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Prologue 
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Opening the door to the room was like opening the door to the domain of hell. The great armored door hissed as the air pressure equalized and opened on silent hinges. Backlit monitors lined the room, and hunchbacked gnomes were rapidly tapping into soft-clicking keyboards. Clicks, whirls, and softly spoken voices chanting like a lost Aborigine tribe conjuring up their spirit gods were the only sounds Shaun Hardy heard as he walked through the aisle toward his superior. 

Coming up to the sitting man, Hardy noticed that he was intently watching what could only be real-time video from a satellite. The view was a high-grain overhead focused on a house in what looked to be a suburban neighborhood. A silhouetted shape ran out of the back of the house and fell to the ground from a two-story porch. Two shadows emerged from a tree line and advanced. Both hunched over as if they were carrying a great weight on their backs. Three more shapes advanced towards the front of the house. Hardy watched with great interest, having only seen this view one other time.

The surrounding gnomes were chanting more. Time, direction, results, statistics. Hardy's superior hunched forward, looking as if he expected something. Just as the three reached the front of the home, the screen flared briefly, and a large black and orange fireball rolled through the view. Hardy saw the three shapes at the front were no longer standing, and the rear ones were running back from the now flame-engulfed house.

With a slap of his hand on the vinyl swivel chair, the large man sat back rapidly, “Get a status report on the team and find someone who can tell me just what the hell happened there.” One of the gnomes nearby acknowledged, and Hardy was then face to face with his superior.

“Shaun!” he exclaimed in a deep husky voice from smoking too many cigarettes over the years. “What do you have for me?”

Hardy handed over the classified folder.

“Operation Grave Olympus has been assigned and is ready to start, sir.” The older man's tobacco-stained fingers opened the top-secret security folder and flipped through the pages. “Ah yes, this Otis Parks character over in Homeland Security. Seems like he's becoming somewhat of a mess for us, right? You've clipped his wings over there?” 

Hardy nodded an affirmative, “Yes sir, just like you ordered. If you will notice in the addendum, we've added some extra operatives for additional use.” 

The older man flipped through the pages and stopped. His eyes scanned across the page; he paused and looked up at Hardy, “I see that you've thought of everything. I approve of the surveillance you've scheduled here and go ahead and conduct the investigation using our contract assets. Give them Level Three support from the agency and keep me in the loop, Hardy.” 

He handed back the folder. “If anything comes up, you let me know directly.” Hardy again nodded in the affirmative.

“Good. Now get going, young man. We've much to learn about your father-in-law.” Hardy's superior swung back around to his gnomes, “What do you have for me?” he queried as Shaun Hardy rapidly faded into the background again.
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I watched Audra sleeping. Her eyelids fluttered like leaves in the wind. Her mouth was slightly open, and her lips dried from her overnight breath. One hand tucked up under her head, her hair flowing around her like ink from a broken jar. Watching her other hand, the fingers wiggled and flexed. Her chest rose and fell, sometimes rapidly, other times slow enough to think she stopped. Her lips started moving now, and her head turned. Words were formed, but no sounds were forthcoming. Sitting near her, I could feel the tension build in her body as she oozed like silly putty into an awkward position. 

Eyelashes fluttered, and her nostrils flared. Her breathing deepened, and her hands tightened into grasping fists. I wanted to reach out to her, but I waited and watched. Then, as if breaking from a trance, her eyes popped open. Unfocused and fleeting from one point to another. Her breath was now ragged and gasping, and her mouth let loose a loan moan now as she pulled herself into a sitting position. Watching her, it looked as if she had just run a marathon, her body was tense and shaking, her breath labored through her open mouth and loudly exhaled through her nose. Her head twisted from left to right. Searching for something, trying to find something.

“Norman!” she said as she stopped and looked at me. “Jesus.” she let loose a deep gasp. Her hands ran through her hair, pulling the matted strands back from her face. “It, it happened again.” she finally said.

“The same dream?” I ask as I sat down next to her on the bed. 

“Yes,” she paused and then wrapped her arms around me, “Do they ever go away?” she whispered as she pushed her face into my shoulder.
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“NO. NOT REALLY.” I say to her, brushing my fingers through her hair, feeling the tangles that happened from all of her twisting and turning throughout the night, “They do get less vivid with time. But they don't go away.”

I could hear her choke and sniffle on my shoulder, and then I felt the warmth of what could only be tears. “I thought I was ready.” She pushed away from my shoulder, and I looked at her face. Tears were slowly falling down her cheeks, leaving her eyes watery and glassy. “I never knew what it would feel like afterward.”

I pulled her back to me, hugging her tightly as she began to cry. Her arms wrapped back around me, pulling me closer. I hold her as the fears and memories of her experiences fade into the background.

Later in the kitchen, I was cooking bacon and eggs when she walked in. Taking a half-empty bottle of Rieger's Rye, she popped the cork and poured some of the whiskey into a coffee cup. I turned and looked at her. Dark circles were under her red eyes. Her nose was red, and she'd pulled her hair back into a messy ponytail. Audra looked up at me and smiled and then poured a half cup of steaming coffee into her mug. 

“Are you sure about that?” I ask her while flipping over the frying bacon. 

A simple “Yes.” was her only answer as she went and sat down at the kitchen table. 

I shrug, knowing that she was struggling this morning, but not wanting to antagonize her, I let the drinking go. Grabbing a plate, I slid some of the bacon and an over-easy egg onto the ceramic. 

“And breakfast is served.” the plate dropped down in front of her. Mechanically she started to spoon the food up and into her mouth. I watch her, her movements were plodding and distinct. Thought out and not habitual. She was only focused on feeding the body and nothing else right now.

She'd been like this for weeks since we got back from Alaska. At first, she was ecstatic over the episode. She'd told me she felt more alive than ever. But after the first couple of nights, she started to dream. Sometimes just a little; other times, longer, more complicated dreams. She wouldn't call them nightmares, only that they were vivid recollections of what she'd done. She told me how the face of a man would turn into a screaming face of a howler and then morph into the exploding face of Doctor Baxter. She'd tell me that she could still smell the gases from the shots that she'd fired. I knew what she was going through, and there was very little that I could do to comfort her. This was a battle of her mind that she alone would be able to determine if she won or lost.

The battle we had in the Aleutians had been brutal and close. We had encountered things that we never knew existed, and we had been hunted by those things. Howlers, we had taken to calling them. Humanoid things, six feet tall with long sloping heads and mouths filled with hundreds of razor-sharp teeth. They'd scream as they came towards you. Their eyeless faces would lock onto you like a missile. Audra had destroyed many in our desperate fight to escape the hidden complex we had infiltrated. But she had killed men too. One in what could be called cold blood, others in the heat of battle. She'd fought, maybe without much skill but with much bravery, but in the end, it had taken a toll on her. That toll, a price paid with her sanity, had to be dealt with, or she would forever give into it.

“I've got a meeting with Otis today,” I said as I drank my coffee. I looked at her, “Are you going to be, okay?” 

Audra nods, shoving a drooping piece of egg into her mouth. I watch her, her lips closing on the fork, pulling the messy food off the prongs. But her eyes, they're unfocused, gazing out the glass of the kitchen windows. 

“I should be back later this afternoon.” She nodded again, and finally, she looked at me.

Still chewing, she gave me a lopsided grin, “Norman, I'll be okay. It was just a rough night.'' She picked up her whiskey-laced coffee and took a long sip of it. Her face scowled at the taste, but she still swallowed it. “I've got to get myself cleaned up, and I'll be with my kids for lunch.” Watching her as she spoke to me, I know she's told herself how normal all of this sounded, “Really, I'm fine.” This time, she did actually grin at me.

Looking at her, deep in the dark circles of her eyes, I see a flicker of that same old fire of Audra that was there long before all of this happened. Before the monsters and the conspiracies and the deaths. I can see the strong woman, the survivor, deep inside her. I can see that while she's hurting and fighting, she's not one to give in easily. Her grin, while forced, and her words, while light in weight, was her truth. They are her reality. She will be okay. Maybe not today or tomorrow. But she will be okay.

I kiss Audra on the forehead, my lips lingering as they touch her skin. Then I rise and turn away, “I'll be back soon, babe.” 

But before I can walk away, her hands grasp and hold onto mine for a moment, “I love you, Norman.” she whispers and lets me go
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