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Chapter 1

 
“Why are you doing this to me?”
Panic and feared filled me, both battling for supremacy inside my mind. This could not be happening. There had to be a way to change things.
Storming through the open door into Gunny’s office, I flung open the door. “You had no right to take me off demon patrol,” I said.
The lightweight door floated closed behind me and I stopped in front of his desk, “Why am I off patrol? I was supposed to be on the rotation for another month.”
He continued reading his papers paying me no more attention than the fly that was idling over his head.
“Is this payback for mouthing off in front of the other Guardsmen?”
With irritating calm, Gunny Mack slowly put down the papers he was reading and finally met my eyes. “No, it’s not, although you already managed to convince yourself that was the case. So, little I say will convince you otherwise.”
Oh no he wasn’t going to turn this around on me. If he wasn’t still pissed about that, then he was just being stubborn. A stubborn gunny was one that was an unmovable as a building. Once he got something into his mind, it was set in stone.
He said, “Teagan, you’ve had three back-to-back rotations and are overdue for a new assignment. No one stays out in the field on demon patrol beyond two rotations.”
“But it’s what I’m so good at. No one can neutralize threats better than me. I’ve got 80 demon kills on the books — think about how many lives I’ve saved because of that.”
The harsh lines in his leathery face softened for a fraction of a second as an unrecognizable expression crossed his face. He said, “Life is not only about killing Teagan.”
His normal craggy and lined visage returned a few seconds later. This was the face she knew — one that showed the strain of being in the military during and after the apocalypse — aging him far faster than normal.
He continued, “The Demon Relations Committee’s new chapter office opening ceremony is tomorrow. The Demon Delegate himself will be there and I expect you to be a part of the security detail.”
“What protection am I expected to give an arch demon? With the powers he likely has, he could take out a city block with a swing of his arm. He is literally the most powerful being on the planet. You are taking me away from protecting people who don’t have the arch demon’s powers? And for what? Because they are worried about an assignation?” I said in disgust.
“Are you disobeying an order?” Gunny responded quickly. His voice had a frosty edge and his eyes pierced into me. He was serious about this new assignment and I already pushed him far beyond what I normally would. As much as I wanted to disobey the order, what he said was true. I had been on rotation far longer than anyone else. As mad as I was at Gunny, I also respected him, and he was my superior.
Noticing my silence, he continued, “Intel gave us information about an imminent threat against the Demon Delegate Angra Mainyu. With the spat of assassinations about pro-demon factions, the President, General Gridley has ordered the Elite Guard to provide security detail on all public demon events.”
Of course, it was presidentially mandated. No arguing with the Supreme Commander, I thought.
Resigned to follow the order, but still not happy with being forced off patrol, “I’ll be there Gunny with the rest of the detail. As much as I don’t want to, I will protect a demon,” I said.




Chapter 2

 
The crowds of people clustered around the front of the building, pushing and straining to get closer to the ribbon, which blocked the door until the Demon Delegate cuts it and officially opens the new building to the public. Perhaps, they were merely there to see what many people considered a “dreamy” Demon Delegate. He was one of the first higher demons that made an appearance on Earth after The Great Sundering in 2019 and more than thirty years later he had achieved a sort of celebrity status with internet sites dedicated as “fan sites” like most actors and pop stars had. For me, a demon is a demon no matter how handsome or human looking. I didn’t care that his wings were compared to hematite with their gray to silver cast that shifted in the sunlight or that his violet eyes positively glowed.
I eyed the entrance and the hordes of humans pressing against the barricades, the fluttering of the blood-red ceremonial ribbon caught my eye. It was too long for the posts it was connected to and its ends fluttered lightly in the breeze like a streamer of blood. I shook myself from the morbid thoughts. Paparazzi, with cameras at the ready, and news reporters circled the crowd, waiting for the first glimpse of the Demon Delegate as anxiously as the crowd of mostly women.
The day was warm, but not overly warm, so it wouldn’t seem odd that I was near the tree line seeking shade. It was filled with some sort of sickeningly sweet flowered trees and bees lazily flying amongst the blooms. Whoever picked this location certainly hadn’t taken into consideration that the landscape provided ample hiding places and was an absolute security nightmare. I walked along the trees, scanning for any rogue demons. The hair on my arms rose up and the back of my neck itched, as I felt someone or something watching me. Adrenaline coursed through my veins and I forced myself to continue my leisurely pace, so I did not alert the watcher or give any indication that I was aware of him or her. None of the security detail was close to me. They patrolled around the building and performed crowd control, so it was up to me to neutralize this threat. The Demon Delegate would be here at any minute.
I started whistling and nearly cringed from the off-tune ditty. Good thing I had a job because I wouldn’t be winning any singing competitions any time soon, I thought. The sound was more necessity than me wanting to sing. I couldn’t stand singing, but I was hoping that the sound would distract the watcher from my action, so I could take him or her by surprise.
Sensing movement to my left, I turned and sprang towards the now-visible demon. I quickly scanned for the facial tattoo that indicated he was a registered demon. We couldn’t touch a registered demon, but we could take out any unregistered ones since they were outlaws to demons and humans. The treaty between humans and demons made identifying “rogue” demons, which were those demons that were on Earth illegally, easy. All legitimate demons had a twisting tribal-like tattoo on their face.
The Morpho demon in front of me, which resembled a giant slug and even had a slug-like slimy trail that it left in its wake, lurching out of the tree line in a weird rolling and wave-like manner, towards the crowd. There was no tattoo on it, so it was not a registered demon and was fair game. Thankfully, none of the crowd noticed the demon or there would be mass panic. I had moments until people noticed the threat since the Demon Delegate’s limo was moving up the driveway to the building and conveniently diverting their attention. Raising my rifle, I aimed my sight on the demon. I fired three shots in quick succession, and the crowd screamed, stampeding away in their panic. I saw my fellow Marines running towards me for backup — not that it was needed. The threat was eliminated.
I wish I could have avoided was being knee-deep in slippery demon guts, I turned away from the Marines, while trying not to slip in the gross demon aftermath as I tried to stand up. The Marines had my back, so as I carefully rose, I was tackled from behind. So much for having my back guys, I thought.
Lifting my face from the ground, I expected another demon and was surprised to instead see the muzzles of several guns pointed at me. I spit out the salty and slimy guts that I got a mouthful of when I was tackled.
“Don’t point those guns at me, I’m not the threat here. Is the Delegate secured?” I said.
“Staff Sergeant Teagan stay where you are and toss your weapons. You are being detained for the murder of Delegate Angra Mainyu’s son.”
What the heck, I thought.
 Son? That slug-like demon was the arch demon’s offspring. How was I supposed to know the arch demon went slumming it and had a lesser demon as a son?
These were the same types of demons that Marine Intel said were behind the recent delegate assassinations and exactly why I was out here with the other members of the Elite Guard. We were out in full force at the Demon Relations Committee’s new chapter office opening ceremony because Demon Delegate Angra Mainyu was a target as the committee head.
Corporal Williams’ knee pressed against my back forced me back sharply to the matter at hand. “I don’t understand why I’m being subdued and treated like a criminal. Now what? Was I really being accused of murder?
This was an accident. While I was known for my number of demon kills, I only killed the rogue demons, that I was authorized to take out, to protect innocent people,” I thought.
“Drop your weapons,” said Corporal Williams.
I tossed my sniper rifle aside, but couldn’t reach my sword to also toss it.
“Unless you want me to keep my sword, you either need to loosen up on the knee crushing my kidneys or you need to detach the sheath and get it yourself,” I said grumpily.
The pressure decreased against my back and I slowly shifted my body weight to the side, so I didn’t spook him because he’d surely lost his darn mind. I unsnapped the sheath, tossing my sword on the ground next to the gun. Corporal Williams wrenched my arms back and handcuffed me as soon as my sword was out of reach.
“This is ridiculous. How was I supposed to know he was a legit attendee? We were told to be on the lookout for morpho demons and I’m no murderer,” I said with my face still pressed into the ground.
Corporal Williams squeaked and a shadow loomed over me, roughly pulling my head up by my hair. The Demon Delegate stood over me. His eyes cut into me as he said, “Actually, you are a murderer, and I will see you penalized to the full extent of the law. If I had my way, you’d be turned over to my control and I’d make sure you paid for what you did to my son.” Leering down, his face twisted in anger.
“Please God, don’t let the Marines give me to him,” I thought, suddenly overcome with fear. Shadow demons, like the Demon Delegate, were known for their ability to create overwhelming fear and nightmares as well as their viciousness despite their angelic appearance. The thought caused a shudder to wrack through my body. “The Demon Delegate was scary to even a seasoned Marine like me. Please God, don’t let the Marines hand me over. I will fight this. I feel bad for killing an innocent, but it was an honest mistake. I would never willing kill anyone or anything, even a demon if it wasn’t necessary. He was a potential threat and charged the area when the Delegate’s vehicle came in sight. Why wasn’t his son with him? And more importantly, why wasn’t his son tattooed? This whole thing was suspicious.”




Chapter 3

 
Corporal Williams and the rest of the security detail hauled me back to the base and straight to the military police (MP), who promptly threw me into the brig, a.k.a., military jail. If people thought a civilian jail was bad, that was nothing compared to a military one, where things were much stricter and you still adhered to all military rules and regulations, but without any freedom. The MPs walked me down to a special cell closer to the entrance and close to their offices. They had me change into a special inmate uniform — brightly colored to maximize the humiliation before tossing me into the single person cell.
“Don’t I get one phone call? A lawyer? Something? What happened to innocent until proven guilty?” I asked.
I’d never been to jail or in any kind of trouble. I grew up in a Catholic family and still attended Mass. I never did drugs, drank or even rebelled in my teen years. “Why wasn’t I being booked and released? Isn’t that what they did on TV? Why wasn’t I allowed to be on house arrest or something?” I thought frantically. Instead, I was stuck in a cell with a jail full of actual criminals. Give it another decade or so and humans would be sharing the cell with demons. For now, we managed the unregistered ones with capture, when possible and death more times than not.
I paced my cell until my legs got tired. Sitting down on the narrow and rock-hard bed, I contemplated my next move. I still did not fully understand everything that happened. The Delegate’s son was acting suspicious. I remembered that Corporal Williams was in charge of the security detail. Gunny thought the leadership position would be good career building. It was Williams who sent me to that stand of trees.
I jumped up to the cell bars and yelled, “Guards! Is anyone out there? I want my phone call. A lawyer. Hello.”
One of the guards, a tall and leanly muscled Marine, sauntered into view and narrowed his eyes as he saw me. He said sarcastically, “Well, if it isn’t the Slayer. That’s what they are calling you now. Once word leaked to the media that you were here, a horde of reporters mob the main gate requesting entry. Them reports are saying we are censoring and preventing freedom of speech.”
“Slayer? It was a misunderstanding. A mistake! Anyone else would react the same way.”
“No one else has your kill record. We all heard about your exploits and know you get off on killing demons. You hate them — that’s what they are all saying.”
“I want a lawyer. It’s my right.”
He smirked. “When Warden says you can,” he said, as he walked away whistling.
Jerk. I need to know what my rights were and talking to a lawyer would be the quickest way to get that information. If what the guard said was correct, the media was already running a smear campaign by painting me as a ruthless killer and then having the nerve to claim the right to pester me, I thought.
I laid back on the bed and waited. I would either get a lawyer or I would eventually sleep, I reckoned. Stress only keeps me from sleep so long. It was not like I had anything but time on my hands at this point. I still had not absorbed what happened. A heavy numbness and a nervousness made my stomach clench in fear that this would not end well. It was the kind of queasiness you get on patrol when facing down a raging demon and it is only quick thinking and your skills with weapons that make surviving such a powerful creature possible.




Chapter 4

 
The next morning, the same lousy guard from last night awoke me, screaming, “Wake up Slayer! Wake up! Guess you are luckier than I thought. You got a visitor.”
As I approached the cell door, he ordered me, “Turn your back, we cuff you when you leave the cell.” It rankled and sickened me being treated no better than a criminal. When other inmates passed my cell and none of them were restrained. He slapped the handcuffs on my wrists and tightly locked them, grinding my wrist bones together. I could already feel the blood in my hands being restricted from the pressure of the cuffs.
“They are too tight.”
“I don’t want to hear any lip from you. Act up and you can forget about your visitor. You are not in charge around here.”
We walked into a private room and I found a stranger waiting for me. With no further words from the guard, he pushed me through the door. “She’s all yours Mr. Maxwell,” and he slammed the door behind me.
I stared at the man before me. He looked like every other middle-aged lawyer from any movie or TV show. There seemed to be some universal standard of dignified stoicism that was instilled in them through law school. He had salt and pepper hair and wore a crisp and expensive-looking charcoal suit. His brown eyes were framed by metal rimmed glasses and his hair was slicked back. The lawyer studied me as I studied him. Maybe I had a chance against whatever case the Marines would through at me for killing the Delegate’s son, I thought. This guy didn’t seem to get intimidated and he’d need that courage in spades when the general public was so convinced that I was a monster.
“My name is Chester Maxwell and I’m your appointed lawyer,” he said. As I tried to speak, he cut me off.
“Let me continue. I’ll be frank, Staff Sergeant Teagan. The case against you doesn’t look good.”
Of course, it didn’t, I thought.
“What am I being charged with? I was never formally charged with anything,” I said quickly.
“I don’t think you understand me. You are being charged with first degree murder, terrorism, and a hate crime.”
I jumped to my feet, slamming my hands on the table, causing pain to shoot up my arms and numbing what little feeling was left in my hands. “This is totally crap. I didn’t murder anyone,” I said vehemently.
“Did you not kill the Demon Delegate’s son?”
“Well –”
“Based on the evidence and witnesses after the killing, the Demon Delegate asked the President, General Gridley, for you to be extradited.”
“Extradited to where? The Delegate’s son was killed in America. Where is it they want to send me to?”
He coughed and squirmed in his chair. His face contorted with a brief flash of panic and what might be anger. It was the first sign of emotion I had seen from him. “Good,” I thought. “I hope he was uncomfortable, as it would not come close to how lacking in comfort I was. My life was on the line, so he better well take it seriously.”
“That’s the thing. The Demon Delegate is claiming Hell is his homeland and you should be tried there.”
“He wants to send me to Hell?”
“Listen to me carefully, I will do whatever is in my power to prevent an extradition, but it doesn’t look good. The Demon Delegate is claiming this is an act of war or one of terrorism. The President has to save face and that very well may mean handing you over.”
My stomach dropped out from me and my vision dimmed. I was a Catholic. Could I really be sent to Hell? Not only was I not getting out of jail, but my life and my soul could be forfeited over a mistake.
“What can we do?” I asked in a small voice that I didn’t recognize — so unlike my normal blunt and forceful manner.
“That is something I need to figure out. There’s never been a case like this before. Since it’s unprecedented, that means the courts and our government will be paying close attention to how things play out. Handing you over to Hell sets a bad precedent and I’m certain that is something the President hopes to avoid.”
I slumped with relief. He continued, “But Staff Sergeant, you will not avoid punishment. You will be convicted, but it’s my job to reduce whatever conviction you are given.”
One of the guards knocked on the door. The guard said, “Unfortunately, time’s up.”
I panicked. I demanded, “That’s it? You’re already leaving? When will you be back? I have no way of knowing what is going on. Am I just supposed to wait here and do nothing?”
Chester responded, “That is exactly what you will do. You will be a model prisoner and stay away from the general prison population. I assume you will remain isolated since it’s for your own good.”
The guard pounded again. “He’s coming, dickhead,” I said.
At his pointed look, I shut up. Chester said to me, “Behave. Oh, and I’ll remind the guards that you are not to come to harm. Your hands are purple because of the restraints. It won’t happen again.”
Wow, who was this guy that he carried that kind of weight, I thought surprised at how impressed it made me. It might stop the guards from cuffing me too tightly, but I’d learned over the years that if someone didn’t like you and wanted to hurt you, then they would find more subtle ways to do it.




Chapter 5

 
“The Warden gave me quite a verbal lashing for being late,” said my least favorite guard, Todd as he glared into my cell.
“I blame you for that. There is a horde of reporters and demon sympathizers blocking the base gate. Took me darn near forty minutes to get through it and onto base.”
Another guard, Robbins sauntered to Todd. “Are you keeping our celebrity criminal busy, Todd?”
Robbins partnered with Todd to bully me at every opportunity.
Being kept in isolation gave these two ample opportunities to harass me — their favorite new past time. The Marines were keeping me in isolation, fearing that I would be killed by another soldier, according to Chester. He was also my only contact with the outside world. I held out hope that my grizzly bear of a Gunny will visit. He was more of a father to me than a boss — something I never told him and something I’m not sure he realized. The stern and cantankerous man had weaseled into my heart, filling the gaping hole left from my parents’ death.
Shortly before I was taken off demon patrol, he and I had quite the blow out, ending up with me storming into his office in anger. It was the last time I saw him before being thrown in the brig.  I remembered vividly that the argument started with him bringing my parents into the discussion.
“Are you so quick to join your dead parents?” said Gunny Mack
“Don’t bring them into this.”
“They have been in this since you joined the Marines. Every reckless and impulsive action you take is because of that defining moment. You are the first one to jump at a demon and take needless risks to get a kill. Not all demons are murderers, but you don’t care. You kill rather than capture. Every single time, it becomes another kill for you.”
“They are legitimate kills,” I said.
“Yes, but are they really necessary? When have you taken the chance to stop and think instead being your impulsive self?”
“You don’t know anything! I’m not chasing death and I’m not impulsive! I’m skilled and fast. And no one will lose a loved one to demons as long as I can avoid it.”
He looked down and when he met my gaze, I saw disappointment as he said curtly, “You are dismissed.”
I realized now however that Gunny was right, and I was going to pay the price for my hasty reactions. When I first saw the demon in the tree line, I should have questioned how he had gotten so close. He was within fifty yards of the building and the alarm was never raised, but I never questioned it.
“Hey, you listening Slayer?” said Todd.
I ignored him, remaining lost in my thoughts, but hearing that nickname rubbed me the wrong way. I hated how badly I was being portrayed in the media and by pretty much everyone. So much for innocent until proven guilty, I thought.
I found that avoiding any response or reaction to what the guards said tended to piss them off, but it was the only thing that I had any kind of control over while I was stuck in this cell.
“We were just watching TV and the media is all about the grieving Demon Delegate and the murderous Marine or Slayer,” Todd continued.
Robbins chimed in, “And they said you were one of the most hated people on the planet!” He chuckled. “They are interviewing citizens. Most of them think we should send you to Hell.”
I still think Hell was too harsh of a punishment. The only one that had the right to judge me was God. It was a mistake, but even as I thought that, a small part of me hated myself for what I had done. I killed an innocent — something I had sworn an oath not to do. I was supposed to serve and protect. Yes, it was the same type of demon associated with other assassinations, but I didn’t even make sure he was a threat before I acted. I mistakenly labeled all morpho demons as a “threat” without merit.
“Hey Sarg, you’re in for a treat. The warden decided you should get some TV time,” said Robbins.
I hated being called “Sarg” almost as much as being called “Slayer.” I had earned my rank with hard work and by always going above and beyond. While they were suddenly acting friendly, their behavior only served to put me on alert. They were not my friends and over the past few days, they repeatedly went out of their way to make things difficult from me, by dropping my food on the ground or tripping me on the daily walks around the “grounds.” I asked for a TV, books, newspapers or a magazine — anything to pass the time and all requests were denied. Why were they offering me TV now after repeatedly denying me? Why now would the warden do anything potentially nice for me? I wondered. While part of me wanted to refuse the TV, another part of me was so bored that I’d rather see how this played out just to get out of my cell and be around other people — even if the other people were criminals.
They unlocked my cell door, handcuffed me and led me to the recreation room. The recreation room was suspiciously full of other inmates. This was the first time that I was out with the “general population” and it felt weird. I got quite a few curious glances and some leers. I was one of the few women there. I was escorted to a seat in front of a super-sized TV screen that was playing the news. Todd and Robbins took a seat on each side of me. No other inmate was being watched. It was a bit excessive, but I was so desperate to be around other people and watch TV that I was willing to handle the overbearing and rude guards’ treatment. I was not much of a “people person,” but being isolated tended to make you starved for any human interaction.
When we walked into the recreation room, the other inmates casually studied me, figuring out where I fit into the inmate hierarchy. The guards were also watching me carefully, but I ignored them and assessed the inmates around me for potential threats. Did the inmates know who I was? And, would these guards prevent anyone from hurting me? I wondered.
I settled in a plastic seat and see that the news was on, making me cringe. This was the absolute worst thing that could be playing on the tv and I was stuck with dozens of other inmates and two guards that made their dislike of me blatant.
A somber blonde news anchor was on the screen. “And, now we switch our attention to live coverage at the Grand Meridian Cemetery, where Demon Delegate Angra Mainyu has begun the Ceremony of Unbirth for his son, which is the demon version of a funeral.  It has been nearly a week since the Demon Delegate’s suffered the tragic loss of his son. A son, who was gunned down by an irrational and unstable Marine. A Marine, who was part of the security detail to protect his father,” said the blond news anchor.
“The shooter remains incarcerated. There is much speculation by listeners and even some experts that Staff Sergeant Teagan is a member of the True Believers’ Group, one of the main groups leading the anti-demon movement,” continued the news anchor, who managed to convey a sense of importance overlaid with sadness.
After she mentioned me, a photo was displayed on the corner of the tv screen of me in Marine Corps uniform, which made me wince. So much for being anonymous here in the brig, I thought. Might as well put a neon sign over my head saying, “Kid killer.” My fellow inmates started grumbling and several glared in my direction. Great, just great, I thought. How long until one found a way to shank me? I’m suspect that the guards would make a half-hearted attempt at protecting me.
My instincts told me that something bad was about to go down. I was sitting there with my hands literally tied and there were about fifty inmates and from the sounds and looks I was getting most wished me harm. Fifty to one is horrible odds, no matter how well skilled I am in hand-to-hand combat.
The sheer numbers would overcome my skills. How many of them want to hurt me and how badly will these two guards let me get hurt are my primary concerns.
The guard on my right, Robbins, gleefully grinned at my obvious distress. I took no pride in the killing that I committed, but if the media can be believed, most people thought that I intended to murder the delegate’s son, rather than mistaking him as a threat. 
“I’m told that the Demon Delegate Angra Mainyu is preparing to speak. We will switch to live coverage of the ceremony.”
On the screen was a regal and heartbroken Demon Delegate. “It is with a heavy and pain-filled heart that I am here today. In the thirty years since demons revealed themselves, tremendous strides were taken to ensure that the prejudice taught by the Church about demons was reduced. We worked closely with all humans to teach you about us. We work to maintain a peaceful existence with humans and encourage acceptance.”
I could not help it as a snicker slipped out. No way did they want to help us. Anyone that felt that way was naïve. These were freaking demons with scary-ass powers. If they chose to, they could wipe us out, I thought.
The news flashed to the crowd and showed women dabbing their eyes in sympathy and men nodding in agreement. He was really convincing, I thought.
One of the inmates smacked me on the head, instantly sobering me. Evidently, there were demon sympathizers amongst them.
The Delegate continued, “It is moments, like today, that show just how far we still have to go to meet that goal. The murder of my innocent child should not be forgotten. I will work every day to ensure that his death was not in vain. If anything, this only solidifies my mission to eradicate the hatred, fear and outright prejudice some people still have against demons.”
As he stopped speaking, the Demon Delegate walked away.
“Child killer,” said one of the inmates, looking at me.
“Why is she out here with us?” Asked another inmate.
Something hit the back of my head, forcing my head down with a near whiplash force. Jesus, that hurt.
Turning to Todd, I asked, “Can I please return to my cell?”
“So, you don’t want TV time? I thought you begged for this,” Todd looked over at the other guard, “What do you think, Robbins? Should we let her hide in her cell? I thought things were just getting interesting. The other inmates seem interested in making your acquaintance.”
With a sneer and a glance in my direction, Robbins says, “I think Sarg here has been without companionship long enough. Care to check out the perimeter, Todd?”
My two guards got up like synchronized marionettes strung up together and bobbed along towards the outer edges of the room. While the guards walked the edges of the room, several of the inmates were heading in my direction. They were like sharks scenting blood. Based on their eager expressions, things were about to get rather bloody. It didn’t matter whether they agreed or disagreed with what I did to end up here. They would follow the masses to my “beat down party” for a chance to have something to do. Boredom was a chronic problem in the brig. We were lucky to have the base library send us some books once a week and even the time most prisoners got outside to work out was a reprieve from the cell. My guards absence from my side was a green flag to my fellow inmates that I was free game.
I leapt up and grabbed my chair to use as a makeshift shield. While not ideal, it would at least keep some distance between me and the other inmates. Please don’t let them break me too bad, I thought. I shifted back to survival training. Training taught us to take out as many as adversaries as you can as fast as possible.
“Fight until you can’t fight any longer, then protect yourself from additional injuries. Minimize the damage in whatever way you can,” the instructors had told us.
I drew a small measure of comfort in knowing that as a high-profile inmate, I wouldn’t be killed. The Demon/Human dynamic to the killing meant that I needed to be tried for my crime. Besides, it wouldn’t be my first and most definitely not my last beating. I could handle this. I felt an eerie calm descended, pushing down the rising panic. I put my thoughts behind me and try to block out the incoming pain.
I blocked the first punch thrown by a young, swarthy guy white guy, who hadn’t yet filled into his frame. This meant his punch was not packing like it would be once he grew into his frame. I dodged the punch and threw my leg out to sweep him off his feet. He fell hard on the concrete floor, but I took no satisfaction from downing him since there were more opponents eagerly clustering around for a chance at me.
Another inmate rushed me from the left as several others surrounded me, hoping I stayed distracted with leftie and would be easy pickings. I blocked that ole leftie and spun around to face the guy to my back. I needed to get my back to a wall, so I had less sides to defend. I hit the guy on my right and as I spun to deal with the threat to my front, I felt a hit to my kidneys.                             Hunching forward, I looked to my left to see a guy built like a house had replaced leftie. This didn’t bode well. Already my kidneys were screaming for mercy from repeated hits and the growing number of inmates surrounding me meant that there were plenty more to fight off. In a blur of feigns and punches, deflections, and hits from me, as much damage as I rained down on the inmates, it was in no comparison to their combined damaged. My left leg dragged, where I was stabbed. Who knew a shank could do such damage? I suspected I had torn muscles, maybe even ligaments as blood spilled down my leg, crimson rivers flowing down my uniform from multiple deep cuts. 
It was at that moment that the warden stalked into the recreation room. He demanded, “Silence. Todd and Robbins remove Staff Sergeant Teagan. I don’t want a riot on my hand.” The inmates ignored him, and I was too busy blocking kicks and punches to pay him much mind. I would like to say that I blocked and defected more kicks and punches than what was delivered, but I am not sure that was the case. My lip was bleeding from where it split. One of my eyes was swollen shut, drastically reducing my field of vision, and my kidneys hurt bad enough that they must be mush from all the kidney punches. My leg was bleeding freely from where I was shanked, blood spilling on the ground underneath me and making the concrete floor slippery.
Out of my one good eye, I saw guards spilling into the room, as the warden directed them towards me and the other inmates. Several of the inmates slammed into me and I was taken to the ground. Punches and kicks rained down on me until I blacked out.




Chapter 6

 
I woke up to bright lights and restraints that tied me to a hospital gurney. Blinking, I took in my surroundings. My whole body hurt. Where am I? I wondered.
I could not tell if this was some medical ward in the brig or if they had transferred me to an actual hospital.
A short brunette woman walks in with all the seriousness of someone on a mission, “How are you doing?”
“Felt better. What’s the damage, doc?”
“I’m your nurse, Sarah. And, you’ve been through a lot. Are you in pain,” she asked, her grayish-blue eyes shining with compassion.
Considering for a moment, I took stock of how I was feeling rather than the ungodly pain that I expected. “I’m fine. Am I still in the brig or somewhere else?” I asked.
“No, you’re in the Naval Hospital and there are security guards right outside your door, so you won’t be leaving unless we transfer you.”
She leaned in and checked my monitor. “Vitals look good,” she paused and looked at me, “Be easy on the ribs, you broke seven of them and ruptured your spleen. Your nose is broken, and you have an orbital fracture on your right eye.”
I was floating on pain killers, so I only heard half of what she was saying. As sad as it may sound, I felt that being able to talk to anyone that wasn’t a guard was nice.
“I need to leave for a short bit to tell the warden and that handsome lawyer of yours that you are awake. That lawyer is lurking about practically haunting this place,” said Nurse Sarah. She pushed my dark brown hair out of my eyes and patted my shoulder before going to the door.
“Yes, I guess that is nice. He’s my lawyer.” I didn’t really see him as handsome. He reminded me of that android on Star Trek, the one who’s name I could never remember.
“What did he want?” I asked. He and I aren’t exactly on friendly terms. His job was getting me out of this mess and him playing the protector role screamed fake. Why would he even know, let alone care enough to hang out and “haunt” the hospital as the nurse said? I thought.
“He was looking after you. Practically a white knight that one,” said Nurse Sarah.
Okay, that was nice and all, but as much as I was appreciating a change in my normal prison cell, I did not feel comfortable out in the open. I felt exposed and vulnerable handcuffed to the hospital gurney. At least in my cell, I had the ability to walk around and pee in peace even if it was a bit lonely. The pain killers also dulled my reactions. If I needed to, I couldn’t defend myself.
“I’d like to refuse pain killers.”
“I don’t recommend that. With the amount of damage your body has experienced, it would be extremely difficult for you to function, let alone sleep to heal.”
“I’m refusing that treatment. I’ll sign whatever I need to, but I don’t want any more meds.”
The smile was completely gone by this point and her eyes held a frostiness. “I’ll tell the doctor.” She swept out of the room like a woman with a mission. She can be upset all she wanted.
I need to keep my wits about me and laying here for anyone to attack me while doped out of my mind is not a good option, I thought.




Chapter 7

 
The doctor came in, a young man in a khaki Naval uniform with the typical white doctor coat thrown over it. He looked barely out of high school, let alone old enough to be a doctor. He came in and checked my vitals. Then he said, “So I hear that you’d like to stop the pain medicine Staff Sergeant Teagan. And, while I know you Marines are tough, it’s only been 2 hours since you were brought in here. Your pain levels will be unbearable without the pain medication.”
While still looking at me to gauge my reaction, he continued, “I do not recommend this course of action. We can talk about reducing your pain medication, but as a doctor, it would be irresponsible of me to take you completely off them.”
A knock on the door saved me from replying, as my lawyer walked into the room.
“Mr. Maxwell, perhaps you can talk some sense into your client. She is requesting to be taking off pain medication. I’ll leave you two to discuss things. Let the nurse know when you leave, so I can come back and finish with my exam of the Staff Sergeant.”
Once he left the room, Chester looked me over. I blushed at the attention. It was like being stripped naked and I was already feeling vulnerable, which made me angry. “Who was he and the staff to think I was some monkey in a cage or just something to watch over? I was a person and I had rights. I didn’t need to be babied. I could refuse treatment and I was going to make that clear since the staff wasn’t taking me seriously,” I thought.
“Are you here to lecture me about taking the pain medication?” I asked.
“No, I support your decision if that is what you want. I’m not your enemy here and I’m not sure why you are mad.”
I stayed silent. In all honesty, I wasn’t sure why I was mad. Nothing about that day at the Demon Relations Committee’s new chapter office opening ceremony had gone right. But what hurt more than being in jail was why Gunny Mack hadn’t visited? “If I was hurt so badly, why didn’t he reach out? Was he that mad and disappointed that he didn’t even want to see me?” I thought.
“Why are you my only visitor?”
“I’m not sure what brought that question on. We were talking about your medication. I am here to show my support, but I’m also concerned about your safety. Can you tell me what happened? I got a very abbreviated version of events from the warden.”
“I’m not surprised what you got was abbreviated. I’m sure 90% of what happened was left out. The warden doesn’t want himself or his guards looking bad.”
“Well, can you tell me what happened? I’m assuming you recall the events leading up to your injuries.”
I took a moment to think. There was no harm in telling him the truth. Although, what he could do to help keep me safe was probably minimal, I thought.
“Two of the guards took me out of my cell and escorted me to the rec room.”
“Which guards, Teagan? Names please.”
Grumbling, I reluctantly admitted, “It was Todd and Robbins.”
“Thank you. Now, that wasn’t too hard, was it?”
I said nothing, but nodded my head.
“And, what happened then?”
“They sat me in the front row of chairs and sat down on either side of me, while the news broadcast was playing. It was the segment of the Ceremony of Unbirth for the Demon Delegate’s son.”
“I’m starting to get the picture. I saw that particular news segment. I watch all news and read any articles that mention the killing, the Delegate or you.”
That made sense. At least he was taking his role in my defense seriously. I couldn’t afford a high-profile attorney and my case was high-profile. I was given a civilian lawyer because the military felt I would get better representation than using a military lawyer, who might be biased or pro-demon. It was not the standard protocol. A military member, Marine, Army or whatever always got a military lawyer. I’m not sure if I was relieved or annoyed to be singled out in yet another way.
Representing my case was career suicide and I was a pariah to my fellow Marines since my arrest, who never visited and even did media interviews claiming that they suspected I was a “bad seed” from meeting me. Liars, I thought. Even my squad at the Elite Guard shunned me, which stung.
“Once they displayed my photo on the screen, the inmates recognized me. And, there are evidently quite a few pro-demon inmates. So, my guards literally turned the other cheek and let the inmates have at me.”
“And is that when the warden broke up the fight?”
“It was at some point after the attack started. It kinda gets fuzzy there at the end.”
He was frowning at this point. Another small indication that he was human, but it unsettled me more because normally he was so unflappable, and he was showing emotion.
“So now what?”
“Actually, that is what I am deliberating about. You are not safe at the brig or here in the hospital. At least at the brig, we can limit who has access to you. Here there are too many people that come and go. I will expedite your discharge, but unfortunately, your recovery will be at the brig.”
What he said made sense. I could rest and heal at the brig. I was also wary about staying in the hospital. It was only a matter of time before news leaked that I was here. And no one wanted that less than me.
“What do I need to do?”
“Nothing. Leave that up to me. I will see about getting you transferred back to the brig. I will also be making more frequent visits once you are back there. If they know I am monitoring your well-being, perhaps, the guards and warden will be more invested in keeping you in one piece.”
He got up and carefully shook my hand, “I need to leave to work on this, but try to be patient.”




Chapter 8

 
I was discharged and transferred back to the brig within a few hours of my lawyer’s visit. I was mad at myself for not asking why I hadn’t had any visitors. I thought a lot about Gunny Mack. He was the closest thing I had to a father figure since my parents were killed in a demon attack. His absence stung — hollowing out my insides until only hurt remained. “He must be disappointed in me,” I thought. “He warned me about making hasty decisions. That resulted in me rotting in a jail cell. I wasn’t exactly someone to write home about or brag about. But I expected him to at least show up to deliver one of his epic butt chewings. Not showing up implied that he didn’t care.”
I thought he cared since he always looked out for me, encouraging me when I wanted to quit, and pushing me to do better and want more out of life. If not for the time in the Naval Hospital and the upcoming visit with my lawyer, I would have no contact with the outside world except the guards.
A banging against my cell bars broke me out of my depressing thoughts. “Brought you evening chow. We feed you regular since you are healing and what not,” said the guard.
He slipped a tray of food through a space under the cell bars. It was some sort of turkey, noodles, and veggie concoction. It was probably just as inedible as the other slop they served me. I hobbled over to the tray, trying to gingerly bend with my broken ribs. Sweat beaded up on my forehead from the strain of bending. If I wasn’t so hungry, I would have left the food there, I thought.
“Got it buddy. You can leave now.”
“No can do, Staff Sergeant. Gotta make sure you eat it all. Warden’s orders.”
I sat down and dug into the turkey surprise. It had a pungent after taste, meaning that it was probably half spoiled. Finishing the meal, I slid the tray back under the cell slowly since the movement pulled hard at my damaged ribs. I hobbled back and sat back on my bed; my stomach cramping even worse than before. I was still adjusting to the limitations in movement from my injuries, so the cramping was probably from doing too much. Usually, I heal fast, but this was the first time I was injured so badly. I carefully laid back on the bed, but that didn’t seem to help with the cramping, which was quickly becoming painful. My stomach rose up as a tide of nausea rolled through me. They really needed to check the food better, I thought. Cold and hot sweats raced through me as my meal did a mosh pit in my stomach. Shaking, I quivered under the thin blanket. I don’t know how long I laid there, wracked with pain, the shaking causing pain from my ribs to shoot throughout my body. At some point, I either fell asleep or passed out.
I heard my name being called from a distance and the guards roughly dragging me from my bed. Next thing I knew, I was back in the Naval Hospital.
Chester leaned over my bed and asked, “Can you hear me?”
“No need to shout. Why am I back here?”
“Teagan, you were poisoned and nearly died. We resuscitated you three times. You died and were brought back three times.”
“I died?”
“Someone or some people hated me enough that they poisoned me. Would I even make it to my court martial?” I wondered.
“Now what?”
“Now, I appeal to the judge to move up your hearing and sentencing. At this rate, you won’t live to be sentenced. I also requested an appointment with the warden. If they can’t keep you safe, you should be transferred to somewhere that can.”
One jail was as good as another since there were bad guards at any brig. I just wanted to live and move on from my mistake. I recognized my part in what happened. It was a mistake, but it shouldn’t cost me my life.
“Please do what you can. I just want this to end.”
“I will do my best Teagan. After what you’ve been through, I’m willing to put my career on the line. If I have to go to the media, appeal to the base commander — whatever is necessary I will do it. You deserve a fair trial or at least as far of one as the military will give you.”
Leave it to good old Chester to bring me crashing back to reality. His recital of what happened to me only increased the fear and panic welling up inside of me. The chance of me surviving until my court martial was slim.




Chapter 9

 
Chester leaned into me and said, “You made it this far. You will get through the rest.” In some ways, what he said was correct. The day of my court martial was finally here. I would know my fate one way or another, but something told me that my outcome wouldn’t be what I hoped for. With sweaty palms and a sour stomach, I waited to hear my fate from the stern and wizened looking judge, who gave the impression that he considered a smile a punishable crime. At least it would end to the purgatory-like existence of these past few weeks. I was desperate for any kind of resolution. News crews were parked outside of the courthouse. From the complaints of the guards, they blamed a slow news period and my infamy for the media circus.
I was a decorated and accomplished solider with six years of service and it all boiled down to one epic screw up. The Demon Delegate Angra Mainyu appealed to the president, General Gridley. If he turned over any soldier or human defender to a demon was a bad precedent to begin, which made extradition to Hell a non-option, which I was infinitely grateful for. I would say several hail Mary’s for that. The guards taunted me with the possibility of being the shadow demon’s plaything and literally forced to burn in hell.
Colonel Duncan, the military judge frowned down at me and said, “Staff Sergeant Teagan, you are guilty of violating Articles 113 (Misbehavior of sentinel or lookout) and 119 (Manslaughter) of the Uniform Code of Military Justice. You are dishonorably discharged from the Marine Corps effective immediately.”
The pain stabbed through my chest with the subtlety of a sledgehammer. I wouldn’t give the judge or the guards the satisfaction of seeing how badly this hurt me. “Breathe in, breathe out and don’t react. You’ve been through worst — losing my parents to demons and losing Marines during battle, so I will get through this. Nod and take the punishment with dignity,” I thought.
It still hurt so bad. Even as a small child, I always wanted to be a soldier and I busted my butt through earning expert badges in marksmanship and high scores in physical fitness to get my position on the Elite Guard. I grew up after the demons came to Earth and saw how bad demon attacks could be. I always wanted to defend people, more so after demons killed my parents. Now, it couldn’t continue my life’s goal all because I reacted on instinct to a perceived threat and killed an innocent. While I expected that sentence, I had hoped it hadn’t come to this — no more Elite Guard or Marine Corps. “What would I do with my life?” I wondered.
I looked over at Chester, who stared back at me with the same stoic expression that he showed throughout nearly every one of our encounters. It would be nice to have some sign of emotion; the man was like a robot — both emotionless and calmness personified. It grated on my already frayed nerves.
“Staff Sergeant. Do you understand the sentence?”
“Yes, your honor, I do.”
Chester leaned towards me and said, “We can appeal or file for clemency,” as he attempted to give me hope.
He explained the different outcomes for my case, and this was the worst-case one. He said my case would be reviewed by the military judiciary, which took time. And, that because of the difficulties and multiple attempts on my life, he requested my transfer to a more secure and hopefully better protected jail, while I awaited the appeal. It was a safety precaution to get me to the appeals hearing alive.
Two MPs walked to me as escorted me out of the courtroom, while Chester walked behind us. They took me through the back entrance as a safety precaution. I was getting death threats from demons and pro-demon organizations, so I wore a bullet-proof vest and helmet yet another precaution. Ever since I was nearly killed by an inmate attack and then a poisoned meal, the military was taking extra precautions to ensure that I did not die under their watch. Although, I was technically “out” of the military now, but I was hesitant to put any kind of stock in their protection. At least Chester was willing to fight for me. I hope this new brig was better, then again, without the crappy company of Todd and Robbins, anything was better than where I was.
Mid-way down the hall, Chester, ran up to me. He said, “Just a minute. I want one final word with my client before her transport.”
“Whatever,” said a brawny and short male officer. “Take too long and you can find your own escort. We don’t support Slayers around here, especially ones that make Marines look bad.”
The MPs moved away from Chester and I to give us some distance — surprisingly considerate. Chester pulled me to the side and as he does, he handed me an envelope. Still close, he leans forward even closer and whispered, “I couldn’t spare you the conviction, but I made arrangements for you. You are not without friends, Teagan. The military may have turned its back on you, but your friends want to make your acquaintance. Go into the transport vehicle, where you will be given further instructions. I cannot tell you anything else and while you have no reason to trust me, please try.”
This was not something we had discussed prior. “What did he mean by friends?" I thought. No one wanted anything to do with me.
He extended his hand to shake mine and passed me a slip of paper that I quickly palmed and concealed up my sleeve. The MPs walked over to us and the brawny one grabbed my arm. Sneaking out the back of the building, I avoided the crowds of news reporters, their cameras and death — always a plus in my book. An unmarked gray panel van met us at the door. Whether it was the ingrained training to not question authority or the shock from the surprising discharged, I got in the vehicle without question. I hoped up until those fateful words left the judge’s mouth that they would let me stay in the Marines. Inside the van, I came face-to-face with a twin.
“What the heck?”
“There isn’t much time,” said my apparent twin. She handed me a wig and some sort of ID. “Quick, change clothes with me and put on this wig. You need to escape. I will take your place in jail while we await the appeals process.”
The driver looked back at me in the rear-view mirror and said, “Reach under the seat in front of you. Pull out the bag.”
Prompted more by curiosity than anything, I did as he suggested.
“The windows are tinted. If you hope to make your bus, better get changed fast.”
I stripped out of my clothes and began swapping with my twin or doppelgänger. I shimmied out of my uniform and toss it next to me on the seat. It was not like I was able to wear it anymore, but a part of me wanted to cling to it like a child to a blanket. It was all that I had worn for years. Even on my weekends, I wore PT clothes or something that was military in nature. This was the first time I would wear civilian clothes in six years. That familiarity was taken from me. I put on the shirt and jeans, which cling to me uncomfortably and showed off curves I hid behind my uniform. They fit perfectly as did the sneakers. I carefully tucked my long, chocolate-colored hair under the wig.
“Who are you? Why are you helping me?” I asked. I felt I had even less reason to trust some stranger than I did my robotic lawyer.
“Teagan, you have friends. I am one of them. It is my job to get you safely to the bus terminal. Please don’t make this a harder job than it needs to be. Listen carefully, your safety and life depend on how well you follow my directions,” said the driver.
“Okay, what do you want me to do?”
“This vehicle is being watched. We will stop over top a sewer grate. Our people will let you into it. Take your first left, your next right, and continue to take another three rights. Once you’ve done that, you will be at another sewer grate. The construction guy standing by will make sure you get out of there without being seen. You will be walking distance from the bus terminal,” explained the driver.
“This was some real James Bond kind of thing. Who were the mysterious friends that the driver referred to? Their foresight and detailed approach to my appearance and escape made me wary. They were just a little too organized. And, why should they help me when no one else would? What guarantee did I have that the driver was telling the truth? This could be some elaborate scheme to kill me. It’s not like I had anything else to do or anywhere else to go,” I wondered. My thoughtful friends put a pair of sunglasses and colored contacts in the bag. I had perfect eyesight, so I could only assume these were contacts that would be without any kind of correction and more for disguise than function.
“Listen, I won’t go anywhere if you don’t tell me what this is about. I’ll take my chances at surviving in the new brig,” I demanded
The driver did not so much as blink an eye and instead reached over to the seat next to him. “The Boss figured you might be a little testy given what you just got through.” He chucked a recorder at me. Who the hell uses recorders nowadays? I didn’t even think they were still making them, but whatever. Pressing play, I listened to whatever these “friends” must share with me. If it wasn’t compelling or at least not psychotic, then I was not going anywhere they wanted me to and was jumping from the car first chance I get. I could risk road rash and broken bones than some crazies any day.
Pressing play, I heard the recording begin with the smooth and cultured tones of a youngish-sounding man. “Staff Sergeant Teagan, excuse me, Teagan. Given your experience and training, we have a place for you that would be the ideal fit for your skills. I’d like to offer you a chance to hear my job proposition. It’s nothing illegal. Given your recent legal troubles, I thought you’d appreciate that assurance. Allow Reese, the driver, to get you safely to rendezvous point and please get on the bus.” I waited to see if there is anything else recorded. I played it two more times hoping to identify anything in the background or in the voice patterns for clues about the speaker. He came across as genuine from what I can gather from the recording.
“Three minutes until we hit the drop of point. Hope you aren’t afraid of the dark or are claustrophobic. You have eight minutes to get through the terminal and onto bus # 1587. Your ticket is already authenticated, but it’s up to you to make it to the bus within the allotted time. I hope you’re feeling stretched out Teagan, you’re gonna need to sprint to make it,” said the driver.
The tight timeframe meant that I was less likely to be caught by media or any of the groups that wanted me dead. I decided to stick with the “friends” plan for now. With the intense detail to planning, I was curious to see who or what these people are and what kind of job they wanted to offer me. They had some extensive resources to pull off an escape like this. A sprint through the sewer and through the bus terminal sounds fun. I could use a good bit of exercise since I couldn’t train or run in the brig. I think they tried to make you kill yourself out of sheer boredom or by other means — neither of which worked on me. I’ll admit, I was tempted a time or two during some of my darker moments in jail with thoughts of suicide. The weight of my bleak future made me sink to dark thoughts.
Reese looked back at me and said, “You ready? It’s go time.” I meet his glaze in the rearview mirror and nodded. My twin reached for the side door and opens the van. I grabbed the duffle bag and leapt out and nearly collided with the construction worker that was supposedly helping me.
I rolled to my feet and the guy guided me to the open grate and I carefully drop down into the sewers. Asshole. I don’t care if we are being stealthy. Some notice would have been nice before he just dumped me down here. It was dark, but the kind of dark where it’s a faded brown and you can somewhat make out the outlines of things around you. There was a glow stick taped to the wall near where I fell. Great. I’m sure that’s just as good as a flashlight, not. Thankfully, the sewers were more water run-off and less toilet water because it is surprisingly lacking in smell. Not that it was pleasant down there, but it’s at the least it was bearable. Although, if I found any rats, I would have an epic meltdown. Give me spiders, snakes, lizards, but rats freak me out.
I took my first left and continue with the directions I was given by the driver. At the end, I reached a sewer grate. I was not sure what I was supposed to do at this point. Hopefully, they had people looking out for me. I whistled softly and wait for a response. Someone dropped something into the grates.
“Dang, dropped my wallet. Gotta get down there,” said a male voice.
He opened the grate and lowers a rope. Okay, there we go. I quickly climbed up using the rope. Holding my bag tightly, I crept out of the sewer grate that was luckily surrounded by bushes, which while odd, I was going to appreciate whatever breaks I could get. After the time in the darkness, my eyes sting at the bright sunlight. Shielding my eyes, I waited for them to adjust. Time was ticking.
“Do you have anything for me?”
He looked at me weirdly. “What would I have for you? Was not getting you out of the sewers enough?”
Okay, it was, but since everyone else I had encountered gave me things and directions, I figured he would be no different.
“Oh, it’s enough. Thanks, and have a good day,” I said as I trotted off towards the bus terminal that I could now see in across the way. I wouldn’t be the first or last passenger having to run to catch their bus. Dodging wheeled luggage and families milling about in the crowded terminal, I scanned the departure board for my bus number and dart for the correct area. The security guard made a cursory glance and my ID and ticket and waved me through without a second glance. I make it just as the driver was closing the bus doors.
The bus looked like a charter bus that had a baby with one of the military’s armored vehicles like a Humvee or MRAP. The result was a rugged, bullet and demon-claw proof creation that about guaranteed we reach our destination. The bus was equipped with stealth technology. Any extended trip, especially cross-country trips required stealth travel and noise cancellation. It helped avoid detection by demons and The Demented. While, we had treaties with the demons, not all of them abided by them. The Demented were a separate problem altogether. They were some freaky mismatch of human and demon DNA after the demons came to Earth to rape, pillage, and plunger. The result was a mindless, zombie-like creature that was devoid of any rational thought and more animal than human. Rather scary, I thought. They also ate any animal in the vicinity — rats, cats, dogs, and humans. Their frequent feedings had thinned out the stray animal population in many areas. 
The bus driver opened the door and said, “Cutting it a bit close, Miss.”
“Yes, sir, I do apologize. An accident delayed me.”
Walking down the bus step, he checked my ticket and said, “Well, let me take your bag. Lyle McDonald here.”
Gripping it tightly, I angled my body and bag away from him. I said, “Sorry, it’s staying with me. It doubles as my purse and I can’t be parted from it, but thanks anyway.”
“Sure thing, up you go. There should still be a few empty seats.”
Before entering the bus, I subtly glanced at the bus’s location display in the front window, which revealed my soon-to-be location was Cody, Wyoming. I had never been to Wyoming but recalled from my history lessons that it was known as the equal state or something like that. Just about everyone knew that Yellowstone National Park in Wyoming. Yellowstone was on my bucket list, but I never had the time to visit. As a part of the Elite Guard, we were prevented from being more than 500 miles from our Washington D.C. base. The Marines expected us to be ready at a moment’s notice to deploy, which limited how far we could travel. Not that it mattered much anymore. If Chester didn’t get my sentence overturned during the appeal, my career as a Marine would be over.
I find an empty seat next to an overly sweaty man that reeks of onions and whose bulk spills into my seat. There was exactly one empty seat. Thankfully, I did not need much space. My muscular, but slight build meant the fatty next to me can spill over without touching me. He looks over me curiously, although with a slightly lecherous gaze. Great, he’s a potential pervert too. Lucky me. While I wanted to ask my seat mate, Senior Sweaty, about when our first stop was, I also did not want to make it too obvious that I didn’t know much about the trip. I also did not want to encourage any kind of exchange. He seemed the type that needs little encouragement and he would be all over you like a second skin. I didn’t feel able to “play nice” with anyone. I was so spent emotionally and physically from everything that happened earlier, which now that I was sitting, seemed to leech out all the adrenaline that I was running on and leaving exhaustion in its place. It was the kind of tired where you are overtired and too strung out to sleep no matter how much you wanted to rest, but your body is still screaming for sleep. My gritty eyes burned, and my mind was foggy.
Inside the bus there was a weird combination of silence and noise. The quiet was broken up by the hushed tones of conversation that drifts around the bus — not loud enough to make out individual conversations. Everyone seemed to be applying some universally unspoken rule of not speaking loudly if they spoke at all. I wondered if part of the reason for the quiet was from a fear of encountering demons during our trip. As for me, it wasn’t so much the potential demon or demented encounter, but the number of people I was stuck with in a small space. The last time I was around this much people for a prolonged period was during the killing of the Demon Delegate’s son. Come to think of it, after six years in the military, this was probably the longest I spent in close quarters with civilians. I hope no one recognizes me. That would make things awkward fast. It feels wrong to not be patrolling or providing something in an official capacity.
West Virginia’s terrain passed by in a blur of open land and craggy peaks and hills. The vantage point on the bus was different. You were above most of the cars and got to see the passing world from a virtually unobscured perspective. I was still too antsy to relax and wanted to wait until more people dose off before venturing a look into the bag my escape driver gave me. Although, I was rather curious about what my so-called friends packed for me? I initially suspected it was random items, but I thought back over the planning they did and quickly dismissed that idea. They were too organized for my bag to contain anything random. And, I want to know what my new “friends” think I needed for my trip.
As I surveys my fellow passengers, I notice that enough of them were settled in and many are locked onto their mobile devices. How fortunate for me. I carefully withdrew my bag. At my seat mate’s glance, Mr. McSweaty, I stalled any of his questions or snotty observations about me taking my duffel bag with me by explaining, “Sorry, girl stuff” and gestured to my bag. As I expected, he sat there red-faced and awkward. Nosey busy body. Geez. It’s not like I have a dead body in the thing. It was too small to carry anything too dangerous or illegal.
Walking down the aisles, I noticed that most of the passengers were too busy on phones to pay me much mind. Reaching the bathroom, I squeezed myself into what was the world’s smallest bathroom, which seemed to follow some universal design that all buses and planes had — tiny, white-washed walls and midget-sized. I dug into the bag. Inside, I found a burner phone and charger (how very practical) and a dagger (someone did their homework since it was the exact type of knife I used) — much easier to conceal than a gun, which I slid this into my boots, an inch thick wad of twenties (probably unmarked), a taser that I promptly put into my pocket, and two changes of clothes that appeared to be in my size. Oh, and someone was thoughtful enough to provide a contact case and saline — not that I wanted to take out these colored contacts, but it was a nice touch. These contacts were already irritating my eyes. Not sure how people wear them every day. Carefully, I returned everything to the bag after powering on the burner phone, I was relieved to see that it fully charged. Once I got back to my seat, I wanted to see what might be on the phone and whether there were contacts or messages. All these items were useful and having a weapon once again would ease the helplessness that was welling up inside me. I could protect myself. I could call for assistance as a last resort, because with my level of infamy, it was a 50/50 chance that the police officers would assist me and even less likely that they would help if they did show up.
Returning to my seat, I stowed away the duffle bag and opened the cell phone. I checked the contacts and there was an emergency one listed. I dialed the number and quickly hung up. Let’s see what happens. No one calls me back, but I do get a text and it says to look for a warm welcome.
The hours passed by — some more slowly than others. A few hours into the trip, the snores of my seat mate lulled me into a semi-sleeping state. My last waking thoughts were what I needed to do next, which was too many things to mull through in my current state.




Chapter 10

 
We hit our first rest stop at some nowhere gas station in a one road town somewhere in West Virginia. It looked like those photos of abandoned businesses off Route 66. I wait as the bus passengers rushed out — not like they can all use the single bathroom and I wouldn’t trust any food they sell in this place.
“Everyone off the bus,” said Lyle McDonald, who was walking back and forth and looking very uncomfortable. Guess this was an unscheduled stop. Not sure why he couldn’t use the bathroom on the bus. It had to be nicer than whatever nasty setup was at the bathroom in the gas station.
As he vaulted down the bus steps and haltingly ran, stopping every so often to what I could only assume was to get his bladder under control. Yep, I’ve been there too, especially on patrol. I might as well scope out the place. It wasn’t exactly the most secure location and who knew what was out there. Besides, if I stayed away from the other passengers, I wouldn’t have to talk with any of them. I wasn’t the most social at the best of times and at the worst of times, well, it’s just better that I avoided people.
Not a single car was out on the road. Now, that I paid more attention, there was a noticeable lack of any sounds associated with people, or heck, even animals. No insects, birds, or even squirrels. We seemed to be the only living things out here.
I widened my parameter search as I moved to circle the gas station building, where most of the passengers milled about. Something was off. The hair on my airs stood up and I feel a prickling sensation on my neck, I was being watched and it’s not by a passenger. My gut was screaming at me that I needed to find this threat and neutralize it.
I looked back at the gas station. Many of the passengers were milling around outside, some smoking, others stretching their legs. They seemed so real. It was such a normal, everyday scene and one I had no place in.  Even if I was on the run, I wouldn’t be socializing, but at least before it was an option. After the “incident” with the Demon Delegate’s son and nearly dying in jail, I felt so dirty and worthless — two emotions so unfamiliar to me and ones I was not sure how to process them. So many people wanted me dead and thought I was a monster. No matter how well disguised I was, I ran the risk of being recognized. 
A scream pierced through the normalcy and the crowd scattered, fleeing the store.
“Demon,” someone shouted as the people begin pushing and crying in their rush to get to the safety of the bus.
I pulled my dagger from my boot and stalked towards the source of screaming. I did not see anything outside, so the demon must be inside the crappy gas station’s store. It would make it easier to avoid a sneak attack from the demon. With such close quarters, I could easily keep an eye on it. I really wished I had a second blade. I preferred fighting with blades in both hands. It was part of my martial arts training and as natural to me as breathing. This blade was new and unnatural, but it was what I had, and I am gonna make the best use of it as I go carve up some demon ass.
There was broken glass, some combination of liquids — hopefully more soda than urine and food scattered across the floor. The screaming was coming from the far end of the store. The store clerk is huddled next to the door, too scared to move and too stupid to hide behind the counter.
“Do you have any weapons?” I asked.
“What…what?” He mumbled.
“Something pointy, or one that goes bang, you know, those things you can use in self-defense.”
Right, I am definitely not getting anything from his shell-shocked self. Lovely. I creep down the closest aisle trying to avoid the glass on the floor. Luck was with me because the aisle I turned down has some camping supplies. I looked for matches or a lighter. I found one of those long lighters for lighting a campfire. I veered across to another aisle. Hair spray. If they have it, I’m golden. A surprising number of demons were injured by fire. Guess they were the really bad ones — at least that was my theory. What kind of overlord had creatures that were hurt and possibly killed by the very place they lived? Oh, that must be Satan. Yep, Mr. Big Baddie Himself. So many of them were stuck in an internal fire pit in Hell. No wonder so many tried to escape to earth. I shouldn’t say I blame them, but I do. Demons belong in Hell and not running amok here on earth. They hurt, maimed, and killed enough people that no matter how much the Demon Delegate tries to make them sound like fallen angels and just misunderstood, I wasn’t buying it.
Luck was still with me, as I snatched up a couple bottles of hair spray stashing them in my cargo pockets. I’d use them if could. I would prefer some distance between me and the demon; although, that’s what the pointy thing was for — close combat a.k.a., dagger style. The screaming quieted down and was replaced by what sounded suspiciously like wet slurping. Please don’t let it be eating someone. I had nightmares for weeks the last time I saw someone eaten alive by an insect-like demon. Just because I was a trained killer didn’t make me heartless. Seeing someone liquified and gulped down like some sort of human slushie would disturb anyone. This certain type of demon was known to feed this way.
As I approached a door to what was either a back room or storage, the door swings open and a body was thrown at me. It was a guy close in age to me, who looked like a deflated balloon. His bones and everything internal were liquified and eaten.
Gross, another one of those insectoid demons that resembled a winged roach. I disliked roaches almost as much as rats. The only plus was that they were super susceptible to fire. I held out my lighter, darn thing wont light.
The demon stood before me and slapped the lighter out of my hand sending it careening down towards one of the aisles. Before I can get my lighter back, he was on me and trying to stab me with his barbed mouth that was basically a built-in straw. Once it gets you with that thing, it borrows through your throat and digs in deeper. It secreted a numbing poison that started the human slushie process. At least the dead guy didn’t feel pain, his screaming earlier was from terror and not pain.
But I didn’t get this far to be dinner to Mr. Nasty, I thought. I grabbed his leg and pulled hard, flipping him onto his back. I rolled onto my feet and sprinted down the aisle for my missing lighter. I made it several steps before he grabbed me by the back of my shirt and hauled me against his bug body. I thrust my knife into his mouth thing, and it screamed, loosening its hold on me long enough for me to get the lighter. Oh, it’s on Mr. Nasty.
Turning towards the demon, I raised the lighter and managed to get a flame this time. As he launched himself at me, I sprayed the hair spray, creating a mini flame thrower. The sounds coming out made his previous scream seem like a whimper. Windows and glass bottles broke from the screeching. I felt my ears and nosebleed. Thankfully, he sank to the ground, a blackened and well-done demon. Good. I kicked him to make sure he was really done. Wiping my hands on my pants, I head out to the other passengers.
I walked outside covered in demon guts. I was really getting sick of the slime factor. It smelled and was sticky like tar. These clothes were done for and I even had gunk in my wig. Now, what was I supposed to do to fix that? It wasn’t something I could wash out, so I’d reek by the end of the trip.
Before I could board the bus, scared passengers blocked the door.
“It’s gone, anyone need anything? I’m sure the store clerk would be happy to sell us what we need after getting rid of Mr. Nasty,” I said.
A tall goth guy stepped forward and asked me, “Are you some kind of demon?”
“Do I look like a demon?” I replied.
A short, gray-haired grandma glared at me. She said, “Some of them look pretty normal, Dave.” She pressed the goth guy, Dave, back and away from me. “Not sure we should let it on the bus. Are we safe?”
At this point the bus driver stepped between me and the mass of passengers. Frowning, he turned his back on me and looked at them. “She has a ticket and is getting on the bus. She saved all of you, all of us, and has just as much right to be on the bus. You should ashamed of yourselves. Let her through,” said Lyle McDonald with glare.
The group split up enough to make a path for me to walk through. Several of the passengers looked down in red-faced shame. Others pulled their children behind their back like I was contaminated. Whatever, I thought.




Chapter 11

 
The days passed in the awkward silence and hushed voices. It was probably the quietest bus ride the driver ever had and all because the passengers were so scared of me that they huddled in their seats, whispering if they spoke at all. When I caught one of the passengers looking me, he shifted his eyes away and duck their head. Not that I needed praise or thanks, but the hostility was hurtful and stung. I saved them from that demon and rather than being grateful, they were fearful — like I was a monster and not the demon.
The five-day trip continued to be broken up by short rest stops and a few transfers as the old passengers left and new ones came aboard. The new passengers would complain about the smell and be told about the demon encounter and then would ignore me in the same fashion as the existing passengers. At this point, I couldn't care less what waited for me in Cody. I wanted this wig off and away from these ingrates. The one benefit of the demon encounter was that the gross guy next to me no longer leered at me or attempted to talk to me. He looked positively green by the end of the trip. My sense of smell had long ago become immune to the stink in my wig. I tried to wash it in the bathroom sink, but it was like super glue and just as hard to wash out. He had a more sensitive nose than me. Good.
As we got closer to Wyoming, the destruction from The Great Sundering was more apparent.




Chapter 12

 
Yosemite was in many ways Ground Zero for the Demon Apocalypse and just one of countless portals that opened during the “Great Sundering” thirty years ago. It was literally the edge of where hell intersected with earth. The actual and literal “Hell” discussed in the Bible with demons and the Devil – although, the Devil had yet to make an appearance. Demons were horrifying enough. The kind of inspired fear that turns your bowels to water. Although, it took a while for us to figure out it was much worse than a natural disaster, we first thought it was. It started as an explosion at Yellowstone National Park. The super volcano under the Park blew and tore through the entire upper United States, wiped out Canada and left the U.S. in a half circle-like crater. We lost millions of people in both countries that day. Alaska became an island and the chaos that ensued ensured easy avoidance of detection by the demons. The ash and smoke from the explosion blocked out the sun, creating a semi-Ice Age, which killed off even more people. Crops and animals died out.
Yellowstone was only the start. There were reports of cenotes, those practically bottomless ponds and lakes in Mexico, boiling over and monsters crawling out of scorpion demons, slug and insect-like demons, and others that looked like fallen angels, Other volcanos exploded created similar portals to the Yellow Stone one, or as we now called it “Hell’s Edge.” Even smaller canyons and crevices became an escape route for eager demons.
The first initial reports of demons were dismissed as hallucinations caused by toxic fumes and gases from the explosion and other natural disasters occurring. Once, we figured out that there was something more going on, demons had pillaged, plundered, and raped their way through the world. And for many of us, with the proof that demons and the Devil existed, we eagerly waited for the appearance of Angels and God. If one was shown to be true, then surely the other one was.




Chapter 13

 
“We are near Cody, Wyoming for those of you departing on this stop, enjoy your stay. For those of you that are continuing, there is a 10-minute stop at the Wyoming Buffalo Company,” said Lyle McDonald “This store is a great place to get some summer sausage or jerky. And other goodies.”
I grabbed my duffle bag and kept it on my lap. I was determined to get off the bus first — if possible. This wig needed to come off. After five long days, I finally found myself at Cody, Wyoming, population 10,000. I was the only person getting off at what the outside store signs said was “Western Specialty Foods and Gifts”. It doubled as the bus stop. From what I could see, the whole town was on a single street. I could walk to anything I needed. The single text message on the burner phone said that I should look for a warm welcome. I’m assuming that was code for a welcome center or something similar. At least, I hoped they had a welcome center here. I walked past the large fake cowboy that some of the bus passengers were posing next to and asked the clerk about the city’s welcome center. “Just a short walk, half a mile or so west on the main street. Can’t miss it, if you tried darling,” he said.
The buildings lining the main street looked like the wooden structure you saw in any old Western movie, complete with that wooden porch with railing for shoot outs. Minutes after leaving the store/bus stop, I step into the nearly empty visitor center. A man behind the counter shouts a greeting with a warm smile and twinkling eyes.
“Welcome to the best museum west of Kansas City,” he said. “And, we have the largest collection of Winchester rifles in the world,” he adds with a wink.
I studied the man while I thought of an appropriate response. He looked like an anorexic Santa Claus with a mustache instead of a beard that cradled his reddened cheeks.
As I approached him, he continued undeterred, “Is this your first visit to The Equality State?”
“Can’t help but notice your bag. Are you visiting our fine town Miss?”
The combination of stress, uncertainty, and sadness over the loss of my military career boiled over. This cheery man was too much. Was how he wanted to play things by acting like he didn’t know why I was here? I was directed to this middle of nowhere location and he wants to be all friendly. I am so over this cloak and dagger crap. I appreciated the “friends” getting me out of D.C. I wanted answers though and the small talk was only irritating me.
“Why don’t you tell me why I’m really here? Because I am not going to make idle chit chat with some cowboy in the Welcome Center when I was promised answers to all the spy worthy crap you guys pulled to bring me out here.”
The warmth drained out of his eyes, replaced by a colder and more calculating gleam. The smile completely slid off his face. “Well, since you are in such a rush, by all means, let me take you to the back.”
I followed him past displays of souvenirs and knickknacks into a curtained off room in the back. From there, he pulled back an animal skin rug to reveal a trap door because why not? I’m not sure why I was expecting something more normal like stairs or, even crazier, a person to greet me in this back room. He tugged on the trap door, which reveals a dark gaping hole in the ground. Lovely, more tunnels or whatever. A rickety ladder that had seen better days is the only way down. Handing me a flashlight, he said, “Take it to the tunnel and when the tunnel makes a fork, stay to the right. Continue to take the right path when given a choice.”
I descended the ladder and as my head sunk just below the trap door, the Anti-Santa slammed it. I ducked and slipped down the remaining ladder rungs to land heavily at the bottom. Jerk. I brushed myself off as best as I can and felt for the flashlight that I dropped in the fall. Finding it, I flipped it on, grateful that it survived the fall. The tunnel was long enough that I couldn’t even see the fork that the cowboy mentioned. I should have asked more questions about this. How long was I going to travel?
I continue down the tunnel, which is surprisingly dry. While I would normally be on high alert for my nemesis, rats, my odor would be more than enough to keep any living creature at a distance. The Welcome Center Cowboy did not seem to notice though.




Chapter 14

 
Silhouetted against the brightness of the tunnel opening was a man. Once, my eyes adjusted, I could see just how young he was. He was more teen than man, met me at the tunnel’s exit. He had a baby face and caramel colored eyes that widened when he saw me.
The dusty grit and sand threaded its way around my ankles, but I wasted no time getting things going. I was tired and wanted to get settled. “You can’t be the boss. Where is he, so I can finally get some answers?”
Extending his hand for a shake, he said, “Hi Teagan, I’m Thomas, but you can call me Tom. Welcome to Old Trail Town, our own ghost town, but ghosts rarely make appearances.”
“Hold tight. How do you know my name?”
Ignoring my question, he continues as if I haven’t spoken. “I’m the official ‘greeter.’ Works for me since I like people and what’s not to like. I get to be the first one to meet all the newbies”.
Was he for real? Dear god, I was moderately impressed with their operations until now when they send some kid to greet me. I could have knocked him out with a throat punch or just sat on him since his reed-like body wouldn’t take much to subdue and if I was trying to harm the kid, I would have done it. The people who helped me escape had no way of knowing how safe meeting me was, so it was risky that they trusted me not to harm him. Not that I went out of my way harming innocents, but I was on my guard, so I tended to strategize ways out of confrontation or how to handle threats.
At my silence, he started babbling. “Sorry, the Boss likes to meet all new arrivals. Wants them to be greeted all properly,” he said.
“Well, by all means, show me the way, Mr. Greeter.”
God, I seriously want to get this over with, the sooner the better. First the non-Santa and now some pimple-faced teenager.
“Right this way, Teagan. I’ll take you to the Boss.”
“Does he have a real name and why couldn’t he meet me himself?”
“Ummm…I will let him explain. I always mess it up when I try, but I can tell you about our town.”
“Sure, why not?”
I followed Thomas along the main street as he rattles off facts at an auctioneer’s pace. Missing more than I hear, I manage to glean a tiny bit about the ghost town’s history as he points out the centuries-old houses, a general store and saloon. The ghost town was not actually part of Cody and was located five miles from it. Its distance made sense since I walked that tunnel for hours until meeting up with this kid.
“Many of us wanted to use the actual saloon in the ghost town, but we were told this was protected even if it’s a tourist location. Speaking of tourists, we even have a train ride for the kiddies, see the track going around and between the houses.”
Yeah, lovely. Super special a train ride in a ghost town. Bet that was popular come Halloween. He continued escorting me through the outpost with a rambling dialog launched in a rapid staccato of observations, helpful tidbits, and warnings. With something to focus on, his previous nervousness was absent, and he became rather talkative.
Two men came out of one of the houses. The taller and lankier one gave us a questioning look but doesn’t stop. Tom nodded at them before they continued on their way.
“Is that normal? Do you get new people here so often that no one thinks to question them or make sure they aren’t a threat? Or is it just assumed that I’m a tourist.”
Shaking his head, he said, “We all knew to expect you. Your arrival was on the board for weeks.”
“For weeks? Are you sure it’s been weeks? I’ve only known I was coming here for a matter of days. How did you all know about this before I was even kicked out of the Marines?”
He stammered but could not seem to get anything coherent out.
“Ask the Boss. I, I don’t know how to say it. But he can tell you more about the ghost town. You entered the Welcome Tunnel, which is named after its location and is a lesser known tunnel.”
Who names a rarely used tunnel a welcome tunnel? Was it because it was connected to the Welcome Center?
“But here at The Underground we have multiple tunnels for our people. Having more than one tunnel makes it easier to hide the comings and goings of the same people at such a small location, which would draw attention.”
Nearing the edge of the ghost town, my guide escorted me to one of the furthest buildings that looks no different than any other house we passed. After all this covert and well-planned escape, I assumed the location of the Boss was something more than elaborate or secure or just more than what this was.
“Look, before we go in, you better explain this underground thing. I sloughed through sewers, several miles of tunnels, and now you are again talking about going underground.”
He stuttered, “Me and my mouth. Nothing to ask the Boss.”
Of course, it was. How convenient.
We stepped inside the house, which was completely unimpressive. The interior was plain and contains only a table, two spindly chairs and a rug near the unlit fireplace. A tallish guy with a lean body, shaved head and light green eyes dressed in a suit was seated in one of the chairs. The suit looked ridiculously out of place in this Wild West of a place. Meeting my eyes, his piercing gaze sends shivers through me. It was a purely predatory gaze of a man that you did not mess with.
“Here is the new arrival sir. Told you what time she’d arrive today. That’ll be $20.” The Boss reached into his pocket and held out the money.
“That will be all, Thomas. And lock the door on your way out.”
“Yes, sir.”
Now that I was alone with the Boss, I felt uncomfortable. He directed the full attention of our unsettling start to me and quietly sized me up as I wearily stood there, stinky and worn out from traveling. His own pristine condition made me uncomfortably aware of my shabby state. And why should he look down on me? He or his people were the ones that wanted me here.
Ignoring the warning that I previously saw in his eyes, the feelings of helplessness, frustration, and anger rose up. The first words out of my mouth surprise me as much as him.
“You bet on me, like some prized mare. And how about explaining how your people knew I’d be here weeks before the military decided what to do with me?”
His eyes flashed with some emotion. “I see Thomas is oversharing again. Not the best of habits,” he said with a disapproving frown in the young man’s direction.
I snorted in response, “I could care less about your personnel issues. You owe me some answers. Why am I here? You went through a lot of trouble to bring me out here and have someone else to take my place in jail. If you don’t start explaining now, I’m out.”
He chuckles and I bristle. He had some nerve laughing at me. My career and life were on the line. Being out here risked my appeal. It was all some kind of comedy fest to this guy. I spit out, “Not sure what you find amusing about this situation. I certainly can’t seem to find anything remotely funny about things at this point.”
He finally stopped laughing. “I wouldn’t expect anything less from such a distinguished Marine, recipient of Distinguished Service Medal, Meritorious Service Medal, and the Silver Star, E-6 within 5 years, numerous accolades for valor. I also read the court room transcripts. Yet, you find yourself here. Now, why is that?”
“If you read the ‘sealed’ transcripts that supposedly aren’t publicly accessible, then you know why I am here.”
“Actually, I want to know the why. I know how you got here. My people made the arrangements per my orders, but why did you choose to follow my people and come out to something completely unknown?”
“I got your card. I wanted to see how you could help me, but you haven’t said anything except tossing meaningless questions my way.” As to why, well what could I say where I didn’t know why I went through with the elaborate scene and sent my double to jail in my place, I thought. From the moment my lawyer Chester, pulled me aside after my trial, I reacted on instinct, which told me to get into that unmarked van and guided my every decision since then. I didn’t sit there and ponder the why of things, I just did. What could I even tell the Boss when I didn’t even know the why?
“I do have answers for you. I was waiting to find someone like you. As for my question about why you came here, I’m going to wait for this answer. I don’t need to hear it now, but your silence tells me that you aren’t sure how to respond. There will come a day when you will be able to tell me why and that day isn’t here now.”
He continued, his stony face adding a layer of seriousness to the conversation. “I know you have many questions and are weary from your trip. I need someone to investigate what’s going on in our lab. Because of the project I briefly mentioned, I suspect someone is intentionally sabotaging the project. People are missing and I fear dead.”
“You could have found any number of investigators. Heck, the internet is full of PIs that you could hire. I am not an investigator, so you wasted your time and mine,” as I turn to walk out of the building.
“Wait. I asked you here because I need you desperately.”
I would normally take that as a come on if not for the stark sincerity shinning in his eyes.
“We are an underground organization, affectionately called, The Underground. We are a group of unique individuals and have several projects going on that if the wrong people get wind of could have catastrophic consequences for the world.”
That wasn’t at all dramatic. Not sure what he hoped I could do in this situation. Need security and protection or something killed, I’m your girl.
“I would feel more comfortable if we were back at The Underground with our security. And, I know you probably don’t want to do much walking, but we can talk as I take you to the train. It will take you to our location. Along the way, I will explain more about my proposition for you.”
Lovely, more traveling and I didn’t remember a train station being mentioned on the Thomas’ tour of the ghost town, just some kiddie train.
We walked out of the building and start walking towards the edge of the ghost town. I followed behind him, taking in his broad shoulders that strained at the seams of his dress shirt. Nice view, but who wore dress clothes in some god-forsaken nowhere place like this? And, did I mention it was hot as all heck here? Yeah, someone was just a wee bit pretentious. And, why was he so young? He couldn’t older than his early thirties. He was not very old for running whatever gig he was going on here.
“So, it’s a bit of a trip to our destination, you up for it?”
Yeah, whatever? Most soldiers were fit. Compliments weren’t getting Mr. Hottie Boss Man anywhere. I followed him out the back door and into the dusty area behind the houses and buildings of the ghost town.
“Of course.”
“See that mountain up ahead?”
“It’s kinda hard to miss, but yeah and while I appreciate the info, you still haven’t given me any answers and my patience was exhausted days ago.”
“Well, that’s where we are headed. Hope you like wild rides.”
Oh, he was a comedian all right. Whatever. “Just lead the way, Boss Man, I will be fine. Don’t go worrying on my behalf.”
His smile lit up his light green eyes and showed a chipped front tooth. God, he’s so annoyingly good looking. Even his crooked tooth is charming. I’m really not sure I could handle a boss that looked like this. It was sure recipe for disaster.
“If you take this position, you will be a great addition to our team. We could use some changing up of the group dynamic.”
I stared at him, waiting for the explanation that he promised.
“Okay, so I will explain who we are, what we do and the why. You do have a choice. I know all your decisions up to this point were influenced by my people, who led you here. We have a position for you here, but it is your choice whether you want it. Neither I nor my people will stop you should you choose to leave, but we will wipe your memory to ensure the protection of what I will share with you. We only want willing employees. I whole heartedly believe in our mission, as does everyone here. We function as one big team here and expect people want to be a part of that team. Not everyone is cut out for it.”
“Since you know about my background up to the latest juicy tidbit, then you know I am used to be a part of a team, but I need more than that. I’ll take your tour or whatever you call it, but I’m not committing to anything.”
“Fair enough. Follow me.”
He led me towards a kiddie train ride, like the ones at fairs and even in the shopping malls. At my questioning look, he said, “Just hop on, Teagan. I’m sure you’ve had rougher rides than this. It’s part of the tourist attraction to this place. It helps encourage more visitors and the kids love the free train ride.”
“Yeah, cause kiddie rides are so hard-core.” I stalked up to the train car and sat down, my knees hitting my chest as I squeezed into the kiddie-size car.
Around this guy, I forgot all courtesies and decorum. It was beyond annoying. I’ve never had a guy bring this out in me.
The train ambled around the Old Trail Town so smoothly that I could practically fall asleep on it. We neared a curve in the track and the Boss leaned towards the right and hit a switch, causing the train to swerve onto the dirt. Where was the track? With the equivalent of stumping on a car’s gas pedal, the train lurched forward and rapidly increased speed.
Twenty minutes later, we stopped in front of the mountain he had pointed out. Out of breath from the train ride from hell, I sat and composed myself as best I could. They were insane to let kids ride on that thing. And, why weren’t there seatbelts? I took several breaths and slowly unpeeled my hands from the front of the train car where I was holding on with whitened knuckles the entire time.
Jumping on the ground on shaking legs, I said, “What is wrong with you people? Don’t you do anything normal? A supersonic kid’s train, for really? Jesus! Thankfully, I haven’t eaten anything, or I’d have spewed all over your nice, prissy clothes.”
“You think my clothes are nice?”
That’s what he took away from that? Who dressed like that out here? The few people of Cody, that I had seen, wore cowboy hats, cowboy boots, or both. No one was dressed like Mr. Bossy Pants. In fact, calling him the Boss was ridiculous. I never called a civilian by their title. It was beyond stupid.
He was still staring at me as I forced my legs to straighten and stop shaking. A growing cloud of dust caught my eye. “Do you get a lot of dust storms out here?” I asked.
“No. Never.”
“Well, you’re getting your first one.”
He looked behind me with widening eyes and pushed me behind him, saying, “Sorry for this.”
A whistle rang out and the Boss answered it with one of his own. Four heavily armed men and three women riding ATVs emerged from the dust cloud and jumped down to surround us with their weapons drawn. Nothing comforting about half a dozen gun muzzles and swords pointed directly at you.
“Friendly people you got. Do you always ambush your visitors?”
“Shall I shoot her?” said a woman with short, spiky lavender hair that she managed pull off without looking ridiculous. She had a raspy voice like a several packs a day smoker, but one that managed to sound sexy.
Not wanting to take my eyes off them, I said, “Look, I was invited here, and Thomas said my arrival was known about for weeks. I’ve not harmed anyone even Bossy Pants.”
Snickers and then full-bellied laughs rang out, as a couple of them lowered their weapons, but not the Purple Princess. Nope, her weapon didn’t lower in the slightest.
“Bossy Pants? Oh God, that’s priceless. Where did you find her?” said a sandy haired guy, who lowered the rifle that he was holding.
What was wrong with these people? What did it say about me that I was even out here with them? This was a mistake. “If you are all done with this gab fest, I’d love some freakin’ answers. I didn’t come all the way out to the middle of nowhere to be threatened. If I don’t start hearing them soon, I’m outta here. Screw whatever grand tour was planned.”
“Oh Boss, you didn’t tell her anything before throwing her on the bullet train? Harsh. No wonder she’s spitting mad,” said the same sandy-haired guy.
“Maybe she’s just hungry. I have a meat pie prepared. Let’s feed her. She can use some meat on her bones,” said a giant of a man, who looked like he could crush heads with his bare hands.
With lightning-fast reflexes, I yanked a knife out of the nearest man’s belt, who was just barely within an arm’s length and held it to the boss man’s throat. Easier to grab a ready blade than dig the dagger out of my boot. Who arms an unknown and potential adversary? Novices.
“Answers now,” I said. Gasps and shouts of outrage responded to my actions.
“Stand down,” ordered the Boss in an annoyingly calm tone. My weapon is at his throat. He should see me as a threat and instead sounds like he’s indulging me.
I pressed the knife blade deeper into his throat. I was done with the games.
“Just relax. You can keep the knife where it’s at, Teagan.”
“You brought The Slayer out here? Isn’t she supposed to be in jail for killing the Demon Delegate’s child? Send her back. We aren’t that desperate for a replacement squad member.”
With a scathing look in the other man’s direction, the Boss said, “I wasn’t aware that this was a democracy.” Ouch. Guess dictatorship was more his style.
He continued, “Everyone relax. Introduce yourselves, so we can calm Teagan down. You startled her with your little ambush, and I’d prefer not having my throat ripped out.”
The next man, who stepped forward was someone that I recognized. “The old cowboy from the Welcome Center works for you,” I said.
He tipped his hat and pulled off his face, literally. Holy hell, who rips their face off? Is this the kind of thing that is normal around here? Why is no one freaking out? And why is there no blood? It took me several panicked seconds and a couple of nicks to the Boss’ throat before I realized it was only a mask.
He tossed the mask and wig on the ground and a much younger man was revealed. His features were average and utterly unremarkable, which probably made him perfect at going incognito. No one would pay much attention to the average joe and he could just blend in, so the mask must be more for effect than anything. As he takes on my shocked expression, he winks.
“I’m Wiley, nice to meet you again.”
“Can’t say the same.”
The Boss growled, “I said less startled Wiley. The whole rip the face off routine isn’t helping in that regards.”
At his sheepish expression, an ivory-skinned, striking red head comes forward. “I’m Ginger and all about adding some estrogen to the group. Happy you’re here.”
The same man that offered me a meat pie was next. His shaved head gleamed. Wonder if he polished it or just slathered it with SPF. That level of shine just wasn’t natural. His chocolate brown eyes accompanied a sculpted face and a rock-hard body along with dimples. “Manny, I’m the brawny resident chef. I’ll fatten you up in no time, little one.”
Ah yeah, I would pass on the whole fattening thing. I was rather happy with my lithe and toned “little” body.
A tall and well-built man with silvery hair, goatee, and serious bluish-green eyes takes Manny’s place. “I’m Merritt. I don’t cook and can care less if we fatten you up. If you can perform the duties of the squad, then I’m cool. If not, then hi and goodbye.”
Stepping forward next was a woman rocking short and spiky lavender hair. Completing her punk rocker vibe, she wore a black leather jacket and tall boots. The woman towered over most of the men. She said, “Just don’t get yourself or one of us killed. I’m Ruthie, the resident Grim Reaper and I’ll be on you before you can slice his throat.”
Pulling her back was none other than my driver from the courthouse stepped forward. Seriously? Although, Reese looked less like a driver and more like a mercenary with a grotesque slash-mark that ran the length of his face from temple to chin. The scar was not new, so he must have covered it during what I am now calling the “great escape.” A mark like that was unforgettable. He had the darkest eyes that were sort of blue and black hair that contrasted with his light skin, giving a perfect imitation of Dracula.
“We meet again; although, you were much more agreeable last time,” as he sent a pointed look towards the knife at the Boss’ throat.
A tall woman with short curly hair and ebony skin with the slim body of a model steps forward next. She said, “Name’s Hunter. I’m not gonna give you a pep talk. I’ll welcome you if you survive the trial and earn your place with us.”
“Well, on that cheery note, I still have a blade to your boss’ throat and none of you managed to tell me anything useful.”
The Boss sighed and said, “I wanted to accompany an explanation with a tour of our home base, but that obviously won’t be happening.”
As he talked, I loosened the knife every so lightly, so he could talk better, but knew that I wasn’t letting him go.
“We are an unofficial and secret entity of the U.S. government. Think of something along the lines of Area 51 without the extraterrestrial aspect. What you see before you are Squad Alpha, one of three squads that I oversee — much like a Commanding Officer in the military, only I also go on missions. I’m hands-on like that.”
This sounded shady. Why weren’t they official and why as a member of the Elite Guard was this new to me? I had no way to verify what he said, but it didn’t sound quite right.
“The Boss is super hands-on. Many of us owe him our lives. He saved our asses during a mission in Phoenix, Arizona, where we took on a nest of Scorpion Demons,” said the silvered-haired guy, I think his name was Merritt. But there was a ton of them who did the intros and I was only half paying attention since my full attention was on not accidentally slitting their boss’ throat. Scorpion Demons were just as nasty as their namesake, only much bigger, more poisonous and they liked to lay eggs in humans after stunning them with their poison. Like I said, nasty.
The Boss looked sharply at the interrupting guy and continued, “We protect humans from Demented by capturing or killing any them or rogue demons. Any we can’t kill, we turned over to the Demon Delegate’s people. And since we aren’t official, the government doesn’t acknowledge us or claim us if we are captured or get the attention of civilians or the media.”
“How is this possible? I mean, doesn’t this violate our treaty with the demons. And, why aren’t the demons policing their own? The Demented is their problem, not ours. Rogues are a myth,” I said.
If there really were rogues, then the Elite Guard would have this information as well as knowledge of this super-secret group. The Guard goes after any rogue demons. It was part of our mission and why I joined — to protect people who can’t protect themselves.
“Not necessarily. How do you suppose the general public would react if they knew there were rogue demons that don’t fall under the control of the treaty? That these rogues operate outside of the treaty and are creating Demented and letting them run amok. The only reason we’ve kept it quiet is because we respond rapidly and either subdue or eliminate the treat.”
“So, I’ll entertain your theories at this point, but why go through all of the trouble to recruit me,” I said.
“Maybe what you should be asking is why not you.”
Who the hell was this guy, Yoda, with some sort of mystical crap? And, I was the worst person for this, not because I wasn’t qualified, because I sure as heck was, but because of my recent past. I was a liability for any organization, especially one that required secrecy. I was still not sure how I managed to remain incognito on the bus trip. It was sheer luck, but it wouldn’t last. The news broadcasts about me and the killing went world-wide. I was infamous and easily recognized.
“Everyone has seen my face splashed across the news. How am I supposed to help a covert group, when I will be recognized on-sight? I was getting death threats until my court date, which means I’d be more of a liability for your group than an asset.”
“Teagan, I’d be happy to discuss this in more detail with you later, for now, can you remove the knife? It’s difficult to talk and avoid slicing my own neck open.”
I remove the knife and he rubbed his neck, checking for damage. “So, why don’t we continue with the tour, alone,” casting a pointed look at the welcome committee.
With that statement, the group disbursed with grumbles and glares, leaving me alone with the Boss once again as we coughed and sputtered from their lingering dust cloud. The gritty sand scraped against my skin and itched my parched throat, making me cough even more. I wasn’t sure what to think of his outlandish explanation. I wasn’t sure how this was possible or legal despite what he said. And, why would I want to go around capturing and killing demons when killing a demon is what got me kicked out of the military? He owed me more answers about the whole investigation thing.




Chapter 15

 
The walk to the mountain was a silent one. Thoughts swirled through my head with a dizzying speed. Everything was beginning to take on a surreal feel. Part of me wanted to pinch my arm to make sure this was even real and not some dream. I would do almost anything to get back to the Elite Guard. It was all I knew for so long and it gave my life meaning. Being able to protect people and keep them from losing loved ones from the demon’s evil, that was everything to me. If I helped the Boss man with his little problem, it would get me back on the Elite Guard – if he was to be believed. It just seemed a little too easy.
He interrupted my thoughts by pointing, “There it is.”
I wasn’t sure what he was pointing to. It was a mountain and up close it did not look any different from the other peaks in the mountain chain. Dirt, check? Grass and rocks, check? He swiped an access badge across a crack in the rock. It pulled away to reveal a mental door with an access panel that he punched his code in and he beckoned me forward. This was the moment of decision, go forward and risk everything I knew being turned upside down, especially my beloved military lied to me and the other Marines. Or I could turn around and live my life in ignorance. I’m not one to back down, but this was quite the rabbit hole and I feared it would forever change me if I took that step.
Sensing my indecision, the Boss paused, “The decision is yours. You have a choice, but I hope that you choose to stay. If you decide at any point to leave and return to an ignorant state, we have the technology to selectively wipe your memories from the time of discovery.”
“Does that make you Morpheus and me Neo? You have a magical pill I can swallow?” Cause why not? He had a supersonic kiddie train, why would having a memory eraser thing be any different. Maybe he also had Santa Claus and leprechauns on his staff since nothing seemed out of the realm of possibilities with this guy.
He sighed heavily, “Choose.”
Well, with that offer of a magic memory pill, what did I have to lose? If what he said was true and they could help me get back into the Elite Guard, it was worth the risk. And, if they showed themselves to be full of crap or something, I could always get out. Although, I had no reason to trust him, everything he told me up to this point rang with sincerity.
“Lead the way Boss. I’ll be your mole, but if you screw me over, you will dread the day you orchestrated this whole thing”.




Chapter 16

 
Stepping into the mountain brought me into a hidden world so unlike anything I had ever seen. The sparkle of blue lit the cave ceiling as thin strands of colored light dangled from it in varying lengths.
“I see you noticed the glow worms. Most people see them right off.”
There was something about the cave that lent it a reverence air — and I could no more shout here as I could in church.
In a hushed voice, I asked him, “What worms?"
“The ceiling you are staring at and gaping at like a fish out of water.”
I wasn’t sure what to say in response to that when I was so overwhelmed by the place. We walked along a path and he broke the silence, “So, as you can see, we are a city onto ourselves. Barber, bar, shops — pretty much all the basics you need to be self-contained.”
“Why do you need to be fully contained when there is a town not far away? You are certainly close enough to get supplies, haircuts or brews from them.”
“How much do you know about the Demented?”
“Is this a trick question? How is this related to the job you want me to do? You’ve managed to tell me very little about the job by the way.”
“No, most certainly not,” he said.
“They were created when demons first escaped from Hell. Because the ‘thin zones’ created points of weakness in the barrier between earth and Hell were small, only a few slipped through at times. They forcefully mated with humans and for some of the offspring grew into Demented, as they slowly lost their humanity and by adulthood are full-fledged Demented. Yet, no one knows why only some became Demented and the rest died.”
“That is what our government and the world governments want you to believe. Demented are created. When we realized that demons were more than something written about in the Bible to deter us from sins, the government began a research project, known as Project Evolution.”
“You’re wrong. I’ve seen children on the news and heard their parents’ heart-breaking stories about their children slowly succumbing to the mindlessness of a Demented.”
“I wish I was wrong. So, some of the experiments were successful and a powerful human hybrid was created.”
He held us his hand and a ball of flame appeared in the palm of his hand. He juggled it back and forth without showing any burns. I jumped back and pulled the dagger from my boot. Was he going to attack me? Was he a demon? I wasn’t going to side with demons. No matter how badly I wanted back in the Elite Guard, I wouldn’t sully my soul to slum with demons. Nothing was worth that.
“What are you?”
Backing slowly away from him and hopefully the reach of his fire, I kept my dagger raised.
“Please, just finish hearing me out. I know this is a lot to take in. I’m one of the hybrids I told you about. The government crossed several demon types with humans, so far, we’ve had hybrids from the DNA of shadow demons, fire demons, and night demons. The successful offspring had different powers or exhibited changes. They created supernaturals — things like magical creatures like mages, shape shifters, and much, much more. The failed experiments went on to become the Demented. Each hybrid is different depending on the demon DNA that is mixed in. Even if 50 people had shadow demon DNA, then each one could potentially possess a different strength or power.”
By the time he was done, I had thrown up a little in my mouth. I could go into battles with calculation and ruthlessly kill the enemy but experimenting on babies or children just went against every protective urge I had. My government did this?
“But why? I’ve never seen anything supernatural or heard anything about the possibility of them.”
“This is why we have The Underground,” he said as he gestured to the cave.
“Everything you see here; these are some of the families of those hybrids and hybrids themselves. We offer them shelter and a place away from people.”
“How does the government allow you to remain here? Why not kill you? You are potentially a threat to them as these super freaks.”
“No one here is a freak and I’d appreciate it if you didn’t use that word. As for powers, think of a cross between X-men and superheroes, we also are best suited to successfully perform our mission. Many of the Demented are offspring to the original settlers here. We feel it’s more humane to end their suffering. And, we can also capture and kill the rogue demons that terrorize citizens.”
Even after seeing him create the fire, it was still hard to fathom. Taking a deep breath to calm my rising panic and fear, I said, “Okay, so let’s say I entertain this. Why me? I don’t have any powers. I’m just a normal human and not some hybrid.”
“So, you are a normal, everyday, non-hybrid human?”
At my nod, he continued, “We have the birth records of all the hybrids. We seek out any the children and young adults that are still inactivated. Many of the successful hybrids escaped or were hidden by their parents. Your birth name is not Tamra Teagan. It’s Rebecca Riley. Your parents were Ann and Matthew Riley. Your DNA was injected with night demon in-utero.”
“You’re lying.”
I turn to leave, hopefully, the door only required proper credentials to get in and anyone can leave. Because without a badge, I would be stuck. Of all the things he told me, this one was the most outlandish.
He grabbed my arm and holds me in his penetrating gaze. “I’m sorry. I wish I was lying. You haven’t noticed that you have increased speed or strength even compared to the men in your unit. Until a hybrid is activated, we usually exhibit increased stamina, extreme strength or unusual athletic prowess.”
Something in what he said triggered a question. “What do you mean activated?”
“We activate your demon DNA.”
“I don’t want to be activated, especially not some demon-side of me. I’m refusing. If you want help, I’ll do it, but I’m out of here as soon as it’s wrapped up and you get me reinstated the Elite Guard.”
“If we’ve found you, then it’s only a matter of time before the government does. Why do you think so many of my people were on the trip with you? Your lawyer is also one of ours. We were with you every step of the way after ‘the incident’ to protect you.”
My breath was coming out in short pants. For the first time in my life, I was in danger of hyperventilating. “I need a minute. Seriously, how can you just dump this all on me?”
“Let’s head down to the bar. I’ve found a Scotch is a great way to soothe the nerves.”
I’d like to say that I took in every detail additional details of the cave city or whatever this place was called, but I was on a mission to get blissfully drunk and deal with reality in the morning. There was only such much someone could take.




Chapter 17

 
We walked deeper into the cave to a bar named the Salty Dog. I wasn’t much of a drinker, but this deserved an exception. I’d even drink the Scotch that he suggested instead of the sweet wine I drank on the rarest of occasions.
Smokey air scented with cigarettes hit me in the face as we opened the door. Its dim lighting was probably intentional and designed to leave its patrons in a more favorable light. Because who didn’t look better in the dark?
We sat down in a darkened corner table of one of the cleanest bars I had seen as the Boss went to get our drinks. I was grateful for the tucked away table. At least I wasn’t going to be bugged. I’m sure newbies got the attention since not much would happen in this hidden nowhere.
A country song played on a jukebox and couples danced. It was so very normal and in direct contradiction to all the freakiness the Boss has told me about. This could be a bar in any city. I could feel the tension and strain starting to drain away, but as I looked closer at the dancers, I noticed a tail on one of the women. One of the men had tuffs of hair coming out from his shirt sleeves and from the collar of his shirt. So not the standard American bar and not the typical people. God, where was that drink?
The Boss came back with our drinks and set them both on the table. I downed mine and before he could grab his, I slammed back his drink too.
Glancing at the empty glasses and looking at me with surprise, he said, “Whoa there. There isn’t a shortage of Scotch. I can always get you more. No need to drink them like they are the last ones on earth.”
I was some freaky hybrid; my life was a lie and I might end up with some stupid tail or excessive body hair. Until that moment, I thought that nothing could get worse in my life. Did they even let hybrids in the military? What if I can’t go back to the Elite Guard. After my parents were killed by demons, I vowed to protect others from having to go through the same loss and the searing pain.
“I need more Scotch,” I rasped since the stupid Scotch darn near burnt a hole in my throat.
“One more and we need to talk.”
“I don’t want to talk. I want the liberty of getting blissfully drunk and will deal with reality in the morning.”
Shaking his head, he got up and looked at me in concern before heading back to the bar. The heat from the alcohol was already rushing through my body and the fuzziness was starting to creep in. Awesome, one of the benefits of having no tolerance for alcohol is that I reached a drunken state of bliss sooner than most people.
When he returned, he handed me my drink and kept his drink clutched firmly. Smart man.
“Finish your drink. You obviously don’t drink much. We should get you settled for a night. You’ll bunk in one of the guest rooms. Tomorrow, we can talk more, and I can get your started on your task, Miss Mole.”
“Sure, why not? But I’m sleeping alone.”
“I wasn’t offering.”
A blush flamed across my face. What was wrong with me? I’d surely lost my mind. I must be in shock. Yep, that’s it, shock.
I didn’t date or do one-night stands. Relationships were too much work. My last attempt at a relationship was with another Marine and it crashed and burned after I couldn’t commit.
He helped me to my feet, and I stumbled through the bar. We went into an adjacent building. It was a lodge next to the bar and super convenient for guests who stumbled home.
The Boss greeted a pretty and petite blond manning the desk. He said, “Need a guest key, Mallory.”
“Here you go, Howard.”
“Wait you have a name other than Boss?” And how could a hot guy be named, ‘Howard?’ That was a name for an accountant or computer programmer or someone who was less attractive.
The desk girl snickered, and he led me up the stairs. They were even harder to navigate than walking from next door, so he ended up mostly dragging me up the stairs. Once to my room, he leaned me against his muscled shoulders, and I shivered at the proximity. He opened the door and eased me through. Not wanting to seem like a helpless baby, I wobbled away from him and staggered to the bed, passing out.




Chapter 18

 
A soft knock sounded on the door, but since I was a light sleeper, it was enough to wake me up. I reached under the pillow for my dagger and had it ready by the time the door was carefully opened. One of the guys from my “welcome party” stepped into the room. Lovely.
“Rise and shine sleeping beauty,” said a slightly familiar male voice.
Pain hammered in my temples courtesy of a mariachi band that had taken up residence in my head at some point in the night and my mouth felt like cotton. My stomach was cramping in disapproval of last night’s excess. With that thought, I lurched for a door, that I prayed held the bathroom and proceeded to be sick. This is exactly why I never drank and avoided drinking to the point of drunkenness. The payback the next day was never worth it. And my head hurt even worse now.
The door opened slightly, and he stretched his arm into the bathroom, “Here you can probably use these,” he said.
I stared at the pills. “I’m not taking any pills from any of you. Next time you open a door without an invite, I’ll break your arm.”
A heavy sigh was the only response. He said, “And my name is Merritt.”
“Whatever.”
I shut the door firmly and got my first look at the damage done last night. I was a mess. My wig was half on and tangled with my actual hair, both of which were knotted from drool, my eyes were blood shot and I looked haunted — an expression I’d never seen on my face before.
“There’s a change of clothes and all the stuff you women need. I’ll wait for you to get ready,” said Merritt.
I hadn’t planned on snooping around the bathroom, but I was rather curious what he felt was “stuff women need.” If he was being generous, who was I to not take advantage? I took an indecent amount of time showering and getting ready. I hope he was bored and pissed from the wait. They lied to me and tricked me to get me out here with these freaks. There was no way I was one of them.
When I came out of the bathroom, Merritt was sitting on my bed, cleaning his nails with a knife. How cliché. Strong guy shows his self-control with a knife. Whatever.
“Why are you here?”
“What - not hungry? Everyone’s gotta eat.”
“No, I mean why you and not one of the girls. Besides, I’m supposed to meet with your boss.”
“Well, we drew straws and”
“And, you got the short stick? Fine, show me to some food.”
We headed downstairs and the front desk lady stopped us. “Feeling better, dearie?” Oh god, just open a hole for me to sink into. This was yet another reason why I didn’t drink. There were embarrassing reminders of your stupidity and you felts sick as all heck the next day.
“Yeah, thanks.”
“Merritt, breakfast is already out. Help yourselves. Howard already took care of the bill.”
At least that confirmed what my hot new Boss’ name was.
We went into a room with several tables lining the wall and were piled high with a veritable feast. All the breakfast goodies you could ever want were here, waffles, pancakes, bacon, eggs and all sorts of yumminess that had me ready to dig in. Surprising that my stomach wanted food.
After piling my plate precariously full, I took my leaning tower of goodies to the nearest table and dug in. Scraping the bottom of my plate, I looked at Merritt, who sat there opened-mouth staring at me.
“What? I was hungry.”
“It’s just we had our doubts when the Boss told us about you. It’s positively unheard that a hybrid survives on their own as long as you have without being activation or discovered.”
“And this has what to do with my eating,” I asked.
“A large appetite is one of the signs,” said Merritt.
“Oh, come on. You can’t expect me to believe that anyone with a large appetite is a hybrid. There would be millions of them. And this isn’t even all that much food.”
“Teagan, are you aware of how much time has elapsed since you sat down?”
“What? No, I wasn’t exactly watching the clock. I was kinda busy eating as you so astutely pointed out.”
“It’s been 25 seconds.”
That was fast, I thought. And I honestly couldn’t think of a single thing to say in response. I ate faster than normal, and I was usually self-conscious to eat around people. I hated being stared at while I ate. But surely, I’d have been told before now that I inhaled food.
“Teagan, how old are you?”
“If you all know so much about me, don’t you already know that?”
He sighed. “How much did the Boss tell you about hybrids and activation?”
“That we are some mix between mutants and superheroes. I saw hairy people and ones with tails.”
“So, you visited the Salty Dog. While it must seem shocking to you since so much of this is new, most of us don’t hide what we are here. This is the only place where there is privacy and acceptance to be our true selves. Since all inhabitants of The Underground know what we are even those that aren’t hybrids themselves. The non-hybrids here are either family, friends or loved ones.”
Taking a swallow of juice, he continued, “So, the magical age for activation is 25. That is the oldest a hybrid can be activated. If they are not activated at that age, there is the risk that they become a Demented.”
“I’m gonna be a Demented?” Rage heated my face. “I didn’t agree to this. The Boss said my memory could be wiped and I go back to a life of ignorance.”
“Yes, you can, but also know that it might very well be a death sentence and we may very well be sent out to kill you once you became a Demented. You wouldn’t exist except as a mindless beast.”
“I don’t want to be a monster, but I don’t want to be Demented. I’m 23, almost 24.”
He stretched his hand across the table, but at my glare, he stopped. He said, “I know what you’re going through.”
“Oh, really? Great for you.” I said and stood up, “I’m going to talk to the Boss. This was not part of the arrangement. You can either show me the way to him or I’ll walk around creating a ruckus until someone shows me to him.”
“Fine. I will take you to him. I’m just trying to help.”
“Then help by showing me the way. I don’t want to hear about whatever crap is gonna spill from your mouth.”
He stiffly walked away from the table without a backwards glance. Well, good thing he was waiting for me to keep up. Someone was just a little pissed.
I didn’t care. I wasn’t here to make friends. I wanted to figure out whatever freaking mystery surrounded the project and get the hell out of here and back where I belonged.
Merritt led me to the Boss, who had the pissy Purple Princess, Ruthie, leaving just as I show up. Whew, dodged the bullet in dealing with that royal witch. I just hoped I could avoid her as much as possible.
The Boss looked up as we walked in. “Ah, perfect timing, I was about to send someone for you, please sit. You can leave Merritt. I’ll take it from here.”
“That’s what I get for being nice. Next time find someone else to pal around with you,” as he slammed the door.
Wow, someone was a tad bit testy. I took in the office. There were black and white abstract photographs on the wall and the desk was a large modern, black metal and glass monstrosity that dominated the office. The monochromatic scheme was very intimidating. There was no softness to this room any more than there was to the man in front of me. Although, he was much more casual today with a button-down shirt with the top few buttons open and leaving a tantalizing gleam of bare, tan skin below. His throat clearing interrupted my staring.
“So, now that you are here, I’d like to set some parameters for the investigation. Every hybrid must go for daily checkups with Doc. He’s at the lab, one of your squad mates can take you.”
“And what exactly does the doctor do for a checkup? It shouldn’t matter if I’m not staying.”
“It’s typical protocol of all new hybrids, but more so with those that are activated. Also, I expect you to go out on patrol and do what a normal recruit would do in our organization.”
“What is the point of that? As much as I’d love to be on patrol, being away makes it that much harder to investigate. And, it will take me that much longer to figure out who is hurting the project and your people.”
“It will afford you the opportunity to observe your squad mates. You can assess their motives and by bonding with them, build up trust.”
I waited for him to continue and forced my eyes on his chin and away from that sexy slice of skin peeking through his shirt.
“I know you haven’t made any decisions, but I wanted to set some rules down for you. As you are here longer, you will get more freedom. With that said, we have some strict rules that all inhabitants must follow.”
“We live and die by three rules. One, rank doesn’t matter. Experience and skill are all that we are concerned about here. We have plenty of civilians, including children, with no military experience. Two, the silence code: we don’t talk about what we are or any of the inhabitants. While, I can’t restrict your interactions to only Underground inhabitants, we are all expected to obey the silence code. You stay silent about our location, people, missions, anything dealing with hybrids. Now, one final rule, but this maybe the most important one. If you are AWOL, you’re dead. We shoot all who try to re-enter this base if they go AWOL. Once you desert, we don’t want you back.”
Okay, so these sounded reasonable and standard, except for the bizarre AWOL rule. Seemed like this was a place most people wouldn’t want to run from since it held some of the only other people that could understand your weirdness as a hybrid. I certainly couldn’t see tail girl, from the bar, hanging out in public. And as much as I wanted to leave and might still leave, if I ended up with some weirdness that wasn’t normal – I’m thinking horns or wings or whatever was in store for me, then I couldn’t very well leave or go AWOL.
“Do you understand what is expected of you, Teagan?”
“Yes, sir,” to which I added a salute. Couldn’t have him thinking I was totally cowed. I’d worked for tougher CO’s in my day. Plus, he was too hot to take too seriously. Geez, my thoughts really ran away with this guy. It was getting ridiculous.
“Oh, and I expect 110% from you each and every day because it’s what I expect from all members of the squads. Anything less may very well mean your death or theirs.”
“That won’t be a problem in the slightest. Expect to be impressed with my level of awesomeness.”
He reached out to shake my hand and I made sure to squeeze it extra hard.
“And before you go, you are assigned to a mentor. The next role of mentor goes to Ruthie. It’s a rotation duty that we all share in,” he said.
“Which one is Ruthie?”
Please don’t say the Purple Princess. “The tall woman with …” don’t say it, please don’t say purple, “purple hair.”
The breath whooshed out of me and my fists clenched. “I agreed to your deal, but there is no way you will get me to work with that woman.”
“As far as you and everyone is concerned, I am in charge of you. You don’t get a say. Investigate the team, deal with whatever issues you have with Ruthie, but do the job I brought you here to do.”
“Fine,” as I got up and left his office, slamming the door as hard as I could. It rocked on the hinges and I got some satisfaction from that. And the smirk dropped off my face when I saw who was waiting for me. If it wasn’t the Purple princess herself. Lovely.
“Do you always throw hissy fits? I expected more self-control from some decorated Marine, especially one that was on the Elite Guard.”
“I could care less what you think. What are you doing here anyway?”
“Training time,” she said as she tapped her watch for good measure.




Chapter 19

 
I followed the Purple Princess as she led me to a set of stairs carved into the rock walls. We walked down several flights of stairs until we reached the bottom, which opened into a cavernous training area that was easily 100 feet tall and at least double the length of a football field. The training field was divided out with obstacle courses, trenches, barbed wire, sand pits, and all sorts of butt-kicking aides. The smell of grass, dirt, sweat and blood filled my lungs.
“How is this possible? You have grass and pits filled with water and the size of this.” I knew I was babbling, but I couldn’t help myself. I’d always been competitive and seeing this course, I was gunning to work off some of my pent-up stress. It also kept me distracted and less likely to punch her. Just the few obstacles I could see would be a challenge, but I desperately needed to work off this stress and nothing like some pain to do just that. Heck yeah.
“One of the hybrids happens to be able to move rock. And, he made some changes to the existing cave structure and built those stone stairs we came down on.” She fixed a glare on me, “Quit stalling, you need to get to work on that course and pretending to do idle talk with me isn’t endearing you to any of us.”
And just like that, reality intruded. Between Queen Witch and the days on the road, I needed this more than anything. I started stretching and loosening up my muscles. While, their course looked impressive, I wasn’t worried about completing it. As a member of the Elite Guard, we had some of the hardest physical requirements. Think of it as the Marine version of a SEALS, Green Berets, and other type of special forces all rolled into one. As members, we go through a rigorous series of physical and mental challenges. We typically trained four hours a day at a similar course.
“Are you ready or not?”
She takes out a stopwatch and looks pointedly at me. “I had the course cleared for you, which means other people aren’t training. You are holding up people that are more deserving of training than some wannabe hybrid.”
Wannabe? I wanna be smashing her face. The Boss was going to hear about this, and I would demand a new mentor — unless he wanted me to kill her.
“Because we can’t be sure how you will handle this, we are starting with the easiest and working our way up. I want to see how you engage the course. You will be judged on time to complete the course, physical and strategic strengths and weaknesses. It’s also a good baseline to see what you are capable of when you aren’t activated.”
We walked to the starting line. Normally, I like to study a course and see which obstacles might give me trouble or need to be hit from a certain angle, but that was obviously not happening today. I’m sure that was intentional. Purple Princess wanted me off my game and was testing me. Let her. I could handle whatever she threw at me. They must not get many Elite Guard here or she would know this testing was total bullshit and not needed. I can hold my own with whatever mission I get sent out on.
Purple Princess let out a shrill whistle, yelling, “Better get your ass moving Elite Guard girl. Let’s see what you got.”
And with that, I was off.  I’d show her just what made us so elite.
The first course was a water one. Nice. The course designers knew that getting wet made for a harder course run. Wet boots and clothes were much heavier and clung to you — obstructing your movements and slowing your run time. This obstacle had 12-foot wooden planks floating above a pond of muddy and stagnant water. Mid-way down the plank a rope was suspended on a bar for swinging to the other side of the pond. And at that end were short walls, so if you didn’t swing hard enough and tuck your legs in, then you’d hit the wall and bounce back or worse, fall in the brackish water.
“Tick tock, Teagan.”
God, she was annoying. I took a few steps back and sprinted for the planks. As I put my weight on them, they began sinking. Speeding up, I sprang for the rope and used the momentum to successfully swing over the wall. Dropping down from the wall, I eye balled the next challenge up ahead.
Pits were dug into the ground and descended downwards until the hit the middle and then veered sharply up basically making a v. Okay, no worries and definitely doable.
I dove face first into the nearest pit and slid on my stomach in the gravel filled tunnels. It scraped up my arms and knees until I slammed into the center point. That was gonna sting. Now, with my gravel-filled clothes, I propped my boots on either side of the tunnel and do a crab-like hop to gain forward movement. Once I was close enough to the edge, I reached the lip of the tunnel and pulled myself out. I took time to strip off my blouse and shake out the gravel. I wanted to keep some of my skin. My boots needed to be emptied next. I’d have to make up the time on other parts of the course.
The Purple Princess just shook her head and taped the stopwatch. Witch. Shirt and boots back on, I ran for the next obstacle. It was a series of five punching bags suspended above the ground. The goal would be getting from one to the next without touching the ground. I needed to hit the first one right and get a good grip or I wouldn’t be able to hold on. Or, worse, I would bounce off.
I got a good start and lunged for the first bag. He was slippery, but I managed to wrap my arms around it in a bear hug and pressed my feet to the bag in a similar manner. I needed to get the bag to spin, so I would be facing the right direction to jump to the next bag. I leaned to the right, getting a light spin and reached out with one arm and loosened my legs enough that I could press my feet into the bag for springing of the bag. I hit the next bag just as hard, if not harder than the first one. Again, my grip slipped. No way was I going out on obstacle 3. Screw that. I tightened my grip and repeated the steps until I was on the last of the bags.
Next up was a ladder, which led to a platform. I wasn’t the biggest fan of heights. Not that I would let anyone know. They would exploit any and all weakness to get a leg up on me; although, I would totally do the same, so it’s not like I could judge.
Once I climbed on the platform, I got a better look at the obstacle. There was a rope connected to the edge of the platform, stretching across a sandy, water-filled pit and ended at a post some 75 feet away. It was probably quicksand. I’m sure the hybrids got lots of laughs seeing people fall in it and struggle out.
So, I had to travel the length of the rope, 50 feet up, without falling into the lovely quicksand. No problemo. I placed myself stomach down on the rope and let my other leg dangle towards the ground to provide a counterbalance. I got this. Just as I got my rhythm going without making the rope sway too much, I hear noise on the platform behind me and I carefully look back to keep my balance and see none other than Purple Princess baring her teeth at me and what looks suspiciously like a lighter in her hand. She wouldn’t dare. She takes a lighter and lights the rope on fire — making things that much more difficult. She dared. Thanks for the motivation to get my butt moving.
“Better hustle, Teagan,” as she grinned broadly at me. Uh, yeah, thanks. As if I didn’t already figure that out. I was really starting to severely dislike Purple Princess. She was enjoying this a little too much. I picked up my pace and tried not to think about the fire eating away at the rope. A twang was the only warning that the fire had burnt through the rope. On instinct, I gripped the rope and held on as I swung down over the quicksand. I needed to get to the other side without going through the quicksand, but I was still a good 20 feet from the goal. This really was starting to suck.
I hit the quicksand hard, knocking the wind out of me. Holding onto the rope, I start pulling it taunt. I could use it to pull myself through the quicksand. If I hurried, I wouldn’t sink completely before making it the remaining distance. At least I gained several feet from the force of the fall.  Only 18 feet, now 16 feet and I was buried to my stomach. Even if it wore me out, I had to speed things up. Come on, do it. I finally reached the edge and pulled myself up and lay panting on the ground. Fuck me. Just needed a minute to catch my breath. There were still quite a few obstacles left. These hybrids were no joke, and these were some surprisingly challenging obstacles. Still panting, I look ahead and see the bleachers filled with my squad mates and other people. And, I’m here face in the dirt while they had a front-row seat to my humiliating moment.
I sprinted to the next obstacle, which was a familiar one since it was standard in military obstacle courses, but always a difficult one. Now that sand and water weighed me down, it would be that much harder. Tall logs were driven into the ground and reached upwards at difference lengths. My goal was jumping from log to log until I reached the platform at the opposite side. There was a four-foot-tall log that was supposed to be the starting point.
I hopped on it and a few logs in, an arrow sailed by my head. No way! Of course it wouldn’t be that easy. If I don’t want to end up looking like a porcupine, I better get my ass moving!
What I didn’t see incoming was the body that was thrown towards the edge of the logs. The torn and bloody body of a camouflaged wearing soldier laid there like a broken doll – limbs at odd angles and blood leaking from his eyes and mouth. An alarm sounded as I looked for a way down to reach him. He coughed and blood spewed out. I shimmed down the log closest to him and as I hit the ground, I was thrown on the ground.
“Don’t do it. Stay away from him,” said Ruthie.
“Are you kidding me? He’s hurt. Since when do we not assist a brother-in-arms?”
“I can’t let you help him. There’s nothing any of us can do. The cleanup crew will be here shortly,” said Ruthie, my Purple Princess.
What the hell! She thought I’d just lay here, restrained by her while someone bled out?  Hell no, that was so not happening. I slammed my forehead into her nose, blood spraying. As she cupped her injured face and giving me the freedom to aid the fallen soldier. As I raced towards the soldier, a shot rang out. I turned back to see Ruthie with the gun in her hand.
Stalking back to her, I couldn’t contain my rant “why would you do that? Were you gonna shoot me for helping him? You are seriously messed up.”
Shaking her head, “I saved your life.”
“No, you took a life by doing nothing to help him.”
A shrill scream interrupted our shouting match.
“Mason, oh god, Mason,” cried Mallory, the sweet innkeeper that I met my first night runs onto the course stopping several feet from the downed man. Tears streamed down her face as she drops to her knees. One of the inhabitants, that I hadn’t met, ran and embraced her as she rocks in his arms. A knife-like pain twisted in my gut as I turned back to Ruthie.
“Teagan, Mason is a Demented now. Mallory is his sister. They are extremely close, but she is older and isn’t a part of the experiment. She only came here to be with him.”
I couldn’t take my eyes off the broken remainders of him. “How can that be? He looks normal to me aside from the blood and brokenness.”
She stepped closer to me, blocking my view of him. “He isn’t. He was one of the hybrids, who refused to be activated. He went AWOL a few weeks ago.”
She pulled her pistol out of the holster, “Teagan, stand down, or this time I will shoot you, I can’t risk having another hybrid infected and you would be a menace as a Demented. Besides, the containment team will be here soon. Let’s walk to the armory. It’s time you were armed,” said Ruthie.
Seething, I moved away, but I refused to spend any more time with her. I was so raving mad that I didn’t know what to do. None of the other hybrids would meet my eyes — not that I expected them to since this was obviously standard around here. For not the first time, I wondered just what I had gotten myself into at The Underground. I clasped my hands tightly behind me to prevent myself from smacking the crap out of Ruthie.
Merritt came up and stood between us, a buffer I was grateful for. If she thought that taking me to the armory would distract me from her epic nastiness, then she was sorely mistaken. Although, I was feeling rather uncomfortable in my sand-filled, wet clothes that were chaffing me from the sand. I’d really prefer getting cleaned up before handing any weapons. And, Merritt seemed to realize this very thing.
“Jesus, Teagan, we can’t go to the armory with you covered in filth. Sherill, our armory lead and sometimes weapons’ master, would have my head. No one goes into her domain and touches anything looking like you do. She makes us clean all weapons with q-tips and she inspects them with white gloves. She finds any speck of grease or ammunition residue,” said Merritt.
“Guess, I better stay on her good side then.”
“Ruthie, I can take Teagan to the armory. You two can use some time apart to cool off.”
She left in a huff, “Teagan, let me show you the way back to the inn. You probably aren’t anywhere close to knowing the layout of The Underground.”
No, I most definitely didn’t have it down and while I still wanted to tear out Ruthie’s throat, his consideration was appreciation. It was more consideration than I got at the Elite Guard. And, I liked the idea of making him wait. That seemed to be a theme of ours — one that I was quite okay with continuing. He deserved any discomfort that I could dish out.
It took me only 20 minutes to make myself presentable. I would be quicker if that sand wasn’t everywhere and I mean everywhere. I need something more substantial than the dagger I was given before coming here also got my ass moving. The dagger is decent and all, but not the same as a gun or sword. I needed to level the playing field if I was stuck day in and day out with these freaks, who had some sort of mutant-like superpowers. I had no way of knowing how many people didn’t activate. And, there was always the Demented and demon threat, especially now that I made an enemy of the Demon Delegate. I was officially “persona non grata” with the demon populace and humans that were demon sympathizers. Having a firearm would grant me some measure of security and would at least make me feel safer with so many unknowns.
I found Merritt pacing outside my room. Leaving the inn, we walk through the circular paths that ran in a pattern of rings around the cavern — although calling it that was like saying the sun was hot, it just didn’t come close to describing it. As we went deeper into the earth, the temperature dropped, which helped me clear my head some.
Merritt probably had answers that I desperately needed. Not that anything he could tell me would justify leaving that hybrid bloody and dying. I couldn’t work for someone I didn’t trust. He and my squad mates would literally have my life in their hands. If I couldn’t trust them to have my back, then I didn’t want them. The thought of being a part of this group, even temporarily turned my stomach. I lost my self-respect from the court martial, but there was a code: no man left behind, and the hybrids broke that code.
Before I could ask a single question, he started talking. He said, “That thing was the beginning of a Demented. It’s something most people haven’t seen or would even imagine was out there. Because the world doesn’t know about hybrids and the activation process, they don’t know that there is a sort of metamorphosis that occurs. What you saw was Mason’s body amid that change. The blood and broken bones were his body destroying itself from the inside out. The final stage is the Demented you are familiar with.”
Shivers raced up my spine. That was horrifying and it reminded me of the discussion the Boss had with me earlier.
“Couldn’t you force him to activate and somehow halt the process or remove whatever was in him?”
“It’s not possible. Once the metamorphosis starts, it’s irreversible. None of our scientist or doctors know why. Once, the hybrid hits the “golden age” of twenty-five, it’s over. Mason still would have died if Ruthie hadn’t shot him.”
Looking over at me, he had a crease in between his eyes and a disapproving scowl.
“Regardless of what killed him, we don’t force anyone to go through the activation. Everyone here gets a choice since none of us got a choice to be a part of the hybrid experiment, but we at least let you decide whether you want to continue the change by activating the demon DNA.”
They went through all this trouble to bring me here and now they would let me become like that thing Mason turned into. Merritt might say that I had a choice, but there really wasn’t a choice if I wanted to live.
This secret “non-military” yet still military group touted themselves as voluntary and espousing freedom of choice. What Merritt was implying is that they were all a bunch of soft and sappy people, who believed in free will and would let someone sign their own death certificate. Right. This was triggering my bullshit meter hard.
“You all just let people that don’t activate run wild? If what you say is true, then he was not even a person anymore. And, if he was turning into a Demented, wouldn’t that mean he has no rational thought? He obviously knew his way home. Or, are you telling me that this guy just randomly reappeared after all this time? Something isn’t making sense Merritt and I have no reason to trust any of you.”
“I get that, and I don’t expect you to trust me or any of us but let me finish explaining what you saw. Mason was missing for 13 days. During our last patrol, he was taken. And, since you had the in brief and the ‘rules discussion,’ I know that the Boss explained our rule on AWOL.”
“He wasn’t AWOL. You said he was taken, so how is that absent without leave? Abduction doesn’t mean someone went willingly. Your definition of AWOL is seriously skewed, you know, that right?”
Taking a deep breath, he continued, “We have a very liberal definition of AWOL here and that’s out of necessity. Anyone that leaves from a mission, either on their own accord or not, we consider them AWOL.”
This didn’t sound right. In the military, we had military code of conduct that all soldiers adhered to Marine Corps-wide, which is how I was tried and punished under. But this whole AWOL thing went against everything I knew and was raised to believe in. I’d never left anyone behind or killed a fellow soldier.
“So, while this sounds harsh, and I know it does, it’s not without purpose. This leads to the AWOL rule. There are some changes in demon and Demented behavior lately. Soldiers have gone missing from patrol. Others left on their own because they chose not to activate. And, when they return, they are like Mason.”
With a sigh, he continued, “That isn’t all. We have this issue with the Demented, but now there is another issue to add to it. The soldiers we lost were never returned. And if they return, they aren’t what they were. Had you touched that solider it would have infected you with the same taint he carries.”
“But –”
“No, don’t interrupt. Hear me out. What the demons are doing is infecting the soldiers. And that’s why we shoot AWOL soldiers upon sight. They are the walking dead and we can’t have the infection spread.”
Vomit pooled up in my throat — scarily close to a release. Get it together Teagan. You were raised to fight. This is just a kink in the war.
“So, Teagan, had you touched Mason, you would be infected and killed.”
Merritt saved my life. One of my first days here and it was almost my last. I wanted to be back in the Elite Guard, where things were hard, but predictable. The enemy was known. Our patrols consisted of tracking Demented and shooting them on-the-spot. They would lurch about in mindless patterns and while they gravitated towards animals or people. There was never anything vicious or combative about their behavior. What Merritt was describing sounded more like calculated warfare and the incorporation of strategy worried me because it implied intelligence. A smarter enemy just made it more dangerous. And demons were dangerous enough. Could they have found a way to control the Demented?
I ignored the questioning looks Merritt tossed my way. My thoughts were occupied by what he had told me. There were so many things wrong with the whole situation. They were wrong to not tell the public about this. It made them sitting ducks because they didn’t know about the threat and could so easily be turned. There were enough stories about people fighting off Demented when one tried to eat their dog or cat. How easy would it be if the animals were covered in drool from the Demented to then carry that disease to the person? Why weren’t there more stories about that very thing happening with the increase in Demented?
“This doesn’t make sense. Why aren’t there more outbreaks of Demented?”
“I wondered when you’d get around to asking that. Well, that’s because of us.”
“Us?”
“Yes —- meaning me and the rest of the squad. I know the Boss mentioned that we respond to sightings of rogues and Demented and we either subdue or take them out. Well, our squad is only one of many. There are currently two squads deployed.”
“How has this been kept quiet? You can’t seriously tell me that no one has noticed some hybrid, super naturals or whatever you are capturing or battling these things.”
“So, back to how they are acting unusual, they are ambushing our squads. There is a sort of strategy they are using. We’ve taken to letting the squads roam in rural or otherwise unoccupied areas in the hopes of drawing out the Demented.”
“So, does that mean that I also get to be bait? That sounds even more enticing than everything else I’ve been told,” I said sarcasm lacing each word.
“We’re almost at the armory, let’s table this discussion for now.”




Chapter 20

 
I barely notice the walk to the armory, but once inside it, the smell of grease, weapons oil, and spent rounds greet me with the subtlety of a slap to the face. In the bunker-style, room, I meet Sherill, who welcomes me with a bone-crushing handshake and a hefty slap to my back. Her amber eyes hold mine. As she circles around me, I glance questioningly at Merritt.
“Let her do her thing, Teagan,” Merritt said.
She grabbed each of my hands and studies them before patting me down. Her gender saved her from my typical instant reaction — a slap for the fresh and unexpected physical action. It was more motion than I had seen in months.
“Sword. I’d say long sword by the way you hold yourself slightly forward as if counter-balancing for the weight of holding a blade.”
“How?”
“Not done just yet…And if I’m not mistaken, and I’m usually not, daggers or some other close-range weapon. You aren’t afraid of getting close to enemies and are probably quick enough to avoid injury when near your enemies. That right Teagan?”
I am thoroughly shocked and surprised. “You have me pegged. That was amazing. How did you do that?”
The older women let out a hearty chuckle. “When you’ve been at it as long as I have, you pick a few things up.”
I guess so, but her explanation seems a bit thin. Although, if she was familiar with swordsman, then they also must carry blades here at the armory. That was a relief. Most soldiers, especially the Elite Guard, prepared to go into skirmishes with guns blazing — literally. But guns were only as good as the amount of ammo you had, without it, they became clunky metal paper weights. A sword had no such limitation. You always had it ready to taste the enemy’s blood.
“Does this mean you can issue me a sword?”
“I can do better than that. Here, let’s go to the weapons’ room. I think you’ll be satisfied with our selection of blades.”
Satisfied? That didn’t even come remotely close to the bliss I felt at entering the spacious room teeming with blades, axes, maces, and other weaponry. This was my Zen place — give me a sharp and pointy thing any day. It was nearly distracting enough to make me forget about the talk with Merritt on the way here.
“Go to the far wall. Those will be the swords better balanced for your size,” said Sherill.
One blade caught my eye. It had an intricate pattern on the hilt that carried over onto the blade. Pure beauty. At the Elite Guard, I had a very capable blade, but the craftsmanship on this one was a thing of beauty and not something found nowadays. Someone painstakingly crafted it by hand. I was eager to get into the practice ring and try it out.
“May I?”
“Don’t let me stand between a sword and her master.”
I briefly paused at her odd choice of words, but the light hit the sword, beckoning me to more important things. Lifting the blade from its perch, I felt its balance and weight. After checking that Merritt and Sherrill weren’t in range, I took a few practice swipes. It was darn near perfect.
“Before you tear through here, take the sheath. And, I’ll show you the throwing knives and daggers. And, we can’t be forgetting your standard-issue gun, now can we? We want all of our squad members to have ready access to close-and long-ranging weapons.”
The military prescribed to the same philosophy, so hearing that it was the same here gave me a small measure of familiarity that was quickly overshadowed by a stabbing pain in my heart. This might be similar in small ways, but in more ways, it couldn’t be further from the military lifestyle I was used to. It strengthened my conviction to return to the Elite Guard as soon as I could. I hope Chester Maxwell was successful in overturning my sentence.
With a heavy heart, I strapped on the sheath and put away the sword, then went to collect my magazines of ammo and rifle. Sherrill also handed me two daggers that I strapped on. Between the daggers and swords, this would help my temporary duty here. For me, my blade was the closest thing to a best friend I had. It saw me through many trials and battles. Giving up my blade at the Elite Guard was nearly as difficult as being kick out of the Marines. Call me crazy, but a girl’s gotta have her passions. I’m not a shoes or purse kinda girl, give me a weapon any day and I’m in Heaven.
“Already slaying enemies, eh?”
I could feel a blush stain my cheeks, but still I was relieved that my heart ache hadn’t shown. I missed sword training with Gunny. He was one of the only Marines, who could challenge me. It was a toss-up which of us won our battles more often. We tended to end things in a draw.
“I don’t suppose there are any others on the squad that also favor the sword.”
At Merritt’s snicker, I blushed even more. He was a perv. Of course, I meant a metal sword and not the ones he had in mind.
“Yes, a few on the squad and in the other squads do. The Boss is pretty good for his age. He joins training on most days for some sparring. It’s the designated time each day to train on our weapons of choice. It’s winding down today, but you should be able to attend tomorrow.”
Although disappointed, at least I could take this beauty out for a trial soon. It would give me time to get my head into a better place. It never did you anything good to be distracted during a weapons bout and I wanted to show that Elite Guard were bad ass, even if I was no longer one. In my heart, I still felt that they were my family. If my sword was my best friend, my fellow soldiers on the Elite Guard were my brothers and sisters. We fought like siblings too.




Chapter 21

 
After the armory, I quickly stopped by my room to drop off my gun. A sword would be ample protection. Finding my way to the main dining facility was relatively easy since it was thankfully near the quads. I didn’t have to waste time wandering around the cave trying to find it. I still hadn’t gotten a good sense of the layout here. Rather than the curious and sometimes hostile faces I expected to see of the dining room inhabitants, I passed hallow-eyed and haunted people on the way — mourning the loss of one of their own. The playfulness and camaraderie that I previously saw over the past few days was absent. In its place, a stoic gloominess shrouded everyone, which sent shivers down my spine.
Inside the dining hall, I lined up at the buffet-style serving line. The atmosphere inside was even heavier than what I felt on the walk here, causing the first beginning of fear as I took in all the faces around me and noticed their mechanical motions. As if the effort of eating, was nearly too much.
Scanning for a table, I noticed that one of the guys that ambushed me when I first arrived, Manuel or something like that, was frantically waving me over. Out of curiosity rather than the desire to become besties, I headed his way. Besides, I’d prefer not sitting alone and I was curious to see why he wanted me over there. I carried my tray and joined him and the two others at the table. Like the rest of the dining hall crowd, they were also considerably more subdued.
“I’m sorry about Mason. Merritt told me he was a part of the squad.”
“Yeah, he was with us for four years,” said the red-colored hair woman. “He was like a younger brother to us, which is why you’ll notice most of us aren’t here. Each of us mourns differently. And, while we made our peace with his loss, seeing what he’s become makes it that much harder to accept. Once someone rejects the activation, their life has a considerably shorter expiration date than it normally would. And, I’m Ginger. I doubt you remember any of our names with the intro to The Underground that you’ve had.”
Pointing at the Rock-like guy, she added, “That’s Manny and the statuesque ebony woman over there over there is Hunter.”
And with that intro, Hunter threw a bread roll at Ginger’s head. “Missed.”
“Girls. Can’t be fighting with our newbie here,” said Manny. “We had a break in our patrol rotation because of Mason’s absence and while most of us would like more time away.”
“Speak for yourself Crusher. Some of us are waiting to get back out there and kick some demon and Demented butt,” said Hunter.
“As you can see, Hunter’s name, fits her name to a T. She’s always ready for some action. So, with that said, we will be going out on rotation within two days. I’m just giving you a heads-up. I’m sure Merritt or the Boss will be speaking with you.”
“Okay, Manny, let the poor thing eat. You were so worried about her being too skinny and now she can’t get a single bite in,” said Ginger.
Manny flashed me a sheepish grin, dimples flashing. Man, that was devastating. “Sorry. Please don’t let me keep you from eating.”
“It’s okay.”
The food wasn’t half bad. I’m a sucker for a salmon. It was one of my favorite things to eat and something I couldn’t cook if my life depending on it. Trust me, I’d tried baking it, frying it, grilling it and it turned out either the consistency of jerky or semi-raw and I didn’t do raw. This was flaky and moist and the perfect combination of butter, garlic and lemons and something else. I wondered if we got seconds here. I could so go for another salmon fillet.
“Wow, Merritt wasn’t kidding. You do eat fast,” said Ginger.
Yep, I managed to clear my plate in record time. This new habit was embarrassing. “Guess, the stress boosted my appetite. Won’t be skinny for long Manny.”
“It’s the change. We all got like that. The body’s demand for nutrients creates your super-fast eating. Just get seconds, so your stomach will stop grumbling and the rest of us can eat in peace,” said Hunter.
Okay, someone was a bit testy today, but that was all the encouragement I needed to get more of that yummy salmon. Maybe they’d give me two.
Patrol already? “Okay, so what help can I provide? Aren’t you guys all some super amazing superheroes or whatever? I am just a normal human.”
“No, you are a hybrid that hasn’t had her potential unlocked.”
At my frown, he continued, “I mean that. We all had to come to terms with being hybrids. For some of us it took longer and for others, acceptance is still being sought. This is not some scheme to get you to activate. Consider this a training run. You get to see us in action and you’re a combat veteran, so engaging the enemy isn’t new to you. You will get to practice interacting with us as a team — that’s not something you need superpowers for.”
What he said made sense. It would be nice to get a feel for the team dynamics without the complication of figuring out how to use whatever power I would get once I was activated. And, I was curious to see if these new strategy-driven Demented existed. I still had major doubts about that.
“Wait until you see the fire in your eyes.”
“That was the only thing that saved the Boss from Ruthie,” as Hunter looks at Ruthie.
“Shut the heck up, Hunter.”
“Sounds like there’s a story behind that,” I said.
“And it’s not hers to tell. You don’t have to know everything about me. It’s not like we are gonna spooning together at night. I train with you. You don’t have the right to more, sissy girl.”
I really wanted to punch in her pretty face.
“Can someone at least tell me about fire in my eyes. You don’t mean literal fire? Is something freaky gonna happen to my eyes?”
They looked between themselves. “Forget we said anything,” said Hunter.
“I don’t want to forget. I didn’t ask to be a hybrid and now I’m gonna have some freak eyes to go with whatever freaky crap happens to my body,” as I stood up abruptly, knocking my chair over.
“Manny didn’t mean to upset you. We can tell you, actually we can show you back at the quad,” said Ginger




Chapter 22

 
The quads consisted of four separate rooms that were met in the middle by a central living area that included a kitchen and living room. It was quaint. Manny just finished explaining how he, Hunter, and Ginger lived in one quad and that if I wanted, I could move into the spare room.
“It would be easier to do training and patrols with us if you lived with the team,” said Manny. He seemed to be the ringer leader of these quad mates or whatever they were. The rest of the “squad” was in a quad on the floor above us — accessible by a lift.
“And, you get to eat some of the amazing food Manny cooks. It’s seriously heavenly. He makes these Canadian dishes that aren’t like anything you’ve ever had,” said Ginger. “Not that the dining hall food is bad or anything, but we can work some odd hours at times, so it’s nice having a stocked kitchen here to provide our meals during those times,” she added.
Looking at Hunter, I wanted to see what she thought about all this. “Don’t look for me to answer for you. I could care less what you choose. You’ll work with us regardless of whether you live here or continue to hide at the inn.”
Bristling, I said, “I’m not hiding.”

“Aren’t you though?” she ruthlessly continued, “What else would you call it? You come in here like some wounded, doe-eyed girl. We’ve been easy on you and you still act like you’re not one of us. You are a hybrid and it’s just a matter of time before you are activated.”
“Jesus, Ruthie! Just give it a rest. You don’t have to be such a witch,” said Manny.
“Whatever. You don’t have to coddle her. She was Elite Guard and has probably seen just as much combat or more combat than we have. The sooner we take off the kid gloves, the sooner she can pull on her big girl panties and start acting like the solider she is” said Ruthie.
It took every ounce of self-control not to clock the chick. She really needed to be taken down a peg or two. As if she knew anything about what happened to me. I lost my family in the Elite Guard, I was sent out on this unknown trip here, found out that I was adopted and my whole life was a lie and that if all that wasn’t enough, I was some mutant with superpowers. Staying to myself these past few days and away from the squad was essential for my mental health. I still felt like a rope pulled too tight and fraying from the strain, but I’d be darned if she was gonna scare me off. I didn’t hide from anything.
“So, when can I move in? It’s not like I have stuff to move. I pretty much have what you see and a duffle bag of goodies you all gave me for the trip.”
“You’re moving in? About time.” As Hunter left the room, she called over her shoulder, “Your room is next to mine.”
Oh great! Me and the Mega Witch would be side by side. Lucky me. Guess my idea that everyone was super happy and syrupy sweet could be tossed aside. Hunter didn’t match that definition.
“So, what’s her deal? She that friendly with everyone?”
“Oh no, don’t ask any of us. That is for Hunter to share. We all have our stories and they are for each of us to share or not share. We don’t gossip about our team,” said Manny.
I could respect that. They had a code, and each was willing to protect the other’s secrets. Although, I was also the only one where everyone knew my story thanks to the news coverage and tabloid’s sensationalizing me as some demon-hater. They coined me “slayer,” “demon hater,” and the worst by far “baby killer”. That day would haunt me the rest of my life. I didn’t hate demons, but I also didn’t think they were capable of the emotions humans and even some animals possessed. I never wanted to kill a young animal, child or child demon and yet that is the one thing I did. I still woke up covered in sweat after nightmares about the Demon Delegate standing over me and ready to punish me for taking his son’s life.




Chapter 23

 
The next morning, my door was kicked open. “Get dressed, we leave in 15 minutes,” barked Ruthie.
I rolled to the floor with one of my knives in hand. I met the amused eyes of the purple princess. Who else would be ballsy enough to kick my door at the crack of dawn? It probably wasn’t even morning yet. I barely slept last night after everything with the whole non-activated and stolen squad guy, Mason.
“Where are we going?”
“Patrol. Boss said I’m to take you out on every patrol as your mentor. Better not embarrass me today. If you think things have been rough so far, it’s nothing compared to the shit storm I will unleash if you puss out on patrol.”
“Witch.”
She glared at me and walked out the door. Someone wasn’t a morning person and I never “pussed out” on anything, I thought groggily. Since I had a habit of sleeping with my clothes, I only needed to put my boots on and then ran to catch up with her.
I caught up with her at the front of the inn. We went to the Boss’ office, where several other hybrids waited looking chipper. God, did any of these people ever sleep.
“We need portal access sir,” said Reese.
Portal? As in a teleporter, like what they used in TV and movies? I must have heard wrong, although there certainly was no end in sight to the weird happenings around The Underground. Why not have a portal?




Chapter 24

 
The next morning, my door was kicked open. “Get dressed, we leave in 15 minutes,” barked Ruthie.
I rolled to the floor with one of my knives in hand. I met the amused eyes of the purple princess. Who else would be ballsy enough to kick my door at the crack of dawn? It was so early that I doubt dawn was even considering appearing. I barely slept after everything with the whole non-activated and stolen squad guy, Mason, so what little patience I had disappeared the moment she kicked my door open.
“Where are we going?”
“Patrol. Boss said I’m to take you out on every patrol as your mentor. Better not embarrass me today. If you think things have been rough so far, it’s nothing compared to the shit storm I will unleash if you puss out on patrol.”
“What is your deal with me? I’ve given you no reason to be so hard on me.”
She glared at me “you’ve also given me little to see that you can handle being a part of the team. Being a hybrid isn’t enough and don’t think I’ve missed the looks of disgust you’ve thrown at hybrids or the way you shy away if one of us gets close. If you don’t want to me a part of us, then I don’t want you here. I’m only training you because I have to,” and walked out the door.
Couldn’t blame her for disliking me now. I didn’t know I was acting that way, but I’m not sure it’s something I can stop. I am repulsed and disgusted by the idea of being a demon-human mixture. It goes against my faith and makes me one of “them” the monsters.
Since I had a habit of sleeping with my clothes, I only needed to put my boots on and then ran to catch up with her.
I caught up with her at the front of the inn. We went to the Boss’ office, where several other hybrids waited looking chipper. God did any of these people sleep? I thought still feeling somewhat groggy.
“We need portal access sir,” said Reese.
Portal? As in a teleportation device like what they used in tv and movies? I must have heard wrong, although there certainly was no end in sight to the weird happenings around The Underground. Why not have a portal?
“Someone let Teagan know what to expect, while I prepare the portal and inform the Chicago portal staff of our pending arrival,” said the Boss.
“I’ll explain it,” Ginger volunteered with a bright smile. “All portal points are fixed locations in certain geographic areas that we frequently travel to. These points are semi-permanent, which makes it easier to travel in a hurry. Once we activate the portal here, we can jump just like that to another. This is like the master one and the others don’t need to be activated, so it’s super easy and super flexible to travel. But we still have the portals staffed, so they are protected.”
“Can just anyone use them? Or is this some special hybrid traveling method?” I said.
“Just hybrids, at least for now. Dr. Mendel can explain better, but the way our molecules or whatever compresses would be too much for a regular person. Our super healing properties protect us,” she said.
Oh, that wasn’t exactly the most reassuring thing. I wasn’t activated, so was I protected then? And, I had no intention of seeking out the weird doctor if I could avoid it.
“I’m not activated. Am I really okay to travel in that thing?”
“Just because you aren’t activated doesn’t mean anything. Your hybridness is just sleeping,” said Ginger.
“That’s not even a real word Ginger,” said Merritt.
Ginger flashes another bright smile like a little ray of sunshine. “Who says it has to be? I can make up words and it sounds neat,” she added and stuck out her tongue at Merritt.
“So, if people are done interrupting me,” as she pointed looked in Merritt’s direction before continuing. “The portal in Chicago is in the Art Institute. One of their restoration rooms holds the portal and is manned by employees loyal to us. They keep the portal safe and keep our secret,” said Ginger.
I nodded and she continued, “Any time that we use or will use a portal, our people get a text notification that rings with a specific tone to inform them of our impending arrival. We pay them handsomely for this cooperation and their silence,” said Ginger.
My first patrol and I felt so under prepared. I didn’t even know what we were going to do in Chicago. I’d never trained with these guys and had no way of knowing how they operated under stress or when faced with a life-threatening situation. Life and death situations could make the most hardened Marine break under the pressure or excel with displays of heroics. I had no one of knowing how these freaky hybrids would be.
“You are to stay close to me at all times. We’re going to Chicago to investigate sightings of zombie raccoons,” said Ruthie.
I couldn’t help but laugh. I said, “Seriously? You are telling me we are checking out raccoons of the zombie variety? Is this a joke on the newbie?”
“I wish,” said the Boss. “The portal is ready. Listen to Ruthie. She’s one of the few that has been on the team since the beginning.”
Now that going through the portal was imminent, coils of fears threaded their way through my mid-section. What if they were wrong about it being safe for an inactivated hybrid. I didn’t want to die. I should have never agreed to this stupid investigation of the Boss. Speaking of which, he was watching me carefully with a frown and a crease between his eyes.
Prying my eyes away from him, I watched Ginger hop, yes, hop up and into a giant ring that was sitting on the ground. It looked carved of stone and large blocks joined together forming the ring. As she stepped within the ring, it started spinning and bluish light flared temporarily blinding me. When the light died down, she was gone.
“You next, newbie,” said the purple princess.
“I’d prefer going last.”
She walked up to me and grabbed me roughly by the arm. “To hell you are going last, just so you can puss out. Get your little ass up there,” she semi-dragged me into the ring. She sure was strong. No matter how hard I tugged and pulled, her grip didn’t loosen. As the light got brighter under the ring, she let go and kicked me. I’d like to say that I took it with some decorum, but I screamed like a child on a roller coaster.
I was still screaming when I got to the other side. My stomach was unsettled, and it took some blinking to clear my vision.
“So, Teagan, how was it? Isn’t that the coolest?” asked Ginger.
I’m not sure she was ever anything but syrupy sweet. “Just fine. I thought it would be worse physically than it was.”
Laughing, she said, “The first time any of us traveled by portal, we were all disappointed that something so positively unheard of was not a bigger or more memorable experience. Sorry.”
I looked around at the room we were in. It was a rather spacious room with tables set up with artifacts in various stages of restoration. It was dark, but someone left a lamp on that threw a menagerie of shadows around the room.
Ruthie came through next, followed by Merritt. Ruthie stalked up to me, “Better give you the short version. We are here to investigate multiple reports of zombie raccoons. We suspect it might be demon-related and need to be sure.”
Okay, that was straight and to the point. And, an utter waste of time. Raccoons, really?
We crept out of the restoration room and smacked into a guard standing outside.
“Nice to see you again Ginger. I’ve got the cameras down; you should be able to make it out the back entrance before the other guards notice they are down.”
She put her hand on his arm and he beamed. “Thank you so much Shawn.”
“Any time. It’s been a while. Next time you should come here for something other than work. I know a great restaurant you’d love.”
“So nice of you. I’ll keep that in mind.”
I followed closely behind my least favorite hybrid, Ruthie, but not because I wanted too; I worried she’d smack the living crap out of me or accuse me of cowardice if I strayed so much as a foot from her side.
The empty halls and tiled floor amplified every little sound, so I was grateful when it was only a short distance until the outside door. Purple Princess threw glares in my direction every so often, while Ginger turned back to check on me and flashed her megawatt smile. Two women could not be more different. Although, it was weird seeing Ginger in black, fitted cargo pants paired with a black tank top and some kick-butt boots. We all were dressed similarly — me in borrowed clothes — since I had no way to pay for anything of my own. What made it weird on Ginger was that she tended to dress like a displaced hippy in flowing, loose gowns and lots of color.
Once outside, Ginger pulled out a phone. “Just a sec, the driver should be here any moment.”
“We get a driver,” I asked.
“Why? You got issues with that,” Ruthie said, “because we’re more than willing to let you walk. I’ll see you later tonight and good luck avoiding The Demented. They have been all over this city the past few months.”
“Nope, a driver is fine by me. Besides, I need my trainer close by,” as I tried to link arms with her and she pushed me away and scowled. I just barely suppressed my smile.
Now that was fun, I finally got to throw her off. It’s only fair to return the favor, I thought. She made every effort to make things difficult for me from the insults to early morning wake up call to her standard and blatant hostility towards me.
A black compact car with heavily tinted window pulls up at the curb. “Nice to see you again Red. The rest of you hop in,” said the driver. We squeezed into the small back seat and Ginger took the passenger seat. As she cruised in comfort, we held on for dear life in the metal deathtrap as the driver screeched around turns and raced through the narrow streets. He finally slowed down once we got into one of the suburbs outside of the main city.
“Want me to wait for you?” the driver said.
“Appreciate that, but we’ll be fine. I’ll contact you once we’re ready for a pick-up,” said Ginger.
We all piled out into a very nice and picturesque neighborhood with multi-storied houses with sleek and expensive cars parked in front of each. It looked like domestic bliss with the white picket fences and lush landscaping.
“So guys, this is where the calls came in about the raccoons. We’ve been cleared to speak with the property owners,” said Ginger.
Ginger took the lead as we walked up to the house and supposed location of the zombie raccoon sightings. I snickered wondering how I was gonna keep a straight face asking about a zombie raccoon. It was so ridiculous and while I would normally be pissed off to be away from my demon patrolling, this was sure to be amusing, I thought.
Ginger pushed the doorbell, chimes rang out like the tinkling of bells and a handsome middle aged couple, with matching dour expressions, opened the door. “Are you here from the FBI? We were told to expect you,” said the husband.
I quickly cast my eyes down, so they couldn’t see my surprise. So, we were masquerading as FBI and that was how we were getting access to these raccoon zombies or whatever it was these two had seen.
“Yes,” flashing her badge and smile, Ginger said, “we were told that you had a possible sighting of demons or demented.”
Neither one studied the badge, but the wife’s eyes flashed with fear, “They ate our poor little Harvey, he was our fur baby. Not even leaving the bones, just small pieces of white hair scattered about.”
“I’m sorry for your loss,” Ginger smoothly answered. “That can be painful and I understand this is a difficult time. We won’t drag this out any longer than absolutely necessary. Can we see whatever photos or video you have of the incident? I noticed the security cameras.”
“We have everything available digitally on our cell phones,” said the husband, who promptly pulled out a sleek, tablet-sized phone.
He pulled up the video, “If you will excuse my wife. Living through this once was enough. She doesn’t need to be here to be traumatized all over again.”
His wife hurried from the room sniffling. He pressed play on the security video and we watched in silence as the small dog wandered around the backyard in the dusky light of day. The dog started frantically barking at the fence line, but whatever he heard could not be seen. A scratching sound of claws digging heavily into the wood made the dog bark in earnest. Several pairs of glowing eyes as what may have been half a dozen of malformed and malnourished creatures with finely outlined ribs lined up at the top of the fence leering over the dog. The dog screeched and turned to run for safety when they pounced. In a matter of seconds teeth and claws ripped into the poor pet as he was eaten alive. I’m not the biggest dog person, but seeing that little animal torn apart within feet of his home was tough to watch, especially from what I always considered a harmless animal. I could never look at a raccoon the same way again.
The raccoons had patches of fur missing and frothy pink drool ran from their mouths. Their eyes looked blank, much like the mindless look The Demented had. They swarmed and as one, leaped onto the fence and disappeared. A woman’s voice, presumably the wife, called for the dog. Tuffs of hair were sprinkled on the ground like a macabre form of confetti. I heard her screaming and the husband came out soon. Both ran to the fence and the wife scooped up the fur, cradling it in her hands as she screamed for the dog with tears streaming down her face.
“Have you seen anymore sightings or heard of anyone else in the neighborhood encountering them?” asked Ginger.
The man wiped his eyes, “No, but they’ve been back. My wife heard a scratching at the door and mistakenly thought it might be our little Harvey. Neither of us truly believed he was gone despite what we saw. The mind is funny like that.”
Ginger stepped forward and delicately placed a comforting hand on the man’s arm. “How recent was the last sighting? We’d like to trap or kill these things before they can hurt anyone else’s fur baby,” she said.
“Two nights past. They like coming just before dusk. You’re welcome to stay and stakeout or whatever it is that you do.”
He settled us into a homey eat-in kitchen with a large bay window framed with floral curtains. We sat down at a large carved wooden table. I sat as far from Ruthie as possible and may have moved my chair a tad too close to Ginger’s chair. She had a clipboard with her. She wrote out the timeline of events after talking with the husband a bit more.
The zombie raccoons had been back to the house three times since the dog was killed. Each visit was two to three days apart.
“What if we don’t see them tonight? Are we staying here until we do?” I asked.
Ruthie looked at me and waited for Ginger to answer. She was our lead on this mission. As the Boss had explained, each of the hybrids took turns leading a mission. It was important for each hybrid to know how to lead and be able to handle an investigation in the event that a hybrid was sent out on their own.
“We stay here until we capture or kill them. Besides, I’m sure the Jones’ would be willing to let us stay here doing surveillance,” Ginger said. “Each of us will take turns watching for the raccoons. Reese is gonna take the roof. It’s a better and wider view of the area from there, especially with our high-powered binoculars. They can see hundreds of feet out. We’ll have to get you a pair Teagan.”
The wife came into the kitchen. “Can I offer you tea, a drink, or anything to snack on while you wait? We appreciate you coming all the way out here just because of our loss. Not much kindness these days,” she said.
Unfortunately what she said rang true. Since The Great Sundering things were more cutthroat and mean. People fought for the increasingly diminishing natural resources. And while there were many outbreaks of demon and Demented attacks, there was only so many people trained to handle them — like the Elite Guard and the hybrids. So, despite this being a wealthy community, what she said was true. This wasn’t typically something that would have been investigated let alone the FBI.
“I’ll take some tea,” I said, surprising the group. And why not I was going to get thirsty on that roof, because I wasn’t spending hours in the house confined with the Purple Princess. No thank you.
“Sugar, dear?” the wife asked me, while pouring boiling water into a mug and dunking in a tea bag.
The rest of the group was still looking at me like I had a second head. Marines could have manners. And, they were going to wish they had accepted when they got parched and didn’t have anything refreshments.
“Just honey,” I said.
I sipped the sweet and tangy tea as the wife stood wrangling her hands in discomfort. “Anything else I can get you? Anything?” she asked.
Reese stood up, “If you wouldn’t mind so much, a ladder. Me and her,” pointing a finger at me, “want to stake out these critters on your roof. More likely to spot them from a distance with a higher vantage point.”
The woman smiled, relaxing now that she had something to do. “Just follow me dear.”
We dragged a shiny metal ladder out of her garage and scampered onto the roof. We walked towards the edge closest to the backyard.
“Care to explain why you were so gun hoe to come up with me,” asked Reese.
No, I really didn’t want to talk or explain anything about being up here. My reasons were my own.
“Nope,” I said. “I just needed the air.”
He looked at me suspiciously in the fading sunlight. “And, this wouldn’t have anything to do with your mentor, would it?”
“Would it matter either way?”
We sat in silence as the last of the sun’s dying rays bled from the sky. Reese and I alternated use of the binoculars. It would have been nice to have my own, just another thing that I blamed the purple princess for. As my mentor, she should have made sure that I had everything I needed. Instead, she was doing her best to fight with me and discourage me from joining their team.
“She’s not all bad.”
“I’m sure she’s not, at least to most people,” I replied, keeping my gaze focused across the backyard.
I could see him out of the corner of my eye looking at me thoughtfully, “Ever wonder why you got the intro that you did with Ruthie,” he said.
“The whole ‘I’m a Grim Reaper’ one you mean.”
“That would be the one. So, you didn’t hear this from me and if you say you did, I’ll deny it to my dying day. Ruthie can kill with a touch. The Boss found her after she accidentally killed someone. That death was her first indication that she wasn’t normal.”
Oh wow, that, was not what I expected to hear. What would life be like not being able to touch people or animals without the fear that you would kill them? She was still a total witch, but at least this gave me insight on why she pushed me away.
“Got something,” said Reese, who had the binoculars aimed at the tangled forest beyond the fence line. “Not what I was expecting. Have a look here,” he said while handing the binoculars over.
“What am I supposed to be seeing and where did you see it?”
He pointed to a spot near the edge of the forest. Looking through the binoculars I didn’t see those weird raccoons, but a demon. In the forest shadows, I couldn’t make out colors, but wings extended from his back and a tattoo clearly showed on his face. He was protected by the treaty. This would be a capture and not a kill situation. As I watched, glowing eyes appeared next to him one after another until a large group of raccoons clustered around him.
Putting down the binoculars, I slowly leaned into Reese and whispered in his ear, “There's a demon with the critters.”
He bolted upright and grabbed the binoculars to confirm my sighting. A device quietly buzzed in three short bursts from one of Reese’s pocket. He slowly smiled and removed a bolt from the quiver on his back and put his cross bow on his lap. “The others saw our little friend and his beasties. Be prepared to move once I give you the signal.”
I caught movement near the left side of the house where Merritt stalked the fence line. He carried a bulky and unfamiliar gun. I needed to ask him what it was. It my years in the Elite Guard, I had never seen anything quite like what he had. I looked to the other side and saw Ruthie doing the same thing as Merritt, she was also armed and carried her gun, which looked like a cross between a grenade launcher and rifle. It was bulky, like Merritt’s, but longer. Great, I wanted to know what that one was too, but there was no way I was asking her.
Their approach looked like a classic pincher attack. Catch the adversary between two parts of your army, or in this case, team that attacks simultaneously. Ginger must be taking the frontal assault to distract the demon and its pets, while we were left to literally get “a drop” on the demon and perhaps take out some of those nasty little dog eaters.
Merritt and Ruthie had nearly reached the demon, when the device gave off two short and two long bursts.
Reese grinned “as soon as Ruthie and Merritt attack, be prepared to drop.”
I nodded and watched the hybrids. Yet another thing to add to my “ask Merritt list”. I needed that device and should be told what our hand signals were. If it weren’t for Reese, I wouldn’t know what was going on. Being in the dark put me at risk because if there wasn’t someone to receive the codes and translate, I had no way of knowing what was going on.
My sword was still in its sheath. No point in grabbing it now when I needed my hands free to drop from the roof. Good thing it was only two stories and I was a tough semi-hybrid, which explained my fast healing abilities.
Ruthie and Merritt sprang, and a net flew through the air from Ruthie’s gun. Pretty neat and I was asking Sherrill to give me one of the net launchers when we got back, I thought. Its metallic net clung to the Demon and the critters, who chattered and clawed at it. The Demon raised its dark eyes and started chanting. Sounds of broken glass being walked on, nails on a chalkboard and piercing wailing combined into a nightmarish sound soup. Throwing my hands over my ears did nothing. Darkness swallowed up what little light there outside and visions of bloodshed filled my mind. Screams of the dying and broken bodies littered the ground as I crawled among them running from something. Something was after me and would kill me, I shook and cried out for help, until … a slap hit me hard which rocked me out of the vision.
“Breathe through it and say a prayer. That usually helps since what you are seeing is only an illusion,” said Reese.
My face stung from the slap, “Thanks for helping me out,” I said and meant it. That was some heavy stuff that Demon was packing. Shadow Demons tended to be higher order demons and more powerful than your garden variety of demons. They were physically stronger, could manipulate your mind and were vicious. This was the same type of demon that the Demon Delegate was. Why was it running loose with a small horde of raccoons? I wondered.
Ginger ran out of the house towards the demon, while Reese and I dropped down onto the back patio, which did nothing to absorb the shock. I briefly stumbled before getting my footing and then grabbed my sword. We made our way to the contained Demon that Ginger was nearly to. She sure moved fast for such a little thing, I thought.
The Demon glared at us and when it saw me it started laughing. It was a deep and full-bellied sound. I looked around at the other hybrids, who appeared as baffled as I was. Okay, laughter was not a reaction I ever had during any demon battle and evidently neither had the other hybrids.
“We know what you are, and we will bring you down,” the Demon said and pointed at me, “but you are something altogether different, aren’t you pet? I will enjoy picking your bones from my teeth.”
Ruthie stepped up and kicked the Demon, “When I want a commentary from Satan’s spawn, I’ll ask for it. Shut your face.”
The demon chuckled, “You can’t kill me. How long do you think this little trap of yours will hold me? And, you think you can beat someone of my power? Naïve little humans.”
Merritt dropped to the ground like a sack of potatoes, rolling around to dislodge the raccoon on his neck. The raccoon that was doing its best to tear into Merritt’s skull. Its sharp claws leaving streaks of blood on Merritt’s exposed skin as it raked them down his neck and across the back of his head, which prompted Ginger to rush to his aid.
I felt something touch my foot and one of the little beasties, as Reese had called them, had eaten through the net and was trying to nibble on my boot. I slashed down with my sword, taking its head off. No sampling Teagan tonight, I thought.
More of the things were eating through the net while the demon just smirked. It was only a matter of time before the demon was out too. Now what? The hybrids weren’t supposed to use their powers and we couldn’t kill the demon since the demon was protected under the treaty. Ruthie took off one of her gloves, “No,” shouted Reese. “That’s not the way. He’s protected.” She put the glove back on after sending a glare Reese’s way.
The demon sat patiently under the net, “We will meet again, and I’ll make sure that you pay for hurting my pets.” He started chanting again and disappeared in a cloud of smoke. The rest of the hybrids took out the raccoons. Ginger reached down and grabbed one of their bodies.
“Need proof for the Jones’ that this is over, and we need to get back to the Boss asap. He needs to know about this demon,” she said.
She sprinkled a liquid on the raccoon bodies, and they started steaming and within seconds were just a pile of liquid.
“Can’t be leaving them to be eaten. They might be contagious,” Ginger added.
By the time we made it back to the house, the Jones were out on the patio. Ginger presented the body of the raccoon. Mrs. Jones took one look at it and instead of screaming, she spit on the body and started kicking it. Tears streamed down her face and she mauled the body. “That’s for my baby.”
Just as quickly as her attack started, it ended. We all just stood there in shock. “Thank you. I’ll just burn it in the grill. If you wouldn’t mind dropping it in. It’s a lovely night for a bonfire.” Reese carried the dead raccoon to the grill and Mrs. Jones brought out a lighter and set it on fire. Raccoons weren’t the only thing changing around here. Loss tended to bring out either an innate and primal warrior in a person or left them a victim that was ruled by fear. Since the demons came on the scene, it was a slow adaption for humans, who had too long been top of the food chain. We were no longer the top dogs and it was a hard lesson for humanity. Looking at Mrs. Jones in the light of the flickering flames, I could see a newly born warrior and was that much sadder for it. Not that I wanted people to become victims, but becoming a warrior meant battle and killing and she would never be the same as she was before this moment.




Chapter 25

 
We called the same driver and he took us back to the Museum. Ginger started texting on her phone and then led us to the back door that we previously used. The same guard that flirted with Ginger met us at the door and led us back to the restoration room. We took the portal back and met the Boss at the other side.
We sat heavily in chairs that had been pulled from somewhere and put into the Boss’ office. After being in this room several times, it still felt just as awkward and uncomfortable as it did the first time. I couldn’t relax in this room, so this debrief better be short. I needed some sleep. Now that the adrenaline from the encounter with the Demon and the zombie raccoons had worn off, I was in desperate need of some sleep. The others looked equally tired.
The Boss paced behind his desk. “I’d like to know what happened and why you all look like some critters handed your butt to you,” he said.
Ginger cleared her throat, “There was a demon too. A super strong shadow demon.”
He stopped pacing long enough to take a seat behind the desk, “Go on. I’d like to hear more about this demon. No mention was made of a demon in the initial report,” he said with a hint of steel in his voice. The Boss liked knowing what was happening and the added danger of a demon displeased him greatly.
Ginger shivered before responding, “He was one of the more powerful ones I’ve ever come across, but I can’t speak for the others. He could create nightmare visions and was found with the zombie raccoon. Also, he seemed to be controlling them?”
The Boss sat quietly for a moment before continuing, “Were these your normal garden variety of raccoons or could they have been some sort of demon? Did you by chance get a specimen sample for Dr. Mendel?”
Ginger pulled out a sealed vial filled with fluid and another with clumps of fur. “Here you go, figured the doctor would want to run some tests. But these weren’t a demon, they looked like mangy raccoons. They were missing patches of fur and their eyes glowed brightly. They also had some wickedly long claws. They had to be three or four inches long.”
“So, the zombies appear to be something new or something contaminated a regular raccoon. I’m not sure that’s an improvement to it being a new type of demon. I would also prefer that to be the case.” He rubbed his hand across his face tiredly, “This means that the demons have found a way to dement animals. So, we now have to worry about demented critters in addition to demented humans. I’ll make the proper agencies aware of this development. The lot of you need to get cleaned up and someone bring the vials down to Dr. Mendel.”
We walked out of the Boss’ office, “You can get some chow and head back to the quad for some rest. Ginger will handle the specimen delivery,” said Ruthie.
It still rankled to have her bossing me around, but it wasn’t like I had much of a choice. The purple princess and I were stuck together for however long it took me to get fully trained, which I was desperately hoping was sooner rather than later.
“I do get it and I know what you are going through. Until you, I was the oldest
inactivated. They found me at 21 during my birthday bar hopping and it was a good thing they did, but that’s a story for another time.”
“Why so late? I got the impression
that most people are found much younger.”
“They are found much younger. My parents were killed in a car accident and I was adopted by my mom’s sister and her husband. They knew
nothing about what was done to me. They never knew
to watch for signs that I was having problems. As a star football player, I led my team to numerous state championships. I was being scouted for the NFL When the Boss found me.”
“What do you mean he found you? How would he know about you?”
“We have people that scan the
news feeds, social media and such for stories of athleticism or other extraordinary feats. Any achievements that seem a little too difficult to be true. We’ll let you meet The Brain later. It is one of their functions.”
“I appreciate that and all, but I’m not sure I can handle any more revelations. Can we hold off on this brain thing?”
“Sure. I know the idea of being a hybrid is scary, but there are also some amazing things. You saw the Boss’ mage
fire, right?”
“That’s what it’s called? Do all the hybrids have
powers? What is yours? I haven’t noticed a tail or excessive hair.”
He laughed. “Heard Boss took you
to the Salty Dog. You must have seen Janice and Jared. He runs the bar and is a werewolf. Janice can semi-transform into a demon, so you’ll see her with a tail, horns or a tail and horns. It depends on her mood.”
“But that could happen to me, right? Is there any way we can know what I might change into like a werewolf like those were demons? I know I will have to be activated, but some warning would really make things a little easier.”
“Unfortunately, there’s still a lot our doctor and scientists don’t know. Once they realized that the failed hybrids became Demented, they halted the project, but it went on over a decade.”
“So now what?”
“We are going to tour the lab. It will clear up a lot of questions and maybe we can meet with Doc and give you a chance to ask him about the project.”




Chapter 26

 
I stood outside the lab with Merritt as he scanned his badge at the door’s card reader. Besides the main entrance, this was the only other card reader I had seen so far. We stepped into a sterile and alien environment that smelled like a hospital or morgue. Neither of which brought pleasant memories to mind.
Merritt walked fast as we took the first hallway that we come to. We passed door after door until we reached the end and he swiped his card again. We enter an elevator and go down two floors or whatever counted as a floor in a cave.
The elevator opens into a long hallway with glass walls separating the rooms. It was so cold that I could see my breath. I peer into the closest room and large see tube-liked beds laid out flat on tables.
Mouth gaping, I turn to Merritt. “What are those things? You could fit a person in them and why is there a room full of them?”
He looks at me with something like a mix of determination and pity. “Welcome to the lab and the future home of the Super Soldier.”
“I think you need to explain after a statement like that.”
“Let’s go into one of the testing bays and I’ll explain.”
We go into the frigid room. It is filled with tables that were topped with the body-sized metal test tube-like things. Inside each test tube, there was a body and all the bodies were perfectly preserved — making the people inside look asleep. The stench of formaldehyde tells a different story and it makes my skin crawl. Only dead things were put into formaldehyde. Merritt walks right up to the enclosed tube and points within.
“This is one of our ‘volunteers.’  The government branch that we interface screens applicants for consideration in Project Genesis to become Super Soldiers. And I know this is alarming, but these are all consenting adults. They got a choice to be modified, unlike us, who were babies. None of these were soldiers that were forced or coerced in any way. At least they had a choice.”
“So, these are the bodies of all the hybrids or wannabe hybrids? People who just volunteer to lose their lives for science?”
“Look closely, Teagan. These aren’t bodies at all.”
I peer down at the closest body. The tube was transparent, so as I look closer, I can make out the smallest of bubbles escaping from the person’s nose showing he is breathing.
“Why are living people in a morgue? What have you done to them? We have to free them?”
Merritt takes my hands and drags me away from the container. He said, “Just stop. Are you always this rash? Teagan, these are the Super Soldiers I was telling you about. Each of these were soldiers who volunteered to help our people. If you look closely, you will see at the end of their holding containers is a monitor that controls their stasis, which is the how they are able to rest and still live despite being in fluid. Think of it as a controllable coma and like a medically induced coma. This allows the body to incorporate the demon DNA, while Doc tests to prevent them from Dementing.”
I did see what he was referring to, but rather than reassure me, I feel more unsettled. So, the experiments never ended as the Boss previously told me. They just changed in nature. How did they get so many people to volunteer? In this room alone, there were a dozen people.
We leave the tube men and women and walk towards a hall that I did not noticed when we first came to the sub-floor. Seeing my look, Merritt explained, “This is where we have our holding cells. And, where we keep the demons.”
“You have demons here? Live demons? Are you insane? Nothing can hold a demon.”
“That’s what Demons want us to think. We figured out a way to contain them. Look into this cell and I’ll show you.”
Inside the cell were red lines like the ones used in fancy alarms that activate when someone touches them. The lines form a barrier around a demon. The demon paces and smoke rose from its nostrils. Lovely.
“You see the red lines? These are a type of laser that seems to damage the demons. We are doing missions to catch what demons we can. So far we have five types of demons.”
“Why not release them back to the Demon Delegate or just kill them?”
“I’m going to introduce you to Doc. He’s at the lab at the end. He can better explain what is going on. If we’re lucky, he may be working on a volunteer.”
We walk back towards the “tube tombs” or incubators, as Merritt called them. They were glass sarcophagus and super creepy. I still wasn’t sure how truly alive those men and women were.
Merritt walks right in and I trail behind but stop just beyond the doorway.
“Ready for another treatment Merritt. You seemed to recover quicker after the last one.”
What treatment was he receiving? I didn’t know anyone required treatment. The Boss hadn’t said anything like that.
I must have made some noise since the doctor said, “My apologies. I didn’t realize you were not alone”.
Once inside, I am distracted by one of the most unearthly and beautiful man I have ever seen laying on the medical bed, where the doctor was working. His golden locks and deep blue eyes speak of mysteries and adventures waiting to be had. He glowed. I just barely restrain my gasp. I’d seen attractive men before, but he was on a whole different level. Glorious and god-like.
Shaking my head, I approach him, “Hi, you must be the volunteer.”
Merritt smacks my arm away from the man. “How are you missing the horns and scaled skin? And even if you somehow managed to miss those, then you’d smell the brimstone that surrounds the demon. This is no man.”
“What are you talking about Merritt? Is this some sort of joke?”
“Teagan, I know this is a shock, but surely, you know how to spot a demon after six years in the Marines.
“Just drop it.” I turn towards the gorgeous demon.
“Well, he says to drop it,” I said.
“It didn’t say anything.” He looks at me closely and frowns. “Teagan, I wanted to give Doc a chance to explain our experiments, but I’m questioning whether you can handle it.”
The doctor interrupts him at that point, evidently, he is determined to clue me without care about whether I could handle it or not. “Teagan, is it? I’m Dr. Mendel. As the foremost expert in demons and hybrids, I can guarantee that this one doesn’t talk. He appears to be a higher order demon, but mute through either genetics or sheer force of will. We don’t require speech for our experiments, so that is a pointless worry,” said the doctor.
Dr. Mendel certainly wasn’t given any favors in the looks department. He looked like a bald pit bull with saggy jowls and eyes shrunken deep in his face like pits.
“So, you are named Mendel, like after the famous geneticist?”
“That hack. No, I am so much more than a pea farmer. Here, I do the world’s most crucial work. I am forging the integration of two different species to create a new type of human — a species onto itself. Darwin would be awed by the way natural selection has worked to take the best of the Demon DNA and merge it with human DNA. And yes, there is good in there, the power and amazing things they can do is at our fingertips. What you previously only saw in the movies, comics and books was made reality by me. It was my mastermind behind the hybrid project, Project Evolution and now with Project Genesis, we will see that improved upon. It’s the upgraded version of what you and the other hybrids are. This is work that will revolutionize the world. We are just at the beginning of a precipice and my genius will ensure that we go over that edge.”
Okay, someone was a bit testy and potentially unstable. I figured it would be a compliment to share a name with the “father of genetics,” but evidently, I was wrong. And, not sure how I felt being considered a downgrade, but whatever. I could care less what he could tell me.
“Teagan, we can leave now.”
“No,” I said, in a tone sharper than I intended. “I want to stay.”
Ignoring the semi-tirade of moments ago, Dr. Mendel continues his explanation. “If you will save your comments and questions for the end, I can finish with the project explanation. Although, I’m not sure what you thought you saw and why you were having trouble recognizing the demon, but I assure you, we haven’t made a mistake.”
“But –”
“Sit. I will do my best to dumb down the specifics. I know that most human minds struggle to understand the intricacies of what Project Genesis entails. Everyone has endless questions and concerns after seeing the stasis chambers. It can be rather shocking, but I assure you that this is all for the best of intent. I wouldn’t be the best if I injured or killed my test subjects needlessly.”
My pointed look didn’t faze him as Dr. Mendel continued, “This is part of Project Genesis or the ‘Super Soldier Experiment’ as some affectionately call it, I prefer, ‘life’s work’. And, while this may seem like a Frankenstein lab, it is anything but. We aren’t mangling bodies or attaching demon parts to them. All our volunteers are exactly that — willing and in complete understanding of the process they would undergo as test subjects. And, to ensure they are physically and mentally stable enough for the rigors their bodies go through, we conduct rigorous physical and psychological testing on all applicants. We only want the best to ensure the highest survival rate.”
“Just how many people are signing up for this sort of thing? I mean I never heard of it at the Elite Guard and we were always informed about top secret efforts to combat the demons.”
“Most of the inhabitants of The Underground know about these experiments. We are never short on volunteers; however, because these are long-term experiments, we can only take so many new subjects each year. Potential subjects are screened through their medical records. We have technicians tasked with screening the electronic medical records with all branches of the military. They flag any that are particularly noteworthy in terms of health and overall fitness level. We then work with our liaison with the military medicine from all the branches (Marines, Navy and the rest) to include psychological testing to short list the flagged potential subjects. Generally, once we find a subject, they are rather excited at the prospect of becoming more. With so many of our soldiers today raised in the superhero era and seeing X-men and all those otherworldly figures has inspired so many to desire their own superhero ability. And why not? Why shouldn’t we try to better our soldiers? We won’t always have peace with the demons. One day we might need to fight the demons who have such incredible powers. This is a sort of insurance policy in case the worst happens, and we find ourselves at war.”
There was so much to process in what the doctor said. He seemed all about creating more hybrids or now, these Super Soldiers.
“If what you say is true, then why doesn’t the government get more people involved and more experiments for Super Soldiers? And why not just let everyone be a part of this? Give everyone have a fighting chance if we do find ourselves at war?”
“You aren’t activated, so I you cannot fully understand what happens when the body accepts such a systematic change — your very DNA begins to mutate as it assimilates with the demon DNA. It can be uncomfortable. And, why would we risk everyday citizens having such powers? It should be controlled and only those worthy should be gifted with this. And, the risk is still statistically high. Until recently, every soldier we injected with the demon venom became a Demented,” said Dr. Mendel.
“If they become Demented, then why continue with the experiment. More Demented is the last thing we need.”
“We are working around that particular constraint. And have stumbled upon a rather surprising solution. Until now, of the five demon types we have captured, all have failed until this one,” as he points at the beautiful demon strapped down.
“We have tried a mixture of demon types to see which ones might counter the effects and prevent the creation of a Demented, yet still provide the demon powers of a hybrid. And, until that demon over there, all mixtures did nothing but start the process of the subject becoming at Demented, which is why you see those soldiers in the stasis room. Until we can counter the dementing process, they will remain in such a state. This particular demon is a fantastic find. It has resulted in some sort of hybrid that retains the demon powers but doesn’t dement. And, we can sequence the genomes responsible, which is how we are going to use this demon blood as a cure.”
“Sure thing, doc. Get your Franko on.”
Merritt scowled at me but remained silent. The doctor tied off the demon’s arm and used a syringe to draw several vials of blood.
“We haven’t found a limit on the amount of blood we can extract, but what we have found is that the potency of the blood seems to greatly diminish once it leaves the body. So, this means we need to be prepared to immediately begin extracting the genetic material from the blood.”
The doctor rang a bell. A bell for god’s sake, and a white-clad assistant scurried into the room, taking the vials with him. I was ready to be done with all of this. What have I gotten myself into and why does Merritt trust this quack?




Chapter 27

 
Two days later I was crowding into a room next to the Boss’ office with Manny, Ginger, Reese and Ruthie.
“Where do you need to go?” asked the Boss.
“We need transport to Detroit to check out the demon sightings you mentioned,” answered Reese.
“So, Teagan,” Ginger began with a bright smile. Like a little ray of sunshine, she was syrupy sweet. “Like what you saw in Chicago, the portal in Detroit is also hidden. It’s in a mail and packaging store. It’s owned by the parents of one of the hybrids, The Chandlers. They keep the portal safe and keep our secret,” said Ginger.
With a quick portal hop, we find ourselves in Detroit. Mr. and Mrs. Chandler met us at the portal.
“How can we be of assistance?” asked Mr. Chandler, greeting the hybrids with hugs. “And, who might this be,” while looking at me.
“Teagan, our newbie. And, we have to rush, so can you help us get to the sewers,” said Reese.
“Why would you — never mind, we have a sewer grate close to the store. You can get into it from there,” said Mr. Chandler. “I can show you the way.”
Once there, we drop down into “The Detroit River Interceptor,” which is a nice name for a nasty place — sewers. The sightings involved people claiming to see Demented coming out of sewer grates all over the city. From what we found out, there is 3500 miles of sewers down here, so the likelihood of finding the Demented isn’t good.
I hated tunnels and hoped there weren’t any rats, but I needed to spend more time getting to know the other hybrids and determine motives.
“Why can’t we have light? You guys can use fire, like the Boss, right? Why not use it down here instead of tripping on all kinds of things hidden under the water” I said.
“Because we don’t have a choice. We must keep a low profile. Dragon girl over there would be a dead giveaway that we aren’t fully human. Can you imagine the hysteria that would create? They would be readying nukes to take her out. You think humans could handle knowing there are super humans out there and that it’s because we are part demon,” said Manny.
“What’s the point in having super cool powers if you never get to use them? It’s like having a shiny new toy that must stay in the box and never be played with. I’m not sure I can have the same restraint,” I said.
“So, we keep a low profile and hope that the demon relations committee — smug and pretentious jerks that they are continued to promote good relations. Whether we want to or not, they are helping ease the path or our acceptance,” said Manny.
What he said makes sense; although, I didn’t want to be dependent and grateful to the Demon Delegate for his committee’s work.
“Besides, I don’t want to live the rest of my life in a cave. I’d like to go out and date, have a white picket fence and rug rats running around,” said Manny.
Not sure why he wanted kids, children were overrated and nowhere near my radar or life path. I was pretty sure that I could live a full life without them. Any time I told someone just that, they looked at me like I had stomped on a kitten or sacrificed babies on the weekends. It was like you were treated as if you were deficient as a woman if you didn’t want to have children. Like you were missing out on your life’s purpose.
Hours later, we are still slogging through the smelly water of the sewers. The cavernous tunnels could have easily fit a car. Who needed sewers this size? And, what were Demented doing underground? There was no food down here and since when did they hide, let alone hide underground?
The large cracks running from the tops of the tunnels drip water, so we resembled drowned rats and our attitudes were equally bad.
“Why couldn’t we have a Gumby suit or a full body jacket for this stuff?” I asked.
Ruthie glared at me, but it was hard to tell for sure in the tunnel’s low light. “If you start crying, I reserve the right to slap some sense into you,” said Ruthie.
While I was new and had yet to prove myself, I was done with Ruthie’s lousy and hostile attitude. She never wasted an opportunity to throw shade or say something sarcastic or downright witchy. This was probably the reason why I liked the military. At least there you dealt with men and didn’t have to deal with the cattiness of women. And bullies, like the purple princess, didn’t stop until you made them stop.
“Someone’s channeling their inner witch yet again, is that also one of your superpowers,” I said with a fake sugary sweetness to my tone.
“Why you little –”
“Enough with the bickering, Ruthie and Teagan! This really isn’t the time,” said Reese.
We walked in silence as I seethed, and Ruthie grumbled and shot me nasty looks. Why was everyone so quiet? Ignoring the purple princess, I wanted to know more about the rest of the team since we had nothing else to do and as the Boss said, I was stuck here investigating, so I needed to use every opportunity to find out who was hurting people on the team.
“So, you can light yourself on fire and not burn. What do they call you? Human Torch?” I asked.
Hunter scowled and then glared at me “We have ourselves a resident comedian. When you are going out on the circuit because everyone deserves to hear one-liners like that,” said Hunter over Ginger’s laughing.
“Oh, come on Hunter, that was funny. I think I’m gonna adopt that as your new nickname,” said Manny.
“You do, and you’ll find yourself missing a few teeth big boy,” said Hunter, but ruined the threat by punching Manny’s arm playfully.
“Does anyone else smell that,” asked Ginger.
“How can you smell anything? Haven’t your raspberry musk flower bouquet candles permanently deadened your sense of smell?” said Ruthie.
“Just because I like things to smell good doesn’t mean I can’t smell. I actually have a heightened sense of smell, thank you very much,” said Ginger.
Before Ruthie or anyone could respond, Ginger continue “And, I can smell Sulphur. You know as well as I do that smell always precedes demons and sometimes Demented”.
We all started sniffing the air and from the other doubtful expressions on the others’ faces, they couldn’t smell anything either. Maybe it was because Ginger had dragon senses, the dragon version of Spidey sense, and could smell things we couldn’t.
Sweat started rolling down my face as the temperatures in the muck rose.
Reese leaned in and quietly said, “Have your weapon ready. Ginger is never wrong, and that heat we are feeling could be from Hell Fire.”
I wiped my sweaty hands on my pants and pulled my sword from its sheath. I was as ready as I could be. Part of me wished I had my powers — like the others. In times like this, powers would really be an asset. I just wasn’t ready to take the plunge and be activated. Every time I considered doing it, images of horns and tails flashed through my mind. As cool as it is having Ginger as a dragon, I wouldn’t want to be one, but it was a possibility that it could happen to me. These powers were like rolling a genetic dice. There was no rhyme or reason in what you got and even the hybrids with similar powers, still had significant differences to those powers.
We all slowed down our pace to minimize the noise we made, but it was darn near impossible to be completely silent with the tunnels echoing even the smallest of sounds. Reese stopped and turned to face us with a finger over his mouth in the universal sign of “quiet”. Pausing, we listened for sounds of whatever was creating the heat. Both the temperature and the scent of brimstone was increasing to an almost unbearable level. Sure enough, the sounds of something moving through the water reached my ears. At this point, the heat was making it darn near impossible to breathe in the stifling air.
Up ahead, a Demented lurched out of an adjoining tunnel. Finally, some action, I thought. Other Demented joined the first one until ten of them were visible along with a large demon right on their heels. He was so large that even in the spacious tunnels, he hunched over. With a garbled word and a gesture, the Demon appeared to direct the Demented towards us. As they moved forward at a steady and semi-coordinated manner. Weird. It almost seemed like he was controlling them, but they were mindless, so that wasn’t possible.
I jumped out and began slashing at the Demented, my heart soared just hearing my blade slashing through the air in ruthless fury. I was so taking down these nasties.
“Watch the blood,” Ruthie needlessly reminded me. As if I could forget about that. My normal signature move was loping off the heads, releasing a spray of blood and would cover me with the contaminated Demented blood. Instead, I was trying to just poke multiple times and fast to just get in a quick stab to the heart — just as effective, but minus the literal blood bath.
A quick death was better and more humane, I thought. These were once people that were loved — maybe a dad or brother, a husband or wife.
Besides, what kind of challenge is it beating an opponent that truly couldn’t fight back?
“Duck,” someone shouted as a fireball flew right where my head was just moments ago. Its heat singed my hair. I better not become bald by the end of this, I thought.
I rather liked my long, thick hair — it was one of my few vanities. That was close.
“Another one incoming. Get down,” yelled Reese.
I dropped down and found myself chest deep in the sewer water as Manny rushed to the front of our group. He stood in front of us and turned into his rockier persona, a.k.a., “Crusher,” effectively blocking the demon fire from reaching us. We ducked behind him, but the heat was nearly overwhelming. Although, if Hunter could surround herself with fire and Ginger was a dragon, didn’t that mean they were safe from demon fire and hell fire, I wondered.
I sunk lower into the water as a precaution when a fireball flew directly over my head. It was all fun and games until someone wanted to play with fire. The demon prepared another fireball, but Manny rushed and tackled the demon. In his crusher form, Manny must weigh nearly half a ton. He was solid rock and I wasn’t sure if anyone could really outmaneuver him once he had you pinned.
Ginger and I made short work of The Demented and went to see if Manny needed help. Not that I thought he needed help. He held the demon down with one hand and pummeled its face with the other. The demon grunted and tried to wriggle his arms free. Ruthie rushed over and stomped on the demon’s almost free arm. Not a particularly original move, but it worked. I had yet to see her do anything spectacular. She seemed to be a mediocre fighter at best, so why was she training me.
Reese pulled out thick, metallic restraints of some kind and slapped them on the demon’s arms, instantly quieting the demon.
“We have to check for the tattoo, so we know how to proceed. We wouldn’t want to hurt this fella too bad if he’s legit,” Reese explained. Manny stayed on the demon’s back, keeping him from moving and Ruthie turned the demon’s face and shined a pen light into its face.
“Well, lookie here, an illegal. What brings you to this fine sewer system,” she asked.
The demon spat and Manny pounded its head, saying, “Be nice to the lady.”
“Pen Light Lady Death,” said Reese, as he held out his hand to the purple princess.
She threw it and he caught it deftly despite it being nearly dark in the tunnels. Clicking the light on, I could see that he pulled out a plastic bag that contained a mini notebook. Reese pulled it out and started reading, “Per Article 15 of the treaty, all unregistered demons are to be captured at the catcher’s discretion. Should this prove too difficult due to demon lack of cooperation or setting, the demon may be dispatched as humanely as possible.”
“Will you do the honors,” he said while casting a look at the purple princess.
She removed her gloves and stooped down next to the thrashing demon. As she laid her hand on him, he stopped and stilled in the way that only someone devoid of life can manage. The unnatural stillness of death making him limp. I caught my breath and coughed. She really was the “Grim Reaper,” as she had introduced herself. And here I spent every chance baiting her. Definitely not the wisest choice on my part.
Hunter produced a flame in her hand and passed it over the prone body of the demon. She frowned in concentration as the fire grew from her power until the entire demon was engulfed. The smell of burning flesh nearing made me gag. We watched in silence until the demon’s body burnt to ashes — a surprisingly quick process courtesy of whatever type of fire Hunter had. It was not normal fire. I suspected that it was Hell Fire, which burned anything down to nothingness in a matter of seconds. It was a power exclusive to demon and now, also used by hybrids.
The walk back was much more subdued, each of us lost to our thoughts. This was until any patrol I had been on. It almost seemed like an ambush of the demon. Not that I was demon lover or anything, but it just seemed a bit one-sided. We so easily outnumbered and subdued that monster and killed off the Demented within quick order. Most of my patrols with the Elite Guard were against multiple demons that usually outnumbered us. It was bloody, fierce and casualties occurred on both sides. Somehow, it felt more balanced that what had happened back there. And, part of me wasn’t sure why I was so unsettled by it.              




Chapter 28

 
Five hours later, we were back at the mail store to use the portal. We went through the portal in a jumble — all of us rushing to get back to wash the sewer stench off. Thomas was on the other side to meet us at the Underground’s portal.
“Happy travels hybrids,” he said and then quickly covered his mouth after catching a whiff of us. “Guess you all will be wanting to clean up. I’m mean, not to say you stink, but you kinda do. I mean …”
Reese cut him off, “We stink, we get it. Thanks for being on the other side for us,” which he ended with a tap of the youth’s shoulder, a heavy tap that nearly sent Thomas to the ground.
From what the other hybrids had previously explained, having someone at the portal when we traveled through it was a precaution against any stowaways — either animal, human, or demon. Although, I don’t see how a demon jumping into a portal with us would go unnoticed, but I’d seen some strange things and experience had taught me that precautions were a good thing. As per our standard protocol, we all headed back to the quads to get cleaned up and an hour later re-convened back at the Boss’ office to debrief him.
The Boss was sitting at his desk reading something on his computer when I showed up. All the other hybrids, except purple princess were already there. I grabbed the nearest chair and perched on it, while we all wanted for her royal purpleness to grace us with her presence.
“Did Ruthie take out the demon?” said the Boss.
At Ginger’s nod, he continued, “There's no need to wait then. The rest of you can debrief me.”
“Can I be dismissed?” I asked.
The Boss looked at me with a steely glint to his eyes that told me what the answer would be before he spoke.
“No,” he said.
I really would have liked having the time to continue my investigation. That was the whole point in having me here at the Underground and finishing it meant I could return to the Elite Guard that much sooner.
Hunter quickly laid out our sewer expedition, the fight with the Demented and demon and then killing of the demon.
“Sounds like it was done by the book. Were there any injuries or anything out of the ordinary that I need to be award of,” said the Boss.
“Not a thing, sir,” said Hunter.
“Very well. You are all dismissed, except you Teagan.”
Great, just freaking great. Not only was I stuck cooling my heels during the debrief, but now I was stuck having a tête-à-tête  with the Boss. Lovely.
Once the other left, the Boss looked at me intently. “How are things going for you here?”
What did he mean by that? Things were just peachy. I couldn’t wait to start braiding hair with the purple princess and singing by a campfire with the others. I bit my tongue and instead said, “I’ve made little progress with the investigation because of all the time spent on patrol. So, I’d say that progress has been pretty minimal up to this point.”
I waited for a response, but he just looked at me, extending the silence into one of those awkward non-talking moments where one of you wish the other would talk. Finally, he breaks the silence “I know you don’t have updates because I haven’t received any recently. I was asking about how you were getting along with the other hybrids and what your impression of the place is at this point.”
That was a loaded question and there were so many ways I could answer it. I wasn’t here to make friends or make a future for myself with these hybrids. This was just an assignment and one I wanted over sooner than later.
“Nothing has changed. I still want to go back to the Elite Guard. I don’t want to activate or at least want some way to avoid it. And, I need a break from patrols to do just that. I have had virtually no one-on-one time with the hybrids. Well, except sitting on a roof doing zombie raccoon watch and we couldn’t really talk.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.” And he sounded like he meant it. “I had hoped that with enough time you may find more of a kindred connection with the other hybrids and see that here you can also help protect people from demons.”
He cleared his throat and looked ill-at ease as his eyes left my face and darted around the room. There was something he had to tell me that he either didn’t want to tell me or something I wouldn’t like.
“I asked you to stay for more than just gauging your take on the place. There has been a development in your case.”


I was hyper aware of his words at that point, staring at his mouth and even leaning against the desk. This is it. This is my moment. Was I going back?


“Your appeal was granted a trial, but the case was lost. Your sentence remains and you are no longer part of the guard”.


My vision swam and tears threatened to spill down my face. I staggered out of his office with his concerned shout ringing in my ears. I raced for the outside of the Underground. Pitching into the bright sunlight, I ran and ran until my sides were heaving and sweating was blinding me more than the harsh light. I collapsed where I stood, bent over in the dirt and gave release to my pain, frustration and fury.


I don’t know how long I laid there except the light had begun bleeding from the sky. I felt a tap on my shoulder but was too weary from my emotional storm to pick my head up.


“I cannot undo whatever is causing your pain,” said Merritt, “but, I can give you hope”.


Sure, he could. Any way why would he? It’s not like he owed me anything. Why be so nice now when I’d made myself quite unapproachable and downright unlikable.


“How? By joining your little team of demon killers like some sort of misfit superheroes?”


“What I’m about to tell you, well, no one is supposed to know. I’m trusting you to keep this secret because I sincerely believe it will give you some much-needed hope.”


“Sure, I can keep a secret. Do we need to shake, or pinkie swear? Exchange blood?”


Merritt rolled his eyes. “Your word is enough.”


He reached out his hand to me and helped me to my feet. My legs had fallen asleep after me laying on them so long. Merritt waited until I was steady and started walking. I fell into step next to him.


“Doctor Mendel is working on a cure for hybrids, we want people to have a choice. Currently, there really isn’t a choice. You either activate or die. But they have begun human testing. I’m on the list and want my life back.”


A cure? That freaky doctor was working on a cure for his pet project. Why would he do that? It seemed to go against what his supposed “life work” was.
“Is it really that bad having powers or whatever? I mean, until the cure is complete, I have to get activated, right?”
“Yes, you have to be activated, but while powers are amazing and truly the feeling of using your power is something I can’t even begin to describe. He paused before adding, “I think having hope might make it easier for you to handle the transition when you get activated.”


This was more than I expected to hear from Merritt and did in fact give me hope. I already felt lighter and less angst than before he showed up.              This news also made what I saw back at the lab a couple weeks ago more understandable. He must have been receiving some of the cure.
“Is that what the doctor was referring to when he thought you were alone in the lab since he couldn’t seem me?”
He smiled, “It sure was and I’m nearly done with my treatments. You knowing makes things easier since you are at the lab so often, it’s likely we will run into each other and I can’t miss any treatments at this stage. And, it cures not only the Super Soldiers, but regular hybrids.”
While this was reassuring at some level, it also worried me. How could Merritt trust this guy to further experiment on him? It seemed risky as all heck. Would he end up in a tube or was that only for the good doctor’s “upgrades?” I just wanted to learn to deal with my new normal and prepare myself for whatever freaky transition I would go through when I was activated. Although, after meeting this whack job, I really wanted to hear how this whole “cure thing” factored into these experiments. If they were creating a “Super Soldier,” then how did that translate into a cure?
“Why is this secret? Does the Boss know because he’s the one that just shattered my word?” I asked.
He turned sympathetic eyes my way and placed his hand on my arm. “We heard the news about the appeal. I’m sorry. For what it’s worth, we are all sorry, even Ruthie.”




Chapter 29

 
If the Demented lurching towards me didn’t get me, then the demon would. My new squad mates had separated during patrol through no fault of their own. We were sent out to check out yet another Demented sighting, which is how I found myself huddled under a collapsed concrete wall. The rubble was barely high enough to cover me as I tried to crouch behind it. 
The horde of Demented continued their mindless approach as the higher demon stalked behind them. He looks nearly human, much like the Demon Delegate, which was an obvious indicator of a higher order demon. I was without my sword as Wiley had bumped into me, lodged it firmly into a Demented’s chest. Wonderful. The fun to be had patrolling just got better and better. A piercing whistle is my only warning of the smoke bomb one of the other hybrids throws.
Racing from my hiding spot, I run towards the direction of the bomb thrower.
“Took you long enough. Maybe next time you can wait until one of them is gnawing on my arm to throw the bomb,” as I hit Wiley upside the head.
“No need to get your panties in a bunch Teagan. We had your back. No Teagan smorgasbord for the Demented today, but there’s always tomorrow,” said Manny.
“Feeling the love, Manny. Now, where’s that helicopter. We radioed for help fifteen minutes ago.”
Merritt stalks forward. “You are even mouthier than Wiley when he’s had one too many brews.”
Wiley tipsy and especially drunk is truly a sight to behold. At the local gentleman’s club, Happy Clam, I got to see him in fine form. And nothing bonds you better than drunken shenanigans. I had forgotten how much you learned about your teammates when they dropped all pretenses and were uninhibited in their drunkenness. I was with the Elite Guard for four years and the time tends to dull the exact moment that you begin bonding, but this was the beginning of a new bond with the hybrids — something I wasn’t sure how I feel about. Even if I got the cure, I still wouldn’t be able to go back to the Elite Guard, but I’m not sure that I would stay here if I was cured. Having that cure would give me options that I didn’t have. Bonds made it harder to break away.
The smoke clears out as the down drafts from the helicopter blow it away, along with our cover as the Demented and demon resume their march to intercept us. This was going to be a close one, I thought.
I ran to get my sword from the Demented’s chest.
“You might want to put that shiny thing away Teagan. We need some cover and that shiny bit isn’t gonna cut it,” said Merritt.
“Jealous that mine’s bigger Merritt?”
“Cover us Teagan. And, I’d be more than happy to compare swords later,” said Merritt.
He certainly wouldn’t be doing any comparing. His joking was a surprise considering how prudish he was at the club. The man was straight and narrow, to an almost virginal degree. He drank a single drink and I’m not even sure that he finished it and watched over us the whole night. He wouldn’t know fun if it fell in his lap.
I sheath my sword and drop to a crouch to cover my squad, while they hope aboard the helicopter. Our intel was bad. There were Demented alright, but the demon hadn’t been mentioned. We were under strict orders to not engage demons and since this one had a tattoo; it was protected under the treaty. Fucking treaty. The Boss was gonna be pissed when we de-briefed him. While none of us liked the demons, but the Boss had a hatred towards them that bordered on obsession. His anti-demon rants were a sight to behold.
“Hurry up Teagan. Get your butt on the helicopter.” With a salute to Merritt, I jump aboard and strap myself in. I watch as the Demented and demon became clouded in the helicopter’s dust. The demon watches our departure with a hungry gaze that seems to eat away at my soul, and I repress a shiver. Creepy guy. The Demented mill around him like a flock of geese. The demon locks eyes with me and his intent stare fixes onto mine as our gazes hold until the distance between us prevents me from seeing him.




Chapter 30

 
Back at the Underground, we met the Boss at his office for our de-brief.
“So, you left the demon? And the Demented were acting strange. In what way?” demanded the Boss.
“That is the thing sir. They were acting normal,” said Merritt.
“Normal or strange, which is it, Merritt?”
“What Merritt means, sir is that they were acting like normal people at
least somewhat,” said Ginger.
“Explain.”
“They didn’t lurch so much as walk and when they spotted us, they moved with the purpose of intercepting us. They even passed by a stray dog without mauling it and eating it,” she added.
“That is unheard of. Now tell me about this demon. Was he also acting weird?”
“I’m no demon expert sir, but he seemed to be leading them,” added Merritt.
“Leading you say, Merritt?”
“Yes, sir. It was mighty creepy,” he added.
“Did you see any rank insignias on the demon or any other identifying marks. And describe him?”
“Sir, may I?” I interjected.
“Yes, Teagan, by all means, do continue,” said the Boss.
“The demon had a tattoo, showing he is protected under the treaty. He stood between six and six and a half feet. His build was bulkier than Merritt, but not so bulky as Manny. He was wearing a whip and a sword and the bulky shirt he wore probably covered wings. He had a spiked tail blue horns — midnight blue ones that curled back from his head.”
“Midnight blue and what color were his eyes?” The Boss asked excitedly, licking his lips. Now that wasn’t creepy at all. Today was turning out to be quite the creep fest.
“Violet. Like bright purple and almost shining.”
The Boss jumped to his feet, while we all watch. Though he was obsessive about demons, he was usually grace under fire — composed even under stressful situations that would inspire panic in the most seasoned of solders. I had seen him not blink an eye the day Mason was thrown into the obstacle course. This new version of the Boss, had him pacing the floor and muttering. I looked questioningly at Merritt, who looked just as perplexed as I feel. Yeah, something is off.
Stopping mid-stride, he looked at us. “I want this demon captured.”
“Captured sir? That violates the treaty,” bravely questioned Merritt.
“The treaty won’t be worth the paper it’s written on if you don’t get him. I will send out Squad Bravo and Squad Charlie. Bring the demon containment weapons with you. Avoid his tail. The spike on it is poisoned,” as he rolled up his sleeves showing us a gnarled, ropey scar twists up his arm from his wrist and covers most of his arm.
This is a waste of time. There is still the threat of the morpho demons.
“Sir, why can’t I continue with tracking the morpho demon assassinations? I was working that with the Elite Guard. I have experience and ...”
“No, I have another squad out on that. I want you to work with Ruthie, Ginger, and Reese to pursue this demon.”
“Why?”
“Do you really have to ask? I think that given your history; you should do well to stay away from that investigation.”
So, I could be around demons, Demented and even go on patrol, but I couldn’t follow up on this? I don’t see why not? How was this less risky? I wondered.
“Teagan, I know this was a lot for you, but I think sitting and stewing in your room would be far worse. You are a woman of action and inaction isn’t healthy for you. This is part of being with the squad, so treat this as a learning experience. While, we do capture and even kill rogue demons and demented, we also provide investigations into these things. As hybrids, we are uniquely qualified to deal with these things. Some of the hybrids have mind powers that can be very helpful in these cases and offer an advantage that humans don’t have.”
“I’m still human.”
“You were never human nor will you ever be.”
He is wrong. I am human until I force myself to be activated. I wasn’t so sure about losing my humanity despite what he said about me never being human. I am still human, but if I went through activation, I’d be like a superhuman, an upgrade, but that didn’t mean I lost some of my humanity. I had spent my entire life as a human, with humans, and dedicated my life to protecting them in the military.
“You think we’re better, that you’re better than humans? Why protect them at all? Why not just create a race of hybrids and leave the inferior humans behind? They will all activate, so no worries about them becoming Demented.”
“You forget yourself. Just because I am open and forthright with you doesn’t mean I’m not still your superior. I will take many things, but not disobedience. You don’t have to like my decisions, but you will respect me and obey my orders, or you can leave the squad. I’m sure there is a position as a bar tender or custodian that you can take up. Or, you can go back to the humans and see how long you last when they are baying for ‘the slayer’s’ blood, knowing that each breath could be your last.”
There really was no choice. I was hated out there and who knew what kind of powers I had. I would need training once I got activated and that was only something I could get here. Besides, he is right, and the choice of mission really didn’t matter much in the scheme of things. I can either accept my place here and my role as a hybrid — whatever that would entail, or I could not worry about any missions as a civilian supporting The Underground.




Chapter 31

 
I visited the armory for more rounds and got to see the device for demon containment. I always wondered why we had these demon containment devices if we never intended on capturing one. We also had them at the Elite Guard tucked away and collecting dust in some storage shed. Guess here we’d be breaking one in. We loaded the group all three squads into the military-style helicopter, camouflaged to blend into the terrain. It was a tight fit, but it was better to stay close on a demon-hunting mission — as with any other dangerous mission since there was safety in numbers.
Demons were known to have god-like powers, which made sense if the hybrids also had superpowers. I still didn’t know what powers the team possessed since they wouldn’t use them in front of a demon. Demons had powers like telekinesis, fire throwing, and other things previously only imagined or experience in books of movies. While they “claimed” to be open and wanted to live peacefully, as the Delegate had said during his son’s funeral, I didn’t buy it. My Catholic upbringing made it darn near impossible to believe the demons were anything besides what they were represented to be by the Bible. I wondered how forthcoming they were about their intentions and most certainly were transparent about the extent of demon powers.
None of us knew what powers the “blue horn” demon since not a single one of us had encountered one before. And, it didn’t launch any attacks when we saw it earlier, so we couldn’t vouch for the powers it might have. Based on what the Boss said, his tail was poisoned, but the rattled man wasn’t giving us much more than that to go on. You’d think with the demons-relations committee, that was formed shortly after the treaty was signed, that humans would have a more comprehensive knowledge of demons, their powers and any weaknesses. It was times like this that showed how woefully incomplete and utterly lacking our information was.
During the out brief, the Boss reinforced protocols for the mission. “Don’t get touched by the tail. It contains a fast-acting poison and if you are lucky to get back here, we have a limited number of anti-venom. We could run out of it before everyone is treated.”
So even with demon DNA running through a hybrid’s veins, it didn’t seem to help protect them from other demon’s poison. I found that interesting in an entirely morbid way as images of people fighting over a last vial of anti-venom sprang into my head.
The Boss continued, “This demon type is known to be a vicious fighter, strong, agile and unpredictable. Try to use the element of surprise to contain it. You will only get one chance.”
The hybrids and I sat in the helicopter, all amped up and ready to engage the enemy. As we neared the last spot where the demon and Demented were. Some of them were fidgeting with nervous energy. We went back out to the valley that we saw the demon. There was nothing. No Demented. No demons. Nothing.
We spent several hours circling the area and found nothing. It was one big failure and the Boss was gonna be pissed.




Chapter 32

 
To say the Boss was disappointed with our failure to capture the demon was the understatement of the year. He went positively nuclear and even melted his desk with his mage fire. He got so upset that he didn’t notice the flames covering his hands and melting the desk he was leaning them on. After Reese used a fire extinguisher to put the desk out, Merritt ushered us out, as the Boss continued to throw a complete tantrum. This was supposed to be our commanding officer and he scared us off with a hissy fit.
I get that people lost their cool at some point, but it was unsettling to see him melt something and be so completely lost to his emotions, that he didn’t even notice the burning desk.
Back at the quad, the other squad joined us in the living room. I wasn’t the only one who was concerned about the Boss’ reaction.
“Merritt, we need to go to the Brain with this. One of them should be able to help us,” said Reese.
“What brain? Is that even a real thing or some sort of experiment from the lab?” I asked.
My question went ignored. I was a newbie and it’s not like they were going to consider my opinion on anything and everything. At least they were starting to warm some to me, and I was to them. They weren’t the Elite Guard by any stretch of the imagination, but it was where home was now. If anything, the military had taught me that home was where the heart was. It couldn’t be confined by a certain location. Shaking my thoughts away, I focused on what the others were discussing.
“Reese, what do you think we should tell them,” asked Merritt.
“Everything. Let’s see what they suggest should be our next steps. They haven’t led us astray once. And, the Boss is obviously not capable of helping — at least he isn’t at this moment,” said Reese.
“Reese is right,” added Hunter. “We need to figure this out. If there is even the remotest chance that the Demented can be controlled, we need to know. It’s a safety risk. We can defend ourselves, but most people aren’t hybrids.”
“Okay, I was going to suggest a visit to the Brain. Besides, it’s long overdue for you to meet them Teagan,” said Merritt.
My head snapped up as I heard my name. So, I was finally gonna to see this mysterious, “Brain.” So far nothing here could compare to my life experiences. While the Boss had claimed this was a government and semi-military organization, there was very little that was like any branch of the military I had ever seen. It was so far removed from everything I knew. I felt like a Marine recruit again, seeing things in a new light and learning the military lifestyle — only here it was learning the “hybrid life.”




Chapter 33

 
I followed the squad to the Brain. They were tucked off in a roughed-out room in the back of The Underground. Although being in the back is a bit of an oxymoron since the entire city or whatever it is was laid out in a circular pattern. This area was away from everything else and tucked into an alcove. Inside, sat two men and a woman, who stared intently at a wall filled of computer screens with colors and bleeps. Some showed video footage, others some sort of figures or stats — most of which I couldn’t comprehend of some kind and other things I couldn’t even begin to find a name for.
“Ah, we got fresh meat I see,” said one of the men.
Reese hit him upside the head, “Being smart doesn’t mean you are above manners. Bradie apologize to Teagan and behave. We aren’t here for your entertainment.”
“I’m sorry Teagan. We don’t get new people here very often and we tend to lack social graces when we spend so much time dealing with inanimate objects,” as he gestured towards the “tech wall.”
“These three make up the brain. Despite the rude greeting, these are some of the smartest people you will meet. And, give us great insight and clues when dealing with all things demons, heck when dealing with anything.”
“Sorry to interrupt the introduction, but how is all this possible?”
“You see a man and woman come together and nine months later a baby is born,” said Bradie.
“No Bradie, I meant how are they accessing video feeds, internet and all that in a cave,” I asked.
“Please let me,” said a petite Asian woman, who was anywhere between twenty and fifty years old. She had a timeless quality to her. She had short hair that was tied up in two buns on either side of her head and her glasses framed large brown eyes.
“It’s all you Wu,” said Reese to the woman.
“What you see is our tech wall that keeps us on the pulse of all demon and Demented sightings. To create it, we bored through the top of the cave and ran cables down. They are connected to a satellite, which gives us the coverage, internet and allows us to stream data for our research,” said Wu.
That made sense. Wonder how likely I was to get cable or internet. I missed reading the celebrity gossip magazines. Learning that the life of the rich, famous and glamorous was just as much a mess as us normal people made me feel better about my life. And, their drama seemed so much worse than my worst day. It was one of my few guilty pleasures. I’m not much of a reader, but that seemed to be one of the only pastimes available around here — unless you count working out or weapons training. Well, and the local bar. But there was only so much of those things that I could indulge in.
“And, that’s how we get intel better than the military.”
“Wait, what? How is that possible?”
“She caught you Teagan. You weren’t paying attention, or you’d know how they do it,” said Ginger.
“So, now that Teagan is paying attention, can you give us some intel about the latest mission we went on or any insight into unusual demon and Demented activity,” asked Merritt.
“I’ll take this Wu,” said one of the two guys, who looked similar enough to be brothers, maybe even twins. The green eyed one with a baby face.
“As you know, we are surveilling the Demon Delegate around-the-clock.”
No, I didn’t know that. Wonder what else my supposed “team” was keeping from me. Merritt flashed a guilty look in my direction. Prick. He should feel guilty.
If anyone deserved to know this type of information, it was me. The Delegate was gunning for me.
“In the weeks after the death of his son…” Looking at my reaction, he continued, “Sorry to bring up a sore subject, Teagan. It’s relevant though.”
With a sigh, I said, “It’s okay. Please continue.” It wasn’t really okay, but what else could I say?
“So, there was a flurry of activity after the Delegate son’s death. Various world leaders and other major demon sympathizers showed up to pay their condolences. Then, within the past few days, nearly all activity has stopped, and we’ve lost contact with the Delegate.”
What did that mean? How does someone so prominent disappear? Even the President couldn’t manage that? Did he just slink back to Hell? Oh god, he wasn’t coming for me, was he? Did he know how to find me? He promised pain and suffering.
“So, this is obviously suspicious. The Delegate is known for hosting weekly parties that are lavish and attended by the who’s who of the world. The weekly party was not held, and attendees were turned away from his mansion, so there was not any cancellation notice given.”
“While we can’t send you all out on a mission, we think that a boots on the ground approach would work here.” The military reference made me smile, especially coming from such a geeky and very non-military guy. “Go see if you can get a hold of the Delegate. If the demon leading the Demented is protected, then he will be registered, so the Delegate should have information about this other demon.”
That made sense, so why didn’t the Boss send us to confer with the Brain rather than send us out there in the first place to try to catch the demon?
“Thanks, Bradie. Do you have anything to add, Bernie?” queried Merritt.
So not only did they look alike, but they had rhyming names. Jeez.
“No, they covered it,” Bernie said, while seeming to shrink into his chair with his eyes downcast.
“Well, thank you again. We appreciate the intel,” said Merritt. “All right, so for the rest of you, let’s meet back at my quad and plan out our next steps.”




Chapter 34

 
Back at the quad, I went up to Merritt and demanded, “Why didn’t anyone tell me that you were trailing the Delegate? I have a right to know. He threatened my life and I believe he has every intention of carrying out his threats.”
“Don’t take it out on Merritt. We all voted and thought you had enough going on trying to get used to the idea of being a hybrid and didn’t need to worry about yet another thing,” said Ginger.
“And, with being adopted. You forgot that point.” As I said it, I realized that being adopted was just as hard, and maybe harder to deal with than being a hybrid. My parents lied to me my entire life. They weren’t even my parents. Nothing about my life was true.
“I know you are upset about being kept in the dark, but we would have eventually told you. We believe in transparency for mission details and the Delegate’s threats are something we take seriously,” said Reese.
At least here at The Underground, they were upfront. Even if they hadn’t told me about the surveillance, they intended to tell me. That eased my anger somewhat.
“Just because you aren’t activated does not mean you aren’t ours,” said Manny.
While, I was still new, them taking ownership of me and telling me I belong brought a lump to my throat. I never truly felt that I was completely accepted at the Elite Guard. While, I was a part of the team, I always felt that the others treaded lightly around me. Gunny used to remind me that my rash actions made the team unsettled, but I wasn’t a robot. Of course, I could be a bit impulsive, but that didn’t make me untrustworthy. At least it hadn’t until the “incident” with the Delegate’s son.
“We good, Teagan?” Merritt asked. At my nod, Merritt continued. “Reese, this is your mission. As the lead, you choose your team.”
“Ginger, Ruthie, Teagan, you all are on this mission. We will go to the Delegate’s office and see if we can reach him or at least get permission to verify, through his records, that this new demon is or is not protected. We also need to find out how much he knows about the change in Demented activity. Any questions?”
“Actually, yeah?”
“What is it Teagan?” Asked Reese.
“Why have me on this mission? I don’t have any kind of investigative background. I was just a highly trained grunt.”
“And that is exactly why you are on this mission. We will continue to expand your training and give you a more diverse skill set. At any time, any one of us could be sent out on a mission. Not every mission involves combat or confrontation, some require stealth or investigation. Being a part of this team means carrying your own weight. Until you learn some of the more basic skills needed to be a part of the squad, we will continue putting you on missions that allow that.” Reese said. Turning to look at me again, he asked, “Anything else?”.
“Nope, all good here.”




Chapter 35

 
I followed Ginger, Ruthie, and Reese to the Boss’ office. Up until the previous two missions, I hadn’t interacted much with these three — my choice, not theirs. Even sharing a quad with them, I made sure I went for meals in the dining hall instead of eating with the group, I’d work out when none of them were in the gym. I’d rejected their offers to spend time with me and while it made my investigation harder, I didn’t care.
Out of the bunch, Ginger was the friendliest and lived in my quad. I planned on sticking close to the striking red head on this mission. Ruthie stared daggers at me and liked to sharpen her blades when I was around. Reese was so over-the-top professional that the only thing he ever spoke about was the mission and usually hung out away from the group.
“We need the transport to Washington D.C. to visit the Delegate’s office on Embassy Row,” explained Reese.
“I will prepare the portal and inform the D.C. portal staff.”
“Our D.C. portal is actually located in DuPoint Circle at the Metro Station. We will be spit out into a supply closet there,” said Ginger.
I knew exactly where we were going —- Embassy Row, which stretches along Massachusetts Ave from DuPont Circle to the National Cathedral. It houses not just embassies, but also diplomatic representatives, their residences, consulates, and chanceries. As America and other countries established relationships with the demons and their delegates, having them there made sense since they were considered their own countries right here on our soil. The demons had taken over the Woodrow Wilson House, much to the outrage of many American. citizens. There were few locations large enough for the demon delegate and his staff, which was the reason why the demons got the historic building, but the decision did not go down well with the general pubic.
No one paid us any attention as we left the supply closet. We stepped out into the busy metro platform in the underground station. Being underground was my new normal. So normal that being above ground was feeling odd. In the station, metro trains barreled to a stop as people pushed their way through the throng, impatient to get to their destinations. Its spacious ceiling, decorated with inset rectangular patterns, to supposedly muffle the sound. Not that it seemed to be working. We took a ridiculously long escalator to the street level. No one looked at us funny for our weapons. Since the demons arrived decades ago, people openly carried any number of weapons, so many people we passed had knives, guns, and even swords on them.
Once on Massachusetts Ave, we headed north along Embassy Row. The Wilson House is a short walk up the street past several foreign embassies. Its brick exterior looks stately and surprisingly normal. I’m not sure what I was expecting, but not something that looked like a centuries-old mansion and was just so normal.
Reese took the lead as we followed him up the stairs leading to the Wilson House. We walked in since it was operating hours and were greeted by a pair of bulky and fierce demon guards.
Reese presented a badge to the guards and stated our request to speak to the Delegate. One of the guards spoke into his communication’s “comms” device attached to the front of his uniform. Within minutes, an attractive and thirty-something year old woman came down the hall. Her stilettos stabbed into the floor as her long legs ate through the distance of the room.
“Miss Deidra, we have some visitors for the Delegate, but I told them he wasn’t here, but they are with the FBI,” said one of the guards.
She looked our way and as she saw me, her eyes flashed with instant recognition and I barely stifled a flinch. And here we go again, another one of my fans.
“Of course, they did. I’ll take it from here. Thank you,” as she dismissed the guards.
Once the guards left, she turned to us, “You dare to show up here at the esteemed Delegate Angra Mainyu’s very house with The Slayer. Have you no respect?”
Reese moved to block me from her view. “I apologize for any hardship her presence causes, but she is an essential member of our team. We only require a small amount of your time. Can we speak with the Delegate about some recent demon sightings? And you are?” said Reese.
“It’s Miss D’Minico to you. I’m Mr. Mainyu’s assistant. What do you expect the Delegate to tell you about this supposed sighting? We don’t track every suspected sighting, or we wouldn’t get anything done. We get no end of calls, emails and visits just like this about a demon sighting, possessions, demon contamination and the like. I can’t help you anymore than I can help them.”
With narrowed eyes, she looked intently at Reese, “And what agency did you say you were from?”
“My apologies,” said Reese as he handed the assistant what appeared to be an authentic FBI badge. At least from what I could see, it seemed legit.
“We’re from the Bureau and need to confirm with your records about the validity of a registered demon,” he said.
Still studying the badge, she rubbed her finger across it to verify it was a real badge. “Are you suggesting that there are registered demons roaming about and running amok? Or, just that they are registered and giving free rein to do that? We control our own, unlike, the Marines,” as she cast a pointed look in my direction.
She certainly was a prickly pear.
Although, I’m sure my presence there didn’t exactly help. I still thought that the Boss was wrong for sending me along. I got the reasoning behind why he sent me, but it was too soon after my appeal hearing for me to be back in D.C. I wasn’t anymore comfortable being back in the District than people were with seeing me here. Just being seen caused strong reactions — like the assistant’s.
“We’d like either access to your records or for you to verify a demon and we’ll happily be on our way, leaving you to your important work,” said Ruthie in a surprisingly calm and smooth tone. With her purple hair covered by a wig and wearing a pants suit, she looked normal and dear I say, respectable. A weird look for her.
“I cannot give you access to the records, but I can attempt to verify a demon. Please follow me,” said Miss D’Minico.
She led us to her office lined with ornate panels and a wall to ceiling bookcase and gestured us to a sleek brown leather couch.
She stared at me before turning her attention to Reese. “What information do you have?” she asked.
“He was tall, a few inches above six feet with granite colored wings,” said Reese.
She froze for a second after hearing about the wings. And then after what looked like a significant effort, she forced herself to relax. “Are you sure the demon was male? Some of the females can be mistaken for male.”
I didn’t know the other hybrids well enough to tell whether they noticed the assistant’s telling reaction.
“Let’s go with male for now,” chimed in Ruthie.
“I’m going to need more than that to go on. Male and tall account for at least 50 percent of all demons — much as it would humans. And wings are standard for most demon,” added Miss D’Minico.
Reese and Ruthie traded glances. I’m not sure why they didn’t want to disclose details. As the assistant said, half of demons were male and tall with wings.
“He was bulky and muscular with violet-colored eyes and midnight blue horns that curled back from his head,” continued Reese.
Again, she straightened in her chair and briefly a look of panic flashed in her eyes. “Midnight blue? Are you sure?” she asked.
“Yes, we are sure. Will that be enough information for your search?” said Reese.
“I believe it will,” as she turned to her computer, “Just a moment,” she said.
Why did everyone keep questioning that color of blue? I needed to find out why this was so unusual. First, the Boss went nuclear about it and now the Delegate’s Assistant was acting odd. Odd seemed to be an ongoing theme with these “underground folks.” The more time I spent with the hybrids and in the “Underground,” the less I felt secure in knowing what they did and whether it was truly government sectioned. Even seeing the Boss’ mage fire, it was hard not questioning whether this was really the truth and if they were being honest with me.
Growing up, my father always said, “God, country, family.” My nation was only second to God and while I was not a perfect soldier, I did love my country and would willingly give my life for its people. Although, as one of these “hybrids” did that still make me American or a human? I was a freak, some sort of messed-up government-sanctioned experiment. Why would my parents even let them experiment on their child? Did they even want me or love me if they would let their baby be experimented on? And what happened to my real parents if I was adopted? Why hadn’t they kept me? Would they have loved me more than the parents I had growing up? Is this why I never felt like I belonged? Shaking my head to clear my thoughts, I glanced at the rest of the team hoping my internal freak out wasn’t obvious. Thankfully, they were patiently waiting on the records results and didn’t seem to have noticed.
“Well, it seems that particular demon type is not one of our registered or approved demons,” said Miss D’Minico.
“He had a tattoo, so that means he’s registered,” said Reese.
She squinted her eyes and with a voice heavy with annoyance asked, “And I suppose humans have never stolen identities, so any demon with a badge must surely be legit?”
Her attitude was really starting to wear on me. I didn’t have much patience to begin with and combined with the stress from being in the same city as “the incident,” she was wearing down what little patience I had.
“So, are we operating as if this demon is in fact a ‘rogue’ and can be treated as one under the treaty mandates?” asked Reese.
“Actually, we’d like you to bring him for us to deal with. Capture and contain, not kill.”
“That’s easier said than done,” said Reese.
“Are you suggesting the Bureau cannot handle this tasking, if that is who you really represent? Although, I wasn’t aware of their jurisdiction in this regard,” she rose out of the chair with an icy glare. “You can be assured that I will be sharing this entire encounter with the Delegate. If you are not being truthful, we will find out.”
“Do what you feel necessary, I am confident you’ll find that our credentials are valid,” said Reese smoothly.
And with that, she showed us out of the office and out to the embassy door. “And, please go through the proper channels next time. We won’t be as forthcoming with information in the future. This was an exception, an isolated one,” which she ended up shutting the door behind us.
We headed back towards the Metro, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were missing something. Her reaction seemed off.
“Listen, I think we should go check out the nearest demon relations’ committee location. Don’t they have some sort of community building or office near here?” I asked.
“I’d like to hear your logic for doing this and how you think it will help” said Reese.
“I know I’m new to all of this, but I’m thinking that we need more information on demons and what a better place than somewhere that is tasked with fostering relations between us and demons?”
“Go on,” said Reese.
“Wouldn’t they be able to tell us about the different demons? I’m sure they get plenty of interested humans seeking out how to ‘relate’ to demons? We can see what educational materials they have or if they know anything about what these midnight blue horns might mean.”
Since they weren’t shutting the idea down, I continued, “I also noticed that seems to be a sore spot for the Boss and then the Delegate’s Assistant.”
“I don’t see why we couldn’t make a slight detour. The Boss didn’t give us a specific time to be back. And, what harm could there be in checking this out Reese,” said Ruthie.
She was so quiet that I tended to forget she was there. I’m sure it was intentional. She had this predatory stare that when she looked at you, some deep and instinctual urge made you want to stay safely far away. I still hadn’t forgotten her “I’m the Grim Reaper” intro.
“Oh, and when do I get one of those handy Bureau badges?”
“When the Boss says you can,” said Reese.




Chapter 36

 
We entered the Demon Relations Center. It was more like a recreation center than any kind of office. Over the years there have been enough horror stories about rogue demons and Demented to keep people wary of demons. As I watched the children running down the hall chasing after a ball, their lighter ringing down the hall, I only felt dread. 
More and more humans had come to be accepting of demons, ironically more accepting than they had been of women and minorities in times past. The demon propaganda about being simply angels of a different realm and misunderstood was an easy lie people fell for. And, evidently they felt enough at ease to entrust their children’s safe keeping to a place ran and frequented by demons. The newer generation were being raised thinking demons were a friendly neighborhood creature and it made me positively ill.
We went into the main office and inquired about any handouts or pamphlets under the guise of being interested in joining. A gregarious woman literally latched onto Reese’s arm and dragged him around the room, scooping up pamphlets and other various handouts, while she maintained a steady dialog. She must be related to Thomas, the young guy who met me at the Underground and who also suffered from word vomit. Reese looked around wildly for help, but all of us were stifling our laughter. It was entirely too enjoyable to see the cold and calm man that was usually unflappable be completely out of his element and anxious.
“And this here, is our brochure about demon types. We call it our Foolproof guide to Making Demon Friends. Funny, ain’t it?”
Reese just nodded. I doubt any kind of response was needed. The woman was a one-man talking show. We were just her accessories as she prattled on about the demons and how they were such a breath of fresh air and how we needed their influence to bring America back to greatness.
“Why settle with making America great when we can make the world great? And that we will. These demons are doing things we could only dream out,” she said.
And that right there was what I was afraid of. It wasn’t what they were doing in the public eyes, so much as what they were doing that no one was aware of. We had the unusual Demented behavior and some weird-ass demon that no one knew about, but all seemed to get spooked when they heard about. Things just weren’t adding up.
“And this month we’re having a special on membership, it’s two for one. Yep, two memberships for the price of one. We never get this deal, so it’s so perfect you all show up. And there’s an even number. Half of you get yours free. Ain’t that just special?”
I turned to take in the surroundings and see if I could glean any other details or “intel” from the office and came face to face with the Demon Delegate. A fear unlike any I had felt turned my insides to jelly and weakened my knees. It seems my moment of reckoning was finally upon me. And while I could pray for mercy, the coldness in the demon’s eyes promised pain beyond measure. I barely heard the woman’s chatter and she hadn’t yet realized her idol was here in the flesh.
“If it isn’t the demon slayer herself. Are you ready to finish the job? Perhaps, to attempt an end to my life? I am the only demon here, so your options really are limited.”
“Oh sir, so pleased you could join us,” said Millicent.
“Thank you, Millicent. If I could, would you kindly show these folks the facilities, except for this young lady. She and I have some catching up to do.”
“Well of course, I was just explaining our special and showing them these handouts that you gave us to give out to the folk. More than happy to serve sir.”
Reese went to stand next to me and I subtlety nudged him. I didn’t need his babysitting. I wanted it and dreaded being alone with the Delegate. And now that he was here, we might be able to get some answers.
“I … ah …,” I said, looking into his eyes that flashed with murderous rage, “Are you here to kill me?”
A mirthless laugh escaped his lips. “One day you will wish that I had. Oh no, I’m not here for that.”
The fear I felt moments ago was overridden by my normal brashness. “Then what? You’ve already robbed me of my career and dream job in the Elite Guard.”
“No, that was a career and while it was something valuable and maybe precious, it wasn’t what you loved more than anything. There will come a day when there is something you love more than life itself. And, I will take it from you.”
“I never meant to kill an innocent — even if it was a demon.”
“Whether you intended to or not, you did. You took my favorite from me.”
Scowling and unable to hide my disgust, “That slug was your favorite?”
“Yes, he, was special to me. Do you think that his appearance mattered in how he fit within my heart? You humans believe that you are the center of everything and that we must be fawning over your beauty and perfection. Have you ever considered that us demons do not all find you beautiful and handsome creatures? Our definition of beauty and perfection isn’t yours. He was perfect as he was, and you ended his life before he could morph into his true form.”
Reese, Ruthie and Ginger rounded the corner.
“Oh Teagan, we need to get back,” called out Ginger.
“Don’t stay behind on my account, Teagan. By all means, you have other things to do,” said the Delegate.
We stayed silent until we neared the Metro Station.
“So, were you able to get anything about of the Delegate? I’m assuming you asked him about the other demon,” said Reese.
“Actually, it didn’t come up, while I was too busy worrying for my life.”
“You’re such a drama queen,” said Ruthie.
“Drama Queen! I killed his son and you expect him to welcome me with open arms. Maybe with a fruit basket or champagne? Are you crazy? He could have killed back there and some people, heck most people would think I deserved it since I’m a murderer.”
“Just calm down. We didn’t ask him our questions because we already got some answers. We found an old demon book on the tour. Ruthie spotted it in one of the other rooms and we stole it. It has extensive details on the demons and their powers. We didn’t want the Delegate to know we have it, so we need to hurry,” said Reese.




Chapter 37

 
We went through the portal and found Thomas waiting for us. He put his fingers to his lips in a gesture for silence and we quietly exited the portal. He pulled up a paper and began furiously writing on it.
“Big Wigs are here unannounced,” Thomas said.
Big Wigs? Who or what was that? We were supposed to be an underground organization, so why would some executives or whoever be here and why now? This was the worst time. We finally had some clues about this mysterious demon. “Boss needs you all in the conference room,” Thomas wrote. “He asked that I warn you not to mention anything about the demon. And what are you guys doing in D.C.?” he added.
I went to leave the portal room and Ruthie grabbed me. She leaned close to whisper in my ear, “We need to wait until we know that we won’t be seen. This portal is only known to a select few, including those here in The Underground. Thomas will let us know when it’s safe.”
Thomas? Mr. Pimple Infestation of teenage angst was our scout? Sure, he would let us know when it was safe to leave through some magical means. The kid couldn’t even be old enough to drive and they expected us to trust him with his?
Ruthie continued to whisper, “The other squad was recalled, so they are either here or in-route.”
Thomas returned and ushered us out of the Boss’ office. We were led to a dwelling close to the office. Once inside, we found ourselves in a large, open room, with chair, a project screen, wall lined with white boards and a group of stuffy but intimidating suited government types. Ah, the big wigs, and they looked non-too friendly. I followed behind the others to our seats, which were off to the side. We received several questioning looks, but none of them said anything, so I certainly wasn’t going to say anything.
The Boss was at a podium and fiddling with some papers. He pointedly ignored us, but as I studied him closer, I noticed the slightest of trembling of his hands. Interesting, what about this group and their visit would rattle The Boss. If I hadn’t seen him go crazy over the demon, I wouldn’t have thought the man could be ruffled by anything. He was calm in the face of the storm.
Shortly after we settled down, the rest of the squad came in and sat down. The Boss cleared his throat and started his presentation with a PowerPoint that said, “Project Evolution (Hybrid) and Project Genesis (Super Soldiers) Update.”
“While I would have liked to prepare a more thorough and comprehensive presentation, the unscheduled nature of this meeting prevented that,” said the Boss.
“As you can see from the slide gentlemen, we currently have fifty active hybrids and three hybrids in the reversal trials.”
“Howard, can you explain why the number of hybrids hasn’t changed? I was under the impression that you had increased your numbers,” said a military officer.
“I’m not sure how that information would have gotten out since I haven’t released any project updates, but you are in fact correct. We did add one hybrid, but we also lost another that was part of the reversal trials, which is why the total number of active haven’t changed. Although, you will notice the number of those in the trials went down by 1. If you’ll let me continue, I’ll be more than happy to explain in more detail.”
“Actually, we want to see the lab,” said the same military guy as before. “We can review a printed version of the slide deck at a later time. We want to see what progress is being made first-hand and we are overdue for a lab visit. It’s a request we made nearly six months ago that has yet to be fulfilled. I would like to think the delay was unintentional and that it was merely an oversight on your part. While, you have maintained anonymity of this project, we all reside under the President’s control. And, we are fulfilling that request today per the President, General Gridley.”
He pulled a paper out of his briefcase. “As you can see from this signed Executive Order, we are directed to do a full tour of your lab and base facilities. It also gives us access to the trial participants.”
The Boss reddened as he read through the papers. “Well, gentleman, I won’t have it said that I’m not cooperative or being accommodating. We can continue this in the lab. I’m sure the good doctor will be thrilled to have the opportunity to discuss his project.”




Chapter 38

 
At the lab, we met Dr. Mendel, who was excitedly rubbing his hands together like a child on Christmas Day waiting to open presents. Another lab coat clad man stood next to him, his lab assistant, who was one of the most average and unremarkable people I had ever seen. He had washed out eyes that were some type of faded bluish gray and he stooped over, almost hugging himself as he waited in Mendel’s shadow.
The group clustered together in the hallway facing one of the stasis chambers. Each of the hybrids remained quiet, intently watching Dr. Mendel. I glanced around at the visitors. What would prompt them to suddenly show up unannounced just because they didn’t have approval for a formal visit and why did we all have to be here? I wasn’t even activated.
While the one officer that had previously spoken for the group, they seemed to be clustered around a middle age man in a suit. I suspected he was either the one in charge of the group or the most senior. He met my eyes and gave the briefest of nods before turning his attention back to the doctor. Interesting. Not sure what the nod was for, but at least he wasn’t looking at me anymore. It’s always unnerving to have the person you are trying to covertly observe catch you in the act.
“As you see before you, this stasis chamber is one of four that we have here at the lab. Each holding tank is constantly watched, and body functions are carefully monitored during stasis.”
“And how does keeping them in stasis allow them to be combat ready? As we’ve seen with astronauts, there is a measurable decline in overall health from prolonged periods away from earth and this stasis would create a similar effect to anti-gravity,” said one of the government men.
Oh, they must have brought in their own scientist. The good doctor wouldn’t like this.
“That is entirely false in this case, as what I would expect from someone who doesn’t know better. This is not space and stasis aren’t just the soldiers floating in fluid like anti-gravity. We provide continuous pressure and have electrodes that stimulate muscle activity to keep each one in fighting form. Upon awaking, each will feel like they were in a standard sleep cycle — without any of the side effects that antigravity or coma patients receive.”
“And, what guarantee do we have that what you say is true? That they will be of sound body and mind? How many of these soldiers are awake,” said one of the government men.
“Did you come here to learn of the project or ridicule me and my greatest work? What I am doing here is unprecedented. When questioned about Project Evolution, they had doubts and the hybrids standing with you are proof of my success. This project will be even more successful.”
“Yes, but there were also unanticipated outcomes to that project. The need for activation and the resulting Dementing if they weren’t activated. We want assurances that when these soldiers are needed that they will be ready. That we won’t have dozens of Demented on our hands and no way to counter the demons,” said the government man, who seemed to be in charge.
“I also noticed your avoidance of my question. How many have been awoken and what was the result? We expect results and this project has lingered longer than initially indicated by you,” continued the same man.
“You can’t put a timeframe on a masterpiece. Genius takes time and as I previously reported, I isolated a demon type, who’s DNA seems to counter the effects of demon DNA. It eliminates the Demented process. Now, that I have this resource, I sequenced the DNA genomes to isolate the cause of this and will inject it into the Super Soldiers.”
“Have you tested this supposed cure? And is it something that would work on the demons or just humans,” I said.
“I can demonstrate. Merritt, if you would come here. I would like to show the group the process for the reversal and your response to the cure.”
Merritt stepped forward, white-faced. He wasn’t as secure in this process as he led me to believe. There was no turning back now. I didn’t have my powers yet, but I wondered what it would feel like to be able to do unbelievable things and have that suddenly taken away.
“If you all would follow me. I will show you how we extract the blood and the injection.”
We squeezed into the same room I saw before, and the same demon was tied down. The lab assistant hurried forward with a vial and the doctor took the syringe and pulled blood from the demon. As with before, I couldn’t believe how different this one seemed. Our eyes met. “Don’t react, just listen, Teagan,” it spoke to me, apparently in my head.
Holy hell, it knew my name. How was that possible?
“I need to escape. You know I’m not what they say. I can’t tell you more than that, but if you help me escape, I can tell you about your mother.”
How could this thing know my mother? My mother was dead. How like a demon to manipulate you into doing things. He was no different from the slew of other demons that rampaged around until they were caught or those that tried to control humans through mind manipulation.
“I know what you are thinking. Listen, I cannot offer you anything other than my promise and vow that I am not a demon. I am something else. What they are doing here is wrong. I can explain more if you help me,” he said into my mind.
Shaking off the demon-thing, I watched as the doctor extracted several vials from the demon, who again showed no emotion as they drained his blood.
“Before we do the injection, can you demonstrate your power, so the group knows that you are truly a hybrid and doesn’t have to take my word for it since there is some questioning of the truth in what I say.”
“Of course, doc,” as Merritt raised his hands and the room darkened with shadows filling in the corners and crowding into us. An eerie and heaviness filled the air and my breath came out in short spurts as an oppression filled me.
“That will do, Merritt,” said Dr. Mendel.
As the light replaced the shadows, Dr. Mendel injected the entire vial into Merritt, who began shaking and promptly passed out, failing to the floor. Ginger ran to him and laid his head on her lap.
“Great results. Maybe you can kill him next time,” she seethed.
“Just a momentary rest. This is all standard. The demon blood fights with that already in the body. And, what you saw is the beginning of that. Once he awakes, he will be cured.”
“I fail to see the benefit of taking healthy hybrids and stripping them of their power. Is this what you do with our government dollars and the extensive resources we gave you? We asked for more hybrids, not less. Dr. Mendel, have you woken up any of our Super Soldiers? While this little display was distressing, we want answers and your continued avoidance of them is wearing thin. I will ask this only one more time. Have any been awoken and what was the result? Our superiors are beginning to wonder if someone else wouldn’t be better suited to run this project. Your results to date are less than impressive,” said the lead government man.
“You can’t take me off this project. No one could do what I’ve done! You’ll get your answers,” as he grabbed a fist-full of the blood-filled syringes and raced into one of the stasis chambers faster than I would have thought the portly man could manage. None of us were able to catch up to his pace and found him in front of one of the tubes.
He began injecting one vial into a port on the tube and continued the process until each of the tubes had a vial of blood added to it. Each of the bodies within started thrashing — like what happened to Merritt. We all waited in silence. The doctor’s impulsive reaction threw me off and from the quiet of the group, they were surprised as well. As a doctor, shouldn’t he be taking notes or monitoring them or something. He just stood there with a maniacal gleam in his eyes. I was stuck seeing this crap when Merritt was passed out with Ginger in the other room. Now, I was even more certain that I wouldn’t attempt this cure. I didn’t want the doctor touching me or injecting random demon crap into me.
“Hey guys, Merritt is waking up,” called Ginger from the other room.
Before I could leave the room, Dr. Mendel answered her, “Bring him here. We cannot leave at the moment and his awakening will help reassure my anxious crowd here.”
I watched the door for sign of Merritt and Ginger. Minutes later, Ginger walked in with a pale faced Merritt, who was leaning heavily on her shoulders and walking shakily into the room.
“And how to do you feel now son,” asked Dr. Mendel.
“I feel, I feel empty, but hot and cold and …” as he promptly threw up at the doctor’s feet.
Good, he deserved it. No decent person experimented on babies. And you couldn’t convince me that he is a decent guy because he is still experimenting on people. That was just wrong. Then again, maybe I’m just bitter from knowing he had a major part in turning me into a freak.
Dr. Mendel jumped back and ordered his lab assistant to clean up the mess. “My feet first, the floor can wait. Clean this mess off me,” he barked.
I watched Merritt closely. His skin was covered with a fine sheen of perspiration. He didn’t seem very cured to me. He just looked sick. Merritt looked like he was on day five of a severe flu. His eyes were glossy, and he was hunched over. While, I worried about his state, I also know this was something he wanted more than anything.
“Look they are waking up,” said Dr. Mendel.
I looked into the nearest tube and saw that the soldier was indeed awake.
“Just as I anticipated. They are coming out. And, see that they seem calm and rational. None of the dead staring you would get with a Demented. Just wait until I get them out of the tube. You will see that they retained their rational minds and I can activate them and then you will see how wrong you were,” said Dr. Mendel.
Turning to the lab assistant, who was still cleaning the floor, “Get more vials. I need enough for the rest of the subjects in this room.”
Once the lab assistant returned, Dr. Mendel finished injecting the rest of the soldiers. And, with the first group, they also shook and awoke. He began walking to each of the tubes and pushing buttons. The tube drained of fluid and once empty, it opened. The first soldier stepped out. Dr. Mendel looked at the tube. “How are you feeling? Can you tell us your name and where you are?”
“I – I’m Captain John Nash. I’m a Marine officer and I’m here in your lab, Dr. Mendel. Did it work? Am I an X-men? Do I have powers?”
“All in good time. We are waking up the others and then we will activate you. Then, you will see what powers you have,” said Dr. Mendel.
The government suits were talking amongst themselves and looking considerably happier than they had. Dr. Mendel and his assistant walked down the rows of tubes and repeated the same questions they had asked Capt. Nash. Each one seemed lucid and lacking in any traits associated with a Demented. We all helped the soldiers out of the tubes and the dripping wet group followed us out of the room.




Chapter 39

 
Dr. Mendel led us to another room with a glass platform that closely resembled a teleportation device from Star Trek. He marched up to a metal column and a two-foot wide tablet of some kind that had assorted knobs and flashing lights. The doctor began fiddling with knobs on what looked like a tablet resting on a column, only it wasn’t separate from the column.
“Please form a line Soldiers and Marines. This machine will activate the Demon DNA and will allow your powers to be released. And Teagan, please join the line. It’s beyond time that you were activated.”
Now, I was being activated now? Don’t I have more time, and shouldn’t I get a choice when I was activated?
“I was told there was more time until I had to activate.”
“According to our records, you turn 25 in a week,” said Dr. Mendel.
“That’s wrong, I’m not that old.”
“Actually, we have documentation of every hybrid’s birth. You were born August 8, 2025. Get in line.”
There was nothing I could say to that. I was so close to becoming Demented. What if I had waited? I got in the back of the line and the soldier in front of me looked back.
“Can you believe it? We’re gonna be superheroes. Maybe I get to fly. How bad ass would that be? Or shoot lasers from my eyes,” he said.
“Or you just get hairy and grow a tail. Super, right?”
“No need to be nasty,” as he turned away from me.
I watched as each soldier stepped onto the glass tiled platform and stood under the circular light. It glowed a soft blue and streams of light surrounded each one before diminishing and the soldier steps off. Each one had a bright smile more brilliant than the glow of the portal-thing. I wish I felt the same way. I just felt dread. This was happening so fast. God don’t let me get a tail.
It was my turn to step onto the platform. I lined up under the portal and caught the Boss’ eye. He watched me the entire time, eyes filled with sadness and regret.
The light was warm and filled my veins with a gentle heat — making me realize how cold I was. I felt ice melting in my veins and a soothing warmth replace it. This wasn’t bad. It was quite nice. Why did I worry so much? A stabbing pain hit my stomach, making me double over. What was happening?
I felt someone grab my shoulder and push me carefully to the floor. “Are you okay,” asked The Boss.
I couldn’t talk as the bone crunching pain spread throughout my body. “Hurts,” I muttered. It was all that I could get out.
“Dr. Mendel something is wrong with Teagan,” said the Boss.
“This is highly unusual, but out of a group of fifty, one anomaly is not out of the realm of possibility.”
Now, I’m an anomaly. This guy was a total jerk I just needed the pain to stop. Tears streamed unchecked down my face and my jaw was clenched. I really couldn’t take this pain much longer. It hurt so freaking bad. And my back felt like the bones were shifting under my skin. I could hear creaks and cracks. Jesus, the pain. My body was being ripped apart.
“Dr. Mendel, she’s getting worse,” said the Boss.
“Oh god, look at her back,” said Merritt.
“What’s wrong with me? Why didn’t this happen to anyone else?” I said.
I heard the demon’s voice in my ear, “It’s because you aren’t like any of the hybrids or those Super Soldiers. Your body is rejecting the Demon DNA. It’s poison to someone like you. I can help. Release me and we can fix your dilemma. You need to be with your own kind.”
“Just because you’re pretty, doesn’t mean you can help me!” I shouted at the demon yapping in my mind.
“She’s hallucinating. Can we do anything for the pain?” asked the Boss.
I could sense the other hybrids near me. My skin felt overheated one moment and freezing cold the next and it was too tight for my body. A horrible tearing in my back finally brought the blessed blackness of unconsciousness.




Chapter 40

 
I awoke to hushed voices. I couldn’t make out who was talking or what was being discussed. I wasn’t in my room or any of the quads. I seemed to be in a hospital bed, so the only place I could be was the lab. Why was I still at the lab?
“You are awake. Good. Do you remember what happened?” asked Dr. Mendel.
“You messed me up is what I remember. What you did failed, and I paid for it? Is my back broken? All I remember is the pain in my back before I passed out.”
“Oh, no not at all.  You are even more special than we could anticipate. Try sitting up carefully. You don’t want to injury your wings.”
I have wings. I struggled to sit up, but the wings felt like a backpack full of lead. The doctor helped me up.
“I want to see them. Where is there a mirror?”
“Just a minute and my lab assistant will help you to the bathroom. They are truly a thing of beauty. I think you will be pleasantly surprised. I certainly hope the rest of the hybrids get wings. Because of the fiasco with you, we weren’t able to test their powers.”
I was escorted to the bathroom. My wings were stunning and scary. They were pearlescent white and rimmed in black. It looked like someone went crazy with black eye liner and tried to do smoky eyes with each feather. I’d never seen a demon with feathers and why were mine weird?
“How did I get wings?”
“That’s why you’re down here. And, to monitor for any adverse reaction. If wings are the response, then I can only hope we have more reactions such as yours,” he said gleefully.
Self-centered asshole. He only cared about results and I was a big bonus to him.
“Where is the rest of the squad? I want to see Merritt or the Boss.”
“They will be informed of your status change. For now, please return to your bed. We need to run some tests now that you are awake.”
Of course, he did. I still felt like crap, but the last place I wanted to be was with Dr. Frankenstein or near that beautiful and weird demon. Even as I thought that, I wondered where the demon was now. The demon claimed to know what was happening to me and based on what the doctor said, that means the demon was the only one who could tell me more. I just needed to get away from the doctor, so I could find where they hid the demon.
Dr. Mendel drew blood and put it on a slide near a microscope. “Fascinating. You are a very special girl.”
Whatever freak. I hadn’t been a “girl” in decades, but whatever.
“It seems your blood shows that the demon DNA is battling with each other — almost like activation was a trigger for your body to fight it off. In fact, we injected you with additional Demon DNA through our current specimen and that was when your vital signs stabilized and shortly after your body went into a natural sleep state.”
“You gave me more Demon DNA? Won’t that make me a Demented? I don’t want to dement, and it sounds like you gave me a death sentence.”
“I wouldn’t expect you to understand, but no, you are not with a death sentence and if you were going to ‘Dement,’ then you already would have. And, you have no right to take that tone with me. You will give me the respect I deserve. Being special doesn’t give you the latitude to disrespect,” he huffed.
That was good to know, but I’d feel better when I could see Merritt and the Boss. I’d even take Reese’s terseness or Ruthie’s excessive hostility right now, then being alone with Dr. Mendel.
“When will the others get here?”
“My, you are a persistent one. My assistant left to notify Howard of your change. I am sure they will be here in due time.”
“I need out of here,” said the demon in my head. Dear god, he didn’t give up. He was becoming a broken record. “The doctor took a full blood bag from me and was injecting himself with it. Look for the mark or a bandage. You’ll see I’m not lying.”
Lying demon, but since I had nothing else to do while I waited, I looked at Dr. Mendel as the demon suggested. I could see the doctor’s side profile, but not enough to see whether he wore a bandage as the demon said. I needed to get a closer look. I slipped off the bed, “Oh, that hurts.”
Dr. Mendel was right by my side within seconds. He sure moved fast for an old man. He crossed the room in seconds. The only other people I saw move that fast were the other hybrids.
“What seems to be hurting? Are you noticing any ill-effects?”
His concern was a sham. Oh, he was concerned, but only about himself and what any issues for me might mean for him. He probably worried he’d have his arm fall off or die if I was having adverse reaction to the same blood, he pumped himself full of. He shouldn’t be experimenting on himself. Wasn’t that conflict of interest? I bet he was also adding the other demon blood. He was probably a walking mix of all sorts of stuff. Did that also mean he had powers? How would anyone know? I was going to tell the Boss. He needed to know that the doctor was shady on top of his obvious weirdness.
Dr. Mendel looked at my eyes and checked my blood pressure and listened to my heart. “Looks good. A CAT scan would tell me more, but I’m not sure the radiation would be good for you at this point. Let me know immediately if you notice anything unusual or there is pain of any kind.”
“So, you mean something unusual like wings.”
“Don’t be impertinent. The wings are a direct result of the activation.”
“Teagan how are you feeling,” asked the Boss as he entered the room, followed by the rest of the hybrids.
“I feel okay, but still weird. Is that how everyone feels when they are activated? Wait, where is Merritt?”
“He’s indisposed,” carefully answered the Boss.
“What does that mean?”
“He’s packing. He always said he would leave if he could be fixed and be normal again. He never wanted to be a hybrid and now that he doesn’t have to worry about becoming a Demented, he can return to the life he wanted,” explained Ginger.
He was leaving. He was the only one of the hybrids that I felt any kind of true connection with. He was like a brother, mentor, and friend all rolled into one. He was one of the only people that I felt gave a darn about me here and now he was leaving. I knew he had a life and dreams that didn’t involve a hybrid but going back wasn’t the answer. Once you left, you never could return. Even if I risked the freaky doctor’s cure, I could never return to my old life. How could Merritt just pick up the old life back up?
“Oh, I see.”
“Can we see your wings?” asked the Boss carefully.
“Sure, but I don’t know how to use them yet. Can one of you just spread them open?”
Ginger reached out and grabbed one wing while Manny grabbed the other. They spread them out and a hush filled the room. At least someone was appreciating them.
“They are so beautiful,” responded Ruthie.
“Thanks. I just gotta figure out how to use them.”
Ginger smiled and did a funny little twirl of what I assumed was happiness before grabbing me in a crushing hug.
“It will be so nice having a flying buddy. We can work on flying once you get out of here. When does she get out Boss?” Asked Ginger.
“Dr. Mendel, can Teagan be released? We were in the middle of an active investigation and we need to start with her training now that she’s been activated.”
“Please don’t leave me down here. At the rate the good doctor is taking my blood, even a being such as myself won’t last long,” said the demon in my head. I felt some measure of guilt. He was getting to me. I still think something was off about him. If he wasn’t a demon, then what was he and what did he mean I was like him? Was he something else that we hadn’t seen before? Only demons showed up post-Sundering. Part of me expected to see witches, vampires, shapeshifters, fairies and any number of mystical beings or biblical ones like the angels. But it was always just the demons that infected earth like a plague. Filthy beasts.
“You can take her now. Let me unhook her IV and she can leave with you. I have important things to do and don’t need to be playing nurse maid. I do expect a full accounting of anything irregular given her reaction to the activation. Can you manage that?”
“Of course, doctor. And, thank you,” said the Boss.
I walked out with the group and we made idle chit chat. I didn’t want to talk about the doctor until we were away from the lab and anyone that could eavesdrop. We met back at the quad Merritt shared with Hunter, Wiley, and Reese. We found him in his room, staring at a partially packed suitcase.
“Merritt, the Frankenstein doctor let me go. Did you know I had wings?”
“I heard something about that,” he said not meeting my eyes or even checking out my new winged appendages.
“So, you’re leaving us?”
“They told you? Well, I’m leaving, but not sure it’s to go home,” he said.
“Something’s wrong, isn’t it?” asked the Boss.
“I can hear them. They are talking to me. They speak in my mind and ask me to join them. I’m one of them now they say. Why do I hear them? Shouldn’t I be cured?”
With a worried expression, the Boss crouched down next to Merritt and ever so carefully asked, “Who do you hear talking?”
“The demons. I can hear the demon horde. It’s like a giant collective. I feel urges and cravings for things I can’t even begin to mention,” he shuddered. “The cure didn’t work. “I can’t go home now,” he said, shuddering and tearful.
Stunned, I looked at the others, who looked worried.
“It was the same with Mason,” said Ginger. “These are the same voices he spoke about before he left,” she added.
“What does this mean? Are you saying he’s going to dement? How can that have happened? I thought the cure was proven,” I said.
“We hoped that after Mason, Dr. Mendel fixed the issues. Mason and a dozen others took the cure. All of them demented, but Mason was the only one that came back to us,” said the Boss.
“Can Dr. Mendel fix him? Maybe more of that one demon’s blood can help? He said he used it to help me,” I offered.
“We’ll need to let Dr. Mendel know. Merritt, you should come down to the lab. Have him look at you. Maybe, that new demon’s blood will help,” said the Boss.
“I think you’re right. Can you all just give me a few minutes, alone, to gather my thoughts. This changes everything,” asked Merritt.
We left Merritt and gathered as a glum group in the central area. There wasn’t enough room on the couches for all of us, so some sat on the floor, touching for reassurance more than anything.
“This is awful. How can things have gone so wrong?” I asked no one in particular.
“We thought after Mason that this was fixed, and we wouldn’t have to lose anyone,” said Ginger with tear-filled eyes.
“We haven’t lost him yet. Talking like he’s gone doesn’t help anyone, especially Merritt. He deserves our support,” I said.
“I’m all for kicking that doctor’s ass. How’s that for support,” said Hunter.
That brought a smile to my face. They were being supportive in their own ways. I would certainly enjoy seeing the creepy doctor get a beat down.
“And while I’m sure Merritt would appreciate that sentiment, it certainly wouldn’t enable the doctor to help him, especially if he was too injured to work. You’ll have to take your aggression out on something else,” said the Boss.
“You can go a few rounds with me,” said Manny.
“Ohhhh…the Crusher makes an appearance. Bet Teagan will love to see more of your rocky ass,” said Reese. “Not sure how long you will last against our own ‘Human Torch,’ but we’ll certainly enjoy the show.”
“You all go to the practice arena and I will escort Merritt to the lab. All of us crowding him and babying him won’t help. You should see if you can get Teagan up and using those wings,” said the Boss.
Yeah, my wings. Amazing that I managed to forget about them. I was a freak. Even though they were cool, I was still a winged freak. I could kiss off going out in public — like ever. Not that I was the biggest social butterfly but hitting a town bar would have been a nice change of scene. And, this meant I was pretty much stuck here at The Underground.




Chapter 41

 
At the training arena, Hunter faced off against Manny. I was finally getting to see the team’s powers and the excitement had my leg bouncing up and down like a junkie jonesing for his next fix. Until now, the team trained separate from me, so they didn’t injure me, or so I was told. Evidently, once activated, I was much harder to injure and kill. That did provide some level of reassurance if I was expected to someday face off against a dragon and whatever other powers the hybrids had.
I sat next to Ginger and Reese. Ginger leaned over, “We normally pair off, but since this is sure to be a good show, we are waiting until they are done. We don’t normally get to see these two face off, so enjoy,” she said.
“Now that you are activated and are completely one of us, we will be training you hard to hone your powers. We know you can fly or at least have that capability, but we still haven’t seen what other powers you may have. Watch these two. Each has different powers.”
“Okay. Thanks for the explanation,” I said.
Manny turned into a rock monster. He looked like a bunch of boulders cobbled together to make a person. His eyes were the only thing that stayed the same. He took a swing at Hunter, who dodged and threw fire in his direction. He rolled to the side and laughed, a deep rumbling sound like rolling thunder.
Hunter dodged the fist he threw at her and launched a ring of fire around him, melting the sand into glass, which Manny slid on, hitting hard enough to shake the bleachers around the arena. Yeah, that hurt, but would it hurt rock man was another question.
He swung at Hunter, who covered herself in flames at the last second, which caused Manny to swear and try to put out his hand. Those were some serious flames if they could set rock on fire.
“Just what kind of fire does Hunter have,” I asked Ginger.
“We suspect it’s hell fire, but it’s not like we have extensive resources or experience with hybrids. Many of us have similar powers, but not even one of us has the same powers,” she explained. “And, I suspect yours will be different from the rest of ours. You already have wings, which none of us have. I mean, I have my dragon wings, but I can get rid of them. We should see if yours can disappear. Maybe you are shifter like me.”
“That would be nice. I was not looking forward to a lifetime confined to The Underground because I’m a winged freak.”
“You’re not a freak,” said Ginger defensively.
“Easy for you to say. You can look completely human. How many humans are rocking enormous wings and mine are this weird color? And they are heavy. How do you handle the weight of your wings? My back and shoulders are really starting to feel strain from the weight of these bad boys. Who knew feathers were so heavy?”
“My case in different. When I have my wings, I’m in dragon form, which is anatomically designed for wings. Humans aren’t. We will have to see if we can get a sling or something to wrap around them to take the weight off you until you get more accustomed to the weight. We can also do strength training focused on your back and shoulders to ease the burden on carrying them.”
“Thank you. That would be awesome. I should have thought of that with my military background, but it’s hard when I’m still freaking out. I never planned on being activated so soon and then to find out I have some adverse reaction and now wings. It’s a bit much.”
“Oh look, Hunter has Manny completely engulfed in flames. He won’t be able to put himself out. Her flames can be smothered only if she does it. She sort of turns them off. If she doesn’t, she will destroy whatever she sets her flames to. It’s cool, but spooky at the same time. While, I totally love having powers, it’s also overwhelming at times how inhuman we are. There isn’t anything like us Teagan. Makes me feel lonely at times.”
“I thought I was the only one who was lonely. You all seem so close and I’ve felt like such an outsider, especially when I wasn’t activated.”
“I’m sorry you felt that way. It wasn’t intentionally, but it can take us a bit to warm up to people, especially after what happened with Mason. It’s hard to let people in and potentially lose them when they don’t activate. But now you’re activated, so let’s see what we can do with those wings.”
I vaulted over the last row of seats the arena, joining Ginger. Butterflies were making a mosh pit out of my stomach and bile was rising in the back of my throat courtesy of their thrashing. I haven’t been this nervous since my court martial. I was going to see a real dragon and fight her or fly with her or whatever Ginger had in mind. We should have really talked over what the approach was to this.
Ginger starts taking off her clothes. And, while boot camp and close quarters with other Marines killed any sense of modesty, it was still slightly unnerving to see her strip down in front of all of us. I mean anyone could see her. And of course, she had a perfect body — curves a swimsuit model would be envious of and not an ounce of fat on her petite frame. Then again, if I looked that good naked, I’d be down with stripping in public too.
I watched as her skin rippled and a flash of light revealed a ruby red dragon that was nearly the size of a small house. Incredible that such a tiny person could grow to such a size and so quickly. These were some incredible powers even if they came from demons. Dragon Ginger swung her head in my direction and her golden eyes locked on me.
“It’s on now Teagan. Enjoy your flying lesson. When Ginger is in dragon mode, her reptilian brain takes over,” said Manny with a chuckle.
“Yeah, thanks for the warning.”
Dragon Ginger picked me up by the back of my shirt and threw me on her back. Her scales were cool and slippery, making it difficult to get any kind of grip. There was just enough time to grab onto one of the spikes that ran along her back as she launched us into the sky.
“Holy Hell,” I yelled. This wasn’t like flying in a plane. The closest thing I had experienced was racing along in a motorcycle where the wind buffets you from all directions, except this was faster than any man made anything with maybe the exception of a fighter jet. We hugged the ridge line of the mountains. She did a sudden roll and I was falling.
The wind tore at my hair and wings, which flopped like a broken chicken. As the ground rose up to greet me, the dragon swooped under me and we went back up. At the same spot, she dropped me again. We repeated this process and after a dozen attempts and still no luck getting my wings to work, we flew I was brought back to the arena.
“Whoa, you have some balls,” said Hunter. “I’m not sure I could have handled being dropped by a dragon without losing my lunch.”
“Ah, yeah, it’s not like I have a choice. But it didn’t work.”
“Perhaps we are going at this wrong,” said Ginger.  “Just because you have the wings doesn’t mean they are ready to work. Maybe you’re like a baby chick and you need to strengthen them through exercise before you can leave the nest,” she continued
“That makes sense. I still don’t really know how to make them move. They just kinda hang here.”
“Hmmm…we need to figure out something. No point in trying to learn about other powers you have before we tackle this flying,” said Ginger.
“I’m okay with mastering one power at a time. At this rate, it’ll be months before I can attempt another power.”
“We all took a while to learn our powers. Each of us uses a different technique to channel our power. We’ll teach you when you’re ready,” said Ginger. “All you guys should get to sparring. I’ll work with Teagan. I have some ideas.”
She grabbed my arm and brought me to the opposite side of the arena. “Let’s test your reflexes with these bad boys. Tell me when you can feel my touch.”
I waited and after a few minutes, Ginger huffed out her frustration. “You didn’t feel anything. I even grabbed them hard.”
“Sorry, still nothing.”
“But they hurt you said. Are they still hurting?”
“Falling through the sky tends to wear on your body, so yeah, they are still hurting.”
“At least you are feeling something, even if it’s just pain. I don’t get why you can’t use them or feel touch or anything other than pain. Do you feel hot or cold?”
“I never really thought about it. I don’t feel either. I just feel the weight of them and of course, the pain.”
Let’s try something different. Maybe you couldn’t use them because I you were trying to fly from a downfall. What if you tried to take off from the ground? I can morph into my dragon form and see about blowing hot air to get you some propulsion. You game with trying that?”
“Sure.” Although, I am not sure about any of this. At least she was trying something, and I hadn’t the slighted clue about what we could try.
Ginger transformed into the dragon and I was struck at the sheer beauty. Her scales were iridescent shades of red. While she appeared a solid color, she was a mixture of various hues. She hunched low to the ground and waited for me. I guess I needed to be closer. I walked to her mouth and prayed she remembered who I was, so I didn’t get eaten. Did she eat people? I should have thought to ask that. How much of Ginger was still present in Dragon Ginger? I was close enough that if she was gonna eat me or barbecue me, that she certainly could. Taking a deep breath, I closed the distance between me and dragon girl. She carefully blew a draft of air that sent me several feet in the air. I wobbled and landed on my butt without my wings doing a single thing. Figures it wouldn’t be that easy.
Dusting myself off, I approached her again. This time, she kept a continuous breath and I felt a flutter behind me and then a lurch as I was pulled backwards. It took me several moments to realize that she stopped with the air drafts. I was flying, well, more like floating, but I wasn’t falling and that was a definite plus. I could feel the pull and push as my wings worked the air. This was progress. A smile split my face. Floating, flying would come soon enough. Although, now I had to figure out how to get down. I wasn’t too high, but maybe I just pushed and pulled less. As I tried that, I plummeted down ten feet. At the last moment, Dragon Ginger catches me in her paw, hand, whatever it is called. So, floating is possible. Landing, just like a plane is much harder. My back and shoulders were burning with fatigue. As much as I wanted to keep going, I was physically spent.
“Not sure you can understand me, but I need rest. We got me up there, but can I talk to human Ginger.”
The dragon nodded and I found myself with human Ginger. “We did it Teagan!”
“We did, well dragon you did, and I just floated. Gotta figure out the landing. Were you exhausted the first time you did dragon mode?”
“Oh, heck yeah, we all get exhausted when we are first using our powers. Flying was especially tiring for me. It’ll be the same for you. Look, I’ll walk you back to the quad. I have more training to do, but you need sleep. Don’t be surprised if you sleep most of the day. We can grab some food on the way — something quick from the pub. They keep sandwiches on hand during training days because they know we’ll come back famished.”
“Oh, good. I couldn’t even bring myself to microwave anything. Just getting back to the quad will take all the energy I have left.”
“Good thing you can eat on the way to the quad then. Oh, and you’ll burn through thousands of calories a day. I think it’s worse for shifters and now you as a flyer. Our bodies require more energy that the others’ powers.”
“I’ll keep that in mind, although, sleep is screaming my name. Thank you for helping me. I did have some questions.”
“Sure, ask away.”
“When you are in dragon mode, are you still you? I mean, do you know what you are doing? Will you eat me?”
Ginger laughed until we had to stop walking because the tears were making it hard for her to see.
“Yes, I’m still me, well sorta. It’s like someone else is controlling you, but you can give your input. We are the same, but also different. I can also talk to dragon me, so you don’t have to worry that I will eat you or any of the other hybrids. I haven’t yet eaten anyone. Although, I did woof down a bison once, but I don’t think it felt much pain.”
“That’s good to know. Okay, so those were the initial burning questions I had. I also wanted to ask about Merritt. I know it’s a sore subject for many of you because of Mason, but what happens now?”
“I don’t know Teagan,” she said suddenly serious, all humor from earlier gone. “I don’t think any of us, especially Dr. Mendel expected the cure to not work. It seemed to do wonders for all those soldiers — soldiers that we are gonna have to train as they explore their powers. But, why didn’t it work for Merritt, is something only God knows.”
“You still believe in God after all this?”
“Sure, my parents read to me from the bible every night. I’m very much a believer.”
“But we are part demon now thanks to the experiment. Doesn’t that make us damned?”
She stopped again and grabbed my hands. “I don’t think anyone, or anything is automatically damned. What happened to us was done without our knowledge or willingness. It’s what we do with what we have that shows our value as a person. And, whether we are good or bad. I choose to believe that God is still watching over us and protects us. There are angels and not seeing them or God doesn’t make them any less real. If there are demons, then there must be angels. They are just behind the scenes.”
“I wish I could have your faith. I was raised a Catholic, but after everything that I’ve heard and seen since coming here, I can’t seem to pray or even believe that God is watching over me — over all of us.”
“Teagan, I will pray for you. I know it’s difficult. We all struggle, especially in the beginning. It will get easier. It’s hard to imagine that know, but it will. Let’s get you some food and sleep. It’ll all seem better once you have food and can recuperate.”
We stopped by the pub and Ginger grabbed sandwiches from a fridge behind the bar. The bar tender greeted us and continued serving the customers.
Heading into the quad, we found the Boss bloodied and passed out on the floor. Ginger checked him.
“What happened to him? How does someone knock out a fire mage?”
“That’s what we will find out. Let’s see if I can find the smelling salts. Can you grab the first aid kit from the bathroom cabinet Teagan?”
I ran to the bathroom and rushed back with the first aid kit. The Boss was still out. Ginger opened the vial of smelling salts and waved them under his nose. He groaned but blinked his eyes open. Ginger held a bandage on his bleeding head.
“Can you tell us what happened,” asked Ginger.
“It was Merritt.”
“Merritt did this,” said Ginger.
“He’s not himself anymore. While you left to go training, I helped him unpack and as we finished putting everything away, he got that glossy look we see in Demented and created the shadow void, so he still has his powers. The cure didn’t work and he’s dementing or semi-demented. He broke through the window in his room and ran away.”
“We have to find him,” I said.
“It’s too late,” said Ginger.
“How can it be too late? He can’t have gotten that much of a lead on us.”
The Boss put his hand on my arm. The unexpected contact made me flinch. “Teagan, I wish we could. It’s too late. The cure failed and he’s becoming a Demented. We saw the same thing — well not the same thing, but something similar occur with Mason. The new demon didn’t fix him.”
“And you all are just quitting. What if he just needs more of that demon’s blood? It’s what I needed. And, weren’t you going to take him to the lab to get more blood? If we can find him, we can give him more blood. It helped the Super Soldiers. Why can’t it help him?”
“Because it’s not the way it works. I might seem cold to you, but losing Merritt breaks my heart. I considered him a younger brother,” said The Boss.
“The longer he is out there, the worse he will get. Even if we caught him, it’s still too late. He would have needed more of the demon blood within the hour, assuming it even worked.”
“You aren’t even trying. We don’t leave anyone behind. That’s what the Marines taught me and it’s the right thing to do. You’re wrong to leave him out there. What if the cure he got just slowed down the process? We might still be able to save him.”
“Teagan, my final answer is no. You don’t have to agree with me or like it, but I’m in charge and I’m ordering you to stay here.”
“This is crap and you know it,” I said as Ginger left and stopped to her quad. I sat on the bed to take my shoes off and change but managed to drop off to sleep due to sheer exhaustion.
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I woke up feeling disoriented. Where was I? Glancing around, I realized I made it to my room, but couldn’t remember much from once we left the training arena last night.
I heard noises coming from the common area of the quad, so the other hybrids must be up. I hoped they had some answers about Merritt. Maybe I could persuade them to come with me to find him. Just because the Boss wouldn’t go after him, it didn’t mean that the other agreed with him.
I wasn’t completely energized, but I did feel somewhat refreshed after sleeping. Despite my exhaustion, I still woke up throughout the night in discomfort. My wings were uncomfortable to sleep on. It was like resting on an ironing board, soft, but hard enough that you notice it. No matter which way I turned, I was laying on some part of my wing. At one point, an attempted to lay on my stomach and the weight of them nearly smothered me in my pillow.
I quickly got dressed and went into the common area. Once the hybrids spotted me, Ginger hurried over and flung her arm around my shoulders, which was a surprisingly comforting gesture “How are you feeling Teagan?”
That was a good question. I wasn’t sure how I was feeling. My thoughts were scattering around like ping pong balls going every which way, but never hitting the mark. I was screwed. There was no way I could go back to the Elite Guard like some freaky monster. The only thing left was getting Merritt back. Just because I couldn’t return to my old life didn’t mean he should still miss out on his chance.
“Still a bit tired and my wings are hard to sleep on. But enough about me. When are we going after Merritt?”
“Come sit down Teagan. You missed a lot over the past couple of days,” said Ginger.
“What do you mean days?”
“I don’t want to sit. I want to get my weapons and head out. I’m well enough. Who is going with me?” I said.
“Just wait. We can’t go running out there with guns blazing,” said Reese.
“I don’t see why not.”
“Well, for one, your wings are a dead giveaway that you aren’t human. We need to disguise them or figure out if you can put them away,” said Reese.
I hated when people were rational, and it proved me wrong. How I forgot about my changed appearance is beyond me, but Reese was right. I didn’t like it, but I needed to plan this out before I rushed out to find Merritt. He deserved a chance and there was a small chance he could still be saved, so I was going to make sure he got that chance. Leaving him out there would be a death sentence.
Why did he have to go?
“The suits left but assured us they would be returning in short order to see how the Super Soldiers were doing. They seemed pretty happy with the results despite your adverse reaction,” said Ginger.
“Just how normal was that? I thought we were an undercover group. How could so many of them know about us? That makes it riskier. The more people that know, the harder it is to keep secret,” I said.
“We might not always have to remain secret. Remember what Manny was saying about not always wanting to hide. Some of the others feel that way too,” said Ginger.
“We also filled in the Boss about our encounter with the Demon Delegate’s assistant and your run-in with The Delegate.”
“And, don’t forget the soldiers.”
“How could I forget? When we brought food to them since they can’t leave the lab yet, Ginger here got all googly-eyed at one of the soldiers. He was cute, I’ll give her that,” said Hunter.
“Cute? He looked like the statue of David brought to life! He makes most male models look homely…and that Southern accent,” Ginger sighed.
“That’s some serious fan girl stuff, Ginger.”
She threw the couch pillow at him in response.
How could I have missed so much in such a short period of time? This is crazy. Although, it hasn’t made me change my mind about wanting to go after Merritt.
“Did you ever consider that he left because he was trying to protect us,” I said.
“He wasn’t thinking. He was panicking and looking forward to getting his life back and then started hearing voices. Merritt probably just panicked.”
“We’ve known Merritt for years. Whatever you think you know about him is wrong in this case. He wouldn’t want to risk turning us demented or hurting us.”
“We have to at least try. Maybe we can bring the vials of demon blood with us or even bring the demon, so we can get it fresh from the source. Didn’t Dr. Mendel say it lost potency within a short while,” I said.
“If we need to keep you here by restraint, we will. The Boss already said he denied your request to go after Merritt and ordered you to stay.”
Of course, he did. He wanted to make sure the other hybrids were keeping an eye on me and making sure I didn’t go anywhere.
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“Now what? We still haven’t found that demon and now there are a bunch of Super Soldiers to train and I still need to figure out what my powers are. And we need to go after Merritt,” I said.
“Baby steps Teagan. It’s a lot and I know you are worried about Merritt, but we need to have you checked out by Dr. Mendel,” said Ginger.
That sounded about as fun as a bullet to the brain. I really didn’t want him anywhere near me. I’d been poked, prodded and played with enough by the Frankenstein doctor. I would be talking to the Boss about how I could stop having to see the doctor as soon as I solved the mystery about the hybrids.
“We need to bring more food down for the soldiers, so you can go with us,” said Ginger added.
“How can I go like this?” I asked gesturing to my wings. “Do the other hybrids know I have wings? What about the Super Soldiers, did any of them see me like this?”
“No, as soon as you started having a reaction, Wiley helped you. He can help you again by glamouring you. As long as you are touching, he can glamour it so no one can see you have wings. You just have to be touching,” said Ginger.
Oh lovely, the Love Doctor was going be in constant contact with me. I seriously needed to consider whether the lab visit was worth that.
“Come on Teagan, I don’t bite, and I do understand the word no,” said Wiley.
“Fine,” I said as I grabbed his hand. “Might as well make this look natural. You grope me and I’m gonna kick you in the balls.”
“I’ll be on my best behavior, scout’s honor,” he said.
We stopped by the dinning room for the Super Soldiers’ food. More sandwiches. At the lab, no one greeted us. We could hear raised voices and what sounded suspiciously like cheering. I exchanged looks with Ginger.
“Should we go see what all the excitement is for? I doubt it’s for these sandwiches,” said Ginger.
We followed the noise to one of the lab rooms. The soldiers formed a ring around another soldier in what looked suspiciously like a fight. Reese pushes soldiers aside to get into the middle of the room. Once he pushed through, I caught a glimpse of that weird demon and the soldier who was panting with exertion as he kicked and punched the bloodied demon.
“Oh, come on. Why’d you have to break up the fun?” teased a soldier.
“Fun? You are beating an unarmed creature, who can’t defend himself,” Reese said.
“It’s just a walking blood bag. Doc knows what we’re doing. He said to not make too much of a mess and leave enough to be used later,” said the same solider.
Seriously? Maybe the cure’s side effect was permanent stupid. These guys disgusted me.
“Will you help me now?” said the demon in my head.
I shook my head no, but I could already feel a small part of me caving. Nothing deserved this. Even when we killed demons, we did it as humanely as possible. Death was quick and relatively painless. It was never something we enjoyed, just something that had to be done with the more dangerous rogue demons. These soldiers were enjoying causing the pain in this demon. He must be in misery from the beating they gave him. His one eye was already swollen shut. His lip was split, and angry welts and bruises cross crossed every inch of visible skin. With his torn clothing, there was a lot of skin showing. I’m sure there were a few broken bones and untold internal injuries.
“Where’s Dr. Mendel?” asked Reese.
“Not here, obviously,” said a particularly bulky and tall black man.
“Well, we brought you food. Apparently, you all worked up an appetite with your little ‘fight club’ here,” I said.
“I suggest eating it before we let the demon have it and get his demon germs all over it,” said Ginger sarcastically.
Reese dug around in the drawers and pulled out a towel. He threw it at the demon, “Here, clean yourself up.”
The demon grimaced as he caught the towel and proceeded to blot the worst of his bloody wounds.
“Does he heal faster with full demon blood?” I asked.
“Thinking about playing nursemaid, Teagan? He’ll probably snap your neck if you get near him in his present condition,” said Reese.
“I thought you were more of a slasher type, eh Slayer,” said Ruthie
“Bite me,” I said to the purple princess.
“Nah, your demon sympathies might be contagious.”
“As uplifting as some girl fighting would be, yet again, bad timing ladies. Although, feel free to continue working out this aggression back at the quad,” said Wiley.
“Don’t you have some woman to woe? You certainly wouldn’t be able to handle one of us, let alone both of us,” said Ruthie.
“Women don’t need to be wooed. They take one look at me and fall at my feet, usually in a pool of their own drool,” he said. “And, I’m more than capable of taking you two on,” he added with a leer.
No matter how cute you were, and Wiley was all that and more, leering was never attractive and only served to up the creep factor. Gross. He was our resident “pervert” but charismatic enough that most of us overlooked it. He could veer into creep territory, but he was harmless. He had come onto me one night after drinks and I told him no, and he immediately backed off. He never acted angry or reacted negatively to my rejection. He continued as if it never happened. Not many guys took rejection so well.
“Please set me free,” said the demon in my head.
It was getting harder to ignore his plea and looking over at his battered body, I winced. He wasn’t like the other demons and even if he was, he didn’t deserve being tormented.
“What are you doing to my demon?” Asked Dr. Mendel.
“Dr. Mendel, we didn’t do anything to him. That was the handiwork of your Super Soldiers. They decided to set up a fight club at the demon’s expense,” I said.
“I don’t appreciate your tone or your accusations. Get away from my demon. Why are you here anyway?”
“We came to deliver food to your soldiers.”
“I don’t see any food.”
“We already gave it to them,” said Ginger.
“Then you can leave. Your presence here serves no purpose and I won’t have my soldiers upset,” said Dr. Mendel.
“Why are you being so rude and unwelcoming doc?” asked Reese.
“I have a lot to do and soldiers to corral and test. Can you please vacate the lab?”
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Once back at the quad, I continued to work on persuading the others to join my Rescue Merritt mission.
“So, can we talk about our plan to go after Merritt now?” I asked.
“Just drop it, okay? No one is going after him, not you and not any of us,” said Reese.
“So, none of you will help me?”
“There’s nothing to find. It’s not a rescue mission and it would hurt you more than him. Let it go Teagan. It’s something we all face if we don’t activate or attempt whatever cure Dr. Mendel has, which obviously isn’t working.”
“Fine, whatever,” as I stomped back into my room.
They were wrong, I just knew it. The demon offered to help me. He was the only one.
Several hours later, Ginger knocked on my door, “Teagan, can we talk?”
I ignored her. She could think I was sleeping. I didn’t want to talk anyway. What could she say that would make things any better?
“We are going to take the soldiers out for some training. Doc wants to see what they can do.”
Perfect. This gave me the opportunity I was waiting for. As I had lain in my bed, I thought through what happened and what everyone told me about Merritt. I couldn’t stand aside if there was even the most minuscule chance he could be saved and brought back.
I grabbed the stretchy belt Ginger gave me for a night at the bar — it should be able to fit around my wings and bind them closer to my body. I also threw one of Manny’s sweatshirts over me. It was like five sizes too big and managed to cover me and my wings. I added my sword and put my boots on. Tying my hair back into a braid, I was ready.
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“They won’t help me. You will though, won’t you” I said. Not sure why I’m trusting a demon’s word, but I was desperate. Time was running out for Merritt I feared.
The demon looked at me solemnly and nodded. “I vowed to do so if you freed me. Will you help me escape this place,” he spoke into my mind.
I’m not sure if he could even talk normally. I probably looked crazy talking to myself. Good thing there was no one around to witness my insane “Rescue Merritt” plan. I was not sure the Boss or the other hybrids would understand what I was about to do. I felt the instinctual urge to get Merritt back and something told me it was imperative that he return to us.
“You need to hurry. Alarms will sound when you try to leave the lab with me. I overheard the doctor talking about the protections on this place. We have to get out of here before he bleeds me dry.”
As he said that, I noticed he did seem much paler than earlier. I hope the soldiers hadn’t come back and beat on him more once we left. Dark purple circles framed his eyes and his cheeks looked hallowed out. He looked downright sickly. It was the first time I saw him look anything other than beautiful, well, if you didn’t count the beat down where he was a bloody mess.
“Are you well enough to escape? No offense, but you’ve definitely looked better.”
A belly deep laugh was his response as he cradled his stomach and laughed until tears streamed down his face.
“I assure you; nothing can keep me from freedom once I’m through the lab doors,” said the demon.
I bent down and studied the restraints at his wrists. They looked like thicker versions of handcuffs, but I didn’t see a keyhole.
“Do you always wear these or just when you are out of the holding cell?”
“Just when I am out of it. He uses some sort of device to clamp them on. He always neutralizes me before taking me out, so I am not sure what all it involves. I’m sorry I cannot be more help.”
Hmm…wonder if I could try some of my cool demon powers. I remember the other hybrids telling me that releasing their powers was a natural instinct. Ginger said that you felt for the heat inside because it was the source of your power. You felt for it, relaxed and let it consume you, slowly swallowing you up until all that was left was the heat. I could do that.
“Okay, I’m going to try something, but I’m not sure it will work. Don’t move.”
I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to calm myself and see if I could sense what they were talking about. After several attempts, I couldn’t find that heat they talked about.
“Whatever you are doing, it’s not working.”
I could feel myself shaking with the urge to use my power, but his yammering didn’t make it easier. “I’m trying to access my power,” I said.
“Whatever you were trying, isn’t the way. What are you doing exactly?”
“I’m trying to find my heat source to show me where the power is, so I can release it.”
“Have you done this before?”
I could hear his frustration, which only increased mine. Wasn’t it obvious that I was new at this?
“No, but I’m hoping my power is something useful that will let me get these restraints off you.”
“Okay, listen. Try this. Sensory is an effective tool for controlling your power. Imagine what you want and then it will happen.”
Sure, it would be that easy, I thought. Taking my sword, I lifted it and imaged it breaking the chain that connected each of his wrist to the chair.
A loud snap of the sword breaking through the chain and let out the breath I was holding.
“It worked!”
“And you nearly froze my hand off. That’s not a demon power.”
“Who said freezing your hand wasn’t intentional.”
At his shocked expression, I laughed before answering the rest of what he said. “Of course, it is. I’m part demon.”
“Hmmm…”
I released his other hand and helped him to his feet. He staggered, but quickly stabilized. Good. I didn’t relish trying to carry or drag him out of here. We slunk through the lab until we reached the door that would let us into the main part of The Underground.
“I hope you can run. We need to go around the edge of the cave. It will keep us from running into most of the people. Thankfully, the hybrids are at the training field and busy with the soldiers.”
“Just get me close to the door and I can do the rest.”
He grabbed my arm before I could push the door open, “Wait. Access your power, freeze the door, it could short out the controls and prevent the alarm from sounding.”
I imagined what I wanted my powers to do as I touched the control panel. It frosted up with a thick layer of ice and crackled with the shorting of the electricity. I carefully opened the door, no alarm sounding. Whoa, relief.
We dart through the edge of The Underground. We didn’t encounter anyone, which was and wasn’t surprising. I didn’t factor into this rescue what a distraction the soldiers would be for everyone. It looked like the whole underground moved to the training field to watch the fun.
We reached the outside access door and without another thought, I pushed through, pulling the demon by his arm. Once in the sunlight, the demon, winced and raised his hand to block out the bright rays of sun. Giving him a moment to compose himself, I looked around to make sure we weren’t spotted by anyone. Still not seeing anyone, I pulled him along.
“We need to find Merritt. Any idea how to find him.”
“Actually, yes, he has my blood in him, so I can track him that way. We are linked. All of you that have taken of my blood are connected to me.”
“So, I am connected to you. What does that mean?”
“It means I can sense where you are and a generally idea of what you are experiencing if they are strong emotions.”
“Can you read my thoughts,” I asked in horror.
“No,” he reassured me without meeting my eyes.
“Why can’t you talk to me now that no one is around. Can you even talk like normal?”
“Most people cannot handle hearing my natural voice. It will cause all sorts of problems, so for now, I will continue our mind speak.”
Okay. “Which way, since you’re the walking Merritt compass, which direction then, demon?”
He growled and stomped towards a northernly track. We continued in the same direction until the sun dipped low on the horizon. I didn’t trust the demon to spend the night out in the open with him.
“We need shelter, but if we do, we run the risk of the other hybrids finding us.”
“No stopping, we are close. Maybe a couple of miles at most” he assured me.
Ugh! A couple of miles. “Fine, let’s continue then. I hope you’re right.”
“Why would I lie to you?”
“Why wouldn’t you? You’re a demon. It’s in your best interest to do evil things.”
“You shouldn’t believe all that you see. Some things are more than they seem.”
Sure, and I was an angel. Whatever, I thought.
An hour later, he pulled me into an outcrop of rocks.
“We are close, don’t speak. Follow me.”
I followed him down the dusty, gravel trail that ran down the mountain from us. He halted us halfway down and cocked his head as if listening.
“Just a little further.”
At the end of the trail, he turned us towards a copse of trees. We crept along and I could make out voices and the garbled speak of demons. Of course, getting Merritt out would require battling demons. I hoped it would be easy, but this proved me wrong. We wove through the trees, avoiding any dried sticks or branches on the ground. Last thing we needed was to alert them to our presence. If there was any hope of getting Merritt and ourselves out alive, it required stealth and the element of surprise. Deeper into the woods, I smelled fire, not of hell fire, but of the regular campfire variety.
I saw Merritt sitting dejectedly next to the fire. There were at least three demons that I could see, including the midnight horned one that the Boss went crazy about. Beyond the fire, penned, in a literal pen made of wood was a horde of Demented, who were mindlessly chewing on the wood posts and milling about the enclosure. Creeps. I joked that Wiley was creepy on occasion, but the mindless nature of these things was so unnerving. It was also hard to kill them. It was like slaughtered a person that was in a coma or sleep walking. They weren’t really there, so did that mean they also weren’t responsible for their actions. What if there was a way to truly cure them and we were killing them without giving them a fighting chance at being normal again? My attitude about the Demented was not any different from how the other hybrids responded to Merritt. Had anyone truly tried to cure them? Even if it failed, why weren’t we continuing to look for a cure instead of creating more hybrids as Super Soldiers. It seemed wrong.
Merritt’s eyes briefly flickered in our direction before he quickly looked down. I know he saw us. He must know why we were here. Unless, he thought we meant to kill him. He did know I wasn’t here to kill him, didn’t he? Having mind speak like my demon dude next to me would be helpful right about now. Why hadn’t I tried it with the demon? It would have been nice to know I could do that. Even if I tried now, what if I didn’t speak to Merritt and instead got one of the demons — that would be just my luck. Nah, too risky. The demon better have a plan, I thought.
A hand covered my mouth. I fought against my attacker and heard a whisper, “Quit, it’s me,” said Reese.
While I was struggling, Manny forcefully tugged the demon that helped me until he was against Manny’s chest. In his crusher form, Manny’s was impossible to get away from. It was a rather effective power. Better than whatever my stupid, will it and it will happen power. Was that even a power? I glanced back at Merritt and the demons, who hadn’t noticed our little scuffle.
“Why did you take him?” asked Reese.
“Because he was the only one who would help me,” I whispered back. And that stung. I hadn’t known Merritt long, like the other hybrids, but I was the only one of us who wasn’t willing to give up on them. It would be no different if I was in Merritt’s place. They would have left me as well. Why did becoming Demented have to be a death sentence? They were wrong to treat them like that. They killed Demented on-sight for decades. We were slaughtering our own people, and no one was questioning it.
“We have to go before they hear us,” said Reese.
“I’m not going. If you try to make me leave, I’ll create such a fuss that the demons will hear. Try me,” I said.
“We’ll do it your way, but you’ll see when you get close to Merritt that he doesn’t want to leave and won’t leave. This little stunt was for nothing,” said Reese.
He continued, “We have to move fast. Uncover your wings, if we need to make a quick getaway, trying to fly out of here may be the only avenue for you.”
I stripped off the sweatshirt and he helped me get the belt off my wings. Once free, they opened and closed. The demon next to me gasped and stared.
“You have wings, feathered wings,” he said in my mind. “It’s you. It’s always been you the whole time.”
He was obviously stressed, tired, or suffering from internal injuries from the Super Soldiers’ fight club smack down. I couldn’t deal with whatever drama he was starting up. Yep, wings, the only hybrid freak with wings. Lucky me, still not belonging even with the hybrids, who the Boss said were the only ones I belonged with.
With hand signals that were barely visible in the low campfire light, Reese directed us. Manny held tight to the demon. We gathered around the edges of the trees. I was with Ginger, which aside from Ruthie and Manny, she was the next strongest of the hybrids. I took my place next to Ginger and waited for whatever signal we would get. In our previous missions, we always coordinated the signal, so everyone knew what to watch for. Night had completely fallen, and we wouldn’t be able to see any hand signals from a distance, so we all clustered close together.
Hunter lights up, as she activates her fire power. Engulfed in flames, she rushes into the clearing and the demons rushed towards her. It was an effective signal as Ginger and I joined her in the clearing. The other hybrids rushed in from behind as we worked the demons in teams. The demon with the midnight blue horns threw out a sonic boom that radiated out from him, knocking all of us, including the other demons to the ground. Hunter’s fire spread out around her, adding much-needed light to the clearing. Combined with the campfire signal, the lighting helped me make out the rest of the team in the dark.
Before we could get up, the sonic boom demon stomped towards the tree line, where Manny stood with the demon. The demon struggled in Manny’s grip, before slamming his head back into Manny. I could hear the crack on his nose breaking, which until now, I wouldn’t have said was possible in his Crusher form. He jumped free of Manny and charged the demon. The two met with a collusion of power that created a crater in the ground from their impact.
Holy hell. What was that?
Punches were thrown faster than I could keep up with. They rolled on the ground, until, the demon I rescued, pulls out a burning log from the fire and smacks the sonic boom demon with it. The demon grunted and threw a sonic boom, which launched the other demon in the air. The other demons and the sonic demon stalked towards the lab demon. Oh, hell no, no one was beating down my demon. He was obviously in trouble with them for helping me, well that, and for fighting them.
I raced towards them, despite Ginger’s frantic call to stop. I flapped my wings, getting some propulsion and was upon the sonic boom demon. I jumped on his back and started thrusting my sword through his back and hacking into his wings. He roared and threw me off him. I skidded across the ground and landed near Merritt, who was crouched near the fire. He just stared into the flames, transfixed. It was eerie as all get up. I rushed the demons, who were surrounding the lab demon and taking shots at shooting fire at him. Bastards.
With little thought in what I was doing, I imagined shooting a lance of ice through the closest demon. No one was more surprised then me to see the icicle shoot through the demons back. He roared in pain and turned in my direction. Ginger transformed into a dragon and tore through the clearing to get in between us. Encouraged by the ice, I imagined the demon coated in ice so cold that it was the temperature of liquid nitrogen. He stopped in place covered in ice, as Ginger reaches him, she whipped out with her tail, shattering the ice and the demon. Gross. But the tails were certainly handy. Maybe a tail was better than wings.
Manny grabbed the other demon and started raining punches down on him. At this point, Reese was covered in his spikes and was laying into the sonic boom demon. Ruthie joined him, and before she could lay a hand on him, the sonic boom demon hit it away.
“I need him alive,” he said into my mind.
“Don’t kill him Ruthie. We need him captured. Remember what the Boss told us,” I said.
Ruthie pulled back with a glare, as Manny killed the other demon. This was the first time I’d seen the hybrids kill a demon. They were vicious and despite not being full-blooded demons, in numbers, they were savage. They showed that demons could be killed by them.
Ginger placed a scaled paw on the sonic boom demon, pinning him to the ground. “Now, we’ve got him Teagan. What are we doing with him?”
Before I could respond, the lab demon flings his arms out and brilliant white feathered wings sprang from his back and a halo of gold crowned his head. He was breathtaking and the light that came off him was blinding. All around, the hybrids dropped to their knees. I dropped in place, but what I now knew was an angel, touched my shoulder. “You do not bow to me little one. I should be bowing to you. You kept your word and freed me. I will do likewise and help find your friend.”
“I thought you abandoned us. We never saw angels. It was always ever just the demons. I thought God had forsaken us. So many of us believed that,” I said.
“God has never and would never forsake any of you. Just because you couldn’t see us, didn’t make us or him any less real. We’ve always been here, working behind the scenes to keep you safe. Did you not wonder why there are so few demons or Demented,” said the angel.
“It was assumed the demons didn’t want to conquer earth or start a war with us — why they had the treaty.”
“Oh, that treaty was our doing. The cracks in the protection between hell and earth are continuing to increase, we felt that we needed to ensure some level of control and protection. We can’t prevent the demons from escaping, but we can minimize the damage and potential harm to humans,” he added.
He materialized a pair of handcuffs that were several inches wide and think, like what held him in the lab. “Now that you all have helped here, I will be taking this fellow with me.”
“We need to bring him back to the Boss. It was our orders,” said Manny.
“My orders are from God, and that supersedes anything from your boss. I WILL be taking him with me,” said the angel. “Although, I’d like it if you came with me Teagan.”
“Why would I come with you? I didn’t do anything wrong?”
“No, not at all. Rather, you’ve done everything right.”
“I don’t understand. What are you talking about?”
“I know your Mom.”
“My Mom is dead.”
“Hold him,” he barked as he thrust the demon in Manny’s direction. The angel approached me and crouched down at my feet, “Please hear me out, little one.”
“Why are you calling me that?”
“It’s a term of affection for us. We call all our young that. And you, are one of us Teagan. Your Mother is someone I know rather well and trained with at the Academy. She’s an angel, which makes you half-angel, half-Nephilim.”
“That can’t be true. I have demon blood. You were in the lab when they activated me. I can’t be an angel.”
“Your wings and the ice power. Neither of those are demon powers. Did you not wonder why your powers were so different? No one else can will things into being, but you can. That is a very rare angel power and one that your mother also has. If you come with me, I can take you to the academy. We can teach you how to use your powers, how to fly and you can see your Mom.”
Meet my Mom, who was an angel? Would she even want to meet me? I was part demon, part human and some angel mixed to make me even more of a freak than the normal hybrids. I was even more of a mix than what I was told. I wasn’t like any of the other hybrids, but would angels want someone, who was part of their enemy. And, didn’t that mean I had the potential for evil. No one explained what being activated meant. Did my demon side make me partially evil?
“I am not ready for this. I don’t have to go, do I?”
Before the angel could respond, Manny interrupted. “Teagan, wait, this is an opportunity for you. You can meet family. You have chance at a normal life, something the rest of us can only dream of,” he said.
“You really think I should go?”
“I think Manny is right. I know we haven’t always gotten along, and I’ve been quite a hard on you, but many of us don’t have our families and the chance to be with a part of our family is one any of us would jump at,” said Ruthie.
“What do you stand to lose Teagan? You can always come back with us. There will always be demons and Demented to hunt,” added Ginger.
“Wait, are the Demented still secure?” I asked and silently cursed myself for getting wrapped up in the angel and his revelations. It was really a bad move for a Marine to lose sight of the objective and I had done just that. We all had.
We rushed over to the now empty enclosure and the missing Merritt. Why would he leave? We came this far to rescue him and saved him from the demons, and he leaves us when help is so close. It just didn’t make sense.
“Can you sense him? Is he close?” I asked of the angel.
“No and that only means one thing, he’s no longer on earth.”
“So, this was all for nothing. We have two dead demons, one captured and no Merritt. We failed,” I said.
“We weren’t going to be able to save Merritt. He had a chance to come with us and still didn’t take it. He’s made his choice and he took the Demented with him,” said Ruthie.
“And now you need to make your choice, will you try for a future. Go with the angel. We wouldn’t be able to teach you how to use angel powers anyway. You deserve this,” said Ginger.
But did I really deserve this? I felt like I was abandoning them. They lost Merritt and if I went, they would lose me.
“And, don’t forget, we will be busy with all of those Super Soldiers. So, we’ll have lots of help once they are trained,” said Reese.
What he made sense, but I wanted my old life back. I had come so far and done so much to have it snatched from me now.
“I need your answer, Teagan. I cannot delay getting such a dangerous demon to the council, where we can better secure him. Say you will come with me.”
Meeting his eyes, I was mesmerized by the kindness and sincerity that I could see in them.
He reaches towards me and runs his hand along the collar of my shirt, “You aren’t as disbelieving as you think,” as he pulled out the rosary and dog tags from the chain around my neck. “Here you have symbols of loyalty to your country” as he dropped the dog tags from his grip. “And here you have your symbol of faith. No matter how much you may doubt God, you still cling to His symbols. Your faith is still there, just oppressed by your logic, fears, and worries.”
Grabbing the crucifix from him, I ripped it off my neck and tossed it on the ground at my feet.
“When God and angels want to be more involved, I’ll put that back on. Life isn’t meant to be spent in the back seat. At least here with the other hybrids, we are actively driving towards a goal.”
Turning my back on the beautiful angel, I said, “Let’s go home.”
After I took several steps, he stopped me and said, “Wait. You can still change your mind.”
He reached out and yanked out a feather from his glorious wings. He said, “Take this. And should you need me for any reason or if you change your mind. Take this feather and say my name and I will come to you.”
Lucian, he whispered in my mind and out loud he said, “My name is for your ears only for names have power. Hold to what I have given you.”
I grabbed the feather and carefully tucked it into my sword sheath. What could I say? He mutilated himself to give me a chance to contact him. Given his painful grimace when he pulled out the feather and giving me power over him with knowledge of his name.
“Ah, thanks. We need to go, and don’t you have a demon to secure?”
Together with the other hybrids, we began the long trip back to The Underground to face the Boss, the consequences of our decisions, and our failure to capture the demon.
The End
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