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Chapter 1
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Darting around a pine tree, she stumbled over a moss-covered rock nearly breaking her stride. The others had spread out, their hurried paces a symphony of crackling and snapping among the hushed air as they trampled over fallen forest debris. The chase was on, the suspect running out of possible avenues of escape. Her heart was thundering in her chest, the adrenaline flooding her system as her partner’s injured body came into view further ahead sending icy waves of fear crashing into the mix.

“Façade is down, I repeat Façade is down,” she screeched into her commlink.

Racing to him before dropping to his side, damp soil seeped through her jeans. Behind her, two hand-sized rocks hovering in place fell to the earth with a thud as she canceled her hold. More pressing matters were at hand adding to an already difficult week and a rocket-launch feel of a morning shift.

Fresh crimson spilled through his fingers in a desperate attempt to apply pressure to the wound at his side. His body jerked and shook, his appearance switching in place as if he were nothing more than a digital photo frame rapidly glitching through numerous pictures. Black, white, female, male, rotating visages of people he knew and some she recognized as his power to mimic others went into panicked overdrive equally uncontrolled and visually impairing.

A growing pool of wetness stained the ground below his body as brief flashes of light from his power intensified the gruesomeness whenever he switched appearances doing little to quell her churning stomach. At last, his real face came into focus. Pale and streaked with fear, his brown hair lay drenched upon clammy skin as his eyes meet hers, his breathing shallow and rapid. Her hand instinctively joined his. The quiet specter of death rapidly approached as blood rushed to meet her willing palm causing her to wince.

“He’s got a nasty side wound,” she spoke into her commlink with her free hand. “His... what am I—"

“Here,” Flipside said appearing at her side, his movements barely detected.

She startled, her head turning to him as he lowered himself. “Christ, Flipside, really?”

“Take this,” he said tapping a roll of gauze against her shoulder, his breath heavy as it tickled her neck. “Press it against the wound, we’ll get someone up here. Focus on the injury, slowing the blood loss.”

“This isn’t my first triage, remember?” she snidely commented flashing back to the one time she had done the same for him. “Why do these things never come with a side of gloves?”

He shrugged as she eyed him taking a step past her. His chiseled chest rose and fell through tight spandex, the bright solid white on the left divided evenly down the middle with pitch-black on the opposite. A row of small perfectly color-coordinated satchels completed the look across his chest appearing to attach itself to the weapon holster at his back. Two different colored halves, one nearly unstoppable force of nature. Two sides of a coin, both equally deadly.

He gripped his drawn sword placing it in front of him, the name for the weapon always eluding her. Its razor-sharp silver edge glinted in the sunlight while its twin remained locked in the holster along his back. She was glad to see him back in action, healed up, and chasing after the same woman who had put him in the hospital many weeks ago. Irony or another Tuesday, basically the same thing.

“Hurry, she’s getting away,” she sputtered turning her attention back to Façade’s injury.

“Right... right,” he said before slipping past her with a whisper of displaced air, his shoes quiet as cotton.

“Mainframe, lock on coordinates, direct EMS to my location,” she directed into her commlink careful not to use her bloody hand to send the order.

“Affirmative,” Mainframe squelched back.

She unrolled the gauze, her nervousness making it unruly. Quickly folding it, she took a deep breath and looked at Façade, his eyes saying he knew what to expect. His lips quivered as he lowered his hand fully exposing the wound. She didn’t need a medical degree to see it was deep, it was long, and it bubbled bright redness out of it like water poured over a leaking inflatable to spot the hole. 

“Go,” he mumbled from blue-tinted lips. “They need... you...”

“No, you do. Take a breath, this is going to hurt. I’m sorry.”

She pressed the white gauze against his wound. It gushed from the applied pressure soaking the fabric with wet warmth. He moaned loudly trying not to scream out or squirm away as his eyes rolled back to white, the sudden flare of pain too intense for consciousness.

Thundering footsteps crunched rapidly behind her before Haze plunked down at her side, his hand already extended pushing hers away from Façade’s wound. Startled, her body jerked away from his sudden presence and almost screamed out but managed to catch herself in time.

“Dammit,” she cussed. “Don’t you people ever announce where you’re at before scaring me?”

“Go,” Haze directed pulling his neck gaiter up further with his free hand. “I got this.”

“But I...”

“I got a visual,” his commlink squelched out Flipside’s words. “Heading east, towards Nanson Bridge.”

“Stay on her,” Sheriff Beale ordered through the connection seconds later. “Sister Sleet, be ready.”

“We’re in position,” Sister Sleet replied.

“Get going,” Haze insisted. “Your powers might come in handy. Stay alert and catch up to Flipside.”

“I doubt I’ll be able to, he’s incredibly—”

“Go,” he ordered, his voice bordering on a shout.

She snapped to attention scrambling to her feet. Rubbing her hands on her dirty pants, she raised them, palms out. Power surged through her system, its warmth racing through veins and firing into existence. Flares of orange energy streaked her vision, her hands entwined with bright commanding power as her mind reached out across the area.

She felt tendrils of her power dancing over the roughness of the rocks she had dropped earlier, it seeped into their nooks and crannies embracing them as a hand on an apple. Lifting them, they wobbled in the air before drifting like floating clouds into each other with a clink. Mentally pulling them towards her, they came willing and waiting. As they approached, she swiveled and hurried from the scene, her hand extended and up willing the rocks to follow as they bounced and rolled dutifully along.

It had been close to three weeks since the Whisper incident. Almost as long since she and several others had nearly died at Sister Sleet’s hands under the command of the mental manipulator. Shortly after, they had watched their only lead in tracking down villainy go up in flames as Whisper had been eradicated to keep her secrets. Her accomplice and possible killer, a blurry image stuck in her mind, a leftover from sharing space within the mind of the evil woman desperate for power using their strovian abilities against them.

After such a dramatic night, they had worked tirelessly expanding search teams, spreading out forces praying for a break, hoping for a lead, and looking for clues to stop the red-headed menace from killing again. Her purpose wasn’t clear to any of them, but her ability to dispatch death made her a top priority to stop.

As she healed up from an ankle injury, life had been a fast forward of managing classwork, academy training, and watching Grandpa expertly avoid most conversations whenever he sensed she had questions about things she was becoming all too aware of in their lives. She placed it on the back burner, the chaos and calamity of a full schedule leaving little room for diversions, especially drama-filled conversations.

Thanks to the information she had provided Sheriff Beale after nearly succumbing to Whisper’s attack, and friends in high places beyond Ardenwood’s borders, they had managed to find the red-haired woman’s name through her association with Andrea Pressler, Whisper’s real name.  The tidbits of useful information hadn’t helped much or seemed clear to her, but it did open the cracks for wider knowledge via those with more sleuth-like tendencies within the AOA.

The menace in question was Reeza Petrova. Her attachment to a scientific research facility alongside Whisper was the only detail they uncovered. The images she had gleaned from Whisper’s shared mind link hadn’t painted it as such as its dubious nature was well concealed behind the guise of therapy but had left permanent stains on the woman’s mindscape.

They had escaped the facility leaving thirty people dead in their wake and its secret existence covered up for eternity via arson which had destroyed everything. When human error had allowed the dysfunctional and mentally psychotic to overrun its halls, everyone had paid. Whisper had escaped with several others. She could recall some through blurred images in the woman’s mind but little else was known about any of them until a few had decided to slip from the shadows and end up in Ardenwood.  

Reeza had been a savior once and a stalker the next. Her penchant for killing outweighed any attempt at corrective behavior or gratitude, especially considering the wake of death and destruction usually trailing behind the woman. The three bodies of the locals she had destroyed saving her from being dragged through the covered bridge on Henderson Road could have been seen as admirable if she didn’t know it came with a nefarious reason, a hidden purpose.

The death of Whisper and two EMS workers by the evil woman’s hands only further confirmed Reeza hadn’t come to play, hadn’t come to make friends. Whatever the reason for her random appearances in town, for her devilish glee in creating mischief and death, she knew Reeza needed to be stopped however possible today, push or shove.

*** 
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CUTTING THROUGH THE tree line, she rushed onto a clearing leading to the edge of the nearby cliff looking out over Shausby gorge. Nanson Bridge stood to her right looming over the vast darkness below. The two rocks sputtered along past a tree branch and hovered in place behind her as she paused to rapidly take stock of her surroundings, her teammates already on scene with the one villain they had chased down. 

“Halt!” Sheriff Beale commanded as Reeza stopped short of falling, a swirl of dirt spiraling past her feet and drifting over the rocky edge. 

To her left, Sheriff Beale and Blue-Blitzer were tailed by several deputies fanning out and closing off possible avenues of escape, their unified chests rising and falling from the impromptu run through the forest. To her right, Flipside, one sword lowered to his side and the other holding it at chest level ready to strike. Over his shoulder, she could see the churning gray of Sister Sleet’s power spreading itself up and across the roadway blocking access as the hefty frame of Lumberjack stood heroically near the weather-producing woman with his clenched fists ready to pummel. 

“This is the end of the line, Reeza,” Sheriff Beale said, his glassy obsidian-coated body reflecting flares of the morning sun into her eyes causing her to squint. “Drop the weapon. Get down on your knees with your hands over your head.”

Turning her head, Reeza smirked, her hand playfully waving the dagger at him. “You expect me to kneel, before whom? I see no one considered my superior.”

“Do not try my patience!” his voice boomed.

Behind him, she watched as Blue-Blitzer raised his metallic glove to his chest, his left hand sliding over shiny metal. The deputies switched positions, weapons drawn, aimed at Reeza, and cocked. To her right, Flipside tensed up as he gently rolled the handle of one of his weapons in his palm flipping the blade and preparing to jump into the fray, the cagey anxiety evident. She straightened up pulling the hovering rocks closer and positioning them near her left shoulder ready to rocket them both forward.

Reeza stood there, fearless. Her eyes went left to right as she sized up the competition, possible exits, and weak points. Settling on her, she almost smiled before frowning with discontent. She dropped the dagger, its metal handle clattering off her boot before she kicked it away.

“You wouldn’t kill an unarmed woman, would you?” 

“I wouldn’t test us if I were you,” she heard herself say feeling feisty.

Reeza appeared taken aback before letting out a wicked chuckle. “I see.”

“You are under arrest for multiple deaths here and beyond our borders including assault and numerous amounts of damage done to the city and AOA property. On the ground, now!”

Brushing a loose strand of red hair from her shoulder, Reeza giggled. “Demanding, I kind of like it,” she said to Sheriff Beale with a wink before lowering down to her knees and putting her hands on the back of her head. “Nice to see you again, kitten. I hope we get a chance to catch up. You know, after these boys have had their fun.” She stared at her, her eyes seemingly burning into her soul with devilish intent.

She felt her stomach coil. “The feeling’s not mutual and never again if I can help it.”

The deputies rushed in under Sheriff Beale’s direction. Blue-Blitzer zipped through them effortlessly sliding to Reeza’s back and slipping on a pair of handcuffs to the woman’s exposed wrists. In a blink, she saw a syringe appear near the woman’s neck.

As everyone closed in, Reeza’s eyes never left hers. The coldness, the nonchalant concern over the commotion occurring as the men pulled her to her feet was unnerving. A chill licked at her back as she watched the woman’s eyes stay fixated on hers, the crazed pupils dilating and rolling back, her body quickly becoming slack before Sheriff Beale easily tossed her over his shoulder.

She dropped her hold over the rocks and joined them as the sheriff directed the other deputies. Some navigated the area to return to their patrol units further down the mountainside while a couple of others returned to where she had left Façade and Haze to aid if needed. Blue-Blitzer zipped by her in a streak of blue and white energy no doubt speeding down to coordinate the arrival of the containment vehicle and emergency services as Flipside holstered his weapons and came to her side patting her on the shoulder.

“A bit anticlimactic but probably for the best,” he said before shrugging.

“Her stare though,” she mumbled having a hard time shaking off those dangerous eyes locked on her.

“Yeah, I noticed.” 

“Why... why the tranq?” she questioned Sheriff Beale as he shifted Reeza’s unconscious body along his shoulders and turned to her. “We could have easily managed her into a containment unit.” 

“You’ve seen what she’s capable of,” he told her. “I’m not taking chances, not anymore. Not after last week with Whisper and what she’s done in the past.”

“I thought we would want to question her, not supply her with a nap.”  

“If we had something to prevent her from using her powers in the field, we would have used it.” He said grunting once starting to move towards the forest as she followed. “We have dampeners we’ve installed in the newly designed medical containment cells thanks to...”

She watched as he stopped mid-sentence, his eyes shifting. Straightening up, he coughed once. It was fake, she could see right through his posturing. He had caught himself before slipping up and mentioning someone, something having supported the AOA to help thwart superpowered criminals. Her mind raced with who it could be, the things she didn’t know, the mysteries yet to be discovered. He cleared his throat and continued, his attempt to correct only lighting a fire of curiosity within her. 

“Anyway, they’ve been proven to lower a strovian’s available power supply. We don’t have a workable ability blocker, though,” he said lowering his voice as if he were divulging classified intel, “we could be getting around to it.”

“No shit?” 

“No shit,” he told her brushing past a tree limb almost swatting her in the face with it. “Would be better than having to tranquilize every strovian criminal we run across.” She agreed. “Given this one’s threat level and apparent high interest in you, it was for the best to let her sleep until we can secure her properly at headquarters.”

“You saw her face too, huh?”

“How could we not, her eyes never left your face the whole time she was going under.”

“What do you think that was all about?” she asked stepping over exposed tree roots as Flipside mindlessly kicked a small stone to the left sending it rolling down the incline ahead of them. “I mean, I know we have a past since her arrival here, but this whole thing felt off. She’s been evading us since day one and now she’s spotted idle against a store window downtown leading us on this lame chase only to stop and give up.”

“She was outmanned and outnumbered,” Flipside commented.

“No, she could have found an out. She’s a crazed killer without an off button, she would have made a mess of the area and us before being taken down. You didn’t see what she did to Façade for getting too close. This was something else. It’s almost as if... as if she—”

“Was willingly captured?” Sheriff Beale finished her question as she nodded. “Maybe she did, perhaps her survival skills amongst the wilds of Ardenwood wore her down, maybe her connection to you forced her out of hiding. It’s something we’ll need to question her about once she’s awake.”

“Maybe she was told to turn herself in,” she mumbled.

Sheriff Beale stopped, his heavy frame swinging her way as Reeza’s dangling feet almost clipped her forehead. He stood there staring down at her focusing on her face. Flipside paused in his descent as other deputies carried on to the forest entrance paying them no mind.

“Do you know something you forgot to mention?”

She looked into the darkness of his face as the sun glinted from his scalp. “Only bits and pieces of what Whisper mentioned when she was controlling me, something about being off-limits, something similar but it’s hard to remember every single word. There’s a lot of static in there about the whole ordeal.”

“She said you were off-limits?” Flipside questioned.

“Something like it, yeah.”

“Hmmm,” Sheriff Beale said with a drawn-out tone. “Something to consider, especially if we have yet another criminal we need to flush from the shadows before they have a chance to cause more harm.”

“I thought so too.”

“I’m sure we’ll start to unravel this mystery once this one spends a few nights in a cell.” He reached up tapping Reeza’s arm as if she were lighter than a slice of toast.

“I hope she gives us some answers because we could use some.”

“She will. Eventually, they all do.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I always try to be.”

“I’ve noticed,” she teased as he sighed and continued with his trek through the forest.

“And I’ve noticed you’ve ruined yet another work shirt,” he added.

She glanced down at her shirt noticing the bloody smeared fingerprints across the fabric now a drying brown. How it happened was anyone’s guess but try as she might, she knew it wasn’t long for the world. He was right, she lived in a perpetual cosmos of staining even when actively trying not to.

“You never let up do you?” 

“Not usually, no,” he told her before chuckling.
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Chapter 2
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They leaned against the back of Haze’s patrol car watching everyone move about, load up, and leave the scene. Cleaning her blood-stained hands with some wet wipes Flipside had fished out of the trunk, she was glad it hadn’t been worse. Surprisingly, for the first time since starting with the AOA, she wasn’t the injured party.

As most of the deputies returned to active duty patrolling the streets, she couldn’t shake the feeling something was missing, a piece of vital information explaining everything was out of reach. Between the woman’s unnerving stare and presence in her life, and Whisper’s fragmented memories rolling around inside her head, she was sure she’d overlooked a pivotal piece of knowledge, a hint, a clue she’d bypassed waiting to rock her world with glorious revelation. 

“You look like shit,” she heard Flipside mention drawing her attention.

“I’m sure. Thankfully, not mine this time.” She heard Haze say as he appeared by the car, his shirt and pants stained with fresh streaks of blood and dirt.

She agreed and looked over his shoulder. Parked along the shoulder of the road, an ambulance was busy tending to Façade, its back door wide open exposing the world to its inner workings. As two emergency medical workers prepped Façade and strapped him into a gurney to load him up, she was hopeful that he’d pull through. He was lucky to a point, they all were, had all been.

“Will he be ok?” she asked as Haze flipped his head back to watch them slip Façade into position.

“He should be,” Haze replied. “It was a nasty gash, but I think we managed to slow the loss of blood long enough for the med crew to arrive and take over. Once they get him to the hospital, he’ll be well taken care of and back to business in no time. I’ll check in on him later as I’m sure Soother will be there bossing everyone around like normal when it comes to medical care for members of the AOA.”

Flipside chuckled. “Yep, even more so when it’s her husband. I’ve been there too so I can’t complain about her power to numb pain. It’s better than any pill on the planet and has no side effects.”

She listened to them chatter about people in the department as she watched Sheriff Beale gently lower Reeza onto a gurney near the containment unit before stepping back and rolling his shoulder to alleviate the strain of carrying the woman down to the unit from the forest.

As the drivers began strapping the woman in ensuring her vitals were within acceptable ranges, another deputy double-checked her wrist cuffs before applying another set to her ankles. It all seemed overkill to her, but she knew in a superhero world, more was better, and more kept you alive if things went south in a hurry. Which, they often did.

“Looks like they got her ready to roll,” Haze said. “I better be going; I have orders to go with them for security purposes.”

“What about your car?” she asked pointing to his parked vehicle. “You’re going to need a ride back.” 

He dug into his pocket pulling out a key ring where two silver and one gold key dangled from a teardrop-shaped leather keyring embossed with green letters depicting some old video game unfamiliar to her. He handed them to Flipside who immediately shifted them to her hand as if they were made of molten lava and burning his flesh. She looked at Haze inquisitively.

“Yes, you’re driving my car back to headquarters. Flipside will go back in his.”

“Sucks I don’t have the motorbike anymore, but for now it’s me and the charger.” He turned to her, his head covering concealing his face except for his eyes and nostrils. “I’ll meet you there as we still have a full day ahead of us. Might want to switch out your shirt too while we’re there.”

“There’s a spare in my trunk,” Haze told her. “Drop the keys off at booking if you don’t see me as I’m sure Beale will have me downstairs ensuring our newest addition to the med cells isn’t trying anything funny.”

“Ok.”

“See you guys later, be safe.”

Flipside gave him a quick fist bump before Haze disappeared into a patch of fog cascading to the ground and moving towards the open containment unit. As the gliding patch of fog reached the taillights, it lifted itself and drifted into the open cabin past the gurney remaining in the upper corner along the metal floor. As it twisted, Haze reappeared and gave them a quick wave before the door was shut and the vehicle slowly exited the area back to downtown and their headquarters.

She left Flipside and traveled down the road to get to Haze’s car. Everyone had already begun the process of leaving the scene, most returning to work elsewhere leaving the two of them mostly alone. At Haze’s car, she slid the key into the door as Flipside slowly drove past, a thoughtful nod in her general direction the only passing pleasantries.

The air carried with it heavy dampness, a smell like rotting wood, of time passing. The wetness was slick atop Haze’s car hood as she ran a finger across its glossy surface. The area was quiet, even the birds had decided it was too early to take part in the sun’s daily crossing across the sky mostly due to the darkening clouds overhead, the grays and muddled whites of a shower coming soon. She stood alone watching them churn and roll either in the process of forming or dissipating. She felt, at times, she too was both.

Sighing, she gave the area one final look. The scene of a lackluster chasing down of a criminal who had haunted her for weeks now was nothing but a quiet forest. The road was devoid of traffic as if the entire town of Ardenwood had heard the news and had been warned to stay away. She swung the car door open, her eyes instantly finding a stranger’s own staring back further down the near desolate road.

She froze, her heart jumping from the realization she wasn’t alone. A middle-aged man stared back at her as he stood in the middle of the road. Stradling the single yellow line at its center, he stood as if simply waiting for a bus, his eyes never looking away, his face giving no clues, no tells.
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