The Bringer of War

By Dylan Birtolo

Prologue


Two men rested against the brick wall of an alley with their shoulders almost touching. Trash that conveniently missed the dumpster next to them swirled around their feet under the direction of the wind. One of the men looked to be in his mid-twenties while the other was well into his fourth decade. Cars drove by on the street, many slowing down to look for a possible parking space. The entire length of the street was lined with vehicles parked so close together that even the most skilled driver had to reverse directions four times before being able to join the light traffic. At the far corner, parked in the last spot, was a black pickup truck.


The younger man reached up to close his jacket tighter and barely managed to suppress a shiver. He shifted his weight from foot to foot and peered around the corner, squinting in the bright midday sun. Clouds were absent from the sky, but the wind howled with the ferocity of a coming storm.

“Jason, would you please stop looking!” the older man said, making no attempt to hide his exasperation.. “The truck hasn’t moved. You’re getting on my nerves. We’ll know if he leaves.”


Jason rested against the wall and kicked a rock at his feet. “I can’t help it. If he gets away, then we’re gonna be in for it.”


The older man shrugged his shoulders. “For about the tenth time, we can follow him. I’m not worried and you shouldn’t be either. You’re acting like a fledgling. When he starts it up, we’ll change, take to the skies, and follow. In my twenty years as a scout, I’ve only lost my quarry once.”

“What happened that time?”


“She changed into a mole and went underground.” Sam smiled.


Jason relaxed for a moment and studied the ground. Within a minute, he stepped away from the wall and peered around the corner again. He spoke before his companion could reprimand him. “Why don’t we just get some help, go in, and bring him back with us? He’s alone right now, so we could do it. It’s a public place. He wouldn’t dare change here.”


“He wouldn’t? Why not? What would he have to lose?  If some random story comes up in the Inquirer, it doesn’t hurt him any. He’s got nothing but himself to worry about. We have a little bit more than that to risk. Can you imagine how angry the Dark would be if we shifted in public?” There was a slight pause. Sam added under his breath, “Never underestimate the desperation of a cornered animal.”

“But,” Jason started.


“Besides, our orders were clear. We’re supposed to watch him and keep track of him, nothing more. So for now, we watch and wait. And most importantly, we do not draw attention to ourselves.”


“We could take him,” Jason stuck out his chin in and puffed out his chest. Sam wondered if the reaction was intentional or not.


“How do you even know you’re the predator and not the prey? There’s always a bigger hunter out there, fledgling.”


Letting out his breath in a sigh, Jason fell back against the wall with a dull thud. He placed his hands in his jacket pockets and stared across the street. Sam closed his eyes and breathed easily, the faint remnants of a smile still tugging at the corners of his mouth. He pulled a pen out of his pocket and began spinning it across his thumb. When Jason moved to lean forward, Sam slapped him in the shoulder with the bottom of the pen.

“Since you can’t relax, why don’t you go down the street and grab me something to eat. Grab a coffee, too.” Sam fished a ten dollar bill out of his pocket and handed it over.

“What if he comes out while I’m gettin’ you food?”


“If you don’t hear the truck, which I know you will, I’ll call you. You have your cell phone on you, right?”


Jason glared at his elder. “Course I do.”


“Then there’s no problem.” Sam held up a hand to stem any response. “Please, just get me something to eat?”


Jason quickly turned around and jogged down the street. Multiple times, he glanced behind him at the truck on the opposite side of the road. Once he was out of sight, Sam relaxed his shoulders and closed his eyes. He tucked his hands deep into his pockets and kept his jacket tightly closed. Barely a couple of minutes had passed before he heard footsteps at the mouth of the alley. His head shot up in response. Jason walked toward him, rubbing his hands together.

“You’re quick, but weren’t you supposed to be returning with something?”


“Sorry, I couldn’t help it. I didn’t want to be gone that long. I mean, this is Darien we’re talking about – a multi-shifter.” His voice carried a sense of reverence.

Sam continued to stare at the ground in front of him with half closed eyes. “You know, a warm cup would feel really good in my hand right about now.”


Jason continued on, becoming slightly distant when he did. “It must be amazing to have his power. Have you met him?”

Sam raised his head and looked at his companion. Jason’s eyes were bright and alert, with a shine betraying his eagerness that wasn’t there before. He also stood straighter, with better posture. The hairs on the back of Sam’s neck stood up. He rubbed his neck with his right hand.

When he spoke, his words were deliberately measured. “No, I haven’t. Why the sudden interest?”

His partner began to stammer a response, but it was cut short by the sound of an engine turning over and emitting a low roar as the black truck came to life.

“Come on, it’s time to earn our keep,” Sam took a few quick steps away from the mouth of the alley.

When he reached the other side of the dumpster, he turned to duck behind it. As he turned, he noticed that the alley was empty behind him. Jason couldn’t be that stupid to rush out after the truck in broad daylight, could he? He quickly pulled out his cell phone and paged down to his subordinate’s phone number. All of a sudden there was a sharp stabbing pain in his leg that made him drop his phone. It cracked when it struck the pavement. Looking down he saw a bright flash of color disappear under the dumpster.

Almost immediately, his leg felt like it was on fire and the flames were spreading up his body. His fingers fumbled as he pulled up his pants leg to see what had happened. Once he hitched them up to his calf, he saw two small streams of blood running down his leg from holes about the size of a nail head. The skin around the wounds had already swelled and turned an unhealthy purple color. The visible confirmation caused him to panic, stumbling behind the dumpster as he tried get away from the unseen assailant. He forced himself to calm down, closing his eyes and willing his body to change. It shimmered as it slowly disappeared and was replaced with the body of a pigeon. He flapped his wings rapidly, trying to gain lift and get out of the alley. Almost immediately the venom ran its course through his body. The bird had a seizure and struck the pavement with a soft thud.


The coral snake crawled out from under the dumpster and paused near the carcass of the pigeon. The scales faded away and a thin young woman stood in its place, flicking waste from her suit jacket. She brushed her red hair away from her face and tucked it behind her ears. Her gray eyes sparkled as she looked at the dead bird.

“That sure was smart, changing into a bird when poisoned,” she said as she kicked the body under the dumpster with her foot. When she continued, her tone was solid and her eyes narrowed slightly. “Darien’s mine.”

Her body shimmered and a hawk stood in her place. With a few strong flexes of her wings, she crested the buildings. She soared through the sky, her sharp eyes trained on the black truck winding through the city streets.
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