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Prelude




“Todd Melbourne, department of homeland security,” the portly man said while quickly flashing a badge. The thread-bare officer could only nod in approval, lazily lifting the caution tape and granting passage to the investigator. Didn’t expect that to work. Heh, I’ve still got it. 

This chilling April day had a solemn tinge to it, an overcast sky to shield all the searching lawmen from the hopeful rays of the sun. All around were the scorched remnants of a community that once stood strong, a small town that prided itself on its resourcefulness despite its isolation within the expansive valley. He shuffled his shoes in the layers of ash, looking behind to see the trail of his footprints leading from his car—he likened the sight to ground zero, a nuke dropped in a precise size to end the lives of hundreds. Smoke still rose from the rubble, and beneath, the cinders were kept alive, stoked by the sporadic frigid breeze. The charred frames of colonial houses would fall with the next great wind; general stores once packed with the residents’ goods were reduced to mounds of melted plastics and dust. The courthouse building central of the town remained unscathed—Melbourne figured this was the epicenter of the resulting chaos, static thickening the air as he approached the ominous site.

Glass crunched beneath his soles as Melbourne stepped through the shattered window. Much like its exterior, the inside remained unscathed aside from the soot that layered every surface. The layers became thinner as Melbourne’s eyes traveled towards the staircase, finding a single shoeprint leading up the steps. The trail continued for some time, the gait worsening into a limp as the roof’s entrance closed in. There was little left of the terrace, the cupola having been crushed in an apparent violent act that only worsened his conspiracies. As Melbourne returned his attention to the trail, he had reached the end, those footprints stopped with little inkling to their fate. Hmm, size eleven. Must’ve been a male—he began to weave the story following the sneaker’s pattern to the edge. There lay a discarded shovel, its shaft nearly split in two, and next to it, the male’s shoe with laces that were still fashioned in a bow. Melbourne bent to retrieve it, finding the presumed size written on its tongue. “One man made it all the way up here through all that chaos…” he muttered to himself, glancing up to see the perfect ring of destruction, another forgotten town reduced to nothing without a logical source to what may have caused it. But Melbourne knew logic wouldn’t be helpful to those who only stayed within its bounds—this was caused by something beyond human sight.

The slouched sleuth shimmied to the edge of the courthouse, leering out at the skeletal frames of the ruined town. As he turned to leave, a curious sight drew him back in: a single truck parked hastily on the lawn, undamaged by the inferno that engulfed the rest of the arena. He bagged the shoe and carried the shovel, rushing to study the new discovery.

Through the windshield he could see a sunbleached pack of Malborough’s resting upon the dashboard. A single tug of its door handle allowed him entrance, the scent of stale cigarettes effusing from its fabric. Hoisting himself in, he rummaged through the glovebox—the truck was registered within Virginia, and its tags were recently renewed in February. Melbourne’s eyes widened at the discovery, soon to expand even more when spotting the corners of paper peeking between the center console and the passenger seat. Pinched within his hands, he scoured the first couple pages, a string of emails addressed to someone named Robert Cane from an anonymous source. 

“Liam Abbitt… Kenneth Green… Elizabeth Stanton—shapeshifter?!” In a rush, he folded the pages into his pocket along with the vehicle’s registration, snapping pictures of the black truck and its plates on his trusty flip phone. Winded, he sifted past the destruction and clueless officers to buckle back into his Altima. 

The trip to his home in Ohio had been one wrought with excitement, itching to read the rest of the contents within those pages. The six hour drive flew by as he turned over the possibilities his findings would take him. His tires left blackened trails in his driveway from his sudden braking before the bright canary bungalow. With a hefty flop into his office chair, he booted up the old E-Machine, its fans whirring with great effort to reveal the login screen a grueling five minutes later.

A simple search of the truck’s VIN was all he needed—its owner was Elizabeth Stanton, the same name denoted as shapeshifter upon the wrinkled pages. His search of the next few names all pointed to a single Virginia town: “Willard,” Melbourne murmured, toddling to the coffee maker as he ruminated. If Abbitt, Cane, and Stanton are connected… Why is Green mentioned? The question lingered as he perused page after page of the Goggle search engine, eventually coming to a company’s website. The Merchants of Exotic Species listed Kenneth Green as a top performer, several awards for his conservation work and rehabilitation were mentioned beneath glamor shots. Aside from praise and platitudes, the blurbs barely scratched his inquisitive itch. 

Melbourne skimmed the first few pages again hoping he didn’t miss anything, finally flipping to the last email and crimping the pages by the staple. Another name leaped out from the text—the detective nearly fell backwards from his chair, catching his balance and adjusting his bifocals. His hands trembled when reading the name Ian Frances, immediately followed by another denotation: “Vampiric fae consort?!” He cursed himself from jumping to conclusions, a terrible habit when excitement got the better of him. There right before him was the link to this convoluted puzzle—first Locust Grove, now Pennsylvania, two catastrophic events with Ian at its center. One last search, he thought before his fingers pricked the keys, and sure enough, at least a dozen results were presented on the monitor from Willard’s local press.

Red eyes grinned into his from the image, hours of digging into his past burned the boy’s gaze into his memory, Melbourne again convinced that this occult stuff was buried within layers of the esoteric. Whatever the Frances boy hid beneath his convincing grin, Melbourne could sense that his fate would soon herald darker times. 








  
  

1

No Way Back





The northeastern temperate forest lustered the atmosphere with their emanating vapors as the dazzling sun kissed its leaves. Their massive undercuts provided great shelter from the sun yet was the demise of the plant life that paled in comparison to the oaks’ great height. Still, plenty of brush lay within the corridor of trees, and their brutal adaptations for defense with their thorns and barbs proved to serve its purpose. A small canid creature, with its gangly legs—opportunistic and nimble—silently pleaded for respite as the bramble encompassing the passage stretched on. The deer had no problem with these obstacles, but for the queer canine, it was nightmarish. 

It was a jackal to be exact: burnt umber, tarnished fur with an obsidian black stripe from head to tail. She was thin to the bone, famished, matted and weak. With each tug, she eventually freed herself of the trap but was launched back to her perpetual problem. Scavenging off the kills made by more brutish creatures, it had been days since her last lucky find and the hunger tore at her, instinct begging to be used amongst the chaos. 

Petrified, she traveled in great arcs without a sense of direction. Continuing her aimless hobbling on three legs, the fourth invaded by the briars, she stumbled muzzle first into a pond. Luck prevailed—she lapped latently, lifting her head every so often to observe her surroundings, quickly resuming to satiate her needs in a lethargic haze. The jackal waded into the pond and stared up into the sky—the new territory was frightening, and the smaller fauna were cunning, too adept at evasion and stealth to fulfill their implicit role as prey. The forests were alive at what felt like every corner. She knew that this wasn’t her home, that something was out of the ordinary. But instinct prevailed, and hunger kept her moving towards where her nose directed. 

She reached the scent only to be met by a bobcat digging into a deer carcass. She knew this fight couldn’t be won, so she waited it out, licking her chops in the cover of the brush, visualizing the moment she would go in for the scraps. When it presented itself, she was blessed by just enough to hold weight within her stomach. The sun was at its zenith, and yet quickly night came. She had to sleep somewhere—everything stood exposed on this forest floor, save for the thin blanket of leaves. It was the dead of summer and the jackal probably had only one final day to make up for the failures of the last. Even if that victory was met, if she wasn't strong enough before autumn, she would surely perish. 

Every sound used to keep her up throughout the nights of the month, but now she slept modestly with a full stomach, two ears open and one and a half eyes. The strangest hiss flew by her ears during the night; she jolted upward, and paced her burrow, terrified of what the creature could be. The bobcat, she imagined instantly—however, there was no scent, not even a trace. She circled once more before setting into a curl and daring to close her eyes once more.

There it was again. This time she moved her head in its direction, seeming to travel from one side of the forest to the other in mere seconds. This wasn't an animal, yet there was something familiar about it. With enough strength to follow a call to curiosity, the impulse persisted—she knew there was food somewhere and it had to do with that sound. Why was that sound so painstakingly nostalgic, and why couldn't the jackal target the image, she thought, trotting with broken gait and pausing for moments to hone in on the direction. Sure enough she was rewarded by the sound twice more, increasingly clearer as she reached closer and closer to the source. Soon, she did not need the sounds, as her nose was met by the mechanical scent of exhaust. She'd stumbled upon a road—for the remainder of the night, and into the next day, she followed its snaking body through the forests. 

There was a town at the end of her journey. So many scents and sights rushed through her, it was impossible to sort the images that each conjured. The shadow of the town bent with the sun's slow ascent behind the buildings. The pup had to have something of substance if she were to see the next morning. Already her vision began to become plagued with stars, her panting grew rougher and drier, and the flies that swarmed about her open wounds did not let up. The shaded streets were a welcomed relief, hobbling beneath the feet of the people. They didn't seem to pay her any mind, yet she kept her head low and her tail tucked. A cat to her right hissed, nearly stumbling into passing traffic—she had enough of cats.

The scent of cooked food nearly punched her snout, whirling her head to the right to gawk at the golden bird on the pedestal. There it was: plump, greasy and tender. She could smell every taste it would deliver to satisfy her hunger. The storefront was not secured, an open market for all the people to gander and wander about. She sat on her haunches, brushing her glossy tail back and forth in anticipation, awaiting the right time to strike, mustering all of the strength she could before a man boomed, “Out! Scram ya damn mutt!” swinging a broom in defense. Her paws skittered across the tile as she ran from the shopkeep. “Damn strays,” he cursed. Stray? She sat across the way, watching the man in case he turned his back, yet he remained at his post flipping through an issue of Masculine Health. Soon enough, a customer approached the counter, taking his attention away—this was her chance.

The canine poked her head in the entryway while her body remained out of sight. She eyed the store clerk intently. His attention was pulled from the poultry, now fixated on completing the sale. To carry the whole bird in her jaws would take immense calculation in order to sink her teeth into the most viable spot. The wing, no, the thigh would do. She began to salivate just thinking of the victory feast; nothing but the carcass would remain, and even then, she would help herself to the marrow inside.

Three.

She crouched as low as she could. 

Two. 

She crept forward, placing one paw after the other.

One.

“Hey! Put that back! Hey!” The store owner, flushed tomato red, began pursuing two other people with an armful of his products. The jackal jumped up with grace, scooping the golden fowl into her jaws, and ran with long, paced strides. “Damn dog!” his attention tore between the three, lunging at the jackal. She ran through his legs, barely missing his attempt with the brush of his fingertips. He lost balance, crashing backwards into a rack of sunglasses. The odd dog followed the pair of robbers as they ran through the maze of buildings, using everything from cars to dumpsters in their favor, jumping onto rooftops and over a fence.

All she could do was think to get away, following her predecessors as they fumbled to keep their goods in possession. The clerk cursed and stomped angrily, returning defeated to his store. The three succeeded, turning into the back alleyways littered with garbage. Soon the robbers halted, tucked away from all eyes, and took inventory of their ill-gotten gains.

“Oh yeah! You haven't lost your touch, Kei. I take back what I said earlier,” said a rotund woman. She posed with her hands on her knees, catching her breath. 

“Now hopefully you won't forget it. I'm the reason why we have something good to eat tonight. Told you it’d be easy. Dudes’ a total dweeb, he’s too fat to keep up.” He resumed counting the goods, placing them respectively into a backpack. “I’m claiming the cheesecake as payment.” The slinky, tall male hoisted the bag over his shoulder. “Let's go.”

“Ay, there’s a difference between fat and out of shape, let’s make that clear.” Before the pup could sulk away, the woman caught the canine in her sights. “Well now, it looks like we picked up a friend along the way,” said the female.

“Friend?” He turned to look at the pup, who ducked around the corner dragging the chicken in mouth. “Oh no. Not this again, Murph. We don't need any more mouths to feed.”

“Lighten up, Kei. Don’tcha see she’s injured?” Murph slowly approached the corner, “C’mere puppy. We won't bite ya.” Kei shook his head in disapproval. The jackalette backed into a wall, trembling, tail tucked as the woman approached. “Poor girl. What's your name?”

The tall boy joined her. “Can we go? She can fend for herself.”

“Shhhh,” Murph shushed him. She lowered herself to the pup's level and spoke with a heavy Jersey accent, “Stephanie? That's a nice name. It’s okay, Stephanie. You can come with me and Kei here. Give ya a nice bath and a nice meal.” The canid’s body trembled nervously. How was it that she could understand the words coming from their mouths? She forgot what that word meant, Stephanie; it must be her name.

Kei scoffed, looking into the jackal's eyes, “A newbie? The scars haven't even healed. Who would do that?” Sirens in the distance crept closer. “We need to move, Murph.”

Murph stood with great effort, dusting her hands, “Sheesh, you don’t know anything, do ya?” The jackal could have sworn her thoughts were to herself; somehow, these people could understand. The female laughed, “Of course we can! You’re broadcastin’ loud and clea’!”

“I don’t think she knows, Murph. Back off, your face is probably scaring her. You won't last a night in the city, pup. Come with us,” said the male.

The nervous jackal did not understand why they responded to her like this. Nonetheless, they were right. She hadn't even taken a bite of her kill. She dragged the heavy chicken behind the two yet kept her distance. They did not seem to pay her much mind on the walk through several rundown neighborhoods. Their journey stopped at a tin-roofed house propped up with several cinder blocks and plywood covering the windows, the overgrowth of the lawn barely climbing through—to say it was a fixer upper would be an understatement. The jackal observed the odd pair from a distance as they stepped into the house. “I promise it looks betta’ inside,” said the woman with a chuckle.

“Don't lie to her,” replied the man. “What she means to say is the whole place is a comfortable shithole. You coming or what?” The jackal backtracked a bit. “Suit yourself. The door's open when you change your mind.”

Several long minutes later, the jackal nuzzled her way into the shack, keeping low and sniffing the surroundings. The house’s entrance led into a kitchen; straight back was a living room littered with piles of linen and pillows, and to the right, a dusty hallway with diverging rooms. Dishes were piled along every surface, surprisingly clean yet without a home. The yellow, patchy linoleum floor was, for the most part, ripped up with more plywood for leveling. The wallpaper was directly from a grandmother’s cottage, well, what remained of it anyway. The male rummaged through the piles of dishes, snagging a pan and sorting through tonight’s pickings. He looked dissatisfied, shrugged, and carried on. Murph disappeared for the time being, leaving the jackal sitting nervously by the door who moved between tearing at the chicken and pausing to be on guard. After all this, she thought it wise to keep on edge, trusting no soul and ready to bolt at a moment's notice just as the animals in the forest had taught her, mapping out several possible exits.

The rhythmic strikes on the cutting board soothed her, nestling into her corner to observe the flippant man in his domain. “You’re a quiet one,” said the male during his prepping. He slowly placed several dishes on the floor by her. “For our guest,” he urged her to take a place. “You got a nice catch today, cooked and all.” The jackal looked to him, tail remaining firmly tucked and timid, bashfully turning away when their eyes connected, again sneaking peeks when he returned to his work. “I know, I know, you don’t trust me. But your stomach must say otherwise,” he said with a singsong voice. He was right. She crept forward and sniffed each dish carefully. Before she knew it, she was licking her chops after demolishing the contents, tail wagging with bliss.

“Told ya,” the male smiled, one childlike and bubbly, reminiscent of that blonde one. His almond eyes were the main culprit, capturing all of the light in his green irises. Her eyes locked onto his, memorizing every aspect, amazed at how she never noticed this much detail in the face of another being before.

The woman was back dusting her hands as she joined them, “I fixed ya up a spot. Would’ve ran ya a bath but… it’s kinda pointless without thumbs, ya feel?”

The male sighed.

“What? I was thinkin’ with foresight.”

“Anyway—Stephanie, was it? You must’ve been totally lost or something from your clan. How long have you been by yourself?” he asked. Stephanie still could not reason with how they understood with no sound being ushered. “Over a month?! Just in the woods like that?” he gawked.

“Wait, wait, wait. Lemme get this straight: some asshole changed ya for the hell of it and just dipped out like it was nothin’? That must’ve been a real doozy. Guess that makes me your big sis now! Big Murph is gonna show ya the ropes!”

“Why do you have to make things awkward?”

“You, my dear Steffy, are a shapeshifter. Kei here, if you couldn’t tell by how much he complains, is feline-kind, Mr. Fancy Feast himself. And me, heh, I’m only the coolest raccoon to hit the streets.”

Kei shook his head, “Forgive Murph, she sucks at explaining things. It’s very complex to dish out everything, so I’ll give ya the short and simple. Newbloods, ones that weren’t born as shifter, often can’t control their shifts for the first few months or so, but you’ll get the hang of it. Usually the first form we take has the qualities of an animal from the family genus, for example, mine was an orange tabby—kicker is, my mother and father were lynxes. That’s perfectly normal. A lot of shifters don’t go beyond the species or genus, but that don’t mean they can’t. It’s hard work, not to mention.”

“No, you’re just lazy—it’s a cat thing. You might find it hard to keep a form. Anything can trigger it, really. It’s like PMS—you never know what’s gonna happen, but you know somethin’ big is comin’!” Murph knee-slapped at her own joke with the roll of Kei’s eyes. “Ya probably know this by now but give it a few hours and you’ll be back to your old self. I gotta know what you look like. We’ve been dying for some fresh faces ‘round hea. Oh! Kei, she’s gonna need clothes.”

“Aaaaaaand why do you assume I have the solution?”

“Because ain’t no way Steph is gonna be as big as me, look at her.”

“I don’t know. The way she pulverized her food, I can say she’s well on her way.”

Stephanie did the canid-equivalent of a laugh; to their surprise, she was starting to relax. Kei continued, “You need a good rest. From the looks of it, you haven’t had a decent sleep since forever ago. C’mon, I’ll show ya.”

The house was raggedy, but sturdy for what it was, not to mention what it housed—small, yet roomy. Kei directed her to a room at the end of the hall. “Well, here’s your room for now. It’s not much—sorry about the lack of a door—blame Murph for that—but this curtain ain’t so bad. It’s quality. Stole it myself.” He reached into a chest of drawers in the back corner. “I don’t exactly know what size you wear, but here’s a t-shirt, some sweats. I’m sure Brienna won’t mind if you borrow these. Er, I’ll have to swipe you some panties tomorrow, heh,” he awkwardly scratched his head. “If you need anything, and I do mean anything, I’ll be in the first room to the left—we passed it on the way. It’s scary at first, but it all gets better, trust me. I would hate for you to go through this alone.” He lingered a bit longer before concluding with, “Later then.”

Stephanie sat in silence for a minute or two, still processing the situation. She was on edge from meeting these new shifters, confused as to why they were so inviting and trusting to her. She jumped on the makeshift bed, habitually walking in circles to make a comfortable spot for herself in the well-worn mattress, internally humored about how cliche she must have looked performing the rotating preparations—her animal instincts were stronger than she would have thought.

Her sleep didn’t come quickly; she was obsessed with the thoughts of the night she last saw Lizzy, flashes of demons came suddenly making her jump, then the fall—the great span of plumed wings outstretched, and then—darkness. The cycle of torment continued every time she closed her eyes, startling her awake as she neared the edge of sleep. For what seemed like an eternity, she played the images over and over again, each repetition more painful. She finally was granted unconsciousness from exhaustion, drifting off in a pool of her own lukewarm tears.


      ***

Jersey house music played from the kitchen, its repetitive beat lulling Stephanie from her sleep. Her eyes focused onto her hands, down to her legs. She sighed in relief of finally seeing her brown skin again. She could hear the two bickering over the smells of sizzling bacon and freshly brewed coffee with the astringent aroma of bleach intermingling. Curiously, she poked her head in each room until a bathroom was discovered and doused away the grime caked on from months in the wild. The water was so tainted that she found it hard to believe it came off of her. She stepped out, caught by her reflection, and came to a full stop. Now she could marvel at her skin in delight, its dark brown glossed over with the shimmering water. She looked stunningly preternatural, her thick, tight curls dripping past her shoulders, and eyes so beautifully big. Her irises had a thin sapphire ring affixed between the brown, and every pore of her face seemed to be in detail. Her posture, regal and swift; her round ears now came to a slight point.

A toothbrush was left with a note attached. “For Steffy,” it read with offensive penmanship. Seeing her name made her feel here again, the lucidity of it all. She could now comprehend her surroundings, adding the paste to her brush. Passing over her pointed canines blissfully, she became so overwhelmed with happiness that heavy tears plopped into the sink below.

“G-Good morning…” Murph and Kei’s hip-bumping and breakfast prep was interrupted, absolutely dazzled at the presence before them. Stephanie curled her hair around her finger, embarrassed. “Hope I’m not interrupting anything...” Her own voice was barely above a whisper, astonished that she hadn’t lost the ability of language. 

Their jaws may have well been on the floor—their responses came in an avalanche:

“—cutest thing to ever grace this planet!”

“—so smol and floofy I just wanna ah! And—”

“—goddamn hot! Work it, girl! Hot stuff coming through.”

Stephanie looked at her feet, abashed.

Murph applauded, “You are a cute one. Definitely a newbie. Man, we gotta hurry and teach you how to shift, or else they’ll eat you alive out there.”

“Hey, don’t scare her!” Kei elbowed Murph harshly. “It’s a shitty city, but it’s home. Can’t really ask for more in New Jersey. Looks like that shirt is a dress on you—Bob’s Plumping and Co., here to walk the red carpet,” he snapped his fingers punctuating the shirt's wording.

Murph guided Stephanie to a chair. “Don’t be shy. You’re no stranger. Don’t mind us doing a little cleaning and cooking.” Murph placed a gallon of milk before her. “Drink up. There’s plenty,” she displayed six more gallons within the fridge.

Stephanie sat quietly as she watched their synergy, bickering one moment, laughing in the next. It was reassuring, exactly what she needed. Feeling like a stranger, not to mention ripped from everything and everyone familiar, prompted her timid behavior although she gave socializing her best effort.

Murph lazily swept the dirt beneath a rug, reaching to turn down the stereo’s volume. “So, dish. Let’s hear it. How in the world did you end up hea’?” Murph asked, crashing into a chair across and removing her worn rubber gloves.

Kei sucked his teeth in protest, “Jeez, Murph. Can’t you let her relax for a minute? Layin’ it on pretty heavy hea’.”

Stephanie shuffled uncomfortably in her seat, a small voice responding with, “No, no. It’s fine.” The others dropped everything to tune in. “I actually… I don’t know how or why this happened. I was a junior at Willard High—everything is… or was… incredibly normal. Exam season was just starting up. Me and Spencer—,” she paused, hit with a blur of unsavory images, “me and Spencer, my best friend, we have this routine where we study non-stop. He was the genius, always made straight A’s but he… balanced me in a way. Things started to get stressful when Ian started to act funny. He’s my other best friend, Spencer’s boyfriend—ex-boyfriend, I guess. He started acting funny when this guy named Kenneth came into town. The night before we got separated, we ran away… Spencer was… he was raped,” her voice trembled. “And Ian… Ian killed the guy responsible. I-I didn’t want them to go at all—the gravity of the situation was too large to risk it. I went with them like an idiot... The last I remember, we stayed with Kenneth; he took us to Pennsylvania. His involvement tore apart everything, we had no choice…” her eyes began to brim red. 

“He must’ve been a real douche. What did he do?” Kei asked with empathy.

Stephanie searched her memory of the second-hand accounts. “He got Ian addicted to some drug for a while—he wasn’t the same since. Ian’s not the impressionable type, so it came as a shock, it was so sudden. Lizzy distrusted him from the start. Spencer hated him because of his intrusion onto their relationship.”

“Lemme guess: Kenneth went pokin’ round Ian’s garden,” Murph said so matter-of-factly. 

Stephanie nodded although she didn’t quite understand the euphemism.

“Who’s this Lizzy and why didn’t she trust this Kenneth-dude?” Stephanie looked to Kei inquisitively. “You said she distrusted him from the get-go. Obviously, she knew something.”

“I only found out the day before we ran away. I didn’t understand what she meant. She told me she was a… a shapeshifter…”

“Knew it!” Murph exclaimed. 

“Let her talk,” Kei hissed.

As Stephanie told the story, those forgotten moments made their way back to the forefront of comprehensive memory, almost a first-time experience for her as well, struggling to use her words sequentially. “I-I didn’t know what to say—I mean, how could I respond to that without thinking it was a joke? She showed me… and I may not have responded the way she wanted me to. She told me why she became friends with me to begin with. I was only there to be a fill-in for her clan after some group wiped out most of her family.”

“MES” the two spoke in unison. Murph took over, adding, “Those damn thugs who profit on the ‘endangered species’, my ass! We all know someone who’s been taken by them. So, ya little girlfriend thought it was a good idea to bring ya up to speed right before things went south, eh? Is that all she told ya? Because I think she left out something crucial.”

Stephanie couldn’t help but to sob into her shirt, taking a moment to gather her voice. “Th-That was it. She said that she g-grew real feelings and didn’t want to rip my life and family away. What could I do but get confused? I thought I hated my life… I couldn’t just leave home to become something I had no idea about and leave everything behind. I had a choice… I messed up. Guess I never had a choice in the first place...”

“That’s rough, kiddo,” Murph remarked. “If ya ran away with the two boys the next night, then how did she manage to change ya?”

“Until I met you guys, I didn’t know this was forced on me—I thought it just happened. I can’t remember much, y’know? Everything’s still fuzzy. After we ran away, I remembered… I remembered waking up in this… barn or something? I was chained and my body was too heavy to move. The next time I came to, I was being carried. It was dark, I think. When I woke up I was alone in the woods. The only thing I had to go by was this scar on my back.”

“Lemme have a look,” Murph said, moving thoughtfully to Stephanie. She lifted Stephanie’s shirt, tracing the scarred tissue and markings that trailed down her vertebrae. Murph attentively nodded with, “You were definitely changed, must’ve found ya out thea’. I can see her handprints where her skin connected to yours. It’s safe to assume her genus is canid.”

The flash of feathers came in and out of memory. “It isn’t. It’s a bird. I think I remember an owl… but it was huge. I had to have dreamt that…”

“This gets more and more complicated by the minute,” Kei stretched, loading food onto plates. “How about we all take a breather and eat,” he said, placing plates before everyone’s seat. Stephanie’s eyes lit up, and Murph already had two mouths full.

“Th-Thank you. This looks amazing.”

“Kei hea’ is the greatest cook alive. He wants to be a chef in one o’dem fancy places. Tell her, Kei.”

He leaned against the table, “I guess,” he said with a bashful scratch of his head—Stephanie assumed he wasn’t a man who liked to brag, modest. “I just like cookin’.”

“What about you, pup?” Murph placed a heavy hand onto Stephanie’s shoulder. “What do ya wanna do when you grow up? Wait… how old are you again?”

Stephanie looked around for any sort of indication of the date. “Uhm, what day is it?”

“It’s Saturday, June 15th.”

She slumped in her chair. Had it really been that long away from home? “I guess I’m seventeen then...” Her birthday didn’t even cross her mind, the first time she spent without someone doting on her. Her mind as a jackal only honed in on instinct—she couldn’t remember a time in the woods that she worried about her human activity, let alone thought of it. Had she really been behaving that way without a second thought, like an animal? She remembered the feral drive and the carrion texture within her mouth. She wanted to puke; her face instantly flushed in a wave of nausea. The flush fell throughout her body and quickly she felt inflamed. It hurt to think, and suddenly she found herself clutching her heart.

“Get her somewhere safe,” Murph commanded; Kei pickied her up before the shift engulfed her body in a pain that never let up. Her bones broke and reformed, her screams scraping throughout the rickety home. Two long minutes later, there she was as a puppy-faced canine once again, sprawled on the floor in contempt.

Kei sat beside her as she recovered, “I know it sucks. When you feel a shift coming on, try not to fight it—it’ll help.” Picking up on her frightened, forlorn expression, he exclaimed, “I know! Let’s go outside! I’ll show you around and that way you can get accustomed to things.” Kei stripped out of his clothes; Stephanie politely looked away. “You’ll get used to nudity, too,” he laughed. “Unfortunately we can’t magically spawn clothes when we shift back. How inconvenient, right?” His form morphed effortlessly into that of a domestic cat in the fraction of the time it took Stephanie to shift. She curiously sniffed him, unaware of her actions. “Hey now! I still smell the same. Come on.” He led her towards the back door, nuzzling his head against Murph’s leg purring, “We’ll be back. Gonna show her around.”

Murph found it humorous. “What, the dog’s following the cat? Don’t ya think people will freak out when they see a friggin’ jackal roamin’ about?”

Kei scoffed, silently broadcasting, “The people here can’t tell a chicken from a turkey.” He nudged the back door open with his head. “Ready?”


      ***

Stephanie heaved herself onto the ledge of a dumpster just as Kei had done, hind legs struggling to latch on. “I think you have the advantage in this scenario,” she panted, broadcasting to Kei while following the tabby.

“Nonsense. It’s all about agility.” He jumped onto the back of a parked tractor-trailer, higher than the previous—she hesitated. “Come on, you can do it.” Taking a few steps back, she mimicked as he did, catching the ledge with her forepaws, hind legs scratching the side of the container. Kei pulled her up by her nape with his teeth.

“Here we are, Dale City, New Jersey. Home to shitty people and pollution.” She could see the skyline of the city right before it met a river; the sweltering sun glinted from its surface and its rays reflected off the crests of cars. People walked about the littered streets, passed rundown buildings and panhandlers. There was never a moment where police sirens weren’t heard. “Wadda ya think?”

“It’s… big. Are you sure we won’t be noticed? What about MES?”

“You’d be surprised to see how many shifters live here in plain sight, not to mention other archetypes. MES has fucked off from Dale since such a low income city isn’t welcoming for any of its branches. They wouldn’t have the members wealthy enough to keep up membership. It’s why we try to stay as clans or families. I’m sure they know they’re missing out on potential gains, give it a few years or so. Those of us alone tend to disappear once we get too far from the city on rare occasions, so make sure you have a battle buddy when you go out of bounds. Until then, Dale remains the Vegas of us creatures. The nightlife here is insane once you know where to look. You’ll love it.”

They walked the stretch of the strip between the legs of humanity. Stephanie dodged with her life—having her tail stepped on was not a pleasant experience. “Where are we going?” she asked with innocent curiosity, avoiding the dangerous cascade of people. It was unbelievable how no one even seemed to give their presence a single thought. These people were clueless to her and Kei’s existence, and it wasn’t long ago that she was among them.

He crossed into another gross alleyway, emerging into a bustling marketplace. The dogs barked at her as she followed Kei. With her new biology, the barks translated more towards obscenities. “Ignore them. They can be a bunch of dogs sometimes.”

She did a triple-take, still in disbelief that she could understand what these animals meant. Barks no longer were the noise that dogs made; now they held an urgency to them, all forward with their wants and needs with little to no analytical thought to it. “This is so… awesome!”

“You don’t know how relieved that makes me. I’m so glad you’re not faint of heart. Ya see, I’ve been a shifter since birth. I can only imagine what it feels like going from human to this. Must be life changing.”

“Yo! It’s my man, Kei!” a chubby Bombay cat jumped towards them. “I ain’t seen you in foreva’! Whea’ ya been?” The Bombay almost flew into the air when he saw Stephanie. “What the—Watch out! Yous got a dog following ya!”

“This is Vayne. She’s new around here. She’s just a pup, so be nice,” Kei communicated, visibly annoyed. 

The Bombay swatted at her large jackal ears. “Biggest damn ears on a dog I’ve eva seen. Say, Kei, me and the boys was gonna head to Fisher Joe’s tonight. Rumor is there’s gonna be a big crowd, you know what that means—more scraps for us! You comin’?”

“Nah, I’ll pass this time.”

“Awww, why not? Did ya find anotha’ place for scraps? Why you holdin’ out on me? I thought we was bros!” Stephanie’s tail wagged at the exciting encounter. The Bombay pestered Kei when he began to walk.

“This guy is so annoying,” he directed at her. “On three, we run. Three!”

The tabby and the rusty jackal ran until they were safely out of sight. It felt amazing running as she had. “I think we lost him,” she panted, still riding high on the adrenaline. “Vayne? Is that my name now?” she laughed.

“Look, it’s what I came up with on the fly. I think Stephanie is a bit too obvious… you know, in case someone is after you. After hearing your story, playing it safe is the best thing for ya.”

“Right… Vayne…” she pondered. “I like it.”

“Kei knows best!” Passing a few more storefronts, Kei meowed at the backdoor of a pizza shop. A minute or so later, it opened. A Native-looking woman stepped out in her apron, yelling backwards at the staff who told her to return soon.

“Fuck off!—What a bunch of assholes! I just don’t understand how someone could get so angry at a pizza, ya feel me?” She picked up the cat, cuddling him in her arms. “Hi, Kei. How ya been?”

“’Sup, Brienna? Same ol’, same ol’. I was wondering if—“

“Awwwww! Who’s this cute little one?” Brienna couldn’t help but to stroke Stephanie’s fur. “I’ve never seen you before and I know all the canines around hea’. A jackal at that! Ya want a pepperoni, wittle puppy-wuppy?”

“Brienna, could you—“

“Ah! She licked it right out of my hand!” Brienna reached in her apron to retrieve a few more, Stephanie gladly accepting.

Kei rolled his eyes, placing a paw on Brienna to gain her attention. “Vayne is new here. I was wondering if you could help her a bit with… items. You know, since you’re a girl and she’s a girl…”

She continued to feed Stephanie the pepperonis, perfectly amused, “Are you talking about panties, tampons, pads, bras, condoms…?”

“Er, the former. But now that you mention it the other stuff may come in handy.”

“Why don’t you like saying panties? Panties, panties, panties, panties, panties, panties.” Brienna was so full of energy, Stephanie wondered if she could keep up.

“Stop. Okay, I get it, panties, yes. And clothes. She’s a bit skinny, but she’ll gain the weight back soon. I’d say a few sizes beneath you if I had to guess.”

“You got it! I’ll be home tonight if Franklin’s doing overtime. What about you, Vayne? Are you staying with us?” Stephanie huffed in validation. “Yay!” Brienne bounced. “You have no idea how excited I am! Do you know how lazy cats and raccoons are? Ugh, I’ve been dying for another canine to live with us. We can share a room! Wait til’ you meet my friends, they’ll love you. Here, have another pepperoni.”

Another employee stuck their head out of the door, “Brienna, break’s over. Hurry up, the customers are getting pissy—OMG, ew! Are you seriously feeding those animals our pepperonis?!”

“Relax, Sarah, I couldn’t help it. They’re so cute, look at them!” Her coworker scoffed, shutting the door. “I’ll try to be home in an hour or so. Stay out of trouble, you two,” she giggled before getting back to work.

“Now you know Brienna. A mess, isn’t she?”

Stephanie chewed another pepperoni. “I think she’s great!”

“Must be all that meat she bribed you with. I was under the impression wolves were supposed to be noble creatures before I met her. Guess dogs had to get it from somewhere.”

The ruckus of trash cans toppling over turned their heads. “Of friggin’ course,'' Kei sighed. “Here come the coyotes. Don’t listen to anything they say.”

Four coyotes snickered as they made away with scraps, shoes, and a wallet. “Well, well. If it isn’t kittyboy!”

“If it ain’t the dogs who don’t have anything better to do,” Kei licked his paws, being sure to sit in front of Stephanie. 

“Where’s the raccoon?” said a gangly, grey coyote. “She still owes me money.”

“Really? Because I thought it was the other way around.”

Two other coyotes instigated with laughs and taunts, pacing the proximity around the cat and the jackal. The gangly one bared his teeth, growling merely inches away from Kei. He stopped short when noticing Stephanie. “Well butter my biscuits and call me uncle, I didn’t know you was keepin’ such a nice piece of ass, kittyboy. Who’s the bitch?”

“You dogs don’t have a bit of training, do ya?” Three coyotes closed in to get a better sniff at Stephanie, flanking the pair to better inspect their new interest. Sensing the ill intent, Kei stepped forward, shifting his form into a lynx, hissing and bearing sharp teeth. The sudden shift perplexed Stephanie so much so that she found herself backing towards the wall, feeling the shiver ride up her spine—she tore her eyes between Kei and the new threats unsure of where to settle. The growls of the intimidating throuple escalated in intensity with the lynx pacing their diameter, a deep rumble vibrating from his throat. 

“Enough. Let’s go,” the quiet, fourth coyote interjected from behind the group. “That’s an order.” His silver eyes were cold, yet they lacked the menace the others portrayed; Stephanie shrunk away when their glances connected yet she couldn’t tear her eyes from his.

“Yous lucky yous one of them nytics, kittyboy, or else we would’ve tore you to shreds long ago,” the gangly one remarked as they walked away, peeing in their alleyway before making his departure. 

Kei reverted back into a tabby. “Sorry about that. Coyotes piss me off. Don’t get mixed up with them—they’re dishonest scoundrels.” She stared after them. “Let’s get a move on.” 

They trotted as jackal and tabby while they waited for the time to pass. Through the marketplace, under the overpass, and down a few sidestreets, Kei squeezed through the entrance of an abandoned mall; Stephanie nosed her way through the boarded crevice. He informed Stephanie of the many tropes that Dale held, pointing out several examples as they sorted past gated, derelict storefronts. “Most of the shapeshifters you’ll encounter are Skinwalkers. They only have one animal form they turn into. All of the coyotes here are Skinwalkers, except for one—that silver-eyed fucker; Murph is a skin, too. The ones who can shift into multiple forms and species at ease are called nytics. Me and Brienna are, but she chooses to keep minimal forms, mainly wolf and other annoying dogs—no offense—and I stick with cats.”

“What am I? I’ve only been able to become this. Am I a coyote?”

“You’re a jackal, a little bit better than a coyote. It’s too early to know where you fit. But by seeing how well you keep in form, I’d bet my money on nytic. If you couldn’t tell, there’s plenty hostility between the two groups. It’s dumb, if you ask me.”

“How can I tell who’s shifter and who’s not?” she asked.

“You’ll know when your eyes turn fully blue. It’s the aura. Don’t rush yourself, there’s a lot to learn.”

The two lounged about in the evening heat after the adventure, nestled in the back alley shade of Gianni’s Pizza. The sun began to wane as they waited for Brienna to leave work. It was well past an hour, going on two—she wasn’t the best with time.

Stephanie sat uncomfortably, infrequently whining between solemn huffs. Kei opened an eye, “What’s wrong, kid?”

She rested her head onto her paws, “I can’t go back home, can I? It won’t be the same. They won’t recognize me, even as myself. And I’ll have to be set back in school. Everyone probably thinks I’m dead anyway…”

“Don’t worry yourself, kid. Going back home now would be a bad choice without a doubt. MES and the Commonwealth go hand-in-hand. It’s better to get a hold of your shifting before going back. You’ll be reunited one day, I promise. But for now, hold out here and get yourself together.”

“Are you sure it’s okay to live with you guys? I don’t want to intrude, plus I don’t want to hold anyone back. Having another mouth to feed will only be a burden.”

“Geez, you sure are a pushover. Grow a spine, stop being so nice—are all southerners like you? I wasn’t kidding when I said you were lucky we found you. Until you’re strong enough, you’re part of our family. Don’t go off on your own.”

Stephanie couldn’t keep the tears away. She whimpered a broken jackal cry, nudging her muzzle gratefully into Kei, tail whipping up a wind.

“Hey, I get it! You’re welcome! No more licking!” he returned the affection with a soft purr and a brush of his head against hers.

It wasn’t long after when Brienna came stomping out the back of the parlor, removing her flour-covered apron in frustration. “Damn people and their damn pizzas. I swear, I’ll quit and they’ll miss me. Yeah, I’ll make their lives miserable, one pizza at a time.” She apologized to Kei for the wait, and instantly jumped out of her frustration when she spotted the jackal. “Vayne! Here, I got you more pepperonis.” Stephanie yipped, jumping into Brienna as she dangled them above, teasing her as one would a pet. Kei relaxed with a sigh—it was going to be an interesting time with this intriguing addition to the family.


      ***

Roughly two weeks went by, and Stephanie’s time with the shifters began to grow on her. They each took turns, even fought over advice to give her. She would go out late nights with Kei as he taught her to improve her agility piece by piece. Murph would make runs to the store with the newbie, teaching her the art of stealth. Although in her forties, she was nimble and covert, making off with cheap electronics and sweet, carbonated drinks that she’d share with Stephanie in the unrelenting summer heat. 

In the mornings, Stephanie walked with Brienna to work, absorbing the colorful stories the she-wolf rushed to tell. She, too, was an older woman at the edge of thirty-eight, rushing to spill the details of her perplexing past. Their evenings involved contests of strength and wrestling about as jackal and wolf, giving Kei plenty of opportunity to invoke the dog stereotype even further. Week three arrived before she knew it, feeling as though she belonged here from the start.

She assisted Murph with the set-up of a television when Brienna walked in from a night of work. “I’m home, losers. I got you pizza… for the third night in a row.” She craned her neck to see the fumbling happening in the living room. “Where the hell did you guys get that big-ass TV?”

“Murph did it!” Stephanie enthused. “I don’t know how she did it, but she did it.”

“Pure skills, baby! Mad,” Murph kissed each bicep, “skills!” She boasted with a jig and rubbed her hands together, plugging the power strip into an outlet. “Alright, we’re all set.”

Stephanie excitedly pulled Brienna’s wrist towards the front of the TV. Her eyes smiled into Brienna’s, the thin sapphire ring was twice its size, fitting over her irises with a fey appearance. “Come on, we’re about to turn it on!” Stephanie beamed.

All gathered, Murph pushed the red button on the remote. The LCD’s brilliant display mesmerized the three of them. “It’s been forever since we’ve had a TV. It’s so… beautiful,” uttered Brienna. “Let me see the remote.”

“No way, sista! I earned this—I choose the channel!” Murph fired back. The careless press of buttons brought all to a stop, tuning into the captivating jargon of the news anchor.

“The Carter family from Willard, Virginia continue their search for their missing seventeen year-old daughter, Stephanie Carter, who was pronounced missing on April 21st.” Stephanie’s eleventh grade portrait dissolved onto the screen amid the headline, THE MISSING MINORS: VIRGINIA’S CURRENT DISASTER. She wore a black tee of her favorite band, the same shirt she ran away in. She smiled in the photo, a smile that spoke of the loving home she hailed from, ear to ear, raising her eyebrows with a slight crease above her forehead. She remembered that picture day fondly, when she and her two best friends waited in line on stage for their turns. Ian had gotten snagged by a door jam and ripped his pants; Spencer and Stephanie could only belt out the hilarity of the situation, pointing out his pink underwear for the remainder of the day. Something in her core dropped, feeling the blood drain from her face.

The anchor continued their droll with loose severity, already impassive of this narrative:

“Among her, two classmates, Spencer Holland and Ian Frances pronounced missing the same night; one additional student’s body was later found by a jogger in April and identified as nineteen year-old Michael Grizzle before news of the additional missing students surfaced. No eye witnesses were noted, and the FBI continues to investigate these cases, now viral. Hundreds gathered outside of Willard High School for a candlelight vigil in support of their community and expressed their condolences to the troubled families. The community is torn apart in these summer months, and the overwhelming support continues to grow in search of our youths.” 

The TV flashed to principal Cane, comforting the students and families. Stephanie watched as her mother and father cried embedded into one another; even her brother, Zeek, stood looking solemnly toward the sky in prayer holding their mother’s hand. Mr. Holland and Ms. Georgian, Spencer’s father and mother, hugged each other dearly, holding signs that read, “Come Back Safely.” Lastly, Mrs. and Mr. Frances looked too troubled to even participate.

Mr. Cane spoke in a recorded clip: “We want all of our students to be safe. We will stop at nothing to make sure Ian, Spencer, and Stephanie are back, safe and sound. God is with us, and with our prayers and help from all of you, we will bring them back.” The report changed to the weather forecast shortly after. The room remained silent.

Brienna dared to look at Stephanie, “Wow. You weren’t kidding. That’s rough.” 

Stephanie smiled through it. “Yeah…” she sighed, “I thought that Spencer and Ian would have made it back by now…”

“I’m sure they’re fine!” Murph jumped in with a reassuring smile. “Who knows, they’re probably looking for ya.”

“Yeah. I know they’re okay. I can feel it,” Brienna added. Stephanie’s demeanor crushed the both of them. “Wait a second. Murph, can you run that back?” Murph gave a hesitant glance before rewinding the news program. “There!” Brienna commanded, creeping forward with a sharp, analytic gaze towards the display. “This man. Was he your principal?” Stephanie nodded. “He works for MES.”

Murph exclaimed, “No way! How do ya figure?”

“Right there. See? It’s the broach—the shield and crossarms. I have a feeling he’s the main reason you and your friends are separated.”

Stephanie did not react immediately. Instead, she took the time to ponder the events that could have led to Brienna’s theory, yet nothing seemed to connect—all was chopped and glued into her memory’s best reconstruction of her previous identity, slugging through her as a life not quite her own. Though it all happened through the same eyes, the bodies did not match. Trying to place herself into a timeframe, she completely delocalized in that moment; Murph and Brienna talked around Stephanie about her circumstances forgetting she was in the room. She felt as if she’d imagined Spencer and Ian. Managing to brush away her nostalgia, she honed into their bantering about her origins—she was one of them now; Stephanie might as well have been dead.

Murph wrapped an amiable arm around her shoulder as if her manic anxiety was not out of sight. “I sense a shift coming onto this one. Remember what we talked about. Breathe. In. Now out. Good, good.”

Stephanie managed to keep steady breath for five or six cycles before she began to quake and rumble with spasms throughout both muscle and bone. The shift never hurt any less, burning Stephanie alive in the cauterizing catalysis occurring throughout her cells. Murph and Brienna could only watch with empathetic gazes; they themselves could not recall a shift ever looking this painful. Having Stephanie among their ranks was a new experience to these shifters as they’d never known a human made shifter in their personal lives. At times, Brienna grew protective over the raccoon and cat when Stephanie’s shifts grew too unruly by guarding the smaller creatures with her lupine stature. And now, Brienna made obvious her role within this odd pack by wasting no time to shift as a wolf, nuzzling the panicked jackal to coax her away from the violent edge.

Stephanie bared her teeth, snarling as she looked from the human Murph and the grey wolf pacing before her. She snapped, wanting all to stay away, backing herself into a corner as she took defense. Her look was feral—head low and ears back, she didn’t register a thing in her environment as familiar, and instinct demanded that she’d protect herself. Before Stephanie could make a dash, Brienna pinned her, feeling the small jackal thrash beneath until defeat registered and the influx of identity began to reclaim Stephanie’s mind. It came in packets of sights and sounds, and then, with the recognition of language’s pattern, she began to orient herself within the world.

Brienna muzzled gently into Stephanie’s neck, broadcasting into her mind, “You’re doing great, little one. That shift only lasted three minutes this time.”

Stephanie’s bones reverberated the pain evenly across until she was completely numb, collapsing onto her side. The expression written on her brow communicated her shame and sorrow.

“Hey now, buttercup,” Brienna pushed. “That’s a whole minute off! You’re getting better.” But Stephanie only sighed through her nose. Brienna looked to Murph who shrugged, nervously juggling between what would be her next actions. 

Kei, sensing the dread, finally chirped up from his cat nap, “C’mon, are we really gonna sit here and let this pie get cold?!” Kei took to tossing greasy slices to each—the paper plates already soaking through with sweet drippings. Stephanie could only stare, her mind still bogged with painful memories and longing. Although her stomach begged for a morsel of the saturated slices, she remained in place with her head held low. Her mind wanted to gripe over her current situation, unable to reign in her emotions.

He set down a plate before her with a twinkle in his eye. “Things’ll get better, I promise. Sometimes it’s not easy, but you got us now. We won’t let what happened to you back there happen again, scout’s honor.”

“You won’t a scout!”

“Yeah, more like a skunk. Wait, are cats and skunks related?” Brienna added.

“Yee, ain’t they called a polecat or somethin’?”

“That’s a weasel, you mook!” Kei leapt onto Murph, the two tussling around the den as Stephanie only watched. This was her new home—be it by unfortunate circumstances, she clinged onto the seed of glee. Maybe things could get better, Stephanie thought. And by that very notion, she let herself bask in the moment, involuntarily wagging her tail at the playful skirmish.








  
  

2

Deadlocked





The demon lord, Baal, wrapped bandages around his vessel’s forearms, neck, and shins. This was the longest it had ever taken him to heal, his strength lacking in recovery as well. Baal did not mind—he had everything he’d ever asked for and all to himself. He had the Young Ruler in his possession; far away from the greedy hands of demonkind, Lord Baal was running out of time for observation and experimentation. He mapped its physiology, taking careful consideration of its lack of behavioral knowledge. He poked cautiously about each extremity and digit—Lord Baal was now the most knowledgeable of all the lords and held a distinct advantage that he would have to keep well-hidden. He couldn’t wipe the smile off his face when gazing at the feat before him. 

“Three months, two days, and thirteen hours post-transformation. Dormancy claims the cambion throughout the day. It still has no recognition of itself.” Lord Baal scribed aloud within his journal. Not having his sentinel alongside brought Baal back to a simpler pace; attending to his every need kept him busy and alert without having to make up for his team’s shortcomings. At any rate, Baal planned for his success and for an event of this measure, instructing his staff to play ignorant and not to pursue his whereabouts. Lord Baal was sure that the Master’s skepticism would persist and at least a legion of his best lord scouts would survey the site of activity.

He shut his journal and set it aside.

The lord felt a shift in the atmosphere, stepping up to the pallet where his prized specimen lay. Pale and stiff, Baal watched its body rise and fall with even breaths, then ran a clawed hand through its oily black hair. The lord steadied his wrist above its mouth and sliced open his palm when a theory surfaced to mind, trickling blood onto its lips. Much to his surprise, the specimen responded slightly with a part in its mouth. Lord Baal’s eyes lit up, instantly engaging in observation. The ethereal rings around the specimen’s horns took on a soft glow—Baal repeated the process. “That is it,” Lord Baal urged, “Drink up.” The mad scientist smiled largely when its body erupted in coughs, starving for air as the phlegm surfaced throughout its airways. When he slowed the trickle of blood, the specimen’s facial muscles twitched, and soon its eyes slowly fluttered open. 

Their gazes met—the Young Ruler did not register what he was looking at until he realized his movement was restricted. He first looked to his wrists, then to his ankles—all bound by a strange material. His body was covered in black markings, unsure if this was natural or done by his captor. His head felt heavy, and his clawed hands tightened into fists when the panic set in, pulling and squirming to free himself.

“Settle down. You are only going to tire yourself,” Lord Baal commanded. The Young Ruler looked at him in disgust. “You have many questions, I have many answers.”

“Who…” Shocked at his voice, he cleared his airways with another cough, ejecting a brackish mucus. “Kenneth?”

Lord Baal noted the change of voice, answering with a question, “What do you last remember?”

He looked towards the cave floor thoughtfully before responding, “I was with those two… I think they were my friends…”

“Your memory has yet to catch up. Think harder.”

He complied. “We were on a trip up north to… to…” He winced at the terrible headache searing through his mind. “Why are we here?”

Instead, Lord Baal dangled a severed leg of a deer in front of its face, and as predicted, the Young Ruler focused in, teeth sharpening and begging for the meal. “I need it. Give it to me!” Lord Baal continued to taunt it, watching it gnash about with limited movement. It grew spiteful the longer Baal refused its demands, threatening the lord with, “I’ll kill you, I swear I’ll kill you!”

“Intense hunger, violent urges, keen senses,” Baal vocalized as he wrote his observations. He then appeased the beast by dropping the chop onto its chest, freeing only one of its hands. He watched it devour both meat and bone in a calculated fifty-three seconds before it begged him for more. Instead, Baal bound the hand with the snap of his fingers. 

He leaned over it. “You were Ian Frances. I was Kenneth, the mysterious man you could not resist. You wanted to find out who you were by any means necessary, this included mind altering substances. Over the course of several months, you continued to dabble with the substance known as Goat’s Sacrament—in actuality, it was my blood you consumed over and over until it eventually either awakened a state of dormancy within you or catalyzed my nature permanently into your body. I am called Lord Baal.” Upon the man’s statement, a searing headache roared through the cambion—a visage of eight fiery red eyes and jagged, bullish horns flashed in an foreboding mirage above Kenneth. He prepared a syringe, plucking its side to release air bubbles. “I took possession of a merchant in order to further my agenda and gain insight into those who might get in the way of my operation. Graciously, though saddening, you took a strong liking to me. You trusted me with the lives of your friends as well as your own. Your urges and desires began to resemble mine, those of demonkind—I call that process Assimilation.” A look of horror surfaced on Ian’s face. “I take it you can remember the rest.”

“You mother fucker! Where are they?! Where is Stephanie and Spencer? I swear to God if you hurt them I’ll rip you apart, I swear!”

This elated Baal to hear. “I assure you that swearing to God will get you nowhere. I do not know of the outcome of your associates. They are not of importance any longer. You are now a demon, Ian Frances. Even if you do manage to find them, you will hurt them as you once did. You do not trust yourself and should not until you can master your new form.”

“Demon?! Why did you do this to me? How can you do this?”

“Wrong. Every outcome has been purely by your choice, Ian. You did this to yourself. Repeatedly you removed me from your life, and after each time you ran back into my arms. Lust, sex, hunger, and envy ruled you, I simply fed your desires. Now, if you are done accusing me, you will do as I say from here on out lest you meet a fate more gruesome than one I could ever force upon you. You are lucky it is I who has you in possession. Other demons want you for their own.”

“Why me? You changed me into this… this demon!” Ian spat. “Let me go!”

“Calm yourself. It is futile to resist. You are of my blood and shall do as I instruct of you if you are to survive. You are ignorant of everything. Listen and you may be reunited with that family of yours you adore so much.” Baal carried his pen across the pages, writing with his own blood until all of his observations were recorded. Another syringe was prepped, tapped, and sampled before injecting its contents into the side of Ian’s neck. Baal began to pack up his belongings. With bared teeth, Ian never removed his eyes from the demon lord, running through every strategy he could employ when unconstrained. 

“How is your head feeling?” Baal inquired. Ian refused to cooperate. “Your horns are quite stunning. Have a look for yourself.” Baal thrusted an old mirror shard before Ian’s face. All looks of aggression faded and were replaced by awe. “Power. You asked for answers and were given power. All the fears that you have are meaningless. Your possibilities are endless. I will be your teacher and you will be my student. I will teach you all you need to know.” At that point, Lord Baal removed all of Ian’s bindings. “Do this, and the world is yours for the taking. No more dependence on others to tell you who you are. Reject me and all you will find is unending suffering.”

Ian did not object. He sat up, looking solemnly onto his hands, then to Baal who still conquered him in height, strength, and wit.

“Good. Now stand up.”

Ian stood, naked from head to toe, skin remarkably resembling marble with a barbed tail twitching about. Leathery wings folded in and out when Ian took notice of them, speechless as ever. Ian knew he felt different in these circumstances but didn’t know how to confront these feelings. He felt in control more than ever—Baal could sense this without a doubt.


      ***

Noctua hoisted two logs over her shoulders to drop at the campsite, soon making another round for more. She did her best to avoid Gularis who stood smug with crossed arms. “That’s enough,” he commanded before she could come back for another, “Get the fire started.” She didn’t argue and did as she was told. Log after log, she swung the axe tirelessly until each yielded enough wood for the fire for the next three days. She kindled the flames and retreated into the tent to prepare supper. All of her siblings had been tasked by Gularis and each worked diligently at their assignments daily, respectful of their new leader. She was a failure and all of her siblings knew this. She fell to the bottom of the hierarchy, losing respect from even her strongest advocate, Nana, who now dished commands to her just as Gularis did. 

Noctua walked about with claw marks brandished on half her face which ran deep into her flesh. Although it healed, it left a permanent reminder of her irresponsibility and the victory the demons held over her. The youngest kids looked at her fearfully, unsure of what to think since the grownups now acted differently towards her. Since her fall from grace, Nana officially transferred leadership over to Gularis, the traditionally matriarchal clan now turned patriarchal until Mellori would come of age to assume the role. They made sure to consecrate this change in ritual with the blessing of Nyte, and not even twenty-four hours later, Gularis forced a change onto the clan’s newest member, Deliah. 

She could remember with clarity the night when the demons struck. During her battle with Godimus, she was blindsided and rendered useless, left to die. Stephanie was in her arms, she was sure of it, but they were both losing blood quickly. Noctua wasn’t sure if she was able to change her. Day after day this worried her, trying her best to recall a memory that was never recorded. After that night, she woke up surrounded by her family, unsure of how she got there, how she was even alive at that. When she was roused, all of the children took turns delivering hugs, faces drenched in tears after days of crying. Gularis told her that she lost a lot of blood and if it weren’t for Mellori, they never would have known Noctua’s body lie lifeless miles into the woods behind the aerie, what was supposed to be their permanent home.

Back then, Nana dismissed everyone from the room once Noctua could sit up and was cognizant enough to understand. With a solemn look on Nana’s face, she placed a wrinkled hand upon Noctua’s head and said, “Hazth brought you here. None of us spoke with him, however Mellori said she saw him drop you in the woods. You ought to be grateful that man still had an ounce of dignity in his bones.” Noctua remained silent during this; it was evident that she did not have any right to speak from here on out. Nana continued, “I wanted to wait until you’ve healed completely to talk with you, but at least now you cannot run off and do something reckless. Gularis will take your role.” She said this sharply with pain in her voice, maintaining eye contact with Noctua long enough to get her point across. Noctua remained looking towards her legs. “What you did was extremely dangerous for yourself and for your family. I cannot simply forgive that, Noctua. Starting tonight, we’ll have the ceremony.” She kissed Noctua’s forehead in an emotionless action before leaving her to herself. Noctua cursed, punched, and kicked until she grew ragged, opening the wounds inflicted during her battle. Counting down the days in lieu of better health, she would once again embark on her quest to find her lost lover.

Deliah shadowed Gularis at every waking second nowadays. Her shifting was sporadic and untrustworthy at the start, and according to Noctua, was still horrible in every sense of the word. Noctua chopped ferociously at the vegetables on the cutting board, staring blankly ahead. Deliah interrupted her field of vision with a coy look upon her face, looking down onto Noctua’s chopping. “Can I help you?” Noctua said with apathy.

Deliah almost jumped back from her tone. She cleared her throat and the older woman responded, “Uh, I can do that if you want me to. Nana showed me how yesterday.” Without another word, Noctua abandoned her station, leaving Deliah there awkwardly to assume the role. Everything about Deliah drove Noctua up a wall—Deliah was weak, not to mention she lacked any kind of wit and social skills. She figured that Gularis must have found her on the side of the street and changed the first bitch he could put his hands on. And most of all, Deliah was a constant reminder of Stephanie, the one whom she failed the most. There was no mistaking what she saw that night—seeing the blood rushing from Stephanie’s throat was a thought that surfaced daily. No one around her knew the full extent of what she experienced. 

The others sat around the fire exchanging stories as they’d always had. Tonight, it was Fin’s turn to lead the story. He waved his arms with exaggerated arcs to describe the bird goddess who fell from the sky, but he stopped short when he took note of Noctua’s presence, trailing his words causing the others to look to their newest guest. Mellori ran up to her side instantly, insisting Noctua to sit beside her. “You missed it! Gil told the funniest story! I wish you could have heard it. You’re just in time for Fin’s!”

The small, sheepish boy curled inward, making himself smaller and shaking his head. “I don’t want to finish my story.”

“Oh, come on! Now Noctua can hear it.” Mellori made sure Noctua had a seat directly next to her, snuggling in close and pressuring the younger one. “Finish the story!”

“No!” Fin whined. 

A silence took over the circle that coincided with Noctua’s presence. “You don’t have to finish the story if you don’t want to, little guy,” Noctua comforted. Fin continued to pull himself in and only looked towards the fire. Everyone else seemed to follow suit. Gularis warmed his hands over the flames, not seeming to mind her or anyone else. “So I guess no more stories?” asked Noctua with a chipper tone. There was no response. 

“Hey I know! Can you tell a story, Noctua? I haven’t heard one in ages,” Mellori beamed at her.

She was glad to have the little raven at her side, yet couldn’t help but feel iced out by all the others surrounding her—they even spread apart from where she sat. “I don’t have anything for you little ones. I don’t think anyone would want to hear one of my stories anyway.” As she said this, she and Gularis locked eyes—she knew the judgments that he held at the tip of his tongue and challenged him with the narrowing of her eyes. “Hey, Mellori, you want to go somewhere with me?”

“Yes!” Mellori jumped up, ready to follow Noctua until Gularis cleared his throat.

“We’re camping for a reason. We are staying in these woods until things clear up. No one is leaving, Mel. We went over this.” Gularis moved himself closer, roughing up Mellori’s hair kindly. “How’s dinner coming along?” he directed to Noctua. She shrugged, picking apart a twig and throwing its pieces into the fire. “You were supposed to be helping Nana cook.”

“Deliah’s got it under control,” Noctua smiled. “Come on, Mellori. There’s something cool I want to show you. Race ya.” Noctua ran off into the woods followed by a giggling Mellori. 

The other kids stood in anticipation, awaiting the approval from Gularis to join in on the fun. Instead, he instructed them to stay, making an example of the two numbskulls.

They flew as owl and raven, making extended arcs within the sky, mirroring each other’s moves as they’d always done. The summer evening sunlight reflected from the raven’s feathers, bringing a smug sense of joy to Noctua that her little sister grew more beautiful and stronger by the day. She pointed her left wing downward, banking through the needles of the pine and out the other side of the forest. Mellori followed, staying close behind to her right. Below was a huge lake that seemed to span for miles, its waters translucent with budding algae yet clear enough to spot the smallmouth bass within. 

Noctua swooped in quickly, aiming her talons forty-five degrees downward, and instantly scooped the bass, tossing it to her sister. Mellori caught it within her beak, flapping wildly to regain her balance. “A warning next time?” Mellori whined telepathically. Noctua snickered, proceeding to scoop up another. They found a spot at the edge of the lake, sitting in their birthed, semi-human forms—their first form—while basking in the evening sun enjoying the fresh catch and each other’s company. “I’m going to be in trouble when we get back,” Mellori said with a sigh.

Noctua pushed into Mellori with her shoulder. “Yeah. I probably shouldn’t have dragged you out here.” She tossed the fishbone into the lake. “I’m a bad influence.”

“No you’re not!” Mellori wrapped a small, feathered arm around Noctua’s shoulder. “Their stories were boring anyway. I lied because I wanted you to sit with us. Gularis has been a real buttcheek lately.”

Noctua snorted, “What makes you say that?”

“He doesn’t believe in fun and treats us like slaves.”

“He wants you guys to practice responsibility and to stay safe.”

“Yeah, but he literally won’t let us do anything.” She rested her head on Noctua’s shoulder, “I hate how everyone treats you.”

Noctua remained silent, thoughtfully finding the right words to say. “I deserve it. I put all of us in danger. I’ll take this L and help you to become a better leader than I was.”

“I don’t want to be a leader. I want you to be the leader again.”

The solemn shifter’s heart warmed at the admiration her sister held for her. “This clan isn’t a democracy. It doesn’t matter what we want. C’mon, let’s go, it’s getting dark.” The two continued their synchronized flying all the way back, arriving just as the sun ducked behind the treeline. Noctua sent Mellori off to join the others first, promising to meet up shortly. Instead, Noctua stood behind the maple, watching Mellori’s safe return, then took off into the night. She could hear Gularis yelling below as the other children avoided challenging his authority, denying Mellori food for the evening until she reflected on her actions. They interrogated the little raven about Noctua's whereabouts, to which she had no answer.

Noctua arrived in Willard, perching on the balcony of the Carter residence. It was odd seeing the room empty and stagnant—all of Stephanie’s stuff remained unbothered in the tidied room. She pivoted her neck in every direction before the transformation into Lizzy, softly sliding the balcony door open. Once inside, she was overwhelmed at how strong Stephanie’s scent lingered, as if by some miracle she was still around. 

She could hear the drunken mumblings of Mr. Carter from downstairs. He ghosted throughout the house in his bathrobe, looking as if he lost every ounce of faith—Noctua wanted to beg for his apology, to display herself on a crucifix just as his god might have done for his sins. Instead, she crept around their house with light feet, sticking to the shadows, just in time for the eight o’clock news report, whose headline read, THE MISSING MINORS: VIRGINIA’S CURRENT DISASTER. Mr. Carter paced before the television, taking a couple of huge gulps from the bottle of Jackie Danielle’s. Unkempt whiskers framed the distraught pastor who then buried his face into his hands, sobbing, “I’m so sorry, Stephanie. Bring her back, Lord Jesus!”

So far the news reported no new information and Principal Robert Cane continued to lie for the cameras. Everything was false about him, from his tears, to the sadness within his voice, including the toupee that hid his insecurities. But the jewel-encrusted watch on his wrist and the alligator-skin shoes spoke otherwise, complementing the broach of shield and crossed swords he proudly displayed upon his chest. The Merchants of the Exotic Species compensated him in some way although Noctua was sure without a doubt that he failed to get his hands on Ian. What, if anything, were they still paying him for? Noctua’s pointed ears twitched when hearing Mrs. Carter brake in the driveway. She jiggled her key in the door, propping it open with her foot, bags in hand. She said nothing when she caught sight of the state of her husband; the news report had just changed to the weather. She began to cook for the two of them in silence.

Although they would be in the same predicament if she were successful, Noctua still felt pity for them. Having to stay in secrecy pained Noctua immensely—she considered having Lizzy pay a visit to give them her condolences, but was sure she was the last person Stephanie’s parents wanted to see. Making agile leaps back to where she entered, she silently slid the door closed behind her, and shifted into the night sky. Her visits for the night were not yet complete.


      ***

The knock on the glass whirled Jonathan’s attention behind, brandishing his pistol. He breathed in relief once he saw the familiar feathers at the window pane, looking around the office before letting her in. His eyes were bloodshot with layered bags beneath from hours of staring at the monitor. His office was trashed; Noctua held her nose when entering. 

She passed him a paper bag with Taco Gong’s logo and lukewarm contents. “Something told me that you probably forgot to eat again.”

He let out a huff when flopping back into his chair, receiving the food with an unenthusiastic, “Thank you,” then resumed clicking. He no longer wore the heavy plaster cast around his leg, wearing only a boot. A single crutch was needed now that the healing had nearly finished. The past few months took its toll on Jonathan Fetcher just as much as the Carter’s although his family was very much alive. Beneath his desk hid an empty six-pack stuffed with cans and other trash. The coffee pot was being warmed from a recent brew. 

“You can’t live like this,” Noctua warned, trying to shape up the office by placing the rubbish in a bin and shredding papers. He continued sipping his coffee, alternating between picking at his food and the keyboard. “It’s almost been four months.”

“Your point?” he finally spoke with a husky voice. He looked well-beyond fatigued, reeking of depression.

“My point is that instead of you sitting here feeling sorry for yourself, we try to figure this thing out.”

He raised his voice defensively, “And do what? Knock on the gates of the Underworld or whatever it’s called and offer ourselves as sacrifices? We’ve already done enough.”

Noctua looked towards the file cabinet which held a gift basket and a Get-Well-Soon card from the pharmacy across the street. “I take it you still haven’t visited Patrice.” He remained silent. “It’s not your fault, you know.”

“Shut up!” he yelled, slamming the desk. “It is, and me and you both know it! If I hadn’t have involved her, she’d still have her soul and Ryan would still have his mother. I can’t just go and visit her in the hospital knowing an empty body is sitting and waiting to die, and pretend I know nothing. She’s not comatose and I can’t pretend that she is.”

“So what I’m gathering is that you’d rather sit in your own filth because you’re too afraid to find a solution.”

“We. Have. No. Solution,” he spat through clenched teeth. “We have no lead, we have nowhere to start.”

She sat on his desk, turning the monitor away from him to demand his attention. “Wrong. I have a plan but I need your cooperation.”

Upon studying her face, he shook his head, “Oh no. No, no. We are not discussing this.”

“Just think about it, would you? It could work. Even if we don’t find any direct evidence, we can still gather more strategies, more knowledge, more potential allies. You and I aren’t enough. We need some strength behind us.”

“You expect me to join the ranks of M.E.S. and not to give Cane the death he deserves? To simply work alongside the man as if I don’t know a damn thing he’s done?”

“Yes, if you just get rid of your ego and look at the bigger picture. It’s called leverage, Jon,” said Noctua matter-of-factly. “You play double agent. Find out how MES operates, relay the info to me. I don’t only know shapeshifters; I can get us a strong force once we know how to counter them.”

“That won’t bring Ian back. You said it yourself, all you want is Stephanie. You could get what you want out of this, but Ian is gone. And Spencer too.”

“Fine. Sit on your ass and feel sorry for yourself. I’m going to find a solution.” She braced herself on the window sill, looking around at the state of his office, commenting, “You’re not the only one who cares about them. Do something about this smell,” silently soaring off into the night sky.

Jonathan stared at himself in the reflection of his coffee, dragging a hand down his face. He smashed papers together, cramming them within his briefcase before turning the lights off, heading home for the evening.

It was nearing midnight when Jonathan made it to his house. He kicked off his shoes in the mudroom, trying his best to move as silently as possible. Even his house was a wreck—between him and his spouse, none had the time between work and other affairs. Alejandra struggled through the pile of clothes on their bedroom floor to find a clean pair of scrubs before her moonlight shift, noticing Jonathan in the doorway. 

She cursed when trying on the scrubs she found, its top too small to cover her growing belly. The expectant mother settled on a t-shirt and a wool jacket with the hospital’s logo on the breast pocket. She kissed Jonathan’s cheek in a hurry, disappearing down the road only a minute later.

He looked around the house with hopeless disgust, stepping over toys and laundry to peek at the sleeping toddler. Ramona looked peaceful, snuggled closely to the stuffed elephant, thumb in mouth. Jonathan softly replaced her finger with a pacifier, then made his way downstairs.

Soon he found himself waking up by the blinding sun shining through his eyelids, sprawled on the couch before the television. Groggy, he distastefully looked about the well-lit dump of a house. Instead of cleaning, he slouched into the couch, scrolling through his phone to find a housekeeper. He stared off into the phone’s display, swiping through the icons of his home screen, always coming back to one red icon annotated by an exclamation point. 

5 UNOPENED VOICE MESSAGES – JENNIFER FRANCES

He worked up the gall to press play.

“Jonathan? Hi, this is Jennifer, Ian’s mom.” She had a shaky voice, cracking at every word. “Yes, hi, uhm, I hate to bother you but have you heard from Ian? He’s been gone for a couple of days and I was wondering if he stopped by or called you at all? I’m starting to worry. Anyway, please give me a call if you hear anything.”

NEXT VOICE MESSAGE

“Yes, hi, Jonathan? Hi, it’s been a week and they found one of Ian’s classmates dead by Vapor Lakes. I still have not heard anything from my boy,” she began to sob. “The police aren’t doing shit to help and I’m at my wits end. I swear… I swear—“ The message ended abruptly.

NEXT VOICE MESSAGE

“Jonathan… the children are gone. I… I don’t believe what’s real anymore. If you can, just please come by for a visit one day. Greg and I have run out of options and,” she took a deep breath before continuing, “and I can feel myself slowly going insane. There are these… can you just please give me a call?”

NEXT VOICE MESSAGE

“I know, I know I’m the only one who can see this stuff. Jonathan, you’re the only one I can call. I don’t know why I’m talking to you about this but… please, please give me a call back. I’m currently living in Norfolk. Greg and I are separated… we just couldn’t live like that anymore. These hallucinations are getting worse. I think I might be crazy.”

NEXT VOICE MESSAGE

“The police have questioned us a million times. I think they think we were the ones that killed Ian.” She began to laugh nervously. “C-Can you believe that they would blame us? I can’t shake these hallucinations from my mind. I think that Ian was taken by monsters. These creatures… they had eyes just like his. It’s like… it’s like I was there in my mind but I couldn’t do anything… please call me back.”

The last voice message was recorded a month ago. Jonathan had a sinking feeling within the pit of his stomach. He began to assume the worst of fates for the Frances’—Jonathan knew why everything happened and gave not one answer to Jennifer nor Greg. The results of their possession was slowly driving them insane. Jonathan could only blame himself even more, digging his fingers into his head in frustration. Yet still he refused to call Jennifer—what would he say? What would the police think? 

Ramona’s crying upstairs pulled him from his mind. He tended to the child’s needs as best as he could with thoughts firing off at a thousand miles-per-hour. All of his despair was catching up to him, weighing heavier and heavier on his shoulders. Everything was far from over.
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Outsider/Newcomer





Exploring this town was a daily unique adventure. It was perplexing for Stephanie to observe the behaviors of those around her, how they acted just as animals do and blended seamlessly amongst humans. Most of the shifters had normal jobs and their children attended public schools, but once the sun went down in this town, the streets turned into a parade of faces and physiologies. The presence these creatures commanded was small and localized to 160 square miles, stuck in a poorly-drained, undesired district which attained most of its commerce from tobacco and liquor stores, pubs, and the topless bars that there seemed to be no shortage of. Old factory buildings were the discarded shells of what the city once was decades ago, ghosts billowing above the streets, empty and hollow—a city that once thrived in call centers and appliance manufacturing. The sad shadow of its more prosperous years loomed over the town during the day, yet at night it was alive as ever. For every fifth resident in this town, at least one was a shapeshifter, and they transformed the landscape drastically. The way they skittered across rooftops with vigor, a perfect amalgam of animal and person who can, by mere idea, change its entire being into that of another. It was never not breathtaking for Stephanie—how the two natures played with each other was pure, raw almost. 

She had just mapped out two new streets that lead to the canal, which ran for several miles northwest. Along it were pipes going in either direction; Stephanie spent most of the evening exploring the canal’s end, which led her to a dam and water treatment facility. The dam had a bit of a drop-off, two-hundred feet or so, opening up to a lake below and an ocean of trees beyond. She stood for an hour as a jackal, taking in the impossible beauty all around.

Wow, there’s so much to do, so much to see!” The scent of salt and surf riding rode along her nose, luring her mind to explore.  I’ll never know if I don’t go, she pondered, realizing the freedom that she now had. There was no one to reign her in, no boundaries imposed on her out of fear of what might happen. Murph, Kei, and Brienna gave her a few warnings before she departed today, telling her to observe her surroundings so as to not get lost. As much as she cringed at the idea, they suggested “marking her territory” or in Murph’s own words, “You can’t miss your own piss.” Oh how she hated how right they were.

The wilderness was darker than she had expected, little shone from the moon as she made her way from the thicket of pine. Her lupine form lended its strong senses to her travels. The gentle lapping of waves soon perked her ears, her excitement pushing her to sprint towards the sound as the invitation of the salty air pulled her forward. 

The crashing waves arriving at the beach gently licked at her paws, sending an electric jolt up her spine by its briskness. She dared herself forward until the water touched her belly, gazing off into the pure black expanse of the horizon. To her left, the faint twinkle of a far off city added to the myriad of stars. This world was so vast, she thought, and everything in her mind rejoiced at the endless possibilities life held. To be granted a life such as this, the own makings of her heart, made those years of yearning worth it—a change that humanity would never bestow was given to her after sacrificing what she held dear.

I create my own reality, she closed her eyes to solidify this into her heart, feeling the beats slow into a steady, even pace. The more she focused on her heart’s center, it began to glow within her imagination, and from her chest she could feel its heat radiating outwards. There was something more to all of this, she affirmed, and she asked that silent voice that seemed to lead her this far to continue showing what her soul longed for. 

She opened her eyes—there was something further out in the water she had missed at first, a soft song carried by the waves. Stephanie strained to hear, creeping ever further into the dark. It called to her on foreign tongue—mesmerized, she continued forward, paddling out into deeper waters. Stephanie recalled Kei’s story of how he adapted new forms, describing the need to immerse oneself in the elements and letting something known as gaia take the reins. Although she had no idea what this gaia was, she allowed herself to dip beneath the surf, eyes stinging from the salinity. Shapeshift, she commanded herself to be one of the ocean; grow gills. She had an odd amalgamation of jackal and fish within her mind—she felt she could become whatever she fancied although Kei’s spiel told her otherwise. Being nytic was not yet confirmed; for all she knew she was condemned to spend the rest of her life going between the forms of a queer canine and human. Yet she still pushed.

Swearing she could feel the tingle against the sides of her neck, she forced herself to hold her breath for as long as she could. As dark as it was, her new makeup allowed her to capture the world beneath the world as if it was illuminated—her eyesight was near perfect in the dark; she made a mental note to ask the trio what other things their ilk was intrinsically capable of.

A school of sheepshead minnow flitted away as she waded deeper into the sea—anemones welcomed her presence, reaching their figures upwards, outward, inward, the ocean cycling through breaths. A team of curious bluefish circled around her, and Stephanie reached out to touch one—they shirked away, streaming down the current. There it was: the singing again, only a short distance away. Heavenly and woeful was the tune, a swelling orchestra of voices that called to something deeper within her. She smiled larger the closer she arrived, the interconnectedness of her new existence was unlike anything she ever thought to experience, yet it was all her heart ever begged for. That missing piece she felt as a human now drummed within her bloodstream; the potential to be whoever she wanted adjoined with her newfound freedom made her long to be ubiquitous.

Captivated by her discovery, Stephanie nearly forgot her need for air. The water seemed to thicken as her paws found no traction on her upward trajectory. The more she paddled, the more her efforts proved to be fruitless. Shapeshift! Shapeshift! She commanded herself through her panic. There was a spasm in her forearms, fur now gleamed as pearlescent scales. Her hysteria kept her from celebration as she waved her arms madly. Shapeshift! Shapeshift! Her body began to quake with the addition of the conjoined torment, reverting into her human guise. Her muscles locked tightly and her chest pumped desperately for relief.

Stephanie was stuck between her shift, her human body blended with an amalgam of scales and fur, odd limbs with no useful function thrashed about—she was drowning. No one knew where she was tonight. Her glee in freedom made her careless. I'm going to die here, alone, she thought, giving into the cool waters. Her mind drifted as her body bobbed, continuing the slow descent to the inky depths—Spencer. Lizzy. Ian. Dad, mom, I wanted to see everyone again.

The last few bubbles leaked from her open lips—the tiny pearls of her final breath leaving her in this burial at sea. 

Her body lurched, the gentle roar of water passed her ears as she felt her body fold at the waist. Before long, the crashing shook her from her accepted death, air filling her nostrils as she broke the surface of the sea. 

Ka-thump

The rough scraping of sand met her back as something dragged her ashore. The slick-sticky grip was cool against her arms with the trickle of water running towards her shoulders. Her eyes opened slowly, the focus returning in snippets of blurs. There, hunched over Stephanie, were a bevy of odd creatures looking on curiously with gills adorning their necks—layered eyelids that blinked twice upon stark yellow orbs framing slitted pupils, fins where any normal human’s ears would rest, even a few with eight wriggling appendages. Stephanie only stared, the lack of oxygen still running havoc on her mind. 

She carefully sat up, scanning the crew of oddities scattered about the desolate beach, a multitude of aquatic shifters looked on from the shallow waters. Her rescuer remained for several moments before joining the party of onlookers—diving back into the foamy expanse.

“Well,” she breathed deeply, an airy laugh accompanying, “I almost died.” She laid back into the sand, staring up at the starry night sky. 

“You’re lucky in more ways than one tonight.” A voice like silky smoke tickled her mind. Stephanie jolted up, surprised by the familiar tone. A silver-eyed coyote made his way towards her from the crest of a hill, the reflection of his irises shone like jewels. “They must have known you were shifterkind—Selkies tend to eat humans,”  he said, staring off towards the water; the soft singing Stephanie heard previously resumed across the salty sea. “C’mon, let's get you somewhere dry.” With a huff, the cloudy colored canine marched down the dune, halting at her side.

Covering her exposed body in shame, she sidled away from the approach. It was the same coyote from before, one of the four that Kei stood against. Kei’s warning rang loud, grabbing a fistful of sand, ready to defend herself—all it would take was an eyeful of grit and a good running start. When the coyote didn’t move from his stance, Stephanie observed his calm demeanor; this was the one who called off the attack, perhaps the leader of their pack.

She posed her feet to make a break for it.

“Wait.” Stephanie locked eyes, his sharp, menacing gaze held something else—concern. He wanted to help her. “We met before.”

“I know,” Stephanie blurted aloud, instantly covering her mouth.

His laugh rang within her head—she wished silently that she was better at this telepathic stuff. “It’ll come with time,” he responded to her thoughts. She mentally kicked herself for broadcasting involuntarily, again wishing that she had better control over what she let these shapeshifters see. “I heard that too. Don’t worry, again, you’ll get better at vetting who you let into your mind. What’s your name?” She held her breath contemplating when to run, when to get up, and which way her house lay. All she could do was stare at the canine and shield her bare body. “Well, is it Stephanie or Vayne?”

“Get out of my head already! My name is none of your business.” She thought of flinging the sand now, but even that wasn’t kept secret as he stepped aside. She could see a sneering grin within her mind, a flash of sharpened cuspids framed by gainly brown lips. Clamping onto the fleeting image, a pang of familiarity ascended up her gyri and down her sulci, her brain pounding in a nostalgia that felt misshapen and out of place. She winced—a migraine stabbed throughout, sending forth a myriad of unsorted, sporadic imagery. As much as she tried to pin down an image, the more it fled. However, something differing from the stoic gaze reflected in Hollock’s face. She scrunched her brow when the headache came on, relaxing when it subsided, then tensed up again when she found the stranger still remaining.

Sitting on his hindlegs, he waited patiently for her to arrive at the other side of her experience. “I used to be new here, too,” he opened up. The coyote inched closer curiously, shedding his canid form to reveal the human beneath. He had dark brown skin like hers and silky black hair in locs that brushed his shoulders opposed to her own coarse coils jutting in every direction. His eyes were still the same piercing silver that stared at her as a coyote, except now he stared from a softer face. He held out a large hand right before Stephanie’s nose. She flinched away. He held it closer, lowering himself in the process. 

She investigated him, trying to predict his intentions, but he did not hold a threatening posture. She sniffed him, committing his scent to memory.

“I’m Hollock,” the man said. 

Stephanie stared at him horrified.

Hollock looked down at himself, then back up to her, “You don’t have to be afraid. I’m not going to keep you hostage.”

Stephanie turned away from him, the man noticing the obnoxious scar nestled between her shoulder blades. “How did you know where I was? Are you stalking me?”

“Stalking is a bit harsh, don’t you think?” She blushed with embarrassment. “You don’t have much blue in your eyes, yet you almost managed a second form. That’s impressive, although… it was a bit sloppy,” he smirked.

She rolled her eyes. “I’m leaving. Please move out of my way.”

He didn’t. “You’re naked. Not to mention a shapeshifter. That doesn’t seem like the best idea.”

Dammit, he has a point. She couldn’t leave until she could muster another shift. It usually took her a couple of hours to do so. Great. 

“Vayne. It’s Vayne, isn’t it?” Hollock asked aloud with a deep, prodding voice. He was careful with his movements, keeping them slow and small so as to not upset her. She refused to answer him. “Vayne,” he stood up, tall, muscular, and… well-endowed, Stephanie took uncomfortable notice, trying her best not to stare as his legs met her eye level. She sank downward, attempting to gather as much personal space as she could. He tucked his smile, trying not to make it known he still had access to her broadcast. “What were you doing out alone?”

She refused to answer.

“Like I said before, I used to be new here, too, if it makes you feel any better,” he spoke, covering himself to ease her worried expression and fitful eyes. “The coyotes taunted me when I first got here. That was until I showed them who's boss. The big guy from earlier—bit the hell out of him. We were fighting over a lousy slice of pizza. Hunger does questionable things to you.” He waited for Vayne’s reaction and continued, “You should have heard him. ‘Ouch! Uncle, uncle!’” Hollock erupted with laughter. “Shit never gets old. Dude tucked tail so fast. They’re idiots, but useful—loyal. That’s good enough for me.”

Stephanie’s expression softened, finally looking onto Hollock who studied her carefully. She wanted to know what he was up to.

“You got lucky. Nytics hold a lot of power. To be able to change into any form, the skinwalkers envy that. All the other coyotes are skinwalkers.”

“Why are you telling me this?” she interjected.

Hollock tossed a question back, “Why not?”

Stephanie broke eye contact—his eyes were intimidating to her, intense in the way they searched her for answers. His body language no longer presented himself as a threat. It was hard for her to get a read on him, yet she began to see him in a different light than before. Her guard remained.

“Can I show you around sometime?” he asked. The question was puzzling to her. Hollock could read that she was softening up a bit to his presence. “You seem very intelligent. I would like to get to know you.” Stephanie felt herself blush again for some reason—the way his voice wormed itself through her ears made her feel some type of way. It was as if Hollock picked up on all of this. “I’ll make it worth your while. You’ll need to learn quickly if you’re going to survive out here. I hear that MES is catching onto this town.”

“MES?”

There it is—got her attention. “It’s only rumors. But it makes sense. They’ve been expanding along the coast rapidly. It’s only a matter of time.” He attempted to get more out of her. “Where are you from?”

“Virginia,” she replied with an uncertain whisper. 

His eyes narrowed. “You migrated all the way up here?”

“Yes. Well, no. It’s complicated.” He looked onto her patiently. She gave in, continuing, “I’m sure I was changed in Pennsylvania. I don’t know.”

“You don’t know your maker?”

She shook her head.

“That’s a shame. Well, the past is the past. No use dwelling on it. Are you able to shift?”

She mentally pushed just as she was taught to the point of straining. She couldn’t.

“You’re thinking about it too hard. Here, watch me.” He let the shift spread from his head to his tail, shiny black fur bursting from his tawny skin. It was quick, painless, and mystifying. He sat on his haunches before her, broadcasting, “Don’t think about it too hard. Imagine yourself dissolving—think of the feel of your fur, the feeling of running wide open. Go with the flow.” 

She closed her eyes, imagining just as he said. She thought of running through the streets with Kei and Murph during their first encounter; she thought of the many times she and Brienna roughhoused—she tried her best to find the guidance of this “gaia,” but nothing came to her. She struggled to find her form; Hollock made it look so easy. All she could do was remember the feeling of freedom, living off of instincts, the stretch of four legs propelling her, claws digging into the earth. As she searched her mind, a jolt of pain coursed from her stomach, radiating to her skull, then to her extremities. The sudden sensation of her skeletal structure cracking made her fall to her hands. When opening her eyes, she was a jackal once more, wagging her tail excitedly. Regardless of the excruciating pain, she had done it.

There we go, Hollock thought to himself. There’s no doubting it. “I knew you were smart,” he said before leading. She followed—Hollock knew that he would gain her trust before the night was over. 

Stephanie remained behind, wasting no time to shake and groom herself from the sand. He would have to break her from those habits in due time. For now, he wanted to study her. He couldn’t mistake her scent for what it was, and he needed more evidence to get his answer. The wolf and raccoon weren’t going to make this easy for him—perhaps he could talk some sense into the cat. 

“In a rush?” Hollock walked loosely beside her.

Stephanie picked up the pace, “Er, yes. I have to get back before midnight.”

“And if you don’t?” Hollock grinned, effortlessly keeping pace with her. She nipped, just missing his nose by an inch. “Easy girl,” a hearty laugh bounced in her skull, “It was just a question.” He took this to be a game, skittering to block her path taunting her with head lowered and tail in air. Her mouth pulled back into a snarl. “Let me take you somewhere. I’ll have you home before midnight. No funny stuff. You have my word.”

“No,” she broadcasted firmly, walking past the coyote. “Why would I go anywhere with you when you guys stole from Kei, Murph, and Brienna?”

“Is that what they told you? Interesting.” He let her lead for a bit, observing her curiously. He needed her to trust him, gaia punched and tugged at his gut insisting that this was no mere chance encounter. He knew this through and through. After a small bit of contemplation, he said, “Stephanie. I know you’re that girl who went missing with the other two students at Willard High.”

She paused anticipating the flight she felt buzzing through her muscles.

He sat on his haunches beside her. “A similar thing happened to me. I ended up in this town after escaping MES. I haven’t seen my family since I was a kid. Truth is, I’m not completely sure on how to find them or if I’m ever going to see them again. There are these holes in the story, in my mind. But I think you can help me. It sounds crazy, but I have a hunch.” Stephanie was looking towards the ground, listening. Oddly enough, she felt that he could be trusted and that his words were true. But her mind forbade her from giving in as it recognized the pattern; it felt folly to trust another stranger so quickly.

“We can find our answers. There’s nothing in this town, trust me. You’ll sit here day and night stagnating in a comfort zone, letting those around you constantly get you into shit shows over and over and over,” he scoffed. “Your life will drone on and then BAM! Next thing you know, twenty years will pass, and you’ll still feel unresolved… but I digress,” he said with a wry grin. “I know this is a bit forward, but Stephanie, I can show you so much and maybe you can show me things and perhaps we can get a bit closer to an understanding.”

Stephanie’s first reaction was to be difficult. “I don’t know you.”

He cocked a brow, “And? We’re getting to know each other now.”

“I really shouldn’t. I have—”

“Quit being so complicated. You’re not going to get in trouble, and you have no one to answer to. Take some chances.” He read the discomfort on her face, embarrassed at the pressure he exuded. “I’ll leave you be. Your house should be that way,” he pointed with his nose. Stephanie was entranced in their time together, forgetting to check her surroundings. She could have sworn the beach was miles away, regrettably admitting to herself that something about Hollock had her lost in more than one way.

She was soon back in the safety of the ungainly house, wishing beneath her breath that she was not followed. Going straight for the shower, she wasted no time to wash that coyote’s scent off her, hot water or none. She focused upon her fingertips sprouting shallow-sharp claws and scoured her skin and hair in the soapy water until she was sure no more of the musk was on her. Stay away from him. You’ll get in a lot of trouble with him around, said a stern voice in her head that sounded much like her mother’s when watching the suds gurgling down the crusted drain.

Of course I would, she agreed in her head, I know what happens when I trust too easily. She huffed a spiritless sigh upon exiting the tub turning herself towards the mirror and watched as her sagging coils dripped upon her shoulders, bracing herself on the sink. She noted that her irises had again doubled in their sapphire radius and she no longer kept crude, mortal features. She scryed deep within her own reflection, seeing how the fae took shape and became her, and as bewildering as it was, she could not come to grips with it.

Why not? a softer, all-knowing voice filled the silence. It reverberated from her chest-outward, asking, Why be afraid? How do you know that Hollock will hurt you? Perhaps fear is controlling you.

This back and forth continued within her until she anxiously crippled herself into sleep, tucking into the pile of blankets in the drafty room. She yearned for this, she should be happy, she argued with herself to find solace. All she felt was abandoned and afraid, growing paranoia nipping at her heels. As big as she thought she was, she felt small in this uncouth, monochrome city—she hated to admit that she wanted to be someone’s child again. Tears dried upon her cheeks and by morning left ashen paths across them.  


      ***

Robert Cane tapped his feet beneath the cotton-clothed table to the soothing rap of cymbals and drums. Before he could finish the last bit of rum, a perfect waiter filled his cup just below the brim. Cane marveled at the fellow a bit too long trying to solidify the magic before him, the story of his life as of late; the waiter bowed slightly and moved onto the next table. Cane couldn’t help but notice how unresponsive his eyes were—their piercing perfection swirled with mystery—thinking about how the only thing stopping that creature from siphoning Cane’s body lifeless was a five-centimeter-thick band around its neck with a dim, flashing green light dotted on its surface. It felt odd that he was being served by these beings—vampires, skinwalkers, fairies, hosts of other creatures with human-like physiology; and among them were plenty of other animals whose uncanny proportion and design prevented Cane’s mind from accepting his place here. 

This organization flaunted their opulence: peacocks grazed above on balconies that mimicked 

grass meadows, ponds that trickled down into walls of glass tanks leaving no guest uninformed of its contents—coral tiger fish, anemones, and to Cane’s dismay, mer-creatures; some with human features and some with black, bulbous fish eyes. Winged fins decorated their sleek bodies, needle teeth poked from their mouths, and gills on the sides of their necks pumped water across those silver bands. The hand of MES reached far, further than any civilian knew. The beings and cryptids that had been taught as folklore roamed about the halls, nary a second glance from the patrons that sipped and smoked the night away.

Cane adjusted his necktie. 

Everything ran so smoothly, without a hitch, but he had a nervous energy trickling through him translated by the twiddle of thumbs. This was it: tonight, he would go on his first mock mission. Last week he was promoted from recruit status, to scout, a title that’s low in rank yet still required an oath of secrecy. Everyone was quick to accept him warmly, sharing their experiences and urging to learn about Cane, too. Finally, a comradery in which he felt respected, admired even; being on the board of representatives had its perks. They asked him about his days in graduate studies; learning that he majored in philosophy, they discussed Dostoevsky, easily flowing from theories to conversation of which he was thoroughly learned. Many of the other scouts went to local universities Cane frequently recommended to his students. He was surprised to see scouts that were recent graduates, their youthful looks about them were negligible when considering the other company this organization kept. All the scouts that he met were so far down-to-earth—Cane could see the stark contrast between them and the higher-ranking hunters, Liam Abbitt and Kenneth Green, whose disappearance did not seem to make much of a difference on the outside. They did not tell Robert Cane anything else of the case; he assumed the creatures won this battle, taking the children who attended his school, Willard High, as well as the hunters. It was all classified. Cane was practically no longer a part of it, and the stipend of twenty-thousand dollars was given to him for his scout work on top of a base thirty-thousand. 

The lights around began to dim, and the mercantile creatures lined about their places in the aisleways and against the walls. The quartet burst into big-band, lights flashed, and Samuel O’Neil slid onto the stage, lightly two-stepping while snapping his fingers. He spun with a mic in hand in a white suit; the curtains behind him opened into a scene, lined with feline women in burlesque who stepped in perfect synchronicity, unbelievably light on their toes. 

“Luck be a lady tonight! Luck be a lady tonight!” Samuel had the voice for this song and the charming smile to match. The dancers lifted him, passing him down the stage, and by the interlude, he pranced the aisle with one of the beautiful feline women pressed to him. Cane could practically touch them; he was that close. Their arms were splayed out in the finale, spotlight glinting the sweat that spotted Samuel’s face, surrounded with roars of applause. Cane watched Samuel’s chest rapidly rise and fall in exertion by the act, and the cat woman stood there with a perfect, dazzling, sharp smile and wild emerald eyes. He kissed his assistant on the cheek and the dancers pranced away as the quartet played the outro, transitioning into Samuel’s introduction speech.

“Welcome all to the Merchants of the Exotic Species Fourteenth Annual Mid-Summer Ceremony! I couldn’t be happier to see all of you once again, together, to celebrate our success over this past year. So much has changed, and it was thanks to you all that we could make it happen. Without further delay, let’s all give a warm, MES welcome to this year’s newest recruits! Please stand!” Damn, O’Neil is a stunning bastard, Cane mused. There was nothing imperfect about him down to his shoes.

Cane breathed in, taking his stand at the table as spotlights illuminated he and the other new scouts. They waved tentatively to each other and to the audience, Samuel taking survey behind the podium. “Very nice. I welcome you all to your first annual dinner and hope you see many more. New recruits and scouts, please stay until after the dinner—we have plenty in store for your new start. In thirty minutes, we will welcome our speakers to the stage, Dr. Alphonse Renault and Dr. Pericles Butts. And with that, ladies and gentlemen, please enjoy the show while you eat to your heart’s content.” Big band music resumed as Samuel glided stage right.


      ***

“Are you positive this is it?”

“Yes, for the fifth time. It’s one of their newest branches. You’ll be fine. Just act normal like we discussed.” Noctua adjusted Jonathan's suit. “Showtime, champ.”

“How come you’re not nervous? Didn’t this organization take your parents and your people? You don’t think we should take a backdoor approach?”

“No. Backdooring won’t let us get all the info we need. Say you’re a scout. They’ll let you in.” 

“Wait, how do you know? I was under the impression that MES was harder to infiltrate.” Jonathan urged for an explanation; he needed some sort of reassurance for agreeing to come all this way.

“Your name is Franklin Cilantro.” She shoved a clipboard into his hands which held a state ID, birth certificate, and social security documentation. 

Jonathan couldn’t believe his eyes. “How did you get all of this stuff? You never said anything about identity fraud! Oh no, no no no. I’m not doing this.” He inspected the ID, “Franklin Cilantro?! You even used a real photo of me!” he gawked in disbelief.

“What, did’ja think we were going to play dress up and that’s it? You’re going in there. They’re expecting you.”

His jaw fell. “You already told them I was coming?”

“Made the reservation a month ago.” She buttoned the top of his blazer, then fluffed his tie, finishing with a strong pat on his shoulder. God, she’s strong, he thought, once again in the frying pan. “You want to save Ian, right?”

He nodded.

She looked him square into the eyes, donning the gravest of expressions. “Then trust me. And trust yourself. Ian, Spencer, Stephanie. They’re all counting on us. You got this. I’ll be outside the whole time.”

Jonathan sighed, nodding. He was nervous, yes, but this time it didn’t command as much urgency. After looking Baal into the eyes surrounded by the screams of dying, innocent townies, walking into this branch of phonies was an endeavor that was no sweat for him, yet for some reason his hands clammed, and he stammered at the entrance when facing the officer. 

“Invitation?” Jonathan jumped, startled at the guard’s voice although he anticipated the exchange. He nervously slid the invitation from the clipboard into the officer’s hands, scanning it with a blacklight and passing it to his colleague behind the front desk. “Welcome and enjoy,” he bowed slightly and opened the queue for Jonathan.

He stepped into an atrium that led up for at least seven stories; he caught himself gawking at the place, trying his damnest not to marvel at the sheer brilliance MES displayed. He had to give them credit where it was due—they sure knew how to mask their underbelly. All around were enormous LCDs all synchronized to play a slideshow of MES’s outreach of interacting with animals and the community in a series of flawless pictures. Everyone was smiling and treated the earth kindly—kids kissing endangered turtles on their shells; a group of young adults nurturing a baby Bengal tiger; a blemishless man stood charismatically before a group of tourists lecturing about the exotic birds behind him.

Jonathan turned his attention upward, looking towards the neon signs above the entrances at each wing: EXHIBIT A, B, C, and D. He tried his best to see into those corridors, but he nearly ran into more guardsmen. He stumbled a bit, apologizing profusely. They only stood there, stoic and unimpressed. The voice of the bouncer screeched through the comms, “New scout recruit. Cilantro.” They asked Jonathan to remove all of his electronics, locking them into a cubby marked CILANTRO inside their kiosk. He glanced at hundreds of cubbies that lined the walls all alphabetized by last name before the men unlocked the reinforced metal door. They then urged him to walk through a detector, waved a wand over, then patted him from neck to ankles. “We will keep your phone and other electronic devices for the security of the event. You can retrieve them after the service is complete. Enjoy the show.”

They handed him a ticket, then he journeyed down a flight of stairs through winding halls, ever deeper into the belly of the MES facility. A feral looking usher gladly acknowledged his ticket to open the final door. Before he could shake off the bizarre encounter, an impressive auditorium opened before him and he was immediately met by a ridiculously stunning woman. “Mr. Cilantro,” she said quite warmly, “Right this way please, sir.” She sat him at a round, clothed table with five empty chairs; he sat across from a man that looked entirely too pleased with the show.

She placed a menu in Jonathan’s hands with well-manicured nails, keeping uncomfortably intense eye contact with her so as to not be obviously paralyzed in the moment. Vampires?! He held his breath until she left. He wanted nothing more but to be at the point of the night where he gave Noctua the earful she deserved. He could not believe the sheer size of this place. And all around him, the exotic species danced and smiled to all the people who preyed upon them, an intriguingly different exotic species the slideshow in the atrium would not dare to allude towards.

Beings with teal-hued skin sat with red-faced businessmen, pouring bottles and entertaining their rich clients, dressed in as little clothing as possible. Muscular men with pointed ears in tuxedos brought out the food to the party-goers; salmon puffs, meatballs, bruschetta all making their way winding in and out of hundreds of guests lost in their merriment. Other patrons were brought full meals, the smell of sizzling steaks, plump poultry, and the freshest sushi left the swinging kitchen doors in a caravan of penguin-suited attendants. All the while showgirls—or showcreatures—swayed their hips and gyrated in an endless loop to the music played by a collar-adorned band. This sickened Jonathan to the core—slaves; forced to feed these overstuffed corpulent hogs with sex, food, and god knows whatever exclusive substances MES wished to provide.

The man across from Jonathan seemed to be enjoying the show, but he was just as stiff. They stood out in comparison to the tables around, who were dressed in more lavish attire and seemed to get drunker by the minute—perhaps longtime investors in MES. He looked to the other newbie for more reassurance as these first few minutes grew uncannier, taking note of the green snakeskin shoes in stark contrast to the black suit. Where had he seen such horrible shoes before? The floodlights caught his neighbor’s face long enough for instant rage to flush through Jonathan. They sat me beside Robert—goddamnit! He speculated if MES knew what they were doing, or if Noctua planned all of this to a T. If this was pure coincidence, it was too good to be true. Jonathan had a wicked grin on his face as he settled into the chair next to Cane with an outstretched hand.

Cane was caught by surprise, taking the man’s hand, Franklin Cilantro he learned, and introduced himself in return. “Robert Cane. Nice to meet you too! This show is spectacular.”

Jonathan relaxed his hand after a firmly emphasized shake of Cane’s, ruled by rationale and fueled by hatred. “I didn’t miss much, did I?” It was cake the way he could lie to this man. He could see nothing in the eyes of Cane. 

“No, not at all! You’re just in time!” Cane yelled over the music. He delightfully asked the waiter for more rum. Jonathan watched, disgusted at how Cane feasted his eyes over the staff as if they were to be all his one day.

Behind him, he heard a glass shatter, followed by a drunk man belligerently berating a creature, one of the waitstaffs. Before the waitress could apologize, she collapsed, writhing in pain, grasping at the band around her neck. Jonathan could not look away. Not even a minute had gone by and she returned with full glasses and cleaned up the mess entirely. Jonathan followed her with his gaze, watching her disappear behind a door that led into the kitchen. Not once had she dropped a smile.

The corrupted principal leaned towards Jon with, “Amazing, isn’t it?”

“Barely.”

“What?” Cane strained to hear over the music.

“Are you a new scout too?” Jonathan asked, steering the conversation.

Cane looked way too smug to answer this question; it made Jonathan sick to his stomach. “Yes. I recently graduated from recruit. You?” Jonathan nodded. “Samuel mentioned the scout commencement after the show. That was one thing you missed,” Cane laughed way too hard for the simplicity of the conversation. He imagined what Ian might’ve said in this moment of Cane—probably something true and harsh, something Jonathan would have laughed at.

Jonathan stopped himself from thinking of Ian when a lump began to form in his throat and hot tears angrily begged to summon the unrelenting urge to make Cane pay for all he was due. Instead, he decided to remain in charge. He needed to make a difference where it would count. He did not order food; he sat throughout the duration of the performance and series of keynote speakers; he waited throughout the closing remarks, until finally, he walked before Cane with the other new members as they were herded into respective chairs designated by their surnames on cardstock placards. 

Samuel O’Neil entered the room to an unwarranted round of applause. The sonofabitch even winked; Jonathan fumed. O’Neil wasted no time to approach the details. “Once again, congratulations everyone! It is an absolute honor to have you all amongst us. I see old and new faces, very nice! Now in front of you are your contracts and licensure forms; I will need all of the documents signed where there is a highlighted X, you tracking?” The room responded by beginning. Jonathan read over the papers, sure he would need a lawyer if he wasn’t Frank Cilantro, but even for poor Frank these papers, he was sure, held some governance over him. Yes, page 4, section 3.5 stated that a MES scout held allegiance to its branch over and above any other assumed occupation, meaning that if MES had a problem, they expected a scout to be the frontline. Jonathan’s mind ran wild with creative fantasy of what mad man would rush into legions of monsters with whatever puny weapon MES would equip them with. 

He spoke too soon. After his assistant gathered everyone’s documents, the wall behind O’Neil slid into the ground, revealing an arsenal full of gizmos and weaponry that Jonathan had never seen. “This,” O’Neil began by holding up a silver ring, “is an ICC: an interspecies containment collar. Each ICC is a highly encrypted, digital device and is only responsive to the input of a MES official—we’re talking thumbprint and retinal scanning. An ICC is placed around the neck of the creature and is then activated.” His assistant stood before O’Neil, willingly letting him place the collar around his neck. The device locked together, and an inlaid green light glowed by its clasp. The other scouts wore dumb grins, in wonder and awe, barely containing their enthusiasm—Jonathan had to admit that the technology was impressive. It wasn’t even two decades into the twenty-first century, yet somehow they were able to commodify slavery by these devices. 

O’Neil removed another gadget from the shelf. “As scouts, this baby will be your main go-to: the Plasma Tagger. It will act as both your tranquilizer and your, well… your tagger,” he humored to lighten their nervous spirits. “I trust that many of you are well read on what creatures are out there, perhaps you were waited upon by one this evening. Fortunately for all of you, they each had an ICC. Out in the wild, it’s you and your Plasma Tagger—an ICC will be useless until it is around the neck of a creature. Let me demonstrate.” With the press of a button, his assistant fell limp, then began convulsing with eyes bulged and a mouth full of sharp teeth. Gradually its form shuttered into a grotesque creature covered in patches of fur and hair, clearly able to take out a room full of weaponless amateurs. The pain it felt wormed its way down Jonathan’s spine—he couldn’t bring himself to watch and huddle in excitement as the other scouts were. O’Neil pressed an icon on his phone, and the creature stood painfully against its will. “Can anyone tell me what kind of creature this is?”

An eager scout raised her hand, “A red lycan! Native to the American Midwest.”

“Excellent,” commented O’Neil. “As you may know, the red lycan’s bite can be up to 2,300 psi, nearly fourteen times that of a human, enough to take a leg off of you. So, your best bet of survival is to keep your distance.” He aimed and then pulled the trigger directly at the lycan’s chest. Jonathan felt the thud as a bright azure flash followed. The lycan stumbled around the room in writhing pain until delirium set in. Scouts excitedly dipped and dodged to a clearing, sure to stay out of its way. Roughly thirty seconds passed from the pull of the trigger, and the lycan lay unconscious in the center of the room, a dart embedded into the matted fur. The scouts formed a circle around, filling it with elated whispers.

O’Neil continued, “Once the bad boy is down, you drop an ICC on them, and round ‘em up! It’s easy, really, and soon you’ll all be experienced in no time.” Cane and a few other scouts took to patting the beast as if it were the family pet. Jonathan gritted his teeth. There was more talk of weaponry and the scouts were briefed in a simulation room with mock Plasma Taggers. The scouts donned virtual reality masks and soon digital creatures jumped out before them from augmented bushes and rooftops in a series of fast-paced events. Jonathan did not enjoy one part of this, losing points each time he falsely fired at another scout or civilian NPC. One glance at Cane and Jonathan knew this was not his first time holding a gun, digital or otherwise. He used the surroundings accordingly and made nearly all his shots, misplacing only a few. By the end of the simulation, the scouts were sorted by skill. Jonathan was unmistakably at the bottom of the list. 

When he got his phone back and was able to step outside, the first thing he did was light a cigarette, walking as far away from the organization as he possibly could. Two draws were all it took until it was time to light the next. His car pulled up next to him, Noctua at the wheel. He said nothing when he entered as the passenger, receiving a smile the widest he had ever seen from her. “Well?”

He shook his head. “MES is a cult. A cult of hedonism. The nerve of them to take advantage of other animals, beings, I just didn’t imagine it would be like this.”

“You imagined a bunch of cages and important looking businessmen keeping things on the hush-hush, right?” asked Noctua.

He wanted to apologize to her for some reason, the silence broken by a glum rebuttal. “They were normal people. Even the scouts who didn’t have money flying from their asses, they looked as if they all felt they were a part of something right and just. They wanted a part in that horrid lifestyle. Let me ask you something: before MES, what was there?”

“You had your merchants, except they were few and far between, more secretive. There were also sellswords and hunters that banded together to protect their villages. MES became a united banner about thirty years ago. Modern civilization made it harder for us to hide in cities; they opened more stations along the coast, and by opening it to the public, it paved the way for a bunch of snitches to make money off ratting us out.”

“So, within the last thirty years they were able to change the natural balance of the world with just those weapons?”

She nodded. “The technology is the main factor of their success, otherwise…”

“Otherwise, man would be the victims.”

“That’s one way to state it. If it’s any consolation, shapeshifters are harmless… for the most part.”

“Jee, I’m relieved.” He buried his face into his hands. “Just so we’re clear, I am not going to be used by you or anyone else to lead a coup against MES. I will not cross that line,” he finalized with a sharp motion of the hand.

“Why would I—?”

Jonathan snapped, “Just fucking say it!” Sweat drench the back of his shirt.

“Okay, okay, fine. I’m not going to use you, Jonathan. We are a team.”

Jonathan removed his blazer, searching the backseat for his flask. “We are only a team for the kids, that’s it. I need your word. I watch your back, you watch mine.”

“You have my word.”

“Fuck,” he exhaled, swigging back half of the flask’s contents. “It’s a sex cult, a fucked-up ego trip of some rich cunts! A damn farce for man to shove his dick where it doesn’t belong and screw it all up. Then once they dominate all of you, they’ll go around saying ‘Ah yes, we are the superior race, humanity’. What a bunch of fucks! The way they took that werewolf and just shocked the shit out of him—you should have seen the way Cane was so handsy, ugh!”

Noctua noted how fast Fetcher became drunk; she didn’t blame him. She decided to buy a handle of gin for him every week as she was sure his habit would take a sharp increase. 

“And if it weren’t for these fucks, then where would I be, eh? I’d probably be fine. Either way I would be fine. But maybe I’ll be eaten by a lycan one day on a hunting trip. Or kidnapped to be a blood whore for a vampire clan, who knows? At least the lycans and vampires would be mindful of their food source, right? Would a shapeshifter keep men in collars?”

Noctua pressed her lips into a hard line. “We wouldn’t have a need to. Men have men to do that. It’s simpler to just blend in.”

“Blend in. Ha! Why would nature let you evolve a mechanism to mimic someone to the T just to blend in? You evolved it because it was useful, and you used it to rule above men for hundreds of thousands of years. Let’s call it what it is.”

“Okay, sure, that’s one way to see it. Then I guess we can call it natural law,” she responded, turning onto a freeway entrance. 

“It’s kill or be killed. It’s apexism. Here I am willingly marking myself as the enemy for all the creatures to see. Which means that if I must, if I’m truly faced by a threat, I’ll be made to kill one of your people. Or they’ll kill me.”

“Stop calling them all my people, it's kinda racist,” she joked to lighten the mood for a change, but Fetcher’s face remained stoic. “And that’s the jist of it, Jon. I don’t know what to tell you. It’s a war.”

“Yes, war. You had everything to lose, but now that Stephanie is gone you seem like you have nothing to lose. What changed? What changed your mind from a survivalist pack—flock or what have you—mentality to betraying that pack for one human?”

She was sure his flask was empty since he grew louder and more urgent. Noctua hated how he asked all of the right questions when he was drunk—when sober, he’d only mope about in his head until someone brought it out of him. “I failed and they stopped trusting me. A leader to a shifter is someone they will gladly die beside, chosen by Nyte herself. According to our history, when a leader betrays her people, the moon loses its reflection in her eyes—Nyte won’t even look at us—and she’ll continue to lead her family into turmoil as the bonds of gaia are severed.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” slurred Jonathan.

“Nyte is the goddess of the shapeshifters. She rules us through the moon, controlling the flow of gaia—earth’s energy. It’s what’s harnessed during a shift.”

Jonathan sat up in his chair. “You guys have a religion?”

“It’s not a religion. Don’t call it that. Nyte is real.”

Jonathan belted a great laugh, “Sure, sure. That’s what they all say. I’m sure Nyte taught MES how to ‘control the flow of Gaia’ with those collars—Ow!”

Noctua punched Jonathan in his side. “Nyte is our goddess. To answer your question, no, shifters would never put collars around men because we have a goddess to answer to. You humans continue to make deities to fill a never-ending hunger for divine approval.”

“Yeah, but gods aside, here we are. MES can control your shift with that ICC thing and hundreds of your people have been sold or killed. It’s hard to say but it's me and you against all odds right now. Patrice can’t help us, Nyte can’t help us. Complete suicide.” He finished off the flask. “I can’t go home like this. Alejandra will kill me, agh!”

Noctua gripped the wheel tighter—it seemed like every time Jonathan was in the passenger seat he was attempting to cure an ailment. “So, when’s our next meeting?”

“Listen to her. She says, ‘our next meeting,’” he laughed, then hiccupped. Noctua thought he mumbled the word “Tuesday” followed by a series of wet snores. The next thing Jonathan remembered was Noctua shaking him awake, dangling the keys above his face. “I’m home,” he remarked once cognizant of the surroundings. He took his keys from Noctua, holding eye contact for an uncomfortable amount of time. 

Noctua opened the car door with a final remark. “This is not going to be fun. But maybe we will come out the other end of this better. Goodnight.” Jonathan stumbled out shortly after, but she was nowhere in sight. Soon he was safely inside his house, being sure to lock all windows and doors. He kicked off his shoes and shrugged away his clothes, nearly collapsing onto his wife. She was roused by his closeness and the heat radiating from him, then was bombarded by a stampede of kisses.

“What time is it?” she questioned, surely smelling the alcohol in his breath. “Jon, what time is it?”

He ignored her, pulling her on top of him and kissing her neck. 

“Jon, I have to work in two hours,” she said, finally looking at her phone. “Are you drunk?”

“A little bit.”

“Uh-huh. You were drinking at the office?”

“I told you I was at the bar with a few guys from the office.” He absolutely hated lying to her. “A friend drove me back, don’t worry.”

“I’m not, I trust you,” she said, surrendering into his chest. “You had a visitor today.”

He held his breath running through a thousand scenarios and their probable causes. He felt too exposed, especially now that he upped his underground notoriety. Stepping into the shadows felt like he was physically burdened by a dark figure that loomed over his head. At any moment it could strike, and Jon was left in a constant state of anticipation. “Who was it?” he asked while keeping all fear from his voice.

“It was Jennifer Frances. Poor woman. She really wanted to see you. I told her you'd give her a call.” He remained silent. “Is something the matter?”

“No. To be honest, I don’t even know what to say to her except sorry for some reason.”

Alejandra ran her hand up and down the small of his back, snuggling closer into his chest, “It’s not your fault, baby. Don’t think for one minute you did this. I’m off a couple of weekends from now. I can help you talk to her, invite her for dinner. It will be nice!”

Except he felt it was entirely his fault. If he hadn’t implanted the suggestion in Ian’s head of turning to the occult, things would have played out differently. He appreciated her optimism, showing it by kissing her forehead and saying, “I guess it’s time to stop being a little bitch and face my fears. My pregnant wife has to save me, what kind of man am I?”

She laughed obnoxiously, hitting Jonathan at the pain of hilarity. “Good night,” she teased before snuggling into position.

He laid on his side facing the window, begging his body to catalyze the poison he dumped into it as his mind swam in circles. He needed to tell Alejandra that he picked up a second job, sparing her the details of what it involved. Perhaps he’d give her the pamphlet he leafed through while in the MES lobby with smiling volunteers holding animals against their cheeks. Even now he felt as if his stories were too far-fetched to cover. The night he woke in his bed after witnessing the horrific fires that burned through the town on the Pennsylvania mountainside, he was sure Alejandra thought he suffered from an undiagnosed psychosis and recurring nightmares. He knew that she was being easy on him. He couldn’t really help that he took advantage of her kindness; the truth would sound like he finally lost it. Jon winced; he was headed far from that and he needn’t lie any more. 

If he were to make any headway, he’d have to transcend his position as a scout. Perhaps Alejandra could be of more use, especially when her coworker slept next to Samuel O’Neil on a nightly basis—and if she was his wife, then there is no telling what kind of power she held in the organization. He could work his way up, but first he needed all the details on Ian’s case. If they had any files on Ian’s adoption, one search of Jonathan’s name could put him in deep shit. So far no one mentioned the case that got away, and since Cane still walked among them, their interest was piqued to the fullest. He laughed to himself when picturing the two of them being friendly with one another. As much of a joke as it was, Jonathan could not avoid that outcome if he were to make any progress at all.
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THE THREE PATHS
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Path:
i) atroddenway
i) the cotirse or direction in which a person or-thing is moving

fii) a way of life, conduct, or thought

Destiny:

i) apredetermined course of events often held to be an irresistible power or
agency

ii) the force that controls what happens in the future, and is outside human
control

Direction.
i)_a channel or direct course of thoughtor action
ii) a guiding, governing, or motivating purpose

jii) assistance in pointing out the proper route








