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Chapter 1
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She sat in the living room cradling a lukewarm cup of coffee someone had slipped into her hand earlier, her mind lost and wandering, her body numb to everything around her. Faces, names, and noises were a steady blur as her world spun out of control. The only tether to the here and now, the ceramic at her fingertips, its heat bleeding away with time’s passing.

They had arrived in a flash, sirens blaring and lights strobing. Storming the house, they had scoured every possible inch in record time while circling the premises finding nothing. No one had been hiding in wait, no dead body stuffed in a closet, no evidence of direction, and no clues about how it might have happened in her absence. Someone had managed to flip the breaker back on amid the confusion and chaos chasing away the shadows but not the ones deep within. The house was once again illuminated. Only now, it was empty of its main occupant, its soul, its heart, and she, darker for it.

Grandpa had been abducted by Andrew Hallam; it was obvious. Her crazed uncle, whose only goal was acquiring her geokinetic powers and killing anyone in his way, truly believed they were originally his. The fact they had technically been taken by her mother to prevent him from lashing out uncontrollably and hurting everyone in his quest for power was beside the point. During the process, she had been granted a sort of fetal transfer while still in the womb. The mechanics were boggling, the science unknown.

It didn’t matter unless it could somehow resolve the mess their lives and town had woken up to. It wouldn’t bring her mother back, make her uncle any less psychotic, or magically return Grandpa to their doorstep, either alive and well or in pieces. It only mattered to Andrew who had left a wake of dead bodies and damage since first stepping into Ardenwood. He wanted her abilities and so far, he had been steadily plotting and planning his way to success. The innocent lives lost along the way were considered par for the course.

They had tried to hunt him down, to flush him out. The prom was an attempt, it had failed spectacularly. Not only had another local died and people had ended up injured, but Reeza had been felled in the process by Madison Bainbridge, of all people. The surprises of the night kept coming, the fact they were dealing with a professional criminal even clearer once she returned home.

“No signs of a struggle,” she heard another deputy speaking in the kitchen. “Door was unlocked from inside; all other doors were locked. The power was shut off manually, no evidence of tampering, no forced entry, no breaking of any windows.”

“It was as if he opened the door and walked outside deliberately,” a female deputy’s voice added.

“Understood. Run the blood samples to the lab along with the note and worry stone and let me know what you come up with stat,” she heard Sheriff Beale respond.

She heard the confirmation of the others as double sets of feet exited the house, the click of the front door closing the only indication they had been here at all. The ones remaining were busy taking pictures and writing notes soon to follow suit leaving her alone once more. The familiar frame of Sheriff Beale now blocking the light from the hallway informed her it was time to face facts, to acknowledge everything, to breathe.

He touched her shoulder and lowered himself to face her. “How are you holding up?” 

“I’m... not sure...”

“It’s understandable,” he quietly told her. “We’re going to do all we can to find Walter.”

“Do you think he’s dead?” she asked hearing the words come out, the possibility crumbling her resolve as her eyes welled up with fresh tears once more. “The blood on his shoe and sidewalk doesn’t make sense. So, I ask you again, do you?”

“I think it’s still too soon to make any kind of—”

“Hunch-wise, do you? Off the record, past the script, coworker to coworker.”

“Given what we know about Andrew,” he paused as the weight of the world pressed itself into their shared space, “there’s a chance but there’s an even bigger chance he’s not. Time is of the essence in these situations, we need to act fast.”

“He’s not playing by the rules, he’s not a typical criminal.”

“They never are,” he added. “He wants you, therein lies his weakness, our defense, and offense.”

She shook her head. “Using me as bait didn’t help, the prom fiasco made it evident.”

“I agree, but when it comes to Walter’s life, it may be used as leverage. Andrew may be holding out forcing you to make a move. He has nothing to lose by killing him or letting him live as long as the outcome is getting to your power. He’ll most likely hold off until there’s no other choice.”

“Which is where the time factors in, I’m assuming?”

“In most kidnapping situations, there’s an endgame, a goal usually. Not every similar case ends in death right away but every second lost is a chance for it to happen. We’re playing checkers with someone who aims to play chess.”

“I’m going out to look for him.”

“No, Ms. Byers, no you are not.” He rose to his feet towering over her. “Not open for discussion, bribes, or workarounds.”

Clenching her fist, she glared at him. “He has my grandfather. He’s killed and injured too many in the past few weeks. This needs to end, he has to be stopped.”

“And he will, without you offering yourself up. I’ve put out APBs on both Walter and Andrew. Everyone available is searching and hunting every side street and back alley.”

“Do you honestly think bulletins are going to help you catch him?”

“They won’t hurt,” he answered. “Until he’s caught, I want you out of sight, staying safe, and protected.”

“How’d staying safe work for Grandpa?” she lobbed, her eyes questioning his decisions.

“Look,” he said placing a hand on her shoulder, “I know it’s been a horrible night and an even worse return home, but I need you safe, I need you here out of the way. Too much has gone wrong and too many people have been in the line of fire to allow another of my crew to wander into the lion’s den wearing steak-covered pants.”

“Maybe if you would we could wrap this up before anyone else dies,” she snarked.

His face was in front of hers, his eyes looking deep into hers. She could smell coffee and the hint of breath mints tickle her nose as he exhaled. Within his dark brown eyes, the emotions coiled around responsibility, concern coupled with rules.

“I care too much for you to see you dead because we don’t have any other options.”

Fresh tears stung her eyes. He wrapped his large hands over hers, the coffee cup still in place as if their joined flesh were the only things preventing a world of actualization within the cup from exploding and tearing through the universe. He had said exactly what she was feeling, what she was slowly coming to terms with, and what she was dreading and equally prepared to do.

If push came to shove and every other possibility had been depleted, she would, she could, and she might. For Grandpa, for him, for Ardenwood, she was willing. To catch a killer, to save them all, no question. The fire had been stoked, the flames urging release. 

“I’m willing if it means everyone else lives. I should have died countless times over already; I’m prepared to make it final if it means I take him down.”

“Quite noble of you,” he said. “Noted.”

“I’m giving you until noon.”

“Interesting.”

“Not playing around anymore,” she said wiping her eyes, “regardless of your position, my job, my criminal record, and whatever else you’re holding over me. I’m hunting him down. Sitting here and watching it all get destroyed around me is killing me, I won’t do it for much longer. I need to end this; I need to find him. Family or not, I promise you.”

“I see.” He rose before fetching her tissues from the box near Grandpa’s resting chair. “I know it sucks right now, but give me time, allow the process to get underway. We’ll do everything in our power. It will do you no good to go against orders and become a mercenary. It will end badly for you even if you survive.”

“I’m willing to take the chance.”

“I’ll swing by in the morning. Haze will be stationed in the house with you using Lumberjack’s borrowed room and I’ll have deputies circle every ten minutes besides being also stationed on Yarrow Street.” Ignoring her last few words, he walked into the hallway and turned. “Don’t do anything stupid, Ms. Byers, you would not like the results. You may have the power, but not the authority. I would hate to show you how unhospitable this town can truly be towards those who do not follow rules.”

“Noon,” she called out refusing to be swayed as he walked out and slammed the front door.

She sat there seething; her fingers wrapped tightly around the ceramic coffee mug. Her teeth clenched as she fumed, her face flush with angry patches of red. The threat from Sheriff Beale in addition to being forced to remain in place behind closed doors had her feeling like a boiling pot on a stovetop. He didn’t understand her emotions, the need to do something, anything. She had reached a point where she could no longer listen to reason, no longer comply and the views of her being a doe-eyed fragile flower. The clock was already ticking whether Sheriff Beale liked it or not.

“They’re wrapping up now,” she heard Haze tell her from the hallway. “I’ll lock up when they leave. I apologize too as I know it’s not the ideal setup for either one of us. Me being here for one night is weird, but I promise I will stay out of the way.”

She felt her inner rage start to diminish as she set the coffee mug on the small table near her seat.  “It’s not you, it’s everything else.”

“I’m sure and I’m sorry for not letting you run upstairs. I didn’t want you possibly seeing something horrible or stumbling into whoever might have been up there if they had decided to hang around.”

“Andrew didn’t come into the house; he didn’t need to. Grandpa had this place wired for sound. By using his imbuing powers, he packed it full of protections and guards. Andrew probably used mind control to get around it all. Maybe Grandpa didn’t plan for it, maybe he forgot or didn’t know, maybe he knew and didn’t care anymore.”

“Your grandfather has powers, he’s a strovian?” She nodded. “No shit?”

“No shit,” she told him. “Didn’t know it either until recently.”

“Fascinating. You’ll have to tell me all about it.”

“Tomorrow, if it’s alright with you?”

“Deal. If you need me, I’m here.”

She smiled at him. “I appreciate it. Oh, and I’m sorry as well. I know this must feel incredibly off-putting having to spend the night here when you’re getting off a three-night bender at the high school but please make yourself at home, there’s plenty of food in the fridge.”

“It’s part of the job and thank you. Besides, I don’t mind. After walking the high school for what felt like miles and miles every damn night for hours on end, I’m more than grateful for a chance to sleep on a bed even if it ends up smelling like the big lug.”

She snickered. “Well, help yourself to whatever you need. I’m going to shower and get to bed.”

“Probably a good idea. If I hear any news, I’ll let you know. Chances are, I won’t sleep. I’m used to later hours now.”

“I doubt I will either.” She took the stairs up. “Thank you and good night.”

“Good night,” he called up starting to shut off lights and double-checking the windows.

She knew as soon as she shut her bedroom door to change clothes and get into the shower, she’d probably be up staring at the ceiling all night, wondering, planning, plotting, and wishing. She would be counting the seconds, watching time mercilessly tick on without a care in the world.

Having Haze in the house helped. Given Andrew’s power, however, she wasn’t sure he would hold up well against the psychotic killer. She prayed she never found out as she slipped into the shower and allowed the hot water to nearly scald every inch of her body. It was always a good place to cry, an even better spot to strategize about revenge.

Regardless of what Sheriff Beale had told her, she was adamant about it coming down to it. A week ago, Andrew Hallam was a distant memory, a connection to a past she was no longer a part of. Before long, he’d return there. Only this time, it would be as a whisper, as ash.

***
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HE STOOD HIDDEN BEHIND a tree at the edge of the furthest pier of the harbor. The town had closed for the night. The streets were empty, the lights from shops and stores having been shut off hours earlier. The fear of a strovian killer stalking roadways and sneaking through people’s backyards searching for fresh victims had sent many packing. For many more, they were stuck at home due to no tourists being allowed to enter Ardenwood. Tonight’s action had only worsened the overall unease, the downward slide into becoming a ghost town both night and day.

Their worries, not his concern. He had other plans, another agenda. Safety was not guaranteed, but he wasn’t concerned for he knew a guy. Bad things happen to good people but sometimes, the reverse is true he thought licking his lips.

He coughed covering his mouth with his good hand. It had been a long time coming and it was finally here. Having snuck into town aboard one of the shipping vessels delivering goods to the people, he had stayed to himself throughout his stay. Taking odd day labor jobs here and there, he survived. Fake names, hard work, all cash. It had quelled the growing boredom within as he patiently waited, as an associate’s plans bore fruit, the rest ripening on the vine teasing to be picked.

A twig snapped alerting him of a presence mere feet away. Quickly homing in on the target, he detected a familiar shape against the backdrop of the empty harbor. A man slinked into view, the faintest hint of his facial features coming into focus under the moonlight. He nodded.

“I was wondering what happened to you,” he said itching at the corner of his mouth. “Long night?”

“Yes,” Andrew replied. “Things have changed.”

“I’m guessin’ Reeza not being here has something to do with it.” He pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocketed shirt and shook one loose. “Did she find trouble?”

He watched as Andrew stiffened his shoulders and slumped avoiding eye contact. “Yes.”

Leaving it alone for now, he slid the cigarette between his lips, retrieved his lighter, and lit it. The bright yellow and orange of the flame flickered against their shadowed faces as he took two quick drags and exhaled before taking a long pull. Putting his lighter away, he watched the cheery red glowing tip reflect in Andrew’s eyes intensifying the evil within and seeming to entice inner demons to come out and play. 

“You look rough,” he mentioned as Andrew glanced around the empty harbor and out towards Elnia Island. “Are we still a go?”

“We are, indeed, Norris. Now more than ever.”

“How’d you make out with the old man?”

“He decided to come along for the ride once I convinced him it was in his best interest. He assumed he was prepared to hinder my goals, he was not.”

“I thought for sure you’d end up hitting a snag.” He took another drag of his cigarette and let the smoke slowly seep from his mouth.

“Toxic-Townsend, I’m sure you are aware I do have many talents. Some, even you are unaware of.”

He smirked at the thought. “I bet you do.” 

“Right now, he’s resting comfortably out of sight and mind. A pawn is always useful. It’s not how I would have conducted business, but it ends the same. Feel free to manage your end of the bargain whenever you see fit.”

“The girl still off-limits?”

“Indeed.”

“More for me then,” he said with a nod. “I’ll be like a kid in the candy store with a hundred-dollar bill. I never thought the years we spent locked away as lab rats would yield us being able to borrow from others.”

“A pleasant side effect for the torture we endured. The ability is intoxicating for sure, but with so many available, how will you choose?”

“Daddy’s hungry so I plan to take from everyone’s plate.”

He took one final drag from his cigarette and flicked the still-lit nub from his fingers. It traveled through the air landing on some wet pebbles sparking once and dying with a hiss. He moved from the cover of the tree and stepped onto the small shoreline, his shoes pushing water up and outward from his weight upon the sand.

Checking his surroundings once, he pulled a black leather glove from his hand exposing burnt flesh and mangled digits. It was his secret, his burden. Skin doused in painful memories of a time before he knew better, a time when his powers were being studied and forced into action by corruption and greed under the guise of therapy still ached, still disgusted. They had caused it; they had paid delightfully for the scars.

“Enjoy your buffet,” Andrew commented.

“Always,” he said smirking. “Once they start running out of options, they’ll be chomping at the bit for a chance to offer me their powers.” He lowered himself close to the lapping water. “Being a gentleman, how could I refuse?”

“Weakened is preferable to dead, but who am I to stop an artist from painting on such a large canvas.”

He agreed while extending his hand. Focusing, a green glow of power clouded his vision and radiated from his hand in vibrant pulses. Lowering his hand to the wrist, he allowed the lukewarm water to stir around his fingers. Ripples of brightness moved outward growing dimmer the further they traveled from his hand until disappearing completely. After several seconds of continued application, he dismissed his power before a faint cloud-like manifestation appeared atop the water seeming alive as it shifted and rolled in place, held there by command.

“There we go,” he said rising and shaking his hand free of water. “The ball is officially rolling.”

“Nice.”

“It’s a damn shame it’s going so wrong, so fast for this town. I almost feel bad.”

“Is it?” Andrew asked him as he returned to the tree. “Do you?”

He chuckled before fishing out another cigarette. “Nah. Who the fuck cares what happens to them and this shithole? As long as I get mine, we’re good.”

“And I get mine.”

“Indeed.”

“Look who’s decided to start stealing tag lines.” 

“Indeed.”

They shared a laugh scaring away a resting pair of seagulls from under the eaves of a nearby restaurant. Their irritated squawks into the night sky only made them laugh louder as they refused to lower themselves, hide their feelings, or staunch their enjoyment of how devilish they’d become through the years. Life had taught them to blindly trust, life had also brutally lied in the process. 
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Chapter 2
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Awakening in a panic, she kicked the sweat-soaked sheets from her body. Clutching her pounding chest, she shot upright, her eyes darting and trying to focus. A dream laughed into oblivion from her troubled mind on fading trails of preventable death, loss, and regret.

The sun was a faint warming glow outside her bedroom window. The blinds were still pulled shut, the chair under the door handle still in place. Having passed out well into the witching hour of the night, she had tumbled headfirst into a fitful sleep. The worries, the what-ifs, and the inescapable danger were like coiled rattlesnakes lying in wait under the bed waiting to strike.

Wiping at her forehead, she softly cried into one hand as the other stayed a balled-up fist pressing deep into the mattress. The memories rolled into view, the pain with them. Grandpa was still missing. His absence felt like an equal dose of nightmare and real life.

Her house had become ground zero in the past day. The late evening hours had seen it drag its wounded ass into more situations. The secrets and lies decorated the walls with what she’d learned, things she found out, and those tidbits of information she wished she’d never been allowed to uncover. Three light knocks threw her back into reality. Circumstances needed her interaction and came with responsibilities she wished she could deny.

“Are you alright in there?” Haze’s muffled voice came through the door.

She cleared her throat and slid from the bed. “Yeah, give me a minute.”

Taking a pair of sweat shorts from her desk chair, she begrudgingly slid them over achy muscles and tired legs before pulling up her shirt and letting it hang over them. It was as good as it was going to get. Before removing the chair and opening the door, she exhaled into her cupped hand and squished her face in disgust at the morning breath before shrugging. Again, as good as it was going to get.

“Sorry if I woke you,” he said taking in her tired eyes and disheveled look. “You sounded restless.”

“Didn’t sleep for shit,” she told him trying to yawn politely. “Nightmares, panic attacks, body aches, you name it, I have it.”

“I’m sure.” He glanced at the stairs and back to her. “I hope you don’t mind, but I made some coffee.”

“My hero,” she commented. 

“Also...”

Her stomach knotted at his pause. “What is it? Grandpa? Andrew?”

“Not exactly,” he told her. “Sheriff Beale called, he’s on his way.”

“Not as bad as I was expecting, but why so early?”

“Apparently, the man never sleeps and assumes the rest of us don’t either,” he said shrugging. “He wants to talk with you, he says it’s urgent.”

She sighed and rubbed her forehead. “Let me freshen up a bit and change clothes.”

“I’ll wait for you in the kitchen.” He stepped from her path going towards the stairs and paused at the top as she went to the bathroom. “Two sugars and a splash of creamer?” 

“Perfect,” she said.

He turned and smiled. “Coming right up.”

She waited until she heard his steps at the bottom of the stairs before shutting the door to the bathroom. She knew Sheriff Beale would be annoyed she was not front and center upon his arrival, but she was in a mood this morning. Struggling to find the strength to care about procedures or opinions on how she should act, she knew from here on out it would an uphill battle.

Her eyes were on a goal, her mind on a mission, and the time for worrying about others and their civic pride and protocols was coming to an end. If it meant saving Grandpa and ending this constant state of panic and fear, she was about to step on some toes as needed. 

***
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BY THE TIME SHE FINISHED up trying to look at least presentable, they were already in the kitchen talking away a storm as if they’d lived there for years. As she came down the stairs and walked into the kitchen, her mind was on coffee and how to give them the slip to hunt Andrew down on her own. She stopped. Startled about the unplanned third in her kitchen, her sneakers skidded across the linoleum.  Eyes turned to her, their conversation instantly stalling.

“Way to make an entrance,” Lumberjack remarked grinning at her, his hand a wrapped beehive-like array of tape and gauze. “Maybe next time a cartwheel?”

“They released you already?” she questioned ignoring his sarcasm as she walked to the counter, pivoted, and kept her back against it to keep them in her sights. “How’d you make out?” 

“It was clean through, no bone damage but there were lacerations to muscle and tendons. Nothing major. The stitches are holding on both sides. My healing ability is slightly accelerated due to my powers so, within a few days, I should be back to normal.”

“Wow,” she said impressed while cautiously watching them. “Lucky.”

He agreed and gave his beard a quick tug. “Why are you acting like you woke up in someone else’s body? You’re jumpier than a cat in a room full of rocking chairs.” 

“No... no reason,” she sputtered out. “I’m glad to see you up... and about. Hey, do you remember the name of the store we talked about going to the day we pulled detail at the mayor’s funeral service by chance?”

He gave her a questioning look. “You mean Hush, party in the front, all business in the back?”

She nodded. “Yeah.”

“What about it?’ Sheriff Beale interjected.

“No reason.” She glanced at him, his curious stare forcing her to avert her eyes.

“Ms. Byers, if you wouldn’t mind explaining.”

“Who saved me from being brutally killed by McKenna when he went power shifty crazy from being teleported into the hiking park right outside town?” She eyed him, his stoic stance unwavering.

“Blue-Blitzer got me up there and I subdued it long enough to have McKenna tranqed.” He took a quick sip from his mug. “Is there a reason for a trip down memory lane?”

“Making sure you’re you, and the big guy over there is him.”

“I can assure you if we weren’t you’d already be dead, or we would be considering Walter’s level of protection in place around here.”

“Not taking chances anymore, not assuming anything anymore.”

“I suppose those are good traits to adopt,” he told her with a nod. “Now, should we get down to business? You’re one of many for me this morning?”

She held up her finger making him wait. He lowered his cup, crossed his arms, and cleared his throat. Taking her coffee mug and not caring about his growing frustration she took a long sip. Its warmth invigorated. She took another and set the mug on the counter letting out a satisfying sound. 

“May I?” Sheriff Beale asked as Lumberjack snorted and Haze tried his best not to laugh.

“You may,” she encouraged.

“Regardless of your desire to help you are to remain in the house, Lumberjack will be taking over for Haze, effective immediately.”

She shook her head. “Why the switch off? I don’t mind, only curious.”

“What a relief,” she heard Lumberjack say. “I can almost feel the love... almost.”

She watched as the two men shuffled around before taking up a spot in the corner of the kitchen. In hushed conversation, she watched as they both began to chat about war wounds, a failed prom, and last night’s surprise kidnapping as if she were about to be reprimanded by Sheriff Beale.

“Haze is needed elsewhere. Lumberjack is still healing, so the downtime will be good for him. From a strictly confidential perspective, you may also be asked to harbor two other guests.”

Her eyes widened at the thought. “Who?”

“The Jameson brothers.”

“Pete and Ollie? Why? What’s happened to them, are they ok?” she questioned as the anxiety rose within, her body running with confusion, thoughts, and rapid-fire concerns.

He raised his hand to slow her down. “They’re fine, but we believe their location may have been compromised. Between you and the safety precautions in place around the house, they may be in better hands here, especially since we have additional patrols in this area and Lumberjack on hand. If you consent.” 

She gripped the counter trying to remain still and calm. Everything was spiraling out of control; everything was shifting into abstract realities. Here, her home, the one place she felt safe, felt most protected from the outside world was slowly dissolving into a meeting place, a sleepover, a business venue, and a crime scene. It was getting confusing; it was getting to be too much.

She took a deep breath. She couldn’t imagine Andrew killing two innocent children, but then again, she couldn’t put anything past him. He was dangerous, psychopathic, and crazed in all the worst ways. Taking the lives of two boys would be nothing to him and would only be a boon to his overall conquests with their claimed powers. She shuttered thinking about him manipulating Ollie’s ability to reset time. It was something she couldn’t let happen, something she had a chance to prevent, she had to.

She sighed, her body slumping at the release. “They can stay in Grandpa’s room. He’s not using it right now, dead or alive.” The words hurt coming out making it hard to swallow. “With me up there across the hall and Lumberjack down here, we should be covered.”

“I do appreciate your cooperation. I’ll bring them by after lunch with extra groceries, so they’re taken care of supply-wise.”
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