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Chapter 1
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She knew as soon as her hardened fist connected with Madison’s cheek she had screwed up and would pay the price. Her insides burned with rage, her vision ruddy with anger. The manifestation of her earth control powers here, in a cramped high school cafeteria, could be considered the epitome of bad decisions. She knew better but her emotions didn’t care.

Her hand became coated in khaki-colored clay as it quickly shifted colors and formed into a rocky exterior over her knuckles. It was as if she had slipped her hand into a perfectly sized glove made of stone. To those not in the know, she had. It was a gifted extension of her body’s defense mechanism, a superpowered addition she had, until seconds earlier, refrained from exposing to the general public.

Its sudden materialization weighed her arm down yet her forward momentum was too powerful to be denied mid-swing. It was all going down whether she liked it or not as a slow-motion movie she could no longer look away from. Madison’s bulging eyes of shock and mouth creeping open to scream confirmed she too had chosen poorly regarding this whole situation.

Not being simply satisfied with the daily ridicule and bullying tactics, the pretentious blond had decided today was the day to get a little more physical. Grabbing at her necklace and trying to rip it free from her neck, her tormentor had been partly successful. The silver chain had broken easily with the girl’s pulling. It slid from her grasp and snaked its way down the inside of her shirt before resting along the ridge of her bra. It warranted a direct response and it got one.

It was her most cherished possession, a gift from her grandfather, and about the only thing worth value in her life. Nothing more than a three-inch point of red-orange jasper dangling from a silver chain, it had meaning and memories. It had only almost left her neck once, in what seemed like decades ago in a blurry experience since it was placed there. Today, marked attempt number two in which someone felt brave. It was a mistake Madison would be corrected about; it was a poor choice for them both. 

Skin pressed against her fist. A very noticeable crunching sensation spread out across her knuckles while its sound filled her ears. Madison’s head bent at an odd angle following the force of her swing before violently jerking backward causing spools of her blonde hair to fling forward as if waving goodbye to the gathered cafeteria crowd.

The explosion of blood and the launching out of two perfectly polished teeth from the haughty girl’s face before they were chased after by bits and pieces of other teeth and possibly bone instantly soured her stomach. Seeing the smug look on the girl’s face twist and contort in the throes of shock and pain made her insides bounce their disapproval. The few tater-tots she had snatched from Arlee’s plate seconds before were now doing their best not to force an exit from her mouth to join the gruesome scene.

Through the years, she had tried her best to avoid their taunts and chittering but had failed almost daily. Never fitting in, she sulked and avoided. Sticking to only the company of Arlee and Nina since arriving in Ardenwood and being thrown into Lithia Marie Elementary shortly after turning nine, she hadn’t wanted any additional interactions or friends. The sneers, the gossip, and the high school theatrics had all carried over from middle school when the trouble began in earnest.

She wasn’t like them, never would be. Now, as a senior nearing eighteen and months from finally being free of daily interaction with them, the differences only provided them more ammo to assault her with. If it wasn’t her looks and lack of desire to appear overly feminine to attract boys, it was her powers. Although the town dealt with strovians daily, having one sit next to you in Mr. Wheeling’s Chemistry class was another story altogether. They didn’t understand her, some even feared her. It made her an instant outcast, different, a threat, easy prey.

An outdoorsy loner-type girl with short hair was the complete opposite of their ideal image. Looking and acting as she did was bad enough for them to endure, everything else simply icing on an already prickly cactus. It had built up as time progressed, as maturity shifted their aim they fired more heart-piercing shots. They continued, she deflected.

They had drawn blood on several occasions. Never openly but internally and right for the jugular. Someone once said words hurt, she was living proof it was the truth. They were efficient. Silently she would fade from their view only to fall apart behind closed doors if only to avoid a chance to fuel their continued brutality. Madison was the ringleader, Viola and Blair her little minions. Friends since kindergarten and spoiled poisonous harpies ever since. 

She knew better, had been warned this could happen. Her powers would protect and burn bright with emotions, her gift would correct. Grandpa had tried to prepare her, she had barely paid attention. A person can only take so much. A teenage girl, even less. In high school, the struggle was real. 

Their world erupted into chaos as screams, shouts, encouragement, and diffusion coiled together into her ears. Madison screeched and stumbled back reaching for her mouth. Eyes wild with shock, she burst into hysterical wailing realizing the bright scarlet across her fingertips was blood. The teeth having clinked across Mrs. Teller’s freshly waxed cafeteria floor were no longer perfectly at home in her mouth. Turning her ghastly face away from the crowd, Viola and Blair gagged at the sight trying to avoid their leader’s frantic reaching out to them. They steered her towards the clinic, away from the gathered masses, away from the girl with a rocky fist and glowing orange eyes. 

Arlee stood nearby in his light grey t-shirt and faded blue jeans as the roars of their classmates drowned out the turmoil inside her trembling body. She lowered her arm, her vision shifting back to normal, her rocky hand seeming to crumble away to regular skin and bone. He lowered his eyes to the floor and gave his head a disapproving shake. He had been one of many warning her. Now, as he stood there allowing a loose coil of his dark brown hair to fall out of place, she worried their friendship may have stumbled onto shaky ground. 

There was a push at her back as several hands urged her towards the large double doors leading from the cafeteria to the open commons area of Ardenwood High School. Their words were static in her ears. Jumbled, most felt tinged with adrenaline coupled with urgency. Words like “run”, “hero”, and “about time” clanged together as hands pushed harder and legs pressed closer against her body aiding her warbled mindset into action. 

The doors opened with a squeak of the push bar, the glare of sunlight causing her to squint. The air was humid, the sidewalk under her feet steaming wetness from the remains of a mid-day shower. The woods came into focus as a set of hands pushed her hard almost forcing the air from her lungs.

She stumbled forward refusing to look back. The trees near the school’s border pleaded with her to enter them and hide among their offerings. One foot in front of the other her sneakers squeaked a brief cry of resistance before she burst into a run. The sounds of her classmates’ cheers faded as authoritative shouts from teachers and school personnel tried in vain to slow her down. Not even the recycling image of Madison’s busted jaw and dislocated teeth riding a torrent of fresh blood could hinder her from fleeing from the scene.

She knew she had screwed up, had made a terrible mistake. To her, running was the only option. To her, an escape from everything was the medicine her body desperately needed. Living a normal life while being so far from it, the struggle was real.
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“YOU KNOW, EVENTUALLY, you’ll have to go home,” Arlee told her.

He sat upon a large half-exposed boulder at the edge of the forested plateau. Past the pines and oaks high and away from daily life, this special spot was their escape from the world below. It rose above the town behind them with its twisting roads and mysteries. In front, the large harbor spread outward with its nearly limitless ocean offer of anywhere but here. In the distance, the shore of Elnia Island shimmered into view through the haze of sun and ocean mist always a grim reminder of the tragedy and how it had altered so much. It was a quick hike up here for them both, but the tranquility was well worth the sweat and muscle strain.

She sat on a smaller stone nearby, her back to him. The anxiety of earlier had her mind racing and nervous fingers twisting old pine needles into braid-like designs. It helped, if only a little. It didn’t nullify the trouble she would face, and Arlee mentioning it only made her all the more hesitant to hike back down from the forested mountain area to deal with it.

“How bad is she hurt?”  

“Oh, probably a few busted teeth. They say maybe a fractured, if not destroyed, jawbone. I mean you did punch her right in the face.”

“I didn’t mean to use my earth powers. I mean, I didn’t even know they could... but she—”

“Deserved it?”

“I didn’t say it, you did,” she countered, “and you can spare me the speech. I’m sure Grandpa is already gearing up for an epic one when I get home.”

He smirked. “You bet your ass he is,” he told her snickering as if this was all one massive joke at her expense. “When I rode by your house to come up here the sheriff was already parked on the street.”

“Sheriff Beale is already at my house?” 

She felt her face grow hot and her eyes widen at the thought of getting stared down by the giant lumbering brute. In human form, he was imposing and authoritative enough. As Bastion and leader of the Agents of Ardenwood, however, he was so much more unsettling.

Arlee slowly confirmed her fear as she scrunched up her nose. “Yep, you stepped in it this time,” he said letting out a chuckle.

She sighed heavily and stood. Wiping at her pants, she looked past his concerned brown eyes through the trees. The town sat quietly below sprawling out in every direction, peaceful and foreboding. She could no longer escape the inevitable. She had created this problem, regardless of her special powers riding in to take charge. Even if it stemmed from years of abuse, a decade of not fitting in, and being tormented as a result, she was still to blame, still the root cause of the trouble she found herself in. No one would believe otherwise, no one except a select few would see it from her perspective.  

“I guess it’s time to head back, no sense in delaying it.” She sighed once more, the thought of things to come causing her feet to feel as if they weighed a ton.

“Wouldn’t do to wait around,” Arlee said walking by her and looking down the incline of the forest and the paved road at the bottom. “You don’t want the sheriff coming up here to get you.”

“For sure,” she commented coming to his side. “Are we ok though, you and me?” 

“You mean are we still friends even after I watched you punch Madison Bainbridge in her uptight snobby face after years of abuse by her and her little airheaded chihuahuas while using your superpowers only a handful of people even knew about to harm a regular thus possibly getting yourself expelled from school or worse even though I warned you?”

She rolled her eyes. “I guess if you want to get specific, yes.”

“Meh.”

“Seriously?”

He raised his hand holding it flat and gave it a little tilt. “Meh.”

She slapped his arm and laughed. “Such a schmuck.”

“I’ve always known you were a hothead, but I never expected you to be so punchy, literally.” He smiled before chuckling once more. “Not going to say she didn’t deserve it, but if you make me finish senior year alone, I’m going to be rightfully pissed. We’re supposed to fight the power together, rebel against the structure till the end, remember?”

“I’ll see what I can do,” she offered knowing full well it was no longer in her hands to decide.

“You better,” he said. “Don’t make me spend these last few months listening to Nina complain and whine about the school’s unhealthy food choices, the mistreatment of the frogs in science class, and the lack of strong independent black women represented in the library’s lit offerings let alone the countless political jabbering and her quest for world peace. Did I mention climate control and the decreasing tuna population? The plight of the dung beetle? I swear she doesn’t have an off button.”

Giggling in agreement, she pushed a strand of hair from her eyes. “I’m going to tell her what you said,” she teased. “Prepare yourself.”

“You do and I swear I’ll tumble down this incline on my face and blame you,” he joked. 

“You wouldn’t?”

“Hey, given your track record so far, no one would think otherwise,” he said snickering. 

“Such a schmuck.”

“Seems to be your go-to phrase,” he said avoiding her attempt to slap his arm. “Easy feisty one, watch the hand. We’ve already seen it in action today and once was enough.”

They shared a brief round of playful laughter before traversing the rocky and wooded terrain to make it safely down to the road. She watched as Arlee walked off to retrieve his stashed bike from behind the large roadside billboard proclaiming Ardenwood’s main draw, it’s assumed only reason to exist.

Sparkling gold font stood out from greens and blues urging travelers to enjoy the magic, to explore the entire radius of the “New Ardenwood” for a day, memories for a lifetime. Smiles galore and bleached white teeth from the perfect model family added a dose of obnoxiousness to the overall theme. The life they blissfully promised and wished they had, the secrets and supernatural underbelly they weren’t privy to beyond the tourist draws and circus-like fanfare. Once the buses left down for the evening, the real Ardenwood reared its ugly head. 

She scrunched her nose up at it as Arlee came to her side. “It’s so bogus to look at, I mean seriously, this town is more than superheroes in spandex flashing smiles for the cameras. Real people exist here, people not wanting to take part in the spectacle.”

“True,” Arlee agreed, “but who would come here and pay to see old Ms. Crawley hang up her unmentionables to dry outside in the breeze?”

She laughed. “I’m sure some pervert would.”

“Probably more than one,” he chuckled. Kicking at the oversized tires to free any caked-on soil, he positioned the baby blue bike upright and walked it onto the road. “You want a lift?”

“Yeah, the sooner I deal with this, the better.”

He patted the small seat and scooted along the bike’s frame straddling the metal. She came up to him and, using his shoulder as leverage, swung herself over the bike before sitting on the seat as far back as possible. He grunted and pushed the bike forward before navigating it towards town. 

She gripped his shirt, her hands briefly touching muscles and caressing the curve of his spine as she settled on his hips pinching his belt loops between her fingers. He rose and sank as he peddled, her hands going up and down like a well-oiled machine as he carried them home.

Taking in the woods drifting past, his deep breaths and continued workout spiraled his natural scent into her nose. The smell of pine, the slightest hint of the ocean, the spark of teenage energy driving them forward while invading her thoughts. As trees passed, the world slowly accepted them into its adult-themed playground of bigger problems, larger issues, inescapable fate, and unfathomable danger. She knew everything was going to change. It always would, it always did.
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Chapter 2
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Turning the corner onto Yarrow Street, she could see the large black and white Jeep parked along the road in front of her house. Arlee tensed up as they approached slowing down long enough for her to leap off the bike and swivel on her heels to watch him go.

“Call me later,” he called over his shoulder, “if you’re not in prison.” Laughing into the fading sunlight, his head jiggled at his perceived golden comedy.

“You’re not funny, not even a little bit. You have to know by now, right?” 

“Hater,” he belted out before his laughter faded around the corner onto Juniper Court out of view at the end of her street.

The anxiety bubbled away as he disappeared. She was not looking forward to a single second the evening would offer. Turning to the house, the two-story cozy Colonial looked ominous nestled alongside its brethren. Side by side down the street like a rotted tooth inside a mouth of light grey, mountain slate blue, off-white, and weirdly pale yellow teeth, it sat waiting. Taking a deep breath, she stepped up onto the sidewalk before trudging up the four concrete steps leading to the front gate of their property wishing she could be anywhere but here.
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