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Chapter 1
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She cried out, makeup streaking her face. “Please, no. Why are you doing this?”

Laying on the ground weakened, her body glowed a faint light blue as he towered over her. Fallen leaves clung to her damp clothes, some breaking free and pirouetting across her midsection in the breeze as she lifted her dirty hands in defense. Her purple sweater now stained and torn; her beige mini skirt smeared with mud, were holding on by a thread both victims of a feeble attempt to escape.

He had tracked her since she had left the library. Out into a night air energized and primed for hunting, he had lingered within the shadows as she had casually strolled down the sidewalk taking in the sky’s starry offerings. Oblivious of his eyes, his slinking about, she reached her car and left the area. It hadn’t stopped him, it never did. After a planned bout of car trouble, she found herself alone on the side of the road without a clue her perceived savior would also be her destroyer pulling up alongside her.

She caught on quick enough, he had been quicker. Believing slipping from his grasp and racing across the street into the dark woods would offer her safety and protection, she had fled. It had never before, it wouldn’t now. All part of the plan, all part of the game. His power could easily locate them, tools of the trade assisted beautifully by draining away some of their energy, weakening them. It was a bonus, a most delicious addition uncovered entirely by accident in pursuit of his ultimate goal. The hunter, the prey, the chase. 

He stepped on her ankle with his black boot pinning her from scurrying away. Bone crunched under his weight, a satisfying testament to humankind’s fragility regardless of any special evolutionary bonuses. This would not be the extent of his attack; she knew as well as her agonized screeching soon gave way to hysterical sobbing. As she flailed about trying to escape, he knew there wasn’t one. There never was, and there never would be.

“Why...” She moaned out in pain gasping for air. “Why...”

“I think you know why, Sharon.”

“My... my name isn’t... I’m Ellen... please...” she mumbled shaking her head in confusion.

“Of course, it is, Sharon,” he corrected giving her an impish grin. 

He tapped her free foot with his long black cane as she tried miserably to jerk it away. Twisting a silver cap at its end, he pulled free a thin hidden blade from the inside cavity reflecting her frantic eyes, the twinkling stars, and the moon above in its silvery metallic finish.

“Please... no...” 

“I hereby reclaim what was taken, I reclaim what was lost.” He raised the blade to the sky. “By the Church of the Reclaimer, I take back the power which was granted to you. I denounce your existence, refute your being for the sake of all humanity.”

She struggled no more as he brought the blade down into her sternum, felt it pass through flesh and muscle, chip bone as it plunged deeply to the ground under her. She was still alive when he slid it from her bleeding torso and quickly slashed down to her navel and across the underside of her breasts as if the blade were made of pure energy, razor-sharp intent easily able to carve through fabric and skin as if both were composed of nothing more than air.

The warmth of her insides bubbled up and spilled across her chest, pooling underneath her still body. The moon above appeared to shy away from the scene as it hid behind some drifting clouds spooling darkness around them both. His glowing bright gray eyes stared down. With flickering evil and madness, they admired the handiwork. 

He slung the blade downward freeing it of any collected wetness. Watching her lifeforce fade, the once pale glow of blue which had led her to this fate diminished as shadows crept across her still open eyes. She was no more. 

Sliding the blade back into the cane, he twisted its top and tapped it twice on the ground. Bending down, he checked her pulse with a gloved hand ensuring the deed was done. Her body’s muffled wet gurgling sounds quieted; silence enveloped them both. Her head lolled to the side; her eyes becoming globes of white.

He ripped her necklace free raising it upwards and inspecting it. The earrings would remain, a parting gift of now useless trinkets. They had served their purpose, their energy spent. Standing up, he took in the necklace’s rounded blue gemstone dangling from its long silvery chain. The power was still there, a recharge would be required. The simplest of designs, the easiest bait.

Another one down, a town needing to be cleansed. A man on a mission, a fox in the hen house.

***
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“THIS ISN’T WORKING for me anymore, Harold,” she had told him then at the front door, her hand already opening it. A medium-sized suitcase stood ready by her side. “We’ve talked this to death. I should have done this months ago, I’m leaving.”

He didn’t respond as she slammed the door and left. She was right, the talks hadn’t helped, and nothing had been resolved. Listening from the top of the stairs, he heard her car trunk slam down followed by the tires catching traction on the gravel driveway as she sped away. The house pressed its sudden silence against him mocking his broken heart, a spouse forever altered. 

She had changed over the past several months. He had noticed it the first moment her head turned slightly from his approaching kiss only to land on a chilled cheek. He had played it off, had tucked it away in his head attaching the simplest of explanations for her sudden shift in behavior. He continued to stay too busy at a local jewelry store making antique replicas and hiding his secret to think about his marriage falling apart. She continued to grow colder and more distant bridging the gap towards his naivety.

Never one to automatically suspect adultery, he played his part. Smiling through the doubts, he actively participated in the charade. Menopause, he had once thought, was an easy cop-out or something else requiring a doctor’s appointment and medical explanation. There were many possibilities, many chances for his heart and head to avoid what he feared, to gloss over his world splitting in half.

Casual conversation during dinner as they watched the strovian issues play out on the television had kept their interests instead of addressing their own. As information developed and news stories were delivered, the tension between them smoldered. Soon, quiet dinners at home could not hold back the dark current of changing ideals, mixed feelings, and the fading light of love as it flowed mercilessly over the interwoven fabric of their lives.

Eventually, what little remained salvageable broke free flooding their lives with the realization a change was needed. As the distant town of Ardenwood became a considered Eden for any strovian seeking asylum, it also marked the breaking point for the crumbling foundation of their union. 

He had hired a private investigator a few weeks prior and had known in his heart what would be found. She was cheating, it was clear as the black and white photos he had slid from a sealed envelope he had found in his mailbox. A man, a strovian with some hovering or flying ability had taken a liking to her, and she to him along with the sudden opening doors of opportunity.

The next night, during dinner more akin to a funeral, he had casually tossed the photos across the table. Hoping she would cry and apologize or run back to him rekindling their love for eternity, he was taken aback when she did neither. He watched in amazement at her shifting reaction as pictures of secret lovers holding hands, kissing, bottom grabbing, and getting cozy in various locales slid across the table in a damning spread under the yellow kitchen lights.

The snake rattled its tail briefly before fangs dripped with venom exposing her true nature. She let it all out, the months, the weeks of her adulterous affair. Love was mentioned, the boredom of living a humdrum life a paltry excuse. She craved attention, the spark, the thrill of living with a strovian. She poisoned the air mentioning their secret lovemaking being glorious rockets exploding over an ocean while comparing her time with him, her husband, nothing more than quick naps under an itchy quilt. The words hurt, the nails hammered into his self-worth, bleeding away memories.

He had tried to counter; had tried to talk her down from leaving. There was no use, she had made up her mind to run away to Ardenwood with her new beau. They were to start anew in safer territory for him, a previous life erased for them both. Watching her pack, any discussion had been useless. She was done, he was finished.  

Had she stayed; she would have known. He too had been gifted with the same evolutionary markers linking all strovians. His power was nothing fancy or flashy, nothing dangerous or destructive. He was a locator, someone who could easily find those much like himself.

Soon came the feelings of abandonment, the emptiness, the struggle to contain the rage and hatred growing inside him at her departure. He discovered new ways to quench the desire for revenge, for control. Nervously awaiting the possibility of random teleportation to Ardenwood based on the information from several news outlets concerning the government’s secret research facility, he took the time to learn, develop, and train as the days scrolled into months while inching their way through years. 

Nothing ever reached through space and time to claim him, nothing delivered him to the middle of nowhere sans clothing or in the process of eating dinner. He decided it probably never would, a considered minuscule threat in a vast sea of potential danger. Another punch in the gut of feeling like a minnow surrounded by sharks. If only they knew, if only. 

The radio station briefly paused its continuous rotation of 60’s hits to provide an update to a continuing news story it had been circulating for days. He already knew all about it and had already read the tagline from the newspaper laying on the passenger seat at his side. A serial killer hunting down women suspected of being strovians was all the rage, a reporter’s wet dream if they could get the scoop. Cops were at a loss on suspects, the town at a loss trying to contain their growing concerns and fears. 

A road sign notified him of Ardenwood coming up in roughly eighty-two miles as the engine hummed its way down the asphalt. He laughed loudly for the first time in many a year before throwing the newspaper out of the window. Its pages separated and spread out in a wild fanning show driven by his tailwind.

Everything he needed was already in place, already planned out. A few supply containers in the backseat and a large suitcase happily stuffed into the truck the last of his belongings. A faded and partially folded picture stashed under the strap on the sun visor, a reminder, a duty. A man with his foot on the gas pedal. A broken man, an improved man setting out towards a new destination, a new hunting ground. A killer.
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Chapter 2


[image: ]




She groaned as her heavy hand blindly swatted at the alarm clock angrily shrieking atop the nightstand. Every inch of her body felt rubbed raw, strained, bruised, and beaten. She was hoping to awake feeling better, the much-needed sleep only allowing her muscles and injuries a chance to tighten up and patiently await a chance to scream out their dissatisfaction at her lack of attention. Yesterday had been no dream, her body confirmed it with every ache.

Her retaliation for years of verbal abuse by a classmate had catapulted her headfirst into danger. Forced to work alongside the Agents of Ardenwood instead of taking a stroll to her execution past the covered bridge on Henderson Road had seemingly found her in much the very same spot. A kidnapped hostage, a pawn, an unwilling and unknowing catalyst to someone’s master plans, she’d been there. It had all happened so fast, her body running on fumes and sparks of adrenaline.

Now, by the morning’s slowly rising sun, the memories of those events came hurdling back into existence. Placing her pillow over her head, she groaned again and tossed it aside hearing three light knocks at her bedroom door.

“Go away,” she growled, “I’m dead.”

Grandpa cracked the door sending a blinding sliver of light into her eyes. “Oh good, I was hoping you were awake.”

“Seriously, Grandpa?” she questioned. “The alarm practically went off seconds ago, were you standing by the door waiting?”

“No, silly, I was sitting,” he said smirking before coming inside carrying a small glass of water and a tiny cup containing pills.

She held a hand over her face dulling the brightness. “It’s 6 am, do we need to do this now? Did I mention it’s 6 am?” Pushing herself up against her headboard, she glared.

He placed the pills and water on the nightstand and rubbed her arm. “How are you feeling?”

“Besides being blinded by the hall light and having my oddly alert Grandfather standing over my bed before I even have a chance to wipe the crusts from my eyes, I’d have to say, not so great.”

“I figured as much, hence the pain pills and some water. One always needs to hydrate.” He handed her the tiny cup as she grumbled. “Over the counter, will probably only take the edge off but we don’t need you deciding to pursue a life of a pill addict on the hard stuff. We already got enough things to worry about.”

“Thanks.”

She slung the pills into her mouth chasing them down with the glass of water he offered. Wiping at her chin with her long nightshirt, she looked up at him. He smiled patiently watching her.

“Why are you so damn chipper this morning?”

“I have good news and bad news,” he said weighing her expressions on which to start with.

“Ugh,” she mumbled rolling her eyes, “spill it already.”

“The younger gentlemen from the other day, the one who brought you home last night,” he started as she nodded knowing he was referring to Haze, “well, he brought another shirt for you and some news.”

“Ok, and?”

“You are to stay home today and rest.”

“Really?” she asked, her eyes widening. “He got it cleared with Sheriff Beale?”

“Yes,” Grandpa continued. “Of course, with every good, there’s bound to be some bad.”

“Here we go,” she sassed. 

“You are to log into, hold on,” he paused and reached into his pocket producing a folded sheet of white paper he fumbled with before continuing, “the AOA training site and complete modules 1 and 2 along with passing the questionnaires offered after videos 1 through 3.”

“I wonder if a fall from the roof would kill me...”

“Don’t be so overly dramatic,” Grandpa told her.

“Anything else?” she asked before sighing loudly.

“I’m not standing here because I enjoy smelling your dumpster-like breath,” he teased. “Of course, there’s more. There’s always more.”

She rubbed her forehead. This was already shaping up to be a crappy day and it wasn’t even seven o’clock in the morning. What little joy she had managed to find about being allowed a day off to recover even after getting flack for mentioning it last night quickly turned to disgust. 

“At 8 am, you’re to call someone named, Mainframe, and have her link you into the debriefing room from your laptop,” he recited the message from his hastily written notes, “oh, sounds festive.”

“Yeah, joy,” she said rolling her eyes.

“I figured as much,” Grandpa added not buying a ticket to her pity party. “Now, we need to check those bandages and switch them out if need be. If everything looks good, you can get showered and allow them to air dry while sitting around doing your work.” He reached down and gripped a corner of her blanket, the upturned fabric allowing cool air to instantly chase away her warm comfy spot underneath it. 

“I think I can manage the—”

He shook his finger while dropping the blanket. “Not asking dear, telling.” She slowly closed her mouth and fumed as he smiled. “I’ll bring breakfast up. You shouldn’t attempt the stairs right away.”

“I guess I don’t have a choice,” she fussed while brushing hair from her eyes. “It’s not like I can outrun you at this point.”

“Exactly,” he smirked. “Chop, chop,” he said smacking his hands together.

She begrudgingly threw the blanket aside and stood, her aching feet instantly wanting to scrunch up within the plush carpeting. As her body adjusted to her weight, it pinpointed every muscle, bruise, and injury in deafening glory forcing her to hunch over until she could manage. Slowly making it to the foot of the bed, she lifted her shirt turning from him to study her body in the long dressing mirror on the right. She looked like hell, felt it too. Purple and tinges of yellowy-orange spread out along the lower portion of her abdomen as red irritated bands around her wrists and ankles appeared as a grisly leftover from a late-night party she never wanted to attend.

Turning, she noticed his eyes studying her back. The sadness of seeing her like this was evident, a wayward tear across his cheek hurting her on a thousand levels. He had always been there as a father, as a mother, as a shoulder. They had lost together and had grieved as well before finding the strength to rebuild and restructure their lives. Her injuries only soaked his fears in gasoline and hovered a match over the fumes. He worried for her life and agonized over a repeat loss.

Reaching back, she took his hand gently rubbing it with her thumb. “I’m ok to do this, Grandpa, if it’s too much.”

He wiped his eyes under his glasses while shaking his head. “Nonsense.” He sat on the edge of the bed and turned her slightly away. “I... I didn’t think it was as bad as it is, I mean, I never got a good look last night. I worry about you probably more than I need to, but... it’s my right, I earned it, I worked hard for those bragging rights, for a single medal of honor.”
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