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Crackling electricity split the chilled air upon jagged bursts of heated light. Birds, startled from slumber, protested their dissatisfaction as they fled from treetops. Blue and white illumination expanded outward from a single point in time on a rippling current of energy formed a hovering orb of brilliance. A blurry image of another place overlaid the once tranquil nighttime woods, another time, another reality. In a flash, shadows and silence returned.  

She landed on her knees before falling forward, her many wounds screaming their discontent. Lingering static electricity provided by the unplanned exit tickled its way across her damp skin. The cooled earth met her face muffling her pained moans as she immediately struggled to right herself.

Panicked eyes flitted about transiting from light to near darkness as shapes began to form into place. Giant trees loomed overhead; a sliver of moonlight filtered through their canopies. The scent of pine aroused her suspicions about no longer being in the same place. Rocks in various shapes and sizes and the surplus of moss across most of their surfaces cemented the truth. Her injuries, coupled with the cooler air, stole at her labored breaths as she moved to sit upright, her body desperately trying to adjust to the sudden shift in locales, too little, too late.

Cold earth at her palms, she forced herself to stand on shaky legs, the disorientation, the pain swimming across her vision and laughing within the corners of her mind. A deep wound at her side nearly pierced her soul accompanied by several of its not-so-deep cousins across her flesh, all joining in on the fatalness of her situation. She stumbled through the night, past rocks, and around twisted tree roots. Fleeing the only option, she knew the consuming blackness of death eternal was rapidly catching up, the reaper’s deathly gaze was fully focused on her.

They had known the risks; they had been aware of the danger. Constantly worried about being plucked from existence by a failed government-built experimental weapon, their lives had been riding a wave of anxiety ever since they had met. She, an inexperienced shifter barely able to utilize her powers and he, a guiding light, a fellow strovian amidst a brewing storm of what if and could be.

Always the possibility, always the chance, they knew the machine never stopped, could never be stopped. They were mere pawns awaiting its mechanical grasp while hoping to move to Ardenwood before they weren’t given a choice. It would be their escape to safety, to entrapment within the area’s boundaries but a way out, nonetheless. Willingly relocating would have been preferred, the decision no longer hers.

The townspeople ensured they would never get the chance, would never taste the false sense of freedom. An accidental shift due to stress among the innocent instantly shifted their already uneven cohabitation into full-tilt destruction. She a wolf-like hybrid, and he, a more formidable protector were no match against them.

They had been chased and hunted down with torches and weapons. He had defended, had protected until overwhelmed. In the midst of it all, she had fought to keep them off, a half-shifted frame and one clawed hand barely a defense against the knives, sticks, and stones of those with fear, blood-rage, and hate wild in their eyes. A blinding light had provided teleportation away, the forced exit had come seconds after it would have been a beneficial escape.  

A bloodied clawed hand passed over tree bark, the world around her fracturing at the edges. The blood loss was too severe, her wounds too many. Past a rock, she tripped. Her body hit the ground with finality, her ability to right herself lost for good. On her back, she watched the shadows join happily as they collected at the corners of her eyes and drew themselves across her vision. Shallow breathing lifted twisted tendrils of exhales into the sky. She felt the stillness, the intense cold creeping across her ankles.

“Thomas...” she whispered his name once more praying he would survive, hoping he had found an escape.

The dreams, desires, love, and worries of human existence began to dissolve. A mortal coil was unraveling, an attachment to a physical plane eroding with each slowing heartbeat. She felt its presence emerging into the blurred space between the here and now, the rising darkness of forever no longer avoidable. Calmness took hold of her beaten and bloodied body as an ethereal hand reached through the expanse of eternity to her soul gently lifting it into its palm. This world, this place, her end. 

***
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“INTERESTING,” SHE SAID.

He watched as she glanced down surveying the female corpse. Lifting her foot slightly, she pressed the tip of her shoe against bloodied flesh as if expecting the dead woman to leap to her feet and perform a dance routine. Her curious nature, fascinating to him even when it came with her lust for gore and violence, had never faltered throughout their many travels seeking knowledge and power. She shrugged before looking back at him, the answers not automatically forthcoming.  

“The invisible broken machine appears to deliver the dead now as well.”

“I’m sure she wasn’t when she arrived.” He approached joining her. “I’m more interested in why this town’s bumbling buffoons haven’t arrived yet to dirty up the crime scene with their fruitless endeavors.”

“Maybe they are delayed,” she posed the question. “After all, this area is far from normal local activity.”

“Their delay, our benefit.”

Squatting, Reeza pressed her index finger against the deceased woman’s neck. “Flesh is cold, internal injuries coupled with visible lethal wounds led to death. She would have died even if the blood loss could have been contained. She must have perished a short time after we noticed the flashing of light signaling her unplanned teleportation.”

“Shame.” He gently shook his head. “She could have been an even greater use to us alive. Lucky for us, we were at least in the vicinity.”

“It is evident the believed strovian threat beyond these borders is still in play. She didn’t acquire these injuries within this area.”

“Obviously,” he added taking in the numerous large gashes exposing purpling internal organs and the stark white of bone. “Pitchfork and torches, I’m sure. Always the classics.”

“I think most prefer machetes and axes nowadays.”

“Anything can be effective in the right or wrong hands.”

She stood wiping her finger against her pant leg. “She was probably barely able to fully shift before she was forcibly struck down by man’s inability to grasp the concept of evolution now left to rot in the wilderness a byproduct of a failed government collection and entrapment device. Forever a misshapen female, a misunderstood beast, a victim.”

“Quite deep in our feelings tonight, are we?” 

“Simply becoming more aware,” she offered. “We were all like her at one time, equally lost and confused about our abilities, unsure of our safety and futures when it came to the normal ones and their inventions.”

“And now?” 

“Emerging to become the evolved and advanced leaders of this new world, the rightful owners of it. We are still hunted beyond the borders of this town, but our time is rapidly approaching when we shall rise and claim our ruling place above the fleas and cockroaches who believe they are in control.” She chuckled. “The lands will run with the spilled blood of the righteous. It will be glorious.”

“Welcome back,” he said amused by her declaration. “Let us collect her and move back into the shadows. We have a use for her after all.”

“What need do we have of a dead partially-shifted female?”

“Reeza, my dear, the possibilities are nearly endless. One should never underestimate the power of a randomly placed corpse.”

“I’m interested to see where this is going.”

“It will be a feast for the eyes, indeed, and a boon to our overall plans.”

Further away along the main road heading toward the covered bridge, swirls of red and blue reflected off the wet pavement and danced in Reeza’s eyes. Two bright headlights soon cast beams into the trees filling the area with encroaching light.

“They finally arrive to root around clumsily for answers.”

“It’s as well, we’re leaving anyway. All three of us.”

She stood back as he stood over the corpse, his hands extended. Tendrils of lightly colored energy lowered from his fingers and flowed across the remains of the female before her long still frame jiggled slightly and lifted from the ground. As it hovered in place, he maneuvered it behind them both to follow as they departed. The shadows embraced them.

***
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“PETE, CAN’T WE GO BACK, yet? I’m getting cold.”

“Shh,” his older brother cautioned pushing a low-hanging branch from their path with his lit hand.

“I don’t like the forest at night,” he whispered, “even with your flashlight fingers.”

“Don’t be such a baby. Besides, we’re almost there.”

As Pete continued to illuminate the ground and nearby trees ahead of their movements ensuring stealthy and safe steps, he reluctantly trailed closely behind. Having slipped from their hiding spot under Mr. Nolan’s home as soon as the sun dipped below the horizon, Pete had been drawn here by fancy-appearing lights thus foregoing their usual nightly search for supplies, food, and survival as two of the many nocturnal scavengers of Ardenwood.

Their routine had been the same nightly for years now, the need to collect and sustain ever-present. The crawlspace under Mr. Nolan’s unsuspecting nose and house, their makeshift campsite. Between a leaking pipe overhead offering somewhat fresh drinking water, a bucket as a makeshift toilet when a nearby bush wouldn’t do, a few sleeping bags and blankets, and Pete’s superpower of turning his hands aglow, they had made do, for better or worse. The only thing their vagrant lifestyle didn’t provide beyond food, was the warmth of an extended family. It was something they had both had to come to terms with since. 

Tonight, the variation of their routine had been sidelined by Pete’s investigative nature taking them further from town, further from lights. Into the darkness they had crept, the oddity of an empty patrol car parked along the roadway with its lights on and its high beams cast into the same dark stretch of woods not going unnoticed to either of them. It heightened the fear but also escalated the chance they could stumble into something useful, sellable, and stealable. If the police were here for the same purpose, it had to be worth the effort.

“How much further?” he questioningly whispered pressing himself against his brother’s back.

“I told you to shut your flap trap, Ollie,” Pete quietly hissed between clenched teeth. “We don’t want the cops to find us.” Shaking his hand once, the soft bluish glow from his fingers vanished. “If they haven’t already.”

“Shouldn’t we have run into them by now?”

“Maybe, but I’m not taking chances by leaving my lights on. We’re around the spot I saw earlier so we’ll wait them out, if need be, before heading back to the main road. I wanna see what it was.”

“Fine,” he whispered back while rubbing his hands against his dirty jeans, “but I’m sitting. My feet hurt.”

“Do it already and stay quiet.” Pete faced him as they lowered themselves to the ground, their knees touching. “You got any more of them beef things on ya?”

“Yeah, hang on.”

He slid his hand into his pocket. Pulling free the red and yellow plastic wrapper and opening it as quietly as possible, every crinkle felt as if they echoed against the nearby rocks and trees threatening to give them away. The smell of bacon and beef filled the air between them as he pulled two bacon-like strips from the wrapper, the saltiness already dancing on his tongue.

Handing them to Pete, the older boy quickly separated them to share as he put the wrapped remains back into his pocket. They snacked in silence, the soft sounds of their breathing between chews the only evidence of their presence within these lonely woods. As the fatty meat bits rolled within his mouth, he swallowed.

“These aren’t bad,” he whispered. 

“Not for dog treats,” Pete offered, “but we can’t afford to be picky.”

It was true, they couldn’t. It had been several years, the memories emblazoned in their minds. Much had changed, but much had stayed the same. He recalled snooping around the shoreline one morning with Pete after the explosion, the leveled island still smoking in the distance, the helicopters, the questions, the buzzing of interest.

They had been hurried back inside by their mother for safety and fear of the unknown, the entire town soon joining them as it slid into lockdowns, quarantines, closed bridges, and many cut-off roads. Their lives had begun moving in fast forward, some portions forever cemented in time. No answers were ever freely given, no explanations outlined. Whispered thoughts were shared between them concerning the incident, each believing their parents knew the truth but refused to share. Later, they found out the hard way how wrong they’d been.

After a couple of years, it became evident they no longer belonged to normality. People started to talk; their parents started to find answers. Big words flowed from the tongues of numerous doctors making no sense, smaller ones were more easily digestible. He and Pete had gotten more than they had bargained for the morning of the island explosion, both paid the price of being nosey.  

Neither had aged since their exposure to the Elnia Island disaster, nor had they experienced puberty, growth spurts, specific determiners, or general factors of progression. One stuck at ten, the other forever seven. For a brief period, their lives were a whirlwind of tests, scans, questions, answers, quilt, and hate coupled with an endless stream of finger-pointing. They grew smarter about their conditions while the world grew angrier and even more untrusting. 

Pete was the first to show signs, his glowing hand rushing shock from both their mother and father’s open mouths. It only made matters worse for them both in the end further cementing their parents’ distrust and their inevitable abandonment. Once his ability manifested shortly thereafter to revert time backward by mere seconds it had all but ensured their fates had been decided. Combined, they were the straw finally breaking the camel’s back into bony splinters. 

Left asleep in their beds, a hastily written note, a flimsy apology was their only clue anything was amiss upon morning. At first, confusion. Panic followed until the anger, resentment, guilt, and bitter pain consumed them both in a flood of tears. 

Days dragged into nights. The phone never rang. The door never creaked with their return. The emotions steadily simmered away in their hearts, the constant need to survive climbing above the icy chill of being forgotten until they were forced to fend for themselves, driven to continue, to adapt. 

What little money they had managed to scrounge up around the house went towards essentials, the leftover groceries quickly becoming nonexistent. The mail continued, the bills getting more pronounced, the bold red warnings across each one even brighter until one day, months later, they stopped. A real estate sign on the corner mentioning an upcoming auction to secure their home told them their time was up, their chances and hope depleted. They had hidden out of sight while the house was packed, cleaned, and finally sold to a married couple, a bitter end to their broken family.

They formed a pact to only worry about themselves, and to watch out for each other. Surviving by flying under the radar, they became two passing ships in the night of the adult world. It had been the plan and it had been, for the most part, successful.

Maintaining a secret life under an old man’s crawlspace about two miles from where they had grown up had taken some patience and work, both of which they were more than willing to supply given they were all but dead to the town, invisible to most, ghosts of a life once lived. Brothers carrying with them a collective sadness of shared scars inside and out, a duo out of mutual respect, kinship, necessity, and love.

“I miss Mom and Dad,” he quietly spoke out before licking his salty lips.

“Me too, sometimes, but then I remember they left us high and dry, left their only kids to rot alone in an empty house.” Pete clenched his fist and a small glimmer of light creeped out from between his fingers. “Now, I could care less, they can both rot in hell.”

“You think we’ll ever figure out what happened to them or where they ended—”

A light materialized nearby past a few bushes beyond two pine trees partially blocking their view. The color of white and blue lit up the area making them squint from the glare. Pete quickly rose. Grabbing ahold of his shirt, he pulled him up next to him. A dirty hand slipped over his mouth as particles of grainy sand poked and rolled across his tender lips.

“Stay quiet, get behind me,” Pete quietly ordered.

He slipped behind Pete’s back taking his brother’s shirt in his balled-up hand. Hunching, he followed Pete’s footsteps carefully to the trunk of one of the pine trees. There, they cautiously peeked around the side of it watching the colorful light display.

A large orb of light appeared hovering a few feet from the ground. Pulsating and rippling waves of blue and white streamed from its center growing larger by the second sending shimmering burst of energy outward along the ground. The view around it twisted and morphed appearing to stretch the environment blurring it with blended colors.

His heart raced; the air around them was heavy with static and waves of released heat. A feeling spread across his stomach, a pulling sensation intensifying with each pulse of increased light. He leaned in closer bracing his head against Pete’s back as the forest came alive with flashing brilliance. In a whoosh of escaping air and energy, the dancing colors ceased; a shape having now formed within the center of the once brilliantly lit orb. 

A deeply pained roar, a mangled mix of creature and man echoed from the figure, its bent-over form both wide and unyielding. He gasped before putting his hand over his mouth. Pete backed up almost tumbling over him before righting himself, finding his hands, and squeezing tight. As their eyes fought through the darkness, the shadowy figure became more pronounced, clearer, and more animalistic as it rose from the ground.

“Hey, hey you over there,” a concerned man’s voice called out, a flashlight sending a beam racing along the ground. “Oh... oh... shit... what the hell?”

“Mother Mary!” a shocked female’s voice joined the man, another beam of light racing alongside it. “Is it... is it...”

The two beams of light danced and jiggled across its flesh, picking up patches of burnt skin, streaks of bloody redness, eyes of yellow, and massive teeth of white. Tendrils of steam rose from matted fur, slipped from a giant head, exposed muscled legs, thick paws, the black shininess of claws. The beast’s head turned to the annoying lights, its mouth opening to growl out its dissatisfaction as saliva dripped from pointed teeth nestled within a black muzzle both scarred and bleeding. The beastly giant bear rose higher, roared once more, and rocketed towards the intrusive lights aimed at it by a still stunned man and woman in the distance. 

“Crap,” the man frantically uttered as the bear’s paws thundered across the ground. “Stop or I’ll shoot, stop!”

His heart thudded with fear, his blood turning icy as the man screamed out, a wet gargle-like sound replacing it within seconds. The flashlight hit the ground and rolled away, its beam catching a misty spray of red as it traveled. The woman shrieked, her body falling back, the beastly creature not allowing her a chance to retaliate before shifting targets.

A gunshot erupted through the night, the bright flash of its fired escape spotting his eyes. The beast roared again; the woman screamed for what felt an eternity before she too fell silent. The sound of bushes and branches being pushed away in a hurry began to taper off until deathly silence filled the night.

Pete’s head was at his ear, his body mimicking his crouching frame. “We need to run like hell, back to the house. Stay low, go, go.”  

He nervously nodded as Pete urged him up and forward before slipping ahead of him and gripping his extended hand. The sounds of the creature snorting and sniffing at the air encouraged his feet to move, the panic to flee an additional factor. A low growl felt as if it vibrated the ground beneath his shaky feet from all directions as he hurried blindly into the night trying to navigate the terrain behind Pete’s rushed movements.

Pete maneuvered quickly to the left; his own body was unable to correct in time, unable to see his surroundings out of fear of the creature being alerted to their position. His right foot stepped down on a bundle of twigs producing a loud crunching sound, too close to avoid, too loud for everyone and everything nearby not to instantly pinpoint their location. They stopped mid-step, their bodies panting in unison, as Pete tensed up squeezing his hand even tighter. The giant bear roared, heavy footsteps pounded into the earth further back, the snapping of several branches and fallen limbs along the ground a cacophony of rising tension. 

“Run!” Pete shouted activating his powers and swinging his hand frantically through the air as it illuminated the world around them in tints of blue and white. “Don’t stop!”  

He bolted forward, Pete right at his side, his hand lifted providing light as he matched his speed and fear. Bushes and tree trunks jumped up attempting to trip, rocks crookedly rose from cold earth promising more than a bruised ankle for the foolish. The crash of something snapping behind them and approaching fast twisted his guts and forced his legs to fire into overdrive in their desperate attempt to escape. 

“It’s getting closer,” he choked out.

“Keep running, don’t look back!” 

His heart pounded in his eardrums; his lungs burned. A shaky hint of illuminated stone appeared ahead of them as Pete scurried to the right avoiding it as he darted left. The corner of his sneaker caught a dark corner of cold rock as he passed breaking his stride and disturbing his balance. 

He went down hard, his hands pushing out in front of him erratically searching the darkness smashing and sliding across the ground. He felt a finger bend at an odd angle, a sudden flare of pain, wet warmth by his wrist as he yelped. Rolled onto his back, he scampered to his feet. Pete was instantly at his side easing him up, the illumination from his lit hand offering a view of their surroundings equally turning his stomach and sinking his heart.

“Is... did we...”

“Shit,” Pete groaned out. “We circled back by accident...” Lowering his hand, the gore came into focus.

A middle-aged man, apparently a member of the Ardenwood police force by the outfit he still had on, lay at an awkward position near the rocks having tripped him up. The man’s chest was fully exposing its insides as eyes of ghastly white stared into the abyss. Shredded fabric and twisted legs joined lightly tanned skin mingling with blossoming patches of deep purple as streaks and splashes of drying blood coated every inch of the ground below it. One hand lay near his belt, no doubt attempting to grab at his service revolver while the other was reaching out to dead air.

Pete raced to the dead man and squatted. Fumbling with the man’s belt, he quickly slid the revolver free of its holster and rose. As he swiveled towards him, his lit hand flittered through the darkness passing over an outstretched arm, a mound of hair strewn over it, and the body of a female wearing a nearly identical outfit, her mouth forever stuck open trying to scream a few feet away. Blood soaked the soil and still dripped from the nearby bushes as several slashes across her midsection allowed the white of her rib bones to peek through the devastation. The gun she had no doubt been able to use once most likely slung out of reach by the creature’s assault.

His stomach twisted as Pete redirected his light past him, into the dark woods they had fled from. He heard the click of the revolver as Pete cocked the hammer and raised the weapon upward seeming to point it at his chest.

“Did it stop chasing us, did it leave?” he felt his body croak out the word through parched lips and a dry throat.

“Not exactly,” Pete mentioned, his eyes unwavering as a bead of sweat rolled down the bridge of his nose. The gun shook in the older boy’s trembling hand. “Duck!”

He fell to the ground and covered his head. A shot fired, its boom bouncing from the rocks and ringing his ears. He felt darkness travel over his body, a tickle of fur against his exposed ankle and arms. He raised his head looking toward Pete, a mass of blackness nearly blocking his view.

From his position, he watched as Pete desperately moved back, his body being halted by a tree. Frantically trying to raise the gun again to squeeze off another shot, the older boy’s illuminated hand exposed everything in garish details bringing the monster of their last night together screaming into a combined finality.

Razor-sharp teeth dripped with blood and saliva as the giant bear’s head aimed his ferocity at Pete. It felt as if time slowed until they were all stuck in suspended motion awaiting their fates at the clawed hands of a wild animal, a confused and terrified killer. It was an accidental occurrence they had mistakenly wandered into the path of, an end they could have never planned in their hunt for something better, more.  

Flashes of black glistening claws reflected the light from Pete’s raised hands. He heard his older brother scream. The smell of copper instantly stung his nose as wetness splashed to the ground at his brother’s feet emitting a faint hiss as it came into contact with the cooled environment. A garbled cry rose in pitch and tone before the body of his older brother, his keeper, his protector fell in a heap atop released gore.
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