knife play isn’t going to go anywhere.”

“I am not playing, assassin,” the woman snarled in the visitor’s ear.

“Assassin? Miss, I’m afraid you have me pegged wrong. I am no assassin. Believe you me, I am hardly the sneak around and strike type. When I strike, you see me coming a mile away. It’s part of my charm.”

“Your charm has come to an end,” the woman hissed.

The visitor smiled in the dark.

“What seems to be the issue, Ms. Paz? Losing motor control? Sudden numbness in your extremities? Possibly some blurred vision with sharp, stabbing pains in the temples?”

The visitor opened his closed palm to show a single needle. Not a hypodermic or sewing needle, but one of the small needles used in acupuncture. He let the needle fall from his palm and onto the hotel carpet. It would be sucked up in some barely functioning vacuum cleaner later that day and be gone forever.

The blade fell away from the visitor’s neck and the owner of the blade followed, collapsing onto the ancient and highly suspect carpet.

“This is not how I wanted our introduction to go, Ms. Paz,” the visitor said as he slid from the bed and went to find his pants. 

He retrieved his khakis from one of the chairs in the corner of the hotel room, slipped them on, then turned to regard the woman gasping for breath on the floor. He crossed to her and crouched, resting his forearms on his bent knees.

“Try not to struggle. The more you struggle, the more it will feel like you are suffocating,” the visitor said. “You are not going to die, Ms. Paz. Not tonight, at least. Very slow, even breaths. In, out. In, out. There you go. Continue with that rhythm and you will feel somewhat more comfortable in about five minutes.”

The visitor stood and turned in a circle, his head cocked. He paused when he faced the hotel room door.

“Are you alone? I certainly hope so. I can work with you if you are alone. If you brought an ally then I’m afraid you are no use to me. Take a sharp intake of breath if you are alone.”

The woman took a sharp intake of breath.

“Good. Good,” the visitor responded. “I will have to assume you are telling the truth. Lying means a good deal of pain for you and your ally. You are telling the truth, yes?”

A second sharp intake of breath.

“Excellent. That’s what I like to hear, Ms. Paz. Now, we are going to discuss some important business. Then things might get slightly uncomfortable for you. Painful, to be precise. I do not want to do this, but I have to. It keeps you, as well as myself, alive and well. Understood?”

Sharp intake of breath.

“Wonderful. Simply wonderful. Let’s get started.”

***
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THE ROOM WAS PITCH black. Not even a hint that an outside world, or even an inside world, existed.

Then the click of a switch and a single bulb above the man strapped to the chair came to life. A weak wattage in normal circumstances, but after the total absence of all light, the bulb might as well have been a massive spotlight.

The man strapped to the chair gasped and squinted at the shape that stood before him.

“You,” the man in the chair snarled. “I should have guessed they’d finally get to you.”

“Tom. Tom, Tom, Tom. Do you think I’m that pliable? Come now,” the visitor said. “You know me better than that.”

“I thought I did. At one time. Now? All I know is you are a stooge and whatever they have offered you will be taken away at some point.”

“Of course it will. They all lie. At no point do I expect them to keep up their end of the deal. Why should they? When I lose my usefulness, they’ll send a squad to kill me and that will be that.”

“You don’t sound too concerned.”

“I’m not. I know they will double-cross me. The trick is to double-cross them first. And to accomplish what I came here to accomplish in the first place. As long as I can get the work done I need to get done then it will all be worth it.”

“Will your daughter’s death be worth it?”

The visitor paused. He placed a finger to his chin and stood there in faux contemplation for a good thirty seconds.

“How should I answer that question?” the visitor mused to himself. “Probably by not answering it.”

“Coward.”

The visitor chuckled and leaned in close, his nose only inches from the man strapped to the chair.

“Oh, Tom. Dr. Tom Thomas. You have no idea how wrong you are. If you had even a clue as to what I am up to, you would never utter that word in my presence again. Trust me.”

“I used to trust you.”

“And you will continue to do so. Once I’ve explained myself. If even after my explanation, you decide that what I have to say is not worth your trouble then you will be free to go. Of course, they’ll track you down within an hour and you’ll be dead on the street or possibly thrown into a dumpster. Whatever they do to you, it will not be pretty.”

“And what are you going to do to me? I have a feeling it won’t be pretty either.”

“No. No, it won’t be. But it will keep you alive. Ready to listen, Tom? My time is limited, so we need to get this show on the road or call it off. Your choice.”

The man strapped to the chair snorted then locked eyes with the visitor.

“My family?”

“Safe. And if you listen and agree to my proposal then they will stay that way.”

“I haven’t seen them in years.”

“They are doing well. I’ll tell you all about them. But, first, you listen. Yes?”

The man strapped to the chair nodded. “Yes.”

“Excellent.”

***
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THE SMALL COOLER WAS blue and white, just like the dozens of other coolers that dotted the picnic tables around the large park. The visitor set it down on a table that was as far away from occupied tables as he could get. He sat down on the bench seat that was in desperate need of a sanding and staining. Elbows on the table and fingers steepled, the visitor waited.

“What’s this?” a woman asked as she sat down opposite the visitor. “A picnic?”

“Open it, Ms. Horace,” the visitor said.

“Do I dare?’ the woman replied, a sly grin on her face.

The visitor shrugged.

The woman waited, studied the visitor, then reached out and pressed the button that would unlock the lid. She swiveled it down and pulled the cooler closer. Her expression never changed as she regarded the contents.

“Five sets of ears. How lovely. You shouldn’t have,” the woman said and the sly grin disappeared. “No, really, you shouldn’t have. You were tasked with bringing in all five of the defectors. Not pieces of them. And I am assuming these ears belong to the targets.”

“They do and DNA testing will prove that,” the visitor said. “As for the bodies themselves, they are safely tucked away for a rainy day. I am no fool, Ms. Horace. I hand over those bodies and I lose a good deal of leverage.”

“You’ve kept the bodies? How gruesome,” the woman said. “Keeping the bodies was not the deal. I could consider you in breach of contract and have my man take you out right here and now.”

“You could do that,” the visitor agreed. “In fact, I think that’s exactly what you should do.”

“Excuse me?” the woman responded with honest surprise. “You want me to kill you?”

“I want you to try,” the visitor said. “That way we understand each other.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed. She shrugged then gave a thumbs up. Nothing happened.

“If I may?” the visitor asked as he reached his hand inside his light jacket.

“What have you done?” the woman replied.

The visitor withdrew a small walkie-talkie and depressed the button. He gave the woman a huge grin then said into the walkie, “Two to make a point.”

A hunk of the picnic table went flying into the air then a second, showering the woman in sun-faded splinters. She didn’t flinch.

“Ah, I see,” the woman said. “You brought your own man.”

“You could say that, but you’d be wrong,” the visitor said. “Now, can we get down to business or do I need to continue the demonstrations?”

“My man?”

“Subdued, but alive,” the visitor said then hesitated. He put the walkie to his mouth. “He is still alive, yes?”

“Yes,” a woman replied over the walkie.

“Good to hear,” the visitor said and regarded the woman across from him. “She can get a little enthusiastic.”

The woman frowned then nodded and closed the cooler. She stood up, cooler in hand, and glared at the visitor.

“One day this will all come back to haunt you,” the woman said. “But for now, you are in. Full privileges. Do not abuse those privileges. You have done excellent work so far, do not ruin that record.”

“Oh, I plan on expanding upon it. I have great and grand plans for the experimental biology division,” the visitor said. “Did you know that my wife is a leading researcher in cerebral biosciences? She will be an excellent asset to the company.”

“I do not doubt that,” the woman said.

“Goodbye, Ms. Horace,” the visitor said.

“Goodbye, Mr. Ballantine. I look forward to your successes. And your failures.”

The woman walked off and the visitor stayed put. After twenty minutes, a young woman sat down next to him.

“Are you sure about this, Daddy?” the young woman asked.

“No. Not at all. But it is the only shot we have to save you,” the visitor replied.

“You and Mom could die because of this,” the young woman said.

“We all die sometime, my love. We all die sometime.”

The visitor put his arm around the young woman’s shoulders and pulled her close to him.

“But not today.”

“I should have killed her,” the young woman said. “I think I will. Later.”

The visitor closed his eyes and took a slow, deep breath.

“Please do not say such things,” he replied after a few moments.

“I know where she lives,” the young woman said, sounding like she was getting worked up. “They think I’m dead. They think...I...Daddy...?”

The young woman’s eyes slid closed and she slumped against the visitor.

“It’s too late, sweetheart,” the visitor said, a tear in his eye. “Too late. But I will make it right. I’ll even this score.”
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Chapter Two: Pullman Heating & Cooling
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Darby stood on the deck of the Beowulf III, her eyes locked onto the approaching ship. Barely over five feet tall and 100 pounds soaking wet, she could have been mistaken as a diminutive woman. Anyone that ever made that mistake in perception quickly learned the hard way just how wrong they were.

“This is our ride?” Kinsey Thorne asked. “After everything, we’re back where we started. Caught up with this company that Ballantine works for.”

“At no point would I say that Ballantine works for anyone but himself,” Darby replied.

Kinsey didn’t argue. No one argued with Darby. And being an ex-junkie, Kinsey knew how to read people and dangerous situations. Darby was both at that moment.

“You spoke with Ballantine about what’s wrong with you?” Kinsey asked.

“I did,” Darby replied.

“And?”

“And I am a mess. What was done to me was supposed to be temporary. But, like with all of Ballantine’s plots and plans, that timeframe went sideways.”

“Will you be alright?”

Darby shrugged.

“But you’re stable for now?”

“For now. I will have to make a decision soon. Get rid of the passenger or let it ride and hope it doesn’t kill us.”

“Ballantine is letting you make that choice?” Kinsey asked, surprised. “And Dana is alright with it?”

“It’s not their brain and it is not their body. Both are mine,” Darby said. “Despite the fact they tucked away their daughter’s consciousness inside my head, it is still my head. I think they both know that if they even attempt to wrest personal control over my body from me, they will end up dead.”

“You really are the only person that Ballantine fears,” Kinsey said. “Glad you’re on our side.”

“Me too,” Darby replied.

Kinsey took Darby’s hand and gave it a squeeze. Darby squeezed back before letting go.

“You staying up here?” Kinsey asked. “Kind of a sitting duck.”

“They won’t try anything until they’ve spoken with Ballantine. I may be the only person Ballantine fears, but Ballantine is the person everyone fears. The company will not make the mistake of attacking first without knowing what they are up against.”

“A broken ship and a crew that is about ten steps past the point of cracking,” Kinsey said with a laugh. “That’s what they are up against.”

“They are up against Team Grendel,” Darby said. “They don’t stand a chance.”

Kinsey nodded and gave Darby’s shoulder a pat before she turned and walked to the closest hatch leading below decks.

Darby continued to watch the large ship approach their retrofitted “research vessel.” A tiny voice in the back of her head said that she should be careful. Ballantine and Dana could get desperate, as any parent would when faced with completely losing their child. Darby had to wonder if that little voice wasn’t said child herself. It was hard to know.

“Soon,” Darby whispered then turned and followed Kinsey down inside the ship.

***
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“YOU HAVE GOT TO BE shitting me,” Darren Chambers said as he sat at a lab table and faced his best friend, Gunnar Peterson. 

Darren was an ex-Navy SEAL and current co-lead of Team Grendel. He looked the part. Tight black tee over a muscled torso with jeans that allowed movement, but also accented the fact that his thighs could break a man’s neck with one flex.

Gunnar, on the other hand, was built like a man that spent all his time inside a lab. He was fit, but not as fit as Darren or any of the members of Team Grendel. However, with the way he was spinning a very sharp scalpel in and around the fingers of his right hand while he and Darren talked, it would have been mortal folly to take the doctor for granted.

“I’m not shitting you,” Gunnar replied to Darren’s exclamation. “That’s what Darby told me. I did a full work up on her yesterday. Once I knew what I was looking for, I easily found it. There is an implant in the lower left quadrant of her cerebellum. The size of a microchip. It is so well hidden that anyone would miss it, no matter what equipment they were using to scan her.”

“And that’s Ballantine’s daughter? On that chip?” Darren asked.

“Yeah. Apparently, she was very similar to Darby in many aspects, so Dana believed storing the girl’s persona on a chip in Darby’s brain would help keep their daughter alive.”

“Why do it? What happened?”

“Insanity,” Gunnar said. “The young woman had been affected by a company program. Her psyche never recovered.”

“That’s fucked up.”

“Yeah. Very fucked up.”

“What’s fucked up?” Max Reynolds asked as he came into the infirmary, a very large rifle resting over his shoulder.

“What isn’t fucked up, dude?” Shane Reynolds said, entering right behind Max, his own large rifle resting in his arms.

The Reynolds brothers were nine months apart and almost looked identical, both with yellow-blond hair, green eyes, and freckles across the nose—classic California surfer boy looks. But there was one easy way to tell the difference between—Max was missing his left ear and had scar tissue running from his scalp, down his neck, and onto his shoulder while Shane had only one eye, his left socket covered over with a black patch adorned with a prominent pot leaf.

“Darby tell you what’s going on with her?” Gunnar asked Max.

“They haven’t been doing much talking,” Shane said before Max could reply. “Jesus, those two are like bunnies hopped up on X. I’m two cabins down from them and even I can hear them going at it all night long.”

“Darby’s appetite for lovin’ may have increased lately,” Max said. “And, yes, she told me what Ballantine finally admitted. You’re right, Ditcher, that is fucked up.”

“Dude, don’t be a dick,” Darren said. “Yes, I left your cousin when she was at an all-time low. Yes, I divorced her when she needed me most. Yes, I was a dick. But that was years ago and me and Kinsey have worked through it. So stop calling me Ditcher, asshole.”

“Can I still call you Ditcher?” Shane asked.

“No, you can’t fucking still call me Ditcher,” Darren snapped. “No one gets to call me Ditcher!”

The Reynolds gave each other a side look, grinned, and said, “Ditcher.”

“I swear to fucking God,” Darren said and bolted up from his stool.

“Knock it off,” Vincent Thorne said as he shoved through the Reynolds brothers and into the infirmary. “Boys, stop being little shits.”

“Sorry, Uncle Vinny,” the brothers replied.

“And you,” Thorne said, pointing at Darren. “Grow some thicker skin and stop taking the bait. As long as you react, they’ll keep fucking with you. So stop fucking reacting!”

Thorne was a grizzled old ex-Navy SEAL commander and the other co-lead of Team Grendel. Kinsey Thorne’s father, the Reynolds’ uncle, and Darren’s former father-in-law, Thorne was older than the rest of the team by many decades. No one was stupid enough to think Thorne’s age diminished his combat or leadership capacity. All faces looked thoroughly chastised and heads nodded in agreement.

“Good,” Thorne said. “Now, what is this bullshit I’m hearing about Darby having some device in her head? Is it explosive? Will I need to worry about her head blowing up while she’s on an op?”

“Explosive? No, nothing like that,” Gunnar replied.

“Then what is it like?” Thorne snapped.

“It’s storage,” Gunnar said. “And I really shouldn’t tell you more. Darby is the one that can fill you in on the details.”

Thorne glared at Gunnar.

“Okay, yeah, well, maybe I can give you the Cliffs Notes,” Gunnar said. He proceeded to give Thorne the highlights of what he knew. “This does shatter doctor-patient confidentiality, but Darby is part of Grendel, so I guess you have a right to know.”

“I have a right to know everything,” Thorne said. “Never forget that.”

“Of course,” Gunnar said.

“Hey, Uncle Vinny, you want to know what I had for breakfast?” Shane asked.

“You want to know what my breakfast looked like after it passed through me?” Max asked.

“I do,” Shane replied. “Was it a cool shape?”

“It was shaped like a snake,” Max said. “A poop snake.”

“Jesus Christ,” Thorne muttered as he closed his eyes and shook his head. “At least I know my sister wasn’t at fault for what is wrong with you two. I blame your father for that. Thorne genes are too solid for the fucking numbnuts idiots you two are.”

“We know you only say that with love in your heart, Uncle Vinny,” Max said.

“So much love,” Shane said.

“Group hug!” Max cried.

The brothers wrapped their arms around their uncle and squeezed.

“Just say the word and I’ll kill them both,” Darren said, barely able to contain his laughter. The look on Thorne’s face was priceless.

“I need everyone in place,” Thorne said. “Now. The other ship is here and the meeting is about to begin. You know what you’re supposed to do, so do it.”

No one moved.

“Fucking get off me!” Thorne shouted.

The Reynolds let go.

“So much love,” Shane said.

“All the love,” Max added.

The brothers backed slowly out of the infirmary. Thorne stood there for a few seconds and gathered himself then turned on his heel and left as well.

“Those two play a dangerous game,” Gunnar said.

“What? Vinny loves them like sons. He acts like he hates the attention, but he doesn’t,” Darren said. “Trust me.”

“If you say so,” Gunnar said. “You better get going. Where’s your station?”

“The bridge with Marty,” Darren said. “Darby is on deck with Ballantine while the brothers are up in the crow’s nest on overwatch. Kinsey is down here as backup when called. Lucy is in the Toyshop with the elves and rest of the crew. If the shit hits the fan, which it will since we’re talking about Ballantine here, then Lucy brings the big guns and we do what Grendel does best.”

“Which is kill everything in sight,” Gunnar said.

“Bingo,” Darren agreed. “And if it comes back, we kill it again.”

***
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CAPTAIN MARTY LAKE sat in his captain’s chair, his eyes on the instrument panel in front of him, his feet up on the same panel, as he watched the approaching ship turn broadside to the B3. Any other time, Lake would have been alarmed, but he’d been through so much since Ballantine’s very first proposal so long ago, that flying monkeys could come up out of the other ship’s hatches and Lake wouldn’t be surprised at all.

Shit, he would have been surprised if flying somethings didn’t make an appearance in the next hour or so. They were due for an encounter with flying mutant anythings.

While his thoughts of flying atrocities flitted through his brain, his hand held his weapon of choice: a Desert Eagle heavy-caliber pistol. Lake wasn’t one to mess around, especially as life got increasingly worse and more complicated since Ballantine came into the picture. He almost missed the days of chasing Darren’s white whale. More accurately, Darren’s impossible to be alive, extinct whale.

Except it hadn’t been extinct. It had been one of Ballantine’s projects. Or something like that. Lake couldn’t keep track of Ballantine’s science experiments. Hence the expectation of actual flying monkeys coming from the ship that had finished positioning itself next to the B3.

“What now?” Darren asked as he stepped onto the bridge. “What did Ballantine say to do?”

“He said to sit tight,” Lake said then leaned forward and tapped the fuel gauge. “Not that we can go anywhere. Engines are on empty and the sails are shot after that last storm.”

“Sit tight,” Darren said. “Classic. Yeah, we’ll sit tight while he decides the fate of everyone on board.”

“Darren, he’s been doing that since the first night we met him,” Lake replied. “Hell, he decided our fate when he bought the Hooyah out from under us at the bank auction. We’re his nice little bitches and he knows it.”

“I’m not anyone’s bitch,” Darren said.

Lake raised an eyebrow.

“I’m not,” Darren insisted.

“Two words. Kinsey. Thorne,” Lake replied and held up a hand. “Don’t argue. It’s sad.”

“Fuck you,” Darren snapped.

Lake shrugged.

“Doesn’t matter. None of us are gonna live through this shit anyway,” Lake said. “This time, Ballantine is going to get us killed.”

“Ye of little faith,” Ballantine said as he walked from the inner hatch, through the bridge, and out the side hatch onto the upper deck.

“God, I hate that man,” Lake said and gripped his Desert Eagle tighter.

***
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“I SWEAR TO EVERYTHING holy I will kill you if you do not stop whining,” Lucy Durning snapped as she whirled on one of the B3’s techs. “We sit tight and wait to hear from above. If we end up doing nothing then that is a good thing.”

Short, squat, with a thin, black Mohawk that had seen better care and maintenance, Carlos stood at the caged-in counter of the Toyshop, his arms crossed against his flabby chest. He wore a stained T-shirt with a faded TMNT logo on it. The look of disdain and contempt he threw at Lucy would have mentally bitch-slapped anyone.

But Lucy couldn’t give a shit.

“I know we have to wait, but do we have to be so unproductive? I have work to do,” Carlos spat. “Important work that your little brain wouldn’t understand.”

“He’s trying to pirate porn from a satellite,” Ingrid interrupted. 

Tall, skinny, long red pigtails that were braided up around the back of her head, Ingrid wore a formerly bright yellow jumpsuit. Not so bright any more. Her eyes were almost white they were so blue. She was nearly as tall as Lucy, but not quite. Ingrid rolled her eyes as Carlos tried to sputter a denial.

“Oh, shut up,” Ingrid said. “You’ve been hunting down that signal for weeks now. You’re like obsessed.”

“Obsessed. Yes,” Moshi agreed. Of Asian descent with thick, short-cropped black hair and a painfully shy demeanor, it was rare for Moshi to chime in. “Freako.”

“You too, Moshi?” Carlos sighed. “I am alone. So alone.”

“Listen up, elves,” Lucy announced. Carlos bristled at the nickname; the woman smiled. “We sit tight and we stay ready. No porn projects, no projects of any kind. We wait for the signal. If we get the signal then you hand me inventions that go boom and bang and I run up top and boom and bang the bad guys.”

Moshi tittered. Ingrid smirked.

“I heard it,” Lucy said. “No, I am not banging the bad guys.”

“You don’t bang guys anyway,” Carlos said. “Maybe you should try. Then you wouldn’t be such a grumpy bitch.”

All eyes turned to Carlos. What had been annoyance quickly became genuine anger.

“What?” Carlos continued, doubling down on his idiocy. A trait he was known for. “Sometimes a chick needs a man to put her in—”

The hit was hard and fast. Right to Carlos’s crotch. He gasped, squeaked, and fell to his knees, hands covering his bruised nuts.

Lucy and Ingrid turned and stared at Moshi with shocked expressions on their faces.

“Dick,” Moshi said to a whimpering Carlos that had moved into the ubiquitous fetal position all men revert to when their privates have been kicked up to their tonsils.

Moshi turned and disappeared into the gear-laden stacks of shelves that filled the Toyshop.

“Damn,” Lucy said.

“About time,” Ingrid said.

The two women watched Carlos for another second then disregarded him. Ingrid went to a shelf and pointed at the three items that sat there.

“This is all we have left,” Ingrid said. “Wave cannon which can produce a sonic blast strong enough to rip skin off a man’s body.” She glanced at Carlos, narrowed her eyes, shook her head, shrugged, and returned her attention to the shelf. “This is a highly unstable new type of grenade. The
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