
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Shadow Over Blackridge

By E.L. Ashcroft


Playlist

Song 3 - Stonesour

Run Boy Run - Woodkid

Paint it Black - Hidden Citizens, Ranya

Changes - Langhorne Slim, The Law

Deafening Silence - Machine Head

Bloodfeather - Highly Suspect

Wicked Ones - Dorothy

I Am The Fire - Halestorm

Crimson Day - Avenged Sevenfold

Wicked Game - Stonesour

Circle - Slipknot

Smack my Bitch Up - The Prodigy
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CHAPTER 1 - The Mansion
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A cool breeze wrapped around my neck as I got nudged forward.

"You go first" My sister, Jules insisted.

"You are older, you should go first" I replied taking a step backwards.

She joined my position, closely at my side and gazed up at the ruined Victorian styled mansion, a towering relic of another century. Its weathered stone facade, once proud and elegant, now bore the stains of time and neglect. Ivy clung to the outer walls like a second skin.

Tall, arched windows stood like watchful eyes - some cracked, others boarded - framing the shadowed interior with an eerie stillness. A wide wraparound porch, lined with flaking white columns, groan faintly in the wind, its railings carved in intricate filigree now dulled and splintered. 

Despite the decay, there was a haunting beauty to the place - a defiant grandeur in its silhouette, as though the house remembered what it once was and refused to fall quietly into ruin.

Chills gripped the nape of my neck and stretched the length of my entire body. I was never a brave person. Anxiety’s cold, relentless hand gripped me too tightly. Younger me used to watch the heroes on television run towards the danger, eager to save the day. I saw myself sprinting away and hiding until the danger passed. 

This time it was different. This was our job and our pay day which we desperately needed. I thought about the ten dollars left in my bank account, wondering how far I could stretch it, and internally sighed. 

"We are going to have to go in sooner or later. We are running out of time" Jules said, surveying the exterior. 

She was the opposite of me and would quite happily watch horror movies at 2am and sleep like a baby. I wasn't sure why she was hesitant tonight. She would never willingly stir up my anxiety as she was the one who had to deal with the aftermath. 

The job, we were told, was to clean out the house of anything -  unnatural. Not our usual type of gig but it was a favor to our father.

"Ok lets at least get to the front door" I told her, reaching out to grab her hand. She smacked it away with more force than I would like. 

"For gods sake Laura" She scowled at me "How can you look like you eat glass for breakfast but be a marshmallow on the inside?"

I shrugged, tight-lipped and looked down at myself - scuffed black boots, ripped black jeans, loose black tee, and my old denim jacket that had seen better days. My hair was so bleached it gave a bale of hay a run for its money and I wouldn't be caught dead without my black eyeliner which was more often that not - smudged. 

Jules, on the other hand, looked like a walking yoga ad - white sneakers, soft grey leggings, and oversized white tee, and that stupidly clean navy letterman jacket. Her light brown hair fell in shiny waves around her shoulders like she had just finished a shampoo commercial. Sunshine and serotonin. The total opposite of my resting doom face.

Pretending she didn't hurt my feelings, I raised my head and began marching forward. The grand double door entrance was a lot larger close up. Faint cracks rippled in the glass while at the same time looking like someone had ripped down some church windows and placed them where the door should be. 

"Is it getting darker?" I asked my sister as my vision began to dim, heart racing out of my chest. I started breathing heavily, like the oxygen could run out at any moment. 

Jules knows my signs that I'm about to break and slapped me hard across the face hoping to slap me back into reality. The sound echoed around the abandoned area like a gunshot. 

I had given her full permission to slap me if we were in a situation with not a lot of time. 

"Focus Laura!" She snapped "Now isn't the time to break. Have you taken your meds?"

I ran my hand over what I'm imagining to be a reddened cheek "Yep, sorry my body just took over". I took a slow deep breath and exhaled. 

"Alright, I'm going to count to three, then we can run in guns blazing, no thinking" I pointed my fingers at her, mimicking gun shots. She nodded but at the same time you could tell she was sick of my crap. 

"One" I took a deep breath don't think

"Two" Exhaled don't THINK

"Three"

Lifting my leg I kicked the double doors in the centre which shattered it into tiny pieces of colourful glass and wooden splints. Part of the door frame came down as well. I forgot this house is old and we probably could have just pushed the door open. I hope we don't get deducted. 

"Watch the glass," I told my sister, stomping on the shards. 

I smelt it before I saw it. 

The foyer was damp, decayed but was still oddly beautiful - if there weren't six humanoid creatures glaring at us. 

Their skin had the waxy sheen of something preserved too long, faces frozen between eras and expressions. Some jaws hung loose, teeth exposed in silent snarls, while others tilted their heads as if remembering what it once meant to be human.

"Zombies!" I screamed reaching out to Jules but she was already using her telekinetic power to rip the closest one in half. 

I felt bile rising from my stomach. Somehow once my mind knew that the smell was coming from rotten undead things, it made it a hundred times worse. 

I can't let Jules down. 

I leapt forward and threw a punch at the one closest to me. My fist went straight through his skull, my hand covered in rotten flesh and brain matter hanging out the back of its head. 

The creature went limp and I retracted my arm and gagged. Another one lunged at me and without thinking I grabbed its upper arms tightly and threw a kick to its chest, which sent its body flying backwards but its arms still in my tight grip. 

The problem with increased strength is you have to learn how hard to punch different things. 

I dropped the arms in disgust, and looked at my sister. She had killed the three closest to her. 

My eyes drew back to my hands which smelt worse than they looked and they looked slick with gore - grey pulp, dark blood, and fragments of something I didn’t want to identify. 

I envied her sometimes as she could do all her fighting from a distance. She literally didn't have to get her hands dirty.

The armless creature had rolled onto its front and was worming its way along the floor while trying to stand up. Persistent bastards. I walked towards it, lifting my leg and dropping my boot through its head. It was like cracking an unboiled egg. 

Turning back to Jules as I shook my foot, trying to get zombie brain matter off my favourite boots. I gave her thumbs up to her exasperated face.

"Behind you" She sighed at me.

The last creature which I had actually forgotten about grabbed me from behind and if I thought my hands reeked, being this close to it was on a whole other level. The creature had its arms firmly wrapped around me and was nipping at my neck like a little dog while pieces of rotten flesh slid down my back. My skin was quite hard to damage and it will definitely not be broken by this idiot's teeth. 

I stretched my arms out with ease, breaking its grip with a crack, then reached behind me pulling its head straight off. Naturally I hurled it at Jules who caught it with her powers and crushed it like a can. 

Jules, hands on hips, looked around at the mess we had made. I stared at my brain mattered, blood covered hands in horror.

"I'm going to try to find a working sink," I said, sprinting up the grand staircase, taking two steps at a time. 

"I thought zombies were a myth? I've never heard dad or the old timers talk about it" I heard her yell out.

"I don't give a shit Jules! I need water and soap!" I screeched, "possibly bleach!" 

I thundered down the hall, ignoring the black mold and scurrying rats, hands held out like I was radioactive, kicking open every door I passed. Where the hell is the bathroom?!

I kicked open a door which made me stop in my tracks. A large drawing room that had an ominous uneasy feeling stood before me. The air was thick - like the kind that clings after a long hot shower - and carried a musty scent. Faded 19th century wallpaper peeled from the walls and the ceiling flaked so heavily it looked like it was snowing paint. 

Scattered across the floor were cauldrons of varying sizes, arranged in a poor attempt at a circle. I stepped closer, carefully, and inspected their contents. Dark liquid pooled inside them, unnaturally still.

I lifted one of the smaller cauldrons and sniffed. The smell hit immediately - metallic, layered with the stench of rotten flesh.

Blood.

I dropped the cauldron. Dark liquid splashed across the floor as I backed toward the door.

"Jules! I found some weird shit up here!" I yelled but got no reply.

"JULES!" I roared.

"Where the hell are you Laura?" Her voice echoed down the hallway and I poked my head out so she could find me. 

"Should have been given a map for this goddamm hell house" She muttered, throwing me a bottle of hand sanitizer. "I keep it in the car". 

Jules pushed past me and stopped, eyeing up the scene in front of her. 

She crouched near one of the larger cauldrons, studying them carefully. 

"What are those markings?" She asked.

"I didn't even notice them. I was pre-occupied by my dirty hands" I squatted next to her looking at what she found as I sanitised furiously. 

"It looks like some sort of ritual. Satanists maybe?" She turned her head to face me. 

A loud thundering slam echoed through the mansion as I let out a squeak and almost fell on my ass in the blood puddle. My squeak made Jules jump and she smacked my arm angrily as she took off running towards the sound. I followed closely behind her. 

We reached the top of the grand staircase and glanced around at our surroundings trying to make sense of what the noise was. Our undead friends were sprawled out, still dead. 

My blood ran cold and I nudged my sister. She whipped her head around to where I was looking. 

A bloody handprint marked the space just above the handle, like someone had wanted it seen. They stood whole again, pieced back together like a jigsaw puzzle. 

“What the...” I muttered, my mouth falling open..

Jules didn’t hesitate. She swung the doors wide with her power, and we bolted down the stairs toward the outside, bracing ourselves for round two.

All we were met with was deadly silence.

Not even the crickets dared to make a sound.

"Who did we disturb Jules?" I questioned still scanning the grounds for any sign of movement. 

"Probably whoever made those zombies. Jobs finished. Let's go".

––––––––
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Jules drove in silence, the dark circles under both our eyes a clear sign of how exhausted we were. We always managed to land decent jobs, but in a city that was usually quiet, we took what we could get.

Most of our work wasn’t save-the-world-against-the-government type stuff - which suited me just fine. It was get in, get it done, and don’t die work.

We shut down a drug gang trying to set up shop, rescued a few high-profile targets, and destroyed weapons other gifted people had created—things deemed too dangerous to be left floating around the streets.

I had to admit, though... They were well crafted and dangerous enough that someone had to erase them.

Jules and I came from a long line of gifted and we weren't the only ones. Every country had its share. At the top of the pile was always one ruling family. 

Morhaven, our country, is the Montellis, self-appointed bosses of all our kind. Didn't matter where you were - there was always a family telling everyone else what to do, when to do it and exactly how to smile while doing it. Each town or city has its own "high-ranking" wardens. Our family is the wardens of the town of Blackridge, named by my family as naming rights is a power move now.

I stretched my worn legs out in front of me "Lets get our pay before we go home."

Jules' eyes briefly flicked towards me "We can't. We are meeting John tomorrow. I need a shower and sleep anyway."

I turn my head towards the window, watching as the city left the landscape and paddocks and tractors fill the view. I know better than to argue with a tired older sister.

Jules pulled into the entrance of our parents driveway, and yes we still live at home. It sits on the outskirts of Blackridge as after a busy life as wardens they craved the peace and quiet of the country, the nearest neighbour being over a kilometer down the road. 

The house itself was a single story farmhouse, framed by sprawling floral gardens and rows of fruit trees all thanks to our mothers green thumbs. Surrounding their property were empty old farming fields that stretched into the distance, although flat ground still gave us all the privacy we needed.

Our parents retired when we came of age for us to take their place. They still do a lot of background work but they leave most of it to us and we often use their years of wisdom. We were never allowed to see them in action and they never shared what their gifts were according to family tradition. 

I remember as a child trying to persuade our father to tell us their gifts. That man was locked tighter than a bank safe. He said if we knew, we’d spend our lives measuring ourselves against it. A warden who fights like their parents, he’d warned, never outgrows them.

Our father is still impressively fit, running ten kilometers daily and lifting weights with the devotion of a priest to his rituals. His short, wavy brown hair frames a strong, angular face, and piercing blue eyes seem to miss nothing. Years of morning runs have given him a constant sun-kissed tan, and his broad shoulders and lean frame make him look like someone who could still wrestle a bear... if he felt like it.

Our mother embraced retirement with effortless grace, slipping into it as naturally as a duck takes to water. She spends her days tending to the gardens with careful, patient hands or enjoying long coffee dates with her circle of retired friends. 

Our eyes clearly inherited her warm light-brown hue, flecked with amber that catches the sunlight, and our features echo her gentle elegance. Her grey bob frames a serene face, soft but lined with wisdom, always giving off the comforting aura of someone who notices everything but rarely judges.

Following behind Jules, she headed straight to the shower. I glanced at the clock which read 1.04am. I crept to the kitchen, not wanting to wake our sleeping parents, checking to see what snack mom had left for us in the fridge. 

Opening the fridge door I was greeted with a plate of ham and cheese sandwiches, stomach rumbling. I didn't realise how hungry I was and started to scoff them down like I had been starved for days. Half way through a chew, I stared at my hand realising I hadn't properly washed them yet. Groaning, I dropped the sandwich and sauntered off to bed.

––––––––
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I woke up to Jules kicking the side of my bed. 

I cracked an eye open and looked at my alarm clock - 9.35am. 

"What?" I mumbled. 

"Lets go get our pay" she said, far too chipper for someone who'd been up since sunrise doing yoga or whatever new trend she's following.

Jules leaned over me, her shoulder length light brown hair falling over her face. We stared into each other's eyes for a moment, her eyes were mahogany with a hint of amber at the centre, waiting to see who would break first. 

It was me. I can't rile up my sister this early especially when she's in a good mood. 

"I'm showering first" I snapped at her trying to get a small win in the situation.

The conditioner was barely on my head when I heard her pounding at the door

"Hurry up! I have other things to do today!" 

Well her good mood lasted five minutes tops, I thought as I quickly rinsed the conditioner that still wouldn't do any good to my bleached hair. 

I jumped out of the shower, still not feeling clean after last night and quickly threw on clothes in my signature colour - black. 

Mum greeted me in the hallway as I was tying up my wet hair. 

"Morning daughter! Better hurry, Jules is in the car already" She kissed my cheek. 

I just grunted at her. 

She smacked my bum "A lot of jobs got posted this morning, you better hurry". Mum slipped out the back door ready for her day as a lady of leisure. 

I bolted out the door and slid in Jules' passenger seat, barely clicked the door shut before Jules planted her foot on the accelerator.

"Nice to see you too," I said, pulling on my seatbelt. "In case of a crash, I'd survive but I'm worried about what I'd do to whoever I hit on the way out of the windshield." I rubbed my forehead with frustration.

"You should have gotten up earlier" 

"Feel free to wake me up next time" I grumbled putting my feet on her dashboard.

"You're a grown woman, set an alarm" She smacked my legs and I dropped them heavily on the car’s floor. "I spoke to dad about last night's job.” She paused, side eyeing me.  “He arranged a meeting with the Woodward family at lunch"

I groaned, loud and dramatically. "Lets check the job board first, we might be able to get out of lunch." 

A long silent pause greeted me as I waited for her snappy reply about how she likes the Woodwards and I'm just being a pain. The only Woodward I liked was their oldest son, James and he was out of town. Kate was alright too, I guess.

"I can't." 

"You.... can't? Can't what?"

"I have plans after lunch" Her tone was dangerously teetering on anger.

"Can I come?" 

She shot me a glare "No, Laura, you cannot come" that was her way of saying end of story, stop asking.

I started picking the skin around my fingernails. Bad habit. 

I couldn't help myself when I blurted out

"Why would you make plans without me? I'm your only friend."

The colour in her face changed drastically from pale to bright red. Oh no. 

"First of all," She snapped, "You are not my only friend, you are my sister and I already spend more time with you than I want to. Just because I'm your only friend doesn't mean I don't have others." Her hands were flying around with sharp gestures and finger pointing. 

My eyes widened at her. Harsh. 

"Secondly, I have a date. And yes it would be weird if I bought my little sister."

My brain short-circuited at the word date. I stared absent-mindly out of the window as I immediately started flipping through the mental Rolodex of gifted guys who might be brave—or dumb—enough to ask Jules out. The guy up north who makes rubber? Jules barely gave him the time of day and I’m sure I would have heard about that. Maybe the guy who moved into the city last year? I don’t think he swings that way. 

"You don't know him. Stop trying to figure it out." 

She can read minds now? Damn she knows me too well. 

"I was just..." I started before she cut me off

"His name is Brandon. He's 24, Good family, knows I'm gifted, doesn't care, likes dogs" She rattled it off like she was reading his resume. 

Her face had gone back to normal colour by now except for the slight rosey cheeks when she spoke about him.

"I was just going to ask his name," I muttered, tapping my finger on the glass window.  

"So I guess I'm doing a job alone?"

"You're a grown woman. We've been doing this together since you turned 18, you don't need me for every job and we don’t need to be in each other's asses.”

That was it. End of conversation, no negotiating, done.

"Uh-uh" I said gazing out the window. I felt like a sulking kid, but also? Maybe I deserved to sulk.

––––––––
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The car pulled into the long gravel driveway leading up to the derelict hellhouse of a mansion. In the daylight it looked... less haunting. 

Overgrown wildflowers surrounded the outskirts, green leafy bushes lined the drive, and moss blanketed the rest like a hidden secret. Glancing up to the steepled roof, I noticed loose and missing tiles but with a lot of elbow grease this place could be brought back to its former glory.

John greeted us as we exited the car. It was the first time we’d met him. He had a smarmy little face, framed by round glasses that sat crooked on his nose. His eyes were an odd, glossy black—too still, almost reflective when they caught the light. He barely blinked, and the longer he held my gaze, the more my skin began to crawl. He wore a straw hat, denim overalls, and a long-sleeved white shirt, the outfit neat in a way that felt rehearsed rather than lived in.

"Girls! Have you grown?" 

I glanced at my sister in confusion, no we are still short. Does he mean we grew wider?

"Unfortunately no. Our growing days are over" Jules answered politely. "We are here for our payment" She flashed him a wide grin. 

"Yes, about that," John adjusted his straw sunhat, "the job was to clean the place, and this morning when I arrived there were bodies - everywhere. Plus some sort of pots upstairs full of all sorts of nasty stuff." His face distorted at the mention of bodies.

I stepped forward "You told our father that we needed to clean out, as in, get rid of the unwanted houseguests. You never told him about actual cleaning" My voice was sharp and I hoped it was sharp enough to cut him. 

"I'm sorry your father misinterpreted my instructions. We do go back a long way and he owes me a couple of favors. I meant, actual cleaning. Did you not see the buckets and mops I left out?" 

His gotcha smile sat heavy on his face, the expression of a man who thought himself untouchable. I could touch him, alright—not like that.

"I understand," Jules quietly exhaled. "Pay us what you think is fair."

John rifled through the wad of cash in his wallet, pulling out a number of twenty dollar bills. This may not be as bad as we think. We did get rid of the undead. That would be hard for himself being an old powerless git.

He handed Jules five notes "Here's one hundred dollars. I'll need to organise a proper cleaning crew now. Thanks so much ladies".

He turned without waiting for our response and shuffled away, moving in a way that felt almost robotic. Probably arthritis or something.

"At least he upgraded us from girls to ladies" I murmured to Jules, trying to lighten the mood. 

She head snapped towards me, face like it could melt steel. 

I sighed trudging my way back to the passenger door. This car ride home is going to be long.
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CHAPTER 2 - BARBEQUES AND FRENEMIES
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Jules seethed all the way home. She didn't say much but the anger radiated off her like a blast of cold air, white knuckles gripping the steering wheel. She leant forward and I was terrified if any bad drivers got in our way.

"One hundred dollars! What a joke, last time we do perk jobs. And since when are we commercial cleaners?!"

Rather than adding to my sister's rage by saying something stupid, which is normal for me, I nodded along, biting my nails.

Jules skidded the car sideways into the driveway, gravel screaming beneath the tyres. I nearly tore holes in the seat, bracing myself.

She killed the engine and sat there for a heartbeat too long. Then the door flew open.

As she climbed out, the air around her seemed to thrum. Pebbles trembled, then lifted—one by one at first, then all at once. Twigs dragged themselves free of the dirt, hovering in a slow, widening orbit as she crossed the yard. She didn’t look back. She didn’t even seem to notice.

I stayed in the car, watching stones rise and spin in her wake, caught in the gravity of her anger. I hadn’t seen her this furious in a long time.

Poor Mum and Dad. It was their turn now.

––––––––
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I slid out of the car, GENTLY closing the door, not to draw too much attention to myself and watched as the floating debris plummeted back to the ground in small thuds. 

Remembering that we have a barbeque I huffed loudly and finally followed my sister inside. 

I listened at the door expecting to hear her going off but it was dead silent. Had she murdered them?

Our pay lay on the dining table.

After every job, we handed half to our parents and split the rest between us. That was how it had always worked.

But this time, all of it was there. Every cent.

Jules had given them the whole lot.

I didn’t argue. We still lived under their roof.

I heard mum shuffling around in the lounge trying to find her handbag while dad stood beside her pretending to help her look.

"Ready to go?" He glanced at me, hair still wet from his after run shower.

"Where did Jules go?" I peeked up the hallway.

"She’s in the bathroom." 

"Did she tell you about our pay from John?" I almost whispered

“Yes. He never told me about the actual cleaning. He just said, ‘Can the girls clear it out.’

I’ve known him a long time.”

His jaw tightened.

“We’ll put it in the past and move forward. But next time, we should think before doing favors for people. Friends included.”

"The way he spoke to us as well! So passive aggressive" I folded my arms.

"Let it go Laura. Don't make it another grudge you'll hold onto for twenty years, which by that time you would have forgotten why you had the grudge in the first place" Dads face frowned. 

"My past grudges are perfectly understandable. That girl broke my crayons". 

I tried to think of more examples but once again, Dads right. I've forgotten them. 

mom gripped my cheek "Lets go, the Woodwards are waiting" 

––––––––
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The Woodwards are our oldest family friends. Bob and Diane had known our parents since their teens and were quite the powerful force around Blackridge - or so I'm told. 

They had three kids - James, who'd moved out of the city, Kate and Jen who were around our age. We'd grown up together and that had made Kate and Jules practically sisters. Jen and I? Not so much.

Like our parents we had no idea what gifts Bob and Diane had but their children had upper tier powers like Jules and I. James controlled and created light - blinding, illuminating, and blasting. Kate could manipulate water and was once called in to slow down a flood. 

And Jen. 

The bane of my existence. Frenemies I guess you would call us. She could summon and create any sort of weapon she could think of. 

All through our life she would test them on me. I never got hurt of course but that only made her more angry and determined to create a weapon that could hurt me. She was also quite durable and was quite good in hand to hand combat so when I hit her back, in my gentle way, (going all out would probably kill her) she could take it. It seemed like her main goal in life was to defeat me. 

Bob looked exactly like someone enjoying the hell out of retirement. He had the beginnings of a beer belly stretching his polo shirt, and his hairline had given up the fight a long time ago, leaving a shiny dome surrounded by wispy tufts of grey. He wasn’t out of shape in a concerning way - just comfortably soft, like a man who traded in gym visits for beers and barbecues. His smile was easy though, and he still carried that classic dad-joke twinkle in his eyes.

Diane, on the other hand, looked like she’d just stepped out of a time capsule from the 60s—pristine and polished, not a hair out of place. Her black bob was set perfectly, her lipstick was a bold red that never dared smudge, and her dress had that retro A-line flare that made her look like she was about to pull a casserole out of the oven. All she needed was an apron and a ‘Welcome Home, Dear!’ and the image would be complete.

She waved at us with one manicured hand, smiling wide—too wide, maybe."Come around the back we already have started barbequing".

I could smell the meaty aroma floating through the air as my stomach rumbled. Nothing smells better than barbequed meat.

I nudged past my sister, the food calling to me like a siren’s song.

“Laura, you nearly shoved me into a bush just to get there first,” she snickered.

Her mood had lifted, no doubt thanks to thoughts of her upcoming date.

I turned to give her a cheeky grin "I'm hungr....oooofffff."

I was hit square in the stomach, thrown off my feet and flew three meters into the garage brick wall. Did a cannonball hit me? 

Brick crumbled around me as I pushed myself out of the human sized dent I made in the side and looked up to see Jen holding what looked like a sledgehammer on crack. She was grinning ear to ear, quite proud of her latest creation. I could hear Kate giggling from the background. 

"For god's sake Jen, I have just walked in!" 

"That was the issue" She snarled as the sledgehammer disappeared. 

I stood facing her, contemplating whether to retaliate by charging at her and seeing how far she would fly. I didn't want to have a disappointed mother so instead I just yelled, "I'm not paying for that!"

The rest of the family had entered the backyard now with both our mothers shaking their heads, ashamed, while our fathers were trying their hardest to cover their amusement. 

"Jen, you are paying for that" Diane growled. Jen just waved her mother off. 

Jules ignored Jen's antics and strolled towards Kate, eager to catch up. I rubbed the back of my head releasing more brick dust from my hair and followed her much to her annoyance. 

The Woodward sisters looked like they belonged on the cover of a fashion magazine— tall, radiant, and unfairly symmetrical. Both stood around 5'8" with flawless skin that practically caught the light, and their long black hair was so glossy it looked like a shampoo advertisement come to life.

Kate was all ethereal elegance—the kind of beauty that made people stop mid-sentence. Her features were soft and sculpted, like a Renaissance painting had come to life. Even when she wasn’t trying, her eyes held a quiet glow, like she saw the world through a soft-focus lens. You could picture her on a fashion runway or staring out from a billboard in the Capitol, cool and unreachable.

Jen was sharper, still supermodel gorgeous, but with an edge. Her jawline could cut glass, and her eyes had a don’t-mess-with-me intensity that made her look like she could bench press you and steal your boyfriend. She had the presence of someone who’d fought for every inch of space she took up - and now owned it like a queen. There was a strength to the way she carried herself, like even in heels, she’d be the last one standing in a bar fight.

Next to them, Jules and I looked like garden gnomes fresh off a shift at the hardware store - bruised, bleached, and a little bit feral.

"What shit have you gotten yourselves into this time?" Jen had appeared like an unwanted fly, resting her foot on her sister's seat and leaned on her knee.

"Isn't that what we are here for? to discuss it?" I snapped at her, taking a seat next to Jules. 

Kate and Jules weren't listening and were submerged in a deep conversation. Jules never talked to me this in depth and I felt a small twinge of jealousy. 

"All I know is that you guys are meant to be the strongest around but.... you always mess things up" Jen threw her head back like a B movie villain and laughed. 

I stood up as our parents summoned us and kicked Jens’ leg out from under her. She fell in an awkward heap on the ground. So much for her gracefulness. 

Walking off I felt daggers at the back of my head, not a glare, actual daggers. She was conjuring them and hurling them at me like her life depended on it. They did no actual damage so I lifted my head high and kept walking. 

––––––––
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Our fathers stood, arms crossed, channeling mob bosses in the lounge - which still hadn't escaped the 90's, floral couches and all. I sat back quietly as Jules recounted the events from the night before, a chill rippling through my body.

Diane placed her cup of tea on a glass coffee table "Cauldrons of blood? The undead rising? What on earth is going on?"

"There were also these weird symbols etched on the floor and the sides of the blood pots. The zombies were wearing old style clothes like turn of the century" I added.

"Makes sense. There's an old cemetery nearby" Dad rubbed his chin and exchanged a worried glance with Bob.

"Stephen and I are going to report this to the Capitol" Bob didn't want to divulge any more information than necessary. 

"Can't you just send an email sweetheart?" This was mum's way of saying 'we are retired'.

"Better in person. We can also access the archives. I've never heard of the dead rising and I want to check the records" Dad replied throwing an arm around Bob's shoulders "Besides, I'll drag Bob along on my morning runs. He could use it" 

"Trying to kill me once again, Stephen," Bob rolled his eyes.

"That was an accident and had nothing to do with running." 

"We were literally being chased, due to your stuff up so that included running." 

I smiled thinking of all the chaos Dad and Bob would have been entangled with in their younger years. One day I’ll pry the stories from him. 

Diane stood and clapped her hands together "Time to eat!" She smiled but it looked like she was masking a face of worry. 
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CHAPTER 3 - THE ODD BUNCH
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I lay spread out on Jules bed flicking through one of her fashion magazines as she rifled through her closet, trying to find the perfect outfit.

"What about this?" she held out a baby blue long sleeved shirt.

"What? No! It looks like you're going to a job interview." 

She threw it in my face.

"Is this going to be an ongoing thing?" I asked carefully, throwing the shirt on her floor.

"So what if it is?" She held up a maroon turtleneck and raised her eyebrows for approval.

I shook my head - hideous.

"Why am I even asking you anyway? Colour doesn't belong in your wardrobe" she muttered.

"My denim jacket is blue. How are we going to get our jobs done if you are out dating? Is it going to be only me bringing in the money?"

Jules stopped searching, sighed and stared straight ahead into her wardrobe, like she had been avoiding this conversation. 

"Look little sister, it's bad enough I'm 22, still living at home, and have little contact with the outside world. I want to be normal for once, go on dates, maybe get married, have kids, leave all this shit behind".

"Leave it behind?" I sat up stunned, magazine dropping in my lap.

All I had ever thought was us, together, fighting bad guys, getting paid, and being together for life. 

"Yes, leave it behind" She was rummaging again. 

"Oh I see. You're just going to go get a house which includes the white picket fence, pop out a couple of kids, get a dog named spot and leave me... I mean, us behind? Like we are yesterday's trash?"

"Laura, don’t be dramatic" She let out a loud sigh. "This isn't the life I want. You don't need me. You're strong enough to do this by yourself. Who knows, maybe I'll even get a normal job".

A......normal.....job? Who has brainwashed my sister?

"And what do mum and dad think about this?" I stood, arms folded glaring at her.

"They support it".

"How come I only found out about this now!” I yelled.

“Because we knew you’d act like this!”

She spun toward me like she’d finally lost her patience.

“You know what? I’m done,” I shot back. “I don’t need you breathing down my neck.”

I stormed out, the door slamming behind me and rattling the house.

My laptop screen glowed as I took myself to the official job website scouring through with rage.

I scrolled for a while noticing that most of the jobs had been filled which made me angrier. 

The last job listed was still available.

Two people to guard a warehouse from 7pm to 4am. Pay $500 each.

That's why it's still available. No one likes taking overnight jobs. $500 is not a bad rate though and I wondered if I would get double since I would be doing it by myself? 

Jules' image flickered in my mind and I didn’t even think twice. I clicked accept. 

––––––––
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The night’s silence wrapped around me as I sat on a cold metal bench opposite the tall brick factory I’d been assigned to defend. Its dark windows loomed like blind eyes, watching but offering nothing back. Above the main entrance, the large neon sign reading ‘MEYERS’ flickered on and off, buzzing faintly each time it struggled back to life, casting the forecourt in an unsteady red glow.

The air smelled of dust and old oil, the kind of place that hadn’t changed in decades. Every sound felt amplified in the emptiness — the hum of the lights, the distant hiss of traffic far beyond the industrial zone, my own slow breathing. So far, the only things interested in the building were moths, battering themselves mindlessly against the outdoor lamps, their wings whispering like static in the dark.

2.00am flashed on my watch and I felt my eyelids getting heavier along with a big bowl of regret. I should know better than to have knee jerk reactions to situations. Jules is probably tucked into her warm comfortable bed, while I shiver every now and then in the brisk night. 

A part of me hoped she would see I’m still out at a job and join me but to no avail. I guess I slipped further down on her importance list. 

“Sorry I’m late” a masculine voice called from behind me causing me to yelp.

I turned to see a 6’3 man towering over me. It took me a moment to click but I know this face. His name is Nix and we had crossed paths a couple of times growing up and to be honest I don’t really know much about him. What I did know is that he is smug and seemed to disappear for months on end. 

He stretched his long leg over the back of the bench, followed by the other and dropped beside me with zero grace. I glanced at his ripped jeans and the tight t-shirt that clung to him in all the right ways. His boots were unlaced and honestly? He was kind of a mess but hey, it's the middle of the night, who am I to judge.

“I didn’t recognise you without your sister glued to your side” He told me, rubbing his hands together to fight the chill.

I rolled my eyes, not in the mood for his shit. Most people in our world knew Jules and me — not by choice. Word got around fast when a couple had two kids with top-tier abilities, especially when those kids happened to be the city’s Wardens’ daughters... and were expected to take their place one day.

“Shes on a date” I replied mundanely.

“At 2.00am in the morning?”

“The date didn’t start at 2.00am dipshit. If you read the posting properly you would have known it started at seven” I was starting to get irritated and missed when it was just a lonely old me sitting on the bench. 

He grinned, stretching his long legs out in front of him and casually draping his arm on the back of the bench. 

“I only saw the posting at midnight. Your name was the only one attached and I thought, "I can't let a lady do all the hard work by herself.”

“How chivalrous of you” I muttered sarcastically. This explains the unlaced boots. “Well as you can see there's not much happening. Waste of my time”. I leaned forward on my knees, my tiredness level reaching the angry point.

I didn’t actually know much about the job either — I’d taken it in my rush to prove her wrong. I was still angry at Jules for ditching me in her desperate attempt to live a normal life. A normal life didn’t exist for people like us.

And yet, it was her dream. One I’d only just discovered.

How long had she been carrying that alone? How long had she looked me in the eye and said nothing? Why hadn’t she trusted me enough to tell me when the thought first took root?

“Who is Jules dating?” Nix gave me a ‘give me all the tea’ expression.

“Some normal dude believe it or not. A banker or office worker. Something like that I wasn’t listening”.

“So on a date with a normie”. His face was serious. “I saw that coming” 

“How did you see that coming? You don’t even know us?” I questioned him.

“I know enough” His smirk returned. Smug bastard “You might be the strongest in strength when it comes to brute force, but you are the biggest wuss in a fight. I also know she’s probably only going along with what we do to keep you and your parents happy - carry on the family tradition and all that. And you two are usually two peas in a pod.” 

He stared at me waiting for a reaction as my mind caught up with what he said. “Our community talks you know” He laughed.

“So you know all this and I only found out tonight that she wants to be normal?” I was on the verge of screeching ‘AND I’m not always scared!’

My anxiety breeds fear, and my fear boosts my anxiety. It's a vicious cycle and I don’t like the unknown. 

Nix laughed even louder which echoed down the empty streets.

“Don’t worry, out of both of you, you are still my favourite.” 

I eyerolled again. Charming bastard. 

“Where have you been anyway? Last I saw you was Sam’s Christmas party about seven years ago”

Nix shifted uncomfortably, like he knew I was about to strike a nerve. His light brown hair fell into his eyes, and the intricate tattoos along his neck seemed to glow beneath the lamplight — ironic, considering the largest piece stretched across his throat was a moth.

“I’ve been around. One of my jobs earned me a lot of money so I laid low for a bit.”

“What kind of job pays enough that you can take seven years off?” I asked, hoping he’d let me in on his contacts.

“The secret kind.” He winked. Illegal. Obviously.

“So you’re out there living it up,” I snapped, teeth grinding, “while the rest of us keep fighting — and you don’t think that maybe, if you helped, we could all get some time off?”

“Its not like that. Besides, what would you do with free time?” More smug grins.

“You know I could punch you across the city” I tightened my fists.
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