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Chapter 1
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She stood at the bank of the gentle flowing Ingerwick River; its meandering ways having traveled along Ardenwood’s western border taking the time to calm itself from a mountainous escape further north. In the distance, the start of Shausby Gorge, the faintest hint of Nanson Bridge high above it with its barely visible lines of dark gray streaking across the awakening morning sky. Trickery was afoot, and she smiled at its presence.

The body of a partially shifted female, one which had succumbed to injuries from another time and place, stiff as stone at her feet a stomach-churning mix of gray, purple, and an ugly shade of blue. Placing her black shoe against the corpse’s shoulder, she pushed against it, a groan escaping her mouth from the strain of trying to move it. A strand of her silky blonde hair slid across her eyes as she huffed and blew it from her face.

“Some help, if you wouldn’t mind.”

“Of course,” he told her.

With a twist of his hand, the body shook before rising inches from the ground. Sliding across the tops of the river rocks near the embankment, the dead female slowly moved closer to the water before he carefully maneuvered it to rest half in and out, the river bubbling around it accepting his offer.

“Perfectly placed. It should be sufficient.”

“If you say so,” she commented with a slight shrug. “The plan sounds a bit complicated.”

“While your approval is not necessary, your ability to follow directions will be.”

She stiffened at his words, her eyes briefly catching his causing her to stifle any growing frustration or distrust. “My apologies,” she corrected herself. “I only comment on what I’ve seen and witnessed since arriving.”

“One night hardly paints a full picture,” Reeza added coming around a tree to stand near him.

“With a little bit of disarray, a splash of manipulation, and a sprinkling of maleficence the superpowered fools of Ardenwood will easily fall in line serving themselves up for slaughter. You’ll see.”

“You had me at slaughter,” she said giving him a smirk as she swept her hair from her eyes.

“I thought the mention of the word would brighten your day,” he said. “Now, let us commence.” 

“Nothing has changed since we spoke earlier?” she asked giving the soggy corpse a dissatisfied look as she scrunched up her nose. “Nothing I should be concerned with?” 

“Nothing,” he replied. “You have a starring role in the next phase of our taking over of this town, of our acquiring of power. You know your part; you’ve been playing it well for years. Stir the pot, add a pinch of chaos.”

“Be sure to leave some for the rest of us,” Reeza added with a grin before slinking away.

“Will do.”

“Oh, and Whisper,” he said waiting for her attention, “do have fun.”

She nodded as he took her in once more before leaving. His approval of her did not go unnoticed as his dangerously sparkling hazel eyes lingered on her cleavage eventually forcing her to turn slightly from his uncomfortable stare. Regardless of how she felt about him, or him towards her, they were here for a specific sinister reason and until she got her fill of all the available power and energy across these new hunting grounds, romantic interests would need to take a back seat.

Having followed them both here as part of an original plan after helping them all escape from imprisonment; she was owed far more than simple lip service and a man’s touch. She would get it too, even if it meant stepping over their dead bodies because, in the villain game, an unwatched back is simply another place to stick a dagger. They slipped into the woods never looking back, never bothering to concern themselves with her.

Everyone had a place, a role to follow. She moved to a nearby tree and leaned against it, the decomposing body mere feet from her position, its placement and part right where it needed to be, and she with it. Pooling her energy forth, her body shimmered on a wave of soft pink light before fading from view, an invisible force waiting amongst the calm morning landscape to strike.  
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Chapter 2
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She rubbed her grumbling stomach as soon as her eyes spotted his Jeep parked across the street. The driver’s side window slid down; his eyes trained on her. With a flick of his chin, he directed her to approach. She frowned knowing there was no escape before stepping off the curb of the sidewalk and slowly dragging her feet to his vehicle. This morning was already starting horribly as it laughed manically over her plans on how it should be unfolding.

“I thought Lumberjack was picking me up?” 

“He called out from active patrol due to a flare-up of an old back injury which is understandable given last night’s activities. Also, anything I’ve mentioned is personal, private, and none of your business,” Sheriff Beale replied. “Forget everything I said.”

“About what?”  

“Exactly.”

“I thought he was impervious to almost everything.”

“Externally, yes. Internally, not so much.” He sighed as if already bored with her probing. “Get in, we have some things to tend to.”

“Am I in trouble,” she squeaked out, “again?”

He chuckled. “Not unless you tell me you hate this large hazelnut coffee that I picked up for you.” She watched as he lifted a cup teasing her with it, the brown, white, and yellow lettering shining through. “I had it made extra sweet, low-fat milk.”

“Deb’s?”

“Who else?” he replied.

She smiled and hurried around the front of the vehicle before climbing into the passenger seat. Buckling up, she took the large cup in her hands, the warmth spreading across her palms. The nutty sweet scent hit her nose as she raised it to her lips, the hint of bitterness chasing after it. As she took a quick sip, the imagery of Deb’s Delights flashed across her mind, the cheerful pastry and coffee shop, the big hair, and the even bigger smile of Deborah Grissom serving it up to the neighborhood like a loving mother, the entire population of Ardenwood her consuming loyal children.

“Ah,” she said as the coffee seemingly touched her soul, “no complaints.”

“I assumed as much.” 

Taking another quick sip, she turned her head his way. “What do you need me for? I didn’t expect to see you until later today.”

“I need your assistance on a situation.”

“This early in the morning?” He nodded. “What about debriefing?”

“Taken care of,” Sheriff Beale told her. “Blue-Blitzer is handing out assignments and getting everyone up to speed. Any paperwork you were intending to work on today is being taken care of by Lumberjack while he’s on desk duty. Not with a smile, I might add.”

“I’m sure,” she agreed mentally checking off tasks, thankful but apprehensive. Taking in his exhausted face and droopy features, she smiled at him. “You didn’t sleep much if at all last night, did you?”

“What gave it away, the bags under my eyes?”

“Well, they aren’t hiding it,” she said as they both chuckled. 

“No. I never did make it to bed, but I did manage a quick snooze at my desk, strictly off the record. It gets to be too busy sometimes and the way things are already shaping up, it’s probably going to be more of the same.”

“What’s going on?”

“I’ll fill you in on the way,” he said beginning to ease the Jeep from the curb. 

“I already don’t like the sound of this,” she mentioned. “Free coffee or not, I don’t.”

“You worry too much, and I never said it was free.”

“Sometimes, I don’t think I worry enough, and I never doubted it for a minute.”

He laughed at her confusion and blossoming concern. As the Jeep left the safety, warmth, and escape options of her house and familiar neighborhood, the possibilities of what it could be streamed by on an endless current. Given her rocky past and near-death experiences, she was nervous and fearful. Whatever it was, or could be, she only hoped she had a chance to finish her coffee. Some things were too good to let go to waste especially when there was a chance of death.

***
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Staring out of the window worrying and waiting for the bottom to fall out, Sheriff Beale maneuvered the Jeep through the morning rush-hour traffic and the throngs of tourist buses before finally deciding to talk. As she watched adventure seekers making their morning commute into town in the hopes of catching superheroes in their daily lives for autographs and pictures, she got the scoop on everything occurring since last night’s tussle with a shifter hell-bent on turning her to human confetti had concluded.

His name was Thomas McKenna, he mentioned as her mind plummeted into the mire of events that had unfolded not more than twelve hours earlier. He had been teleported against his will, like so many before, by the Red-Rover military weapon and unceremoniously dropped into the woods north of the center of town. Currently recovering in a medical suite doubling as containment at headquarters, he was forthcoming with information and apologies once finally being roused from his free trip to sleepy town via a fistful of tranquilizers.

He would eventually be released, she was told, and given help to become a full-time citizen since no crimes had been committed due, in no small part, to her involvement. Even though he had arrived swinging, kicking, and severely disoriented, it wasn’t grounds to have him executed or jailed for eternity for something he had no control over.

She found McKenna’s backstory equally fascinating and terrifying. Finding out people beyond Ardenwood’s borders were still hunting and killing strovians made her body break out with the chills as much as the realization that nowhere could be considered safe. It troubled her soul. Daily life had been dramatically altered around the world since the arrival of strovians and, in some ways, was ongoing. Safety was not guaranteed anywhere, ever. 

She also learned of another teleportation victim from last night, McKenna’s girlfriend, a woman named Diane Crawley. The idea of multiple teleportations had her head swimming. Although nothing was found near Henderson Road, the thought that two people could be ripped from space and time and dropped into two completely separate sections of Ardenwood almost simultaneously was something to think about in addition to them both being viciously attacked beforehand.

“What do you think happened to her?” she asked as he finished. “If she was teleported near Henderson Road and if the larger energy dispersion was her, why didn’t we find anything, not even a body?”

“Not sure,” Sheriff Beale answered. “The area was searched thoroughly. It could be she wasn’t as injured as he recalled and simply ran deeper into the woods out of fear and confusion, or his memory of the events is foggy due to injuries he sustained before it happened. Maybe he was the only one brought over. In any case, we’ll keep an eye out. I have deputies patrolling a large area beyond the spot radar picked up last night. If she’s out there, been there, or died somewhere around there, we should pick up on it.”

“It’s a shame, sucks to be a strovian anywhere not here,” she added taking a sip of her coffee. “It makes me upset we’re still being attacked, hunted, and killed because of something we couldn’t help, something we never asked for.”

“I understand,” he said checking his view before turning right and entering a winding road that would eventually hug the coastline. “It’s one of the main reasons Ardenwood was formed and why we separated from the pack, so to speak. We wanted to take measures to ensure it didn’t continue to happen and we could better find ways to minimize and prevent future occurrences when we started the AOA.”

“You had your hands full right from the start,” she said as he agreed. “It also didn’t help the government knowingly set us up to be trapped in this shitshow with no chance of ever escaping unless we want to become pulp.”

“That too.” 

“Speaking of shitshow,” she said. “What about Charlotte Bainbridge?”

He refused to answer until she glared at him. “She was released a couple of hours ago by her lawyer.”

She nearly choked on her coffee as her eyes widened. “You got to be kidding.”

“I wish,” he replied. “We couldn’t hold her on the drunk driving charge alone and carrying a gun without a license is only a misdemeanor. We had to let her go.”

“What about the assaulting of a police officer? She hit me or tried to, and smacked Lumberjack instead. Doesn’t her actions count for something, anything?”

“Unfortunately, not. Her lawyer made for a convincing argument,” he said with a look of defeat.

“I don’t understand.”

“She’s going to attend grief counseling sessions coupled with completion of the required alcohol education program for the DUI charge while also donating very generous sums to our more needy charities.”

She huffed, her hand clenching. “So, money talks and bullshit walks?”

“Not necessarily,” he corrected. “She’s being punished, somewhat, or will be. Her name will be smeared by the media earning her sneers and upturned noses by her snobby friends while she’ll be forced to sit in meetings and attend the program course classes with the very same townspeople she despises; the common folk will eat her alive.” 

“Still, I wish she would—”

“We all do,” he said cutting her off, “but we have to pick our battles and there simply was not enough there to convict long term and I wasn’t willing to backtrack in the hopes she did end up killing someone only so we could see her locked up. I’m sure you feel the same way, the risk versus the reward, would not be worth it.”

“Yeah, you’re right. I agree.” She didn’t like it, but it made sense even if wanted more. “What about the gun?”

“I have Smokey Jones following the information Charlotte provided to see if we can get a clear trail to whoever is selling those weapons and ammo illegally. It was a simple gun, however, it’s the extra penetrating bullets provided which have me concerned.”

“How so?”

“If someone is out there making bullets easily able to pierce, let’s say, Lumberjack’s nearly impervious skin, then we may have a bigger issue simmering away on the backburner. For now, all we can do is check things out and handle issues as they arise hence why we’re here.”

He turned left onto a dirt driveway curving around a large oak tree. As the vehicle passed it, a quaint ranch-style manufactured home came into view. An older man stood near a large set of wooden stairs leading up to an open porch deck while a long sedan sat idling in the driveway nearby, a woman busy in its front seat scanning the rearview mirror as they approached. Before the Jeep could come to a complete stop, the back doors of the sedan popped open as Pete and Ollie tumbled out and ran towards her, their faces lit up with smiles, their hands waving excitedly. 

They clamored around the door as she hurried to exit, her heart melting with seeing them happy and alive given their shared experience from last night. As they backed up to give her space, Ollie made a break for it and hugged her as she struggled to stay upright.

“Hey guys,” she said patting his back before ruffling up his brown hair. “Good to see you both again.”

“Yeah, it sure does make a world of difference when there ain’t a bear looking to chomp down on us,” Pete agreed with a smile as Sheriff Beale made his way around the Jeep.

“Boys, leave the young lady alone,” the woman directed as she moved from the maroon-colored sedan to meet Sheriff Beale halfway. “Sheriff, a pleasure.”

“Ms. Linden,” he said giving her a quick handshake. “Thank you for meeting us out here this early in the morning, I do appreciate it.”

“Anything to help.”

“I’d appreciate it too if your little get-together wasn’t happening on my front lawn,” the old man said crossing his arms and giving everyone a sour look. 

“George, I mean, Mr. Nolan,” Sheriff Beale started, “I promise we’ll take care of matters with the utmost urgency and exit your property shortly. I apologize for the inconvenience.”

“Take care of the damn mess on the way out,” Mr. Nolan said pulling on the front of his striped golf shirt. “I want things back to normal back there, I don’t need any problems down the road.”

“Understood,” Sheriff Beale said as he walked towards her.

“What’s going on?” she questioned as Ollie broke from her side and rejoined his brother.

“Boys?” he asked them both as they looked up at him. “Please escort Ms. Byers around back and allow her to help you collect your belongings.”

“Around back?” she asked him confused. “Why are their things—”

“Come on Becca, wait till you see this,” Pete said grabbing ahold of her hand and pulling her towards the back of the house right past the sheriff, Ms. Linden, and a grumpy and glaring Mr. Nolan.

“What have you gotten me into?” she called over her shoulder.

“Shouldn’t take you longer than a few minutes,” Sheriff Beale replied doing nothing to calm her concerns. “I’ll be right here handling paperwork with Teresa.”

As Pete tugged on her arm while keeping his grip around her hand, Ollie was pushing at her back encouraging her to move quicker. Past three azalea bushes flowering in whites and light pinks, they turned at the back of the house. An exposed section of the siding opened before her, an ill-fitted cover laying at its side. From her position, she could see under the house, before darkness devoured what light was available. She swallowed and dug her heels into the grass.

“Please don’t tell me I’m expected to crawl under there for whatever reason,” she muttered.

“Come on, let’s go,” Pete said getting to the open section under the house and dipping low before disappearing into its open mouth. Seconds later, his lit hand waved at them as his head popped back into view. “Hurry up, I want some of those doughnuts we saw at the foster place before the good ones are gone.”

“I call the chocolate-covered one,” Ollie said racing to the opening and climbing inside as Pete scoffed.

“Of course, I am. Of course, I would be,” she said sighing and rolling her eyes. “I don’t get paid enough for this,” she moaned before taking a deep breath, making her way to the opening and squatting. “Not enough, at all.” With another sigh, she slipped into the space joining the boys. “At all.”

***
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She wiped at her eyes after taking it all in, the realization too powerful to ignore. Turning her head, she faked a sneeze to give herself a moment. She didn’t want them to feel bad, didn’t want them to know how her heart hurt for their condition. What struggles and dilemmas she had faced had been minuscule compared to the lives these two young boys had been forced to manage, juggle even to survive.

They had crawled to the backside of Mr. Nolan’s home, the darkness chased away by Pete’s illuminated hands. The reality of a large home resting inches above did little to lighten the mood. Between the spider webs, the smell of stagnant water, and the clumps of dryer lint accumulating in a far corner, they had reached their destination. Minus a near-head scrape against a metal bar and the panic after seeing something she believed was a rat scurry from their position, she had done well given her extreme dislike of all involved. Aching knees and dirt smears aside, she was still considered the lucky one in this situation, and she had been a damn fool for complaining about how tough it was for her.

Before her, two unzippered sleeping bags were spread open and lay in the dirt under Mr. Nolan’s house. A couple of shoeboxes sat stacked upon each other near one of the home’s concrete supports while a cardboard box of supplies assumed space next to them. From her vantage point, she could see the dusty glint of soup cans, an opened box of plastic utensils, and what appeared to be the handle of a cooking pot poking out past the edge. To the side, an open plastic container of unfolded clothes, rough-looking comic books, a wrapper from a food product, and a small bottle of a pine-scented cleaning product.

“What should we take?” Pete asked turning back to face them.

“Anything you want to keep, I’d guess,” she offered. 

“Have you been crying?” he asked slapping at Ollie’s arm to get his attention and pointing. “What for?”

“For you guys having to live like this, down here, away from everything, everyone.”

“We ain’t no charity case,” Pete said, his shaking lit hand sending shadows to dance frantically around them. “We’ve been managing fine since our parents bailed on us.”

“How long?” she felt the words fall from her lips, her gut already knotting up with the realization. “How long have you two been hiding out under Mr. Nolan’s house?”

“Gosh, it’s been a while, right Pete?” Ollie asked while pulling clothes from the container and laying them in a pile atop one of the opened sleeping bags.

“I reckon,” Pete answered before scratching at his head, the light from his hand giving him a ghostly visage. “It was after Mom and Dad’s house sold right down the street. We didn’t have anywhere to go and no one to trust so we ended up here. Luckily, Mr. Nolan’s not too quick on home repairs since we used the loose crawl space entrance to climb in.”

“What about the siding?”

“It fell off a while back,” Pete explained, “after some nasty weather rolled through. Mr. Nolan never bothered to put it back and us doing it would have gotten us busted.”

“You two are very brave to go at it alone,” she offered. “Most people would have cracked.”
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