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Alaska 2050






Hybrids caught between two worlds.
Shifters on the verge of extinction. Humans divided on either
side.

Summary: Love and betrayal continue.
Set in Alaska 2050, Melissa Marn and Bruce Wilder continue their
work for the SCM under the hard, maddening General Raul. With
military life now a cat and mouse game between Melissa and the
General, the hybrids and the SCM, will she still have room for
Bruce in her life? Will she ever see her twins again? After
betrayal strikes the General for a second time, is Melissa
safe?

Since the annihilation of the shifters,
only two elders remain in Anchorage, and an uncertain future awaits
the hybrids. Will Diamond overcome her heartache and loss and find
a family with Unseen? When a human joins the team, will he prove to
be trustworthy? Will Melissa aid the hybrids in their survival or
will she deliver the ultimate betrayal?

With underlining themes of how
prejudice breaks human connections and animal/wildlife
conservation, this novel which has received rave reviews will leave
the reader flipping through the pages






This was the third book written in the
Shifter Evolutions Saga.






Dedicated to my first niece Tasha
Blackwelder Stanley
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Footprints






Eight tiny feet raced in exhaustion,
stumbling and slipping on the frozen snow, leaving a sure trail of
footprints. Typical in late August, the Russian coast off the
Arctic Ocean sat cold and snowbound. Two alien lights beamed like a
lighthouse ahead, hurrying the hybrid children to a ship hidden by
the evening sky.

SCM (Shifter Counterinsurgency
Military) soldiers chased behind a few yards, bullets and curses
whizzing past the refugees. In the dark, the children could even
hear the soldiers’ electrical prods clanging against the SCM
uniforms. The hybrids’ senses heightened as heavy military boots
pounded behind them.

“Not much time,” the female light,
Rachel, whistled in a high pitched alien language to the male light
behind her.

“We’re almost there,” Lionel, the male
light, assured.

“But the Rogue Militia…?” Rachel
worried.

“Won’t find us.”

The four children, none older than ten,
raced behind the two beckoning lights and skidded past a few ships
along the harbor until reaching the vessel the two lights
entered.

Smaller than the others, with a rustic
feel, the black nano ship bobbed up and down in the dock, with the
head of the ship only tied by a few ropes. The two shifters of
light guided their offspring inside and, once toward the back of
the boat, metamorphosed.

The female light, with a hint of rose
in the yellow, altered into a tall brunette, with short hair
fringing her face, her skin a grey-hued tone. The male stood with a
similar color to his skin and features of a tall European with
brown-red hair cut to several points over his forehead, and nestled
behind his ears. Opening a hidden door in a disguised floor plate,
the male shifter, in human form, watched his two hybrid children
dart into the opening, followed by the female shifter and her two
hybrid offspring.

Sliding the hidden door closed, Lionel
locked the latch from underneath and walked down the short flight
of wooden steps. In a room of minuscule dimensions, the six huddled
close as SCM boots pounded against the dock. Distant boots sounded
a few boats away, racing down another dock and back
again.

“Они не там (They are not down there),”
one of the SCM soldiers commented to the other and followed a few
soldiers down the dock where the alien race hid.

“Где мог они быть (Where could they
be?)” another soldier asked.

“Они должны быть здесь где-нибудь.
Продолжайте смотреть (They have to be here somewhere. Keep
looking!)” the leader, Major Jenson, yelled. His robust frame,
designed for war, weighed heavily with muscle. Nervous and
frustrated at the loss, his upper lip twitch returned. Boots
marched up the dock to the end, passing the ship and then another
set of jack boots pounded inside the boat. The slight rocking of
the ship startled the children. Searching, rummaging, the soldiers
darted from one side of the ship to the other, desperate. The
creaking, caused by the boat’s movement, made the only sound as the
stowaways bunched in silence.

Hugging her twin sister Vivian, Void
kept her cold pale cheeks against her sister’s face. Their
white-blond hair draped around their shoulders, past the waistline.
Thick, plentiful black lashes batted over stone black pupils with
every creak of the boat. As if they shared the same heartbeat, the
two girls moved and expressed as one.

Axe, the only male hybrid aboard,
guarded his twin sister, Aarrow, younger by a few minutes, with his
hand gently laid over her shoulder. He kept his glass-like eyes on
her, his gaze close, even when the pounding boots thumped above
them. She needed to see him, to be grounded by him or she could
lose her control and scream. He felt that need, bounded to her by
blood.

“They are not here. Nothing! Nothing is
here!” Major Jenson shouted and thrust his fist over a desk,
knocking papers to the floor of the ship. A few boots patted over
the dock and onto the same boat.

“We have looked everywhere, Major
Jenson. We don’t see them,” a soldier replied.

Another solider beside him answered,
“Perhaps they reshaped into birds and flew away from
here.”

“Perhaps...” the leader pondered, his
throat vein throbbing, “But returning to base empty handed will not
please General Raul. He controls the European countries with an
iron fist.”

“I will call in the failed mission,”
another solider replied. “Perhaps Major Lane will be able to ease
the general into the disappointing news.”

“Very well,” Major Jenson answered and
marched off the boat. The SCM soldiers followed off the docks and
on the coast to return to the military van parked near one of the
Armstrong Redwood trees. At the stark sound of the van screeching
away, Lionel glanced down at Aarrow and Axe.

“They have gone. We’ll be
safe.”

“Are we really safe, Papa?” Aarrow
gazed into her father’s eyes, pleading for security.

“We will be...we will be heading to
Alaska soon,” he answered and Void turned to her mother and cried a
tear.

“Mama, Mama.” Void grabbed onto her
mother’s waist and clung like a baby. “Don’t ever let them get
me.”

“I won’t. I promised your father I
would keep you two safe,” Rachel replied with a saddened tone at
the memory of his death.

“How do we know we’ll be safer in
Alaska?” Axe questioned with a thick quirked blond brow. “The SCM
are everywhere.”

“Many more shifters live in Alaska.”
Lionel gripped his son’s hand. “My friend Kyle left Russia ten
years ago for Alaska. He’ll be there and many others.” He spoke
with excitement. “We’ll have a home and will start anew.” Rachel
dropped her gaze from Lionel and to her children, with doubt in her
expression.

The huddled hybrids widened their eyes
and yawned as the two shifters morphed from human to light-shadows.
Conserving the energy of the photons within, the ability to remain
human or animal only lasted several hours before they had to resume
their original shape, a system of cylinder lights surrounded by a
protective, malleable, translucent grey-jelly substance which
provided sealant from the harsh environment of Earth.

In the morning, the ship plowed through
sloppy waves. The children pushed backward as the hidden door
squeaked open, and light from the rising sun peeked inside the
cabin. As the shifters morphed human, a thirty-something male with
Russian features lowered into the hidden room. The children shook
as the two shifters approached with caution. When the human smiled,
the children released their fears and Lionel reached for the man’s
arm.

After a short nod, Lionel followed the
man onto deck as Rachel stayed close to Lionel’s side. The four
children stood on the boat’s wood floor, next to the hidden door,
frozen and curious. They watched the interaction of a shifter and
the only human they had ever been in proximity to without force or
pursuit.

“Я рад, что Вы сделали это (I’m glad
you made it),” the man said, wiping his dirtied chin with a white
handkerchief and then raked his fingers through his short, dark
brown hair. Honest brown eyes met with Lionel’s.

“Thank you, Uri. We wouldn’t have made
it off the coastline without your help...if you didn’t show me the
hideout on the ship a week ago...I...I don’t know where the kids
would be now.”

“Don’t worry about it. You’re my
friend. Besides, I knew I could smuggle more than jewels with this
ship.” Uri joked in a Russian accent as he gripped the controls of
the boat and directed the crew across the Arctic, heading to the
northern Pacific Ocean toward Alaska. Six hours passed and Lionel
retreated to the back of the boat with Rachel, hovering in alien
form. Like a ball of fire, the shifters levitated out of Uri’s line
of sight.

Void, Vivian, Aarrow and Axe slept on
two shared cots that hung from the ceiling on either side of the
ship. For two days the kids had been on the run from the SCM and
sleep had not been an option. Once the military, under General
Raul, discovered a shifter in any part of the world, he used all
resources to destroy them or bring them to base for
experimentation.

Lionel and Rachel had only a matter of
time before discovery by the SCM. Living in St. Petersburg in a
vacant building provided warmth for their children and an
opportunity to find food on a regular basis. But suspicions arose
when Void and Aarrow had been seen on several occasions strolling
in the park. Striking angelica features, the white-blond hair, and
stone black or glass clear eyes did not disguise their origins
well.

Any obvious difference in common human
appearance indicated a marker for being a shifter. The military and
public, still after thirty years from the alien’s arrival in 2020,
did not realize the shifter children were actually the offspring of
alien-human matings, and anyone deemed different quickly became
branded with the label shifter.

While Uri steered the large vessel,
Lionel altered his state into something more appealing to human
eyes and walked behind the captain in his human form. At the soft
pat of his footsteps against the nano-wood floors, Uri turned his
head to meet eyes with the alien. Smiling with his left upper lip
higher than the rest of his mouth, Uri put most people at
ease.

“Why did you do it? Why did you help
us?” Lionel asked with a mix of confusion.

“Не только мне, а небольшой группы из
противников.” ( Not just me, a small group of resisters.) Uri
cleared his dry throat and returned his hard, stiff glare to the
sea. His thick chin jarred ahead, sure he was stronger than the
waves that bet against his Russian ship. “None of us trust General
Raul or the SCM. Since Kristen Folgers’ death and the public outcry
ten years ago, a few of us see through the web of lies spewed from
HIS military. Blamed on General Stark. Rubbish. Like a black widow
spider, he befriends the world with the talent of a lover, only to
stab us all to our deaths.”

“ВЫ НЕ БОЮСЬ я и мои теплые?” (You
don’t fear me, my kind?)

“I have known you for what...?” Uri
paused, recollecting the time.

“Three years.”

“Long time, friend, and in all that
time you’ve never once tried to kill me. If you really are a
hostile species as the general claims, I would have been dead a
long time ago.” Uri recalled memories twenty-five years ago when on
his way to see his ill mama in Russia. He had come face to face
with an alien shifter named Kyle.

“Many humans don’t see things your
way.” Lionel lowered his head.

“Your species arrived...thirty years
ago...and what damage have you really done to the earth?” Lionel
turned his head back to Uri at his side. “The only damage I see
done is the result of the SCM.” When Uri finished, Lionel raised
his head and placed his hand over Uri’s shoulder.

“Thank you.”

“No problem. I want to see the general
get it where it counts.” Uri chuckled in a snort.

Steering for seven hours, Uri switched
on autopilot and fixed the course on the electrical map. The
journey would take a week, and Uri needed rest. With the children
up and the threat of the SCM gone, the hybrids wandered the boat,
curious and wide-eyed, while Uri slept in one of the
cots.

Aarrow, comfortable with the absence of
the SCM, skidded up to the circular window and made binoculars out
of her hands, pressing them against the window. Warm breath fogged
the cold glass and she sighed as she watched the ocean open up
further and further away from Russia. Jumping on one of the secured
sofas against a wall, Axe finally sat still and watched Aarrow with
brotherly affection as she made a bracelet around her wrist with a
few loose threads of yarn from the boat. Remembering several
occasions where he had saved her from public scrutiny and military
captivity, he felt like her hero and her gaze on him never told him
differently. Because no one mattered more in the world to Axe than
his little sister; he always kept close to her side.

Four dark pupils watched Uri sleep. His
chest rising and falling fascinated Vivian and Void in a way their
own shifter parents never did. Clinging to each other with arms
entwined as delicate and sure as roots, the two never separated.
Like Siamese twins, as if pulling them apart would cause death,
Rachel never demanded the one without the other. The twins never
saw any other way to live. Connected by blood. By bone. By
heart.

Rachel scurried over to Lionel with
distressed wrinkles in her forehead after a quick glance at Uri on
the cot. Instead of worrying in Russian and burdening the hybrid
children with further fears, Rachel whispered, using her alien
fluency. The words sounded low pitched and whistled like a fog
horn.

“Can we trust him?” Rachel
snipped.

“I trust no other human more,” Lionel
assured.

“But the children. We need to be sure,”
Rachel continued.

“I’ll keep my eyes on him. He won’t
speak to anyone without us knowing.”

“But is that enough? We’ve been
betrayed by humans before.” Her rosebud hues reddened remembering
the murder of her husband.

“This will have to be enough. We have
no other choice. Uri is the human taking us to Alaska. We can’t
abandon him. He never abandoned us.”

“Still, this is a great risk bringing a
human to the hideout of the Alaskan shifters.”

“A risk I’m willing to take. He’s a
friend.”

“You’d better be right about him, for
all our sakes.”






Patrol Boat






Waiting until the crust of evening
encased the sea, Uri sailed into a cove a few miles southeast of
Anchorage that he often used when smuggling jewels. Silencing the
engine, he weighed anchor, then stumbled below deck. With his
nerves on edge, he grabbed what he needed and returned up top.
Covering the boat with camo netting and a few large leafed
branches, he left the ship tucked away off an unbeaten
shore.

“We’re here,” he spoke to Lionel.
“Gather your things.”

Rachel peeked out the porthole. “But
the shore is still some distance.”

“Yes,” Uri explained. “We’ll have to
row to shore. There’s no dock here.”

“Lionel?” She turned worried eyes
toward him.

“It’s alright. Shouldn’t take us long.
Besides, this will be another adventure. Hey, Axe?” Lionel winked
at the boy; the light in Lionel’s pupil brightened.

“We’d better remain in human shape to
help the children cross,” Rachel suggested and Lionel
nodded.

Within fifteen minutes, three adults
and four children filled the dinghy, Lionel in front and Uri
behind, each rowing. Rachel sat at the center with the children.
Clinging tightly to each other, with arms interlocked, Void and
Vivian clenched shut their large eyes, but their ears filled with
the swish, swish of waves against the oars. With his arm around his
sister, Axe’s head swiveled from side to side, taking in the new
sights and new scents. Bored with the confinement of the boat, he
wriggled, unbalancing the dinghy in their journey. He couldn’t wait
to stand on good, solid ground, stretch his crunched up toes and
swing his extended arms. But he’d have to wait.

They were almost to shore when beaming
lights pierced the darkness, blinding them, and a voice boomed,
“Halt by order of the SCM Shore Patrol.” Out of nowhere, born of
stealth, a patrol boat appeared as waves slapped against the boat’s
rolling side. Void and Vivian opened their eyes wide in a single
jerk with a jarred expression, and Axe turned to watch the crew
lower a motor boat over the side where six soldiers entered in
haste. The loud motor roared to life and sliced the waves as the
soldiers aimed straight towards them.

“Row! Row!” Uri yelled. He and Lionel
leaned forward, biceps straining, backs flexing as they raced
toward land. Rachel tried paddling the water with her hands to help
the dinghy along.

“At shore, run for all you’re worth.
Don’t look back. Don’t stop. Just run into the forest!” Uri
instructed.

Axe glanced back once more, only to see
the patrol boat closer. Two of the soldiers pointed their rifles at
them and a third yelled through a bullhorn.

“Stop by order of the SCM Shore
Patrol.”

Fog crept from the forest floor and
wrapped around the shore as the boy stumbled forward when the
dinghy scraped sand. Lionel grabbed his hand and almost tossed him
out. “Take your sister and run! We’ll be right behind
you.”

Grabbing Aarrow’s palm, Axe splashed
through the knee-deep water, soaking his pants, until he reached
dry ground. Ahead fifty yards sat the forest, offering
refuge.

“C’mon, sis. Hurry up!!”

“But Papa?” She tugged back to the
dinghy, the yarn bracelet she made slipping off her
wrist.

“He’ll meet us there.” Axe dragged her
the first few steps away, her soles digging into the moist soil.
Glancing back only once, Aarrow watched Vivian and Void scurrying
in front of Rachel, their long, lean legs like tangled branches
trying to stretch away toward freedom. In the web of fog, the twin
girls appeared barely visible, like ghosts, but Aarrow could make
out their fragile silhouette.

The shore patrol rushed up alongside
the dinghy and the soldiers leapt into the frigid water, their
weapons gleaming in the feeble moonlight. Stepping over the
threaded bracelet washing up against them, they waded to the
shoreline.

Making it to the forest fringe, Axe
started to push his sister forward when gunshots paralyzed both in
their step. Whirling around, brother and sister saw Vivian trip
over a worn log. The next instant, Rachel spun to Vivian’s side and
hit the ground with a scream that ended too abruptly. The girls
froze beside their dead mother, who shed human form and returned to
a paling beam of light. Confusion and fear etched on their young
faces.

“Wait for me!” Axe sped toward the
sisters, kicking up dirt behind him, and yanked Vivian to her feet,
then forced both girls to run toward Aarrow. “We need to hide,” he
instructed, searching left and right for a place.

At another volley of gunfire, Axe heard
his father cry out.

“They shot Papa,” Aarrow screamed. “I’m
heading back!”

“No you’re not!” Axe shoved his sister
with uncharacteristic roughness deeper into the woods. Gripping her
hand in a tug of war, they’d run several yards when they heard
someone crashing through the brush behind them. Melting into the
cover, Axe gestured for the girls to be quiet. In a second, Uri
rushed into view, panting and sweating. Axe stepped out and
waved.

“We’re over here.”

“Good. Follow me.” Uri sprinted toward
the east, relying on his good sense of direction in the dark and
thicket of trees. The four hybrids followed, trying to keep up with
his long stride.

“Wait!” Axe hissed. “The girls can’t
run that fast.”

Uri stopped and grabbed Void and Vivian
by the hand. “We go. No time.”

Void appeared lost and Vivian exploded
in tears. “Where’s Mama?”

“Not now,” Uri barked, hearing the
soldiers search the woods behind them. “We’ve got to
run.”

He guided them down a rocky path, a
couple pebbles sliding between Aarrow’s toes, and then they slipped
into the underbrush. After zigzagging for a few minutes, Uri took a
short trek straight up a mountainside until he came to two huge
boulders.

“In here.” Squeezing between the rocks,
he entered a cave. Axe and Aarrow followed, both collapsing on the
floor, heaving for breath.

“Will…will they…find us?” Axe
panted.

“I don’t think so. They haven’t since I
started using this place.” Uri leaned against the cold cave wall,
his head thrown back, his chest gasping for air.

“What is this place?” Axe questioned,
touching his fingers to the frigid rock.

“Just somewhere I keep supplies when in
Anchorage.” Uri remained elusive.

“Are we safe here?” Aarrow asked,
tearing down a spider web in her way.

“For now. We’ll sleep here tonight and
leave at first light.” Uri pushed off from the wall and turned on a
flashlight he had in his pocket. “I keep provisions here. Is anyone
hungry?” Walking to the back wall, he headed toward several crates
stacked on top of each other. “Not a five-star restaurant, but
it’ll give you energy.”

“I want Mama!” Vivian wailed, oblivious
to Uri’s endeavor to make them comfortable.

Axe reached out for her. “I know you
do, but she’s gone, Viv. So’s our papa. The soldiers killed
them.”

Vivian knew that, but hearing the words
spoken sent her into gut-wrenching sobs and she threw herself on
the ground and wept.






******






“Sir, we’ve encountered shifters just
southeast of Anchorage. Off shore.” One Marine spoke into the radio
and pressed the headset closer to his ear with one hand. “We killed
two, but five escaped. My men are chasing them now.”

“Capture the others alive,” Major Lane
ordered from her office on the SCM base.

“What do you want us to do with the
dead shifters?”

“Bring them to base. They’ll be used
for experimentation.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Major Lane leaned back in her chair and
swept one hand over her thin blonde hair; a small smile flitted
across her solemn face. Stark blue eyes glanced from screen to
screen covering one wall and stopped at the one with the patrol
boat beside the Russian trawler. Magnifying the screen with a few
clicks, she surveyed the waters and found the cove. Speaking over
her shoulder, she addressed a soldier.

“Tell Dr. Marn she’ll have fresh
specimens in the morning.”

“Yes, ma’am.” The Marine sat down to
prepare the communiqué.

Picking up a red telephone, she waited
a moment before speaking. “Major Jenson, please.”

“One minute.” A rustic Russian accent
vibrated on the other end.

“Major? This is Major Lane. I wanted to
report that we found your missing boat, along with the
cargo.”

“You have? Where?”

“Off the Alaskan coast, close to
Anchorage. We killed two.”

“And the others?”

“My men are chasing them
now.”

“Then they’re as good as caught,” he
encouraged her. “Thank you for telling me.”

“Of course. We’re a team, aren’t we?”
She purred the last sentence, letting him know they weren’t talking
about the military any more.

“As you say, Major. I look forward to
ah…another venture.”

“Me, too. Until then,
goodnight.”

“Goodnight.” Major Jenson hung up and
grinned, imagining his fingers stroking her fine blonde hair. In
that moment, Lane imagined him too. Dark stubble usually covered
his square chin, grey-blue eyes hid underneath deep sockets, and a
scar ripped from his left lower cheek to his lid. Collateral
damage.

He knew Major Lane curried General
Raul’s favor, and being close to her meant sequestering all that
power.

Lane had grown accustomed to the
general’s mood swings and violent bursts of frustration over the
twenty years she had known him. Now forty-five, she lost some of
the youthful luster that first attracted the general to her, but
their similar minds, for power and control, compensated for what
physical beauty she lost, for the general to keep a constant
interest in her.






******






The four Russian hybrids and Uri
plodded over the snowy terrain of Alaska’s coastline, headed
inland.

“Lionel told me the shifters are in the
Chugach Forest somewhere.” Uri led the small, grieving group
through the daylight.

“How will we find them?” Axe
asked.

“I imagine they’ll find us. Especially
if we make enough noise.” The Russian turned to grin at the girls.
“You can make a lot of noise, I bet, being girls and
all.”

No one smiled, so he turned back again
and continued walking.

After plodding for several hours and
trying to keep the weary, heartbroken group going, Uri looked
skyward at the shadow swooping overhead, with a hand to his brow to
block the morning sunlight. Then he held up a hand, stopping the
children, and watched a huge golden hawk make a graceful circle and
return, cawing. The group stood in front of a grey-black rock which
reached almost to the clouds. Gray fog swirled about the
mountaintop and specks of crisp white snow interlaced in between
the base and summit.

The hawk landed and morphed into a
human male, his golden species skin covering his long limbs. Taking
a few cautious steps toward Uri, he stared at the children, giving
each one a thorough inspection.

“We’re looking for Clay, the elder…are
you Clay?” Uri broke the tense silence.

The bird-like man took another step
closer and sniffed at Axe’s head. “Clay? No, I’m Unseen of the hawk
clan.” Pointing his eyes at Axe, he noted, “You’re one of us,” then
turned to Uri. “But you’re not. You’re human.”

“I…I brought these children to Alaska,
along with their parents, Lionel and Rachel,” Uri started to
explain.

“Where are they?” The man twisted
around to look.

“Dead. The SCM Shore Patrol found
us.”

Unseen bowed his head, his eyes closed
and his jaw tense. After a moment, he looked up. “You’re close to
my home. Let me tell the others you’re here.” Without waiting for a
reply, the man morphed into a hawk again, with a white sliver of
feathers on his head, and flew away.

“Our new home?” Void inquired with a
shy lowering of her head and quick bat of her thick black
lashes.

“Yes, Void, yes,” Axe
answered.

High pitched whistles from the shifters
permeated the air like water from a waterfall, but the melody fell
on deaf ears of hybrids and the human. Cawing above, Unseen swooped
overhead twice.

Climbing up the mountain proved easier
with everyone’s help. Mongul, one of the Alaskan hybrids, upon
meeting the refugees, metamorphosed into a bear and carried both
Void and Vivian on his shoulders in the ascent. Unseen gripped onto
Aarrow with his talons and Diamond, also a hawk hybrid, gripped
onto Axe’s shoulders. The two original Alaskan shifters and the
only shifters still alive in Anchorage, Clay and Claire came down.
Uri attached himself to them with a clasp of his hand to their
rounded bodies as they levitated up the mountain to the plateau on
top.

His fingers dug delicately into the
form, like hands to jelly. Swinging, he felt unsecured, but the
glowing shape sealed him with suction and Uri closed his eyes until
landing his feet on the solid plateau.






Union






Uri turned to survey the new territory
and found himself surrounded by four hybrid children of the wolf
pack. Ten-year-old Arken snarled at the first sight of the human,
and his pointy ears folded back. Followed by Umia and Arquet, two
females his age, the snarls grew to growls which escalated into
lunges, just brushing across Uri’s side. Umin, Umia’s twin brother,
landed behind Uri, while Arken pushed dirt onto Uri’s face in his
forceful pounce. Umia hissed several feet safely back as her
brother stared with a lack of alarm. He more readily accepted human
proximity and contact.

Clay altered into human form and stood
next to Uri, throwing his hands up at the young maddening
hybrids.

“He’s with us. He carried our kind from
Russia where they would have been taken captive to the SCM base and
experimented on. We owe him our gratitude.” Clay’s feelings on the
matter became clear to Arquet and Umia and, easing away, they
complied disgruntled. But Arken clawed the ground with his
fingernails as if at any moment his alien DNA would take control
and he would become the beast, the wolf. But at such a young age,
his DNA could not wield that kind of power yet, though his emotions
grew wild. His body simply arched over the ground, like a bridge,
until Clay escorted Uri out of the circle the three wolves had
formed around him. In Uri’s escape, Arken kept his nose sniffing in
the intruder’s direction.

Darting quickly, a fifth hybrid,
Bimond, pranced on top of Void, knocking her down in his
excitement. Her eyes widened in shock. The other three Russian
hybrids, sensing his affections, smiled coyly with tilted heads and
felt the presence of another like themselves. More than merely half
alien, or hybrid, Bimond’s animal DNA resembled their own. Deer.
Similar features gave them white blond hair, opaque eyes, and the
palest of skin. Even an outsider, a human, could see the likeness
and would easily be able to determine kinship.

“Family!” Bimond shouted as he never
had before, because among wolves, hawks, and bears, he never felt
fully as one with the other clans. Void batted her lashes as Bimond
sat on top of her and smiled before he rolled off and helped her to
her feet with an outstretched hand. Vivian squeezed her eyes, and
felt a sting of jealousy before Bimond turned and hugged her. Axe
cleared his throat and Bimond pulled away to nod at both him and
his twin, Aarrow.

Among other clans and especially with
humans, the deer remained shy. Their coy behavior and soft voices
exuded a mystery to their existence, an air of enigma. None of the
clans felt that they really knew any of the deer. Like angels,
celestial, glorious, and heavenly, the deer clan seemed
untouchable, unreachable. But the union offered another side of
Bimond, a boisterous side the others rarely saw. Bimond felt more
like himself than he had in some time and the union helped to heal
some of the loss he suffered ten years ago when his ancestors had
been murdered and when some of his hybrid peers, Sarah and Susan,
disappeared.

“мы приехали пока...” Uri spoke still
in Russian and Clay cleared his throat in a confused look,
reminding him and the Russian children that those on this mountain
did not speak Russian, but English and then Uri repeated himself in
English. “We have come so far...the attack on us was brutal. We had
to leave everything behind.” His English improved since his
university days in America, but he still carried a hard Russian
accent.

“You’re safe now,” Claire reassured
with a touch of her palm to his shoulder. “This is our home.” She
gestured with her hands outstretched over the snowy landscape.
Rocks blocked ledges and bumpy gravel filled the long plateau. “Not
much, but well hidden and high enough off the forest ground to keep
out of SCM view.”

“What happened in St. Petersburg?” Clay
asked.

“Lionel, Rachel and the children lived
in secret for years, but sightings of the hybrids began rumors.
They’re not like the wolf clan or even the bear and panther clans.
Deer hybrids, like the hawks, have unique characteristics more than
the others, as you know, and blending into the human population
proved useless. The SCM followed the rumors to their building and
they had to escape.”

“At least you’re here now,” Claire
encouraged.

After answering Clay and Claire’s
questions, he slid away under an arch of rocks. Uri smelled of
sweat, reeked of human odor, and the hybrids would not so quickly
forget that he was an unwanted human. Despite Clay’s reprimand,
Arken snuck up in slow, methodical movement, inch by inch, until he
squatted on the rocks above where Uri slept. Exhausted from the
journey and the need to direct the course of the ship, Uri had been
sleep deprived for several days.

Void and Vivian watched Arken slither
like a snake, sensing his disagreement with Uri’s presence.
Glittering under the evening sky like diamonds, their pale white
skin revealed their foreign origins. Among the new family, they
felt peace, and their fluttering hearts stilled and usual night
sweats dissipated. Engaged with the entertainment Arken brought
them, they observed without taking their eyes off of him, like a
good movie.

Sliding over the rock with his fingers
strapped to the ledge and his legs propped up on his toes, he poked
his head over the edge for a better view. Arquet swatted his bottom
from behind, desperately trying to contain her laughter. Umia tried
to take part in the fun, only to be held back by Umin a few feet
away from them. With him gripping onto her leg, Umia’s struggle to
break free failed.

Mia, Mongul and Mountain, bear hybrids,
paced the plateau, in uncertainty about this uninvited guest.
Sniffing and honing their hearing, they tried to expose his
intentions, motivations, as if they could detect them from his
scent or sound. But they found nothing. Human odors and noises were
not like the animals of the forest. A whiff of a rabbit chased
would smell like fear. The minuscule rise in a deer’s heartbeat,
alarm. The silent low crawl of the cat, pursuit. Human behavior, as
well as the deer clan’s, remained a mystery to the bear
clan.

Complicated human intentions weaved a
tangled web few hybrids understood. The three close-knit bear
hybrids would have to find the truth about Uri some other way.
Perhaps on an excursion, Mia thought, when he wanders into the
city. When he believes no one to be watching, the three of us could
be close behind, scrutinizing his movement, his words.

They all remembered the death of their
ancestors ten years ago, the memory like photos etched into their
minds. Even Mountain, who was only two, could not forget. The bear
clan didn’t move forward as easily as the deer and hawk clan,
without a sense of vengeance. In their thirst for revenge, they
were more akin to the wolf clan. For the bear clan, forgiveness was
not a quality they afforded, and the pain of that annihilation,
experienced every night from nightmares, kept them on edge, gritty,
and ready to fight.

Asleep, Uri tossed and turned. Sweat
dripped from his face whenever the nightmare of his past visited
him. Laura, his girlfriend, his love for eight months, was showing
in the stomach. Pregnant. Worried if he would make a decent father,
he bought toys and clothes in the early months of her condition.
“хоро́ший челове́к,” she would say to him. “Good man, good
man.”

But when she gave birth to the expected
twins in her eighth month, he dreaded the children would be
premature. After the nurse reassured him the babies were right on
schedule, he eased. But they were born with stark blond hair and
blue eyes. Uri assembled the puzzle pieces and realized Laura
conceived a month before meeting him, and that the twins were not
his.

Desperate, and torn between his heart
and mind, he resolved to tell her the day of their birth in the
hospital that he would leave her. In her room, the bed sat empty.
The twins had been taken to a separate facility. The nurse patted
him on the shoulder from behind, “осложнений.”
Complications.

He wouldn’t be leaving with Laura —
ever. But the twins still needed a home.

A sound, a cracking branch or a
tumbling stone, woke Uri. Peering through the darkness, he saw
several hybrids staring at him, pupils glowing in the dark,
hostility and curiosity both in their expression. Jerking his head
up, he noticed Arken leaning over the edge, staring down at him
with long, dirty fingernails scratching into the rock. Without
getting up, and with a hint of sarcasm, he spoke to the children
and teenagers.

“Do I need to be worried? Will you
attack me in the night?”A tense jaw and wrinkled brows gave him the
appearance of a hard man who had gone through too much to be played
by kids.

Arken growled low in his throat and
Mongul began to pace. Before anyone answered, Axe stomped into the
ruckus and stood beside Uri, fists balled.

“No one will harm you. I’ll keep
watch.” Facing Mongul, he crossed his arms, daring the bear hybrid
to say anything. Only ten years old, Axe’s bravery cut through even
Arken’s rage. Staring each one down, Axe waited until they all
turned away, all except Arquet.

“Yes?” he asked, still standing over
Uri.

“He’ll be safe as long as he doesn’t
try anything funny,” Arquet warned the boy. With a flick of her
onyx hair, she walked away, disappearing into the night.

Uri rolled on one side to watch the
hybrid children. His two would have been about their age, maybe a
little younger. The bear clan piled on top of each other for a warm
night’s sleep. Glancing to his left, he saw Vivian and Void
sleeping next to Bimond, who had remained at their side since their
arrival. Uri smiled at that, and then frowned.

“Nyet!” he chided himself. “Do not get
attached. They’re not your children.”

Unseen cawed to Diamond, the only other
hawk in his clan, who perched high above the rest of the family in
her tree. She decorated her nest, their nest, everyday with fresh
leaves for cushioning. Clutching to a large branch above with her
talons wrapped tightly around the wood, she screamed, her caw heard
from miles away. She hated the humans for everything they had done
to her species, to her sister, to her lover, to the world she once
thought would be a new home. Flashes of her ancestors, all killed
by the SCM, ran circles in her mind. And this human, in spite of
Clay’s endorsement, brought it all back, one painful goodbye after
another.






Push






Melissa Marn squeezed Bruce’s hand
under the rectangular table in the Conference Office at SCM
headquarters, waiting for the meeting to begin. She found her mind
thinking about the man beside her, and about the complicated
relationship that had developed through the years, in large part,
due to her father. Though her father, Col. Marn, did not understand
the reasons, the SCM divided him and his daughter. The colonel’s
attempts at fathering became a duty. Missions to destroy the
shifters dominated his time, and Melissa, desperate for parental
care, suffered emotionally. She also suffered from the growing
wedge between her and her father which began in 2040 after she gave
birth to twin hybrids. Unknown to the SCM and her father, this
secret remained her own, only shared with Bruce and her private
doctor. That secret wielded compassion for a species hated, a
sympathy her father did not share and she could never
reveal.

Noticing their humanity, Bruce freed a
few hybrid captives in 2040, but when Melissa became pregnant, she
felt them, listened to their heartbeat, their sounds, bonded and
ultimately gave birth to them. She knew the hybrids better than any
other human on earth. This knowledge brought an eventual compassion
she never could admit to others or even to herself. But her heart
fought with her head and often she felt as if she lived two
separate lives, as if she were two separate people.

General Raul entered the room, his
uniform with knife creases along the trousers and his face still
red from just being shaved. Melissa’s thoughts turned to him while
he got situated at the front of the room.

Since 2030, service to the country
meant serving the SCM, eliminating any possible threat to the
nation, to the world. Under General Stark and General Raul’s
command, the SCM had systematically eradicated the shifter species
all over the world between 2030 and 2040 (or so they thought).
Stark’s death in 2040 meant full control of the SCM fell under
Raul’s tightening grip, and by 2050 the general commanded every SCM
base around the world. No shifter incident had occurred for seven
years and then, three years ago, suspicions arose that shifters had
not been fully extinguished as once believed. Since then, incident
after incident alarmed the SCM and enraged the general.

Without ceremony, the general slapped
down papers in his hand and exploded.

“Another family of these...these things
found in Russia! Hunted to the coastline, they disappeared and
escaped! Ten incidents in three years! I thought these things were
dead!” The general hit his fist against the table, his Austrian
accent thickening in his rage. Colonel Marn to his left listened
intently. Colonel Dray to his right shuffled the papers in front of
him into a neat pile. Major Lane sat beside Dray and repositioned
herself in the uncomfortable metallic seat.

“We tracked them to an abandoned hotel
in St. Petersburg and chased them to the coastline where they
vanished,” Major Jenson explained. “We examined the cabin, the
outer rims, the captain’s room, cots, underneath the docks.
Nothing!” Major Jenson snapped. “The information is all in the
notes provided by the files before you.”

Bruce gazed down at the e-file in front
of him and Melissa stared in stoic expression at the sentences
disclosing the hunt and intended killing of four children. The SCM
still declared them as shifters, but she knew better. Even Bruce
had not been as privy as she had been to the full range of the
hybrids.

“Perhaps they found an antenna and used
that ability to fuse into electrical wiring and waited until the
soldiers left?” Dr. Croon reasoned.

“Perhaps,” Major Lane interjected, “but
it doesn’t matter. Our shore patrol caught them last night, killing
two of them.” She straightened in her chair, her eyes
proud.



“Yes, I received your message early
this morning,” Melissa said.

“You and Dr. Wilder are to begin
experiments on them immediately,” General Raul ordered.

“But what of the four children? Do you
have them in custody? Could they escape through wiring?” Dr. Croon
asked, her eagerness to get at new live specimens clear in her
tone. All eyes turned to Melissa and Bruce. Bruce cleared his
throat and let go of Melissa’s hand from under the
table.

“From all of our research, the children
have evolved shifter DNA, able to mimic animal life for prolonged
periods. They retain only half of their ancestors’ DNA, while the
other half has conformed to Earth’s wildlife,” Bruce
answered.

“But does that mean the children cannot
completely fuse with electricity?” Colonel Dray
continued.

Melissa broke her stoic glare to
answer. “It means the children don’t have the same capabilities as
their ancestors, but they have developed new abilities in place of
the old. No, they can’t vanish into an electrical wire, but they
can mimic an animal for much longer periods of time than the first
shifters.” Almost all true. Except she always left out the fact
that, while the shifter DNA reshaped into an animal, the other half
of the children’s DNA resembled the human genome. Hybrids, not
shifters, would be a better term for the shifter
offspring.

“Still, it’s only speculation,” Major
Lane interrupted. “The children escaped.”

Samantha Croon frowned. “Where did the
children disappear to?”

Colonel Marn puffed his chest; his
ironed shirt tightened around his bulging stomach. Buttons loosened
as he moved. “We’re guessing somewhere in the Chugach Forest.
That’s where they were last spotted.”

“Then track where they’re going,” Raul
snapped. He focused an angry, piercing gaze on Major Jenson. “I
want to know how the ship got away from you in Russia. This entire
incident should have stopped there!”

“A few of the ships had set sail
already, sir,” Major Jenson answered, trying to keep irritation out
of his voice. “Two of them didn’t have a filed destination. They
freelance and don’t belong to any company.”

“Why didn’t you track who owns the
ships?” Colonel Marn ran out of patience and gritted his
teeth.

“We did, sir. I apologize, but nothing
is registered. The two ships aren’t listed with any Russian
affiliation and we had no documentation.” Major Jenson blinked
quickly, irked at coming across so inept in front of General
Raul.

“How do two ships sit on Russian waters
without proper filing?” Colonel Marn questioned with anger. His
face reddened.

“I don’t know, sir. But I had men at
the dock questioning everyone there. We’re installing new systems
for tracking vessels as we speak,” Major Jenson eased and Colonel
Marn’s face returned to his natural tone.

The general straightened his green
military collar and cleared his throat.

“Near the Spanish waters two more
shifters were hunted and shot dead by SCM.” The general smirked.
“China has captured four more shifters that are being held at our
facility in Beijing. They’re being shipped to us in a few days by
plane.”

“Fortuitous we sent a shipment of the
rubber crates to our Chinese comrades,” Dr. Croon observed. “Or
they wouldn’t have any means of transporting the shifters to
us.”

“Yes.” General Raul smiled crookedly.
“You and your team have done well in designing a cage that the
shifters can’t penetrate.”

Melissa lowered her head; her eyes met
with the table, disgusted with herself over the past fifteen
years.

Croon continued, “Dr. Marn and Dr.
Wilder have constructed well-fortified clasps for the lab tables to
hold the shifters in place and electrically charged cages for the
holding cell to keep the shifters captive.”

The general nodded. He only smiled at
his own accomplishments, but felt the troops needed the
recognition. Bruce nodded with the general and nudged Melissa under
the table with his leg.

When she glanced up, the two colonels
and two majors stared at her and she answered. “Yes, we’ve put a
lot of research into the design of the weapons and prisons on base.
I’m glad our experimentation has proved successful.” She said the
words with such conviction, even Bruce took a moment to reexamine
her.

“But now, the shifters have resurfaced,
and keeping their presence a secret will not be successful much
longer,” the general declared, almost excited with the anticipation
of military rule. “They’ve found a way around our security and have
infiltrated the public once again. We’ll have to declare Martial
Law as we did in 2030 and 2040 to prevent an
infestation.”

“The Eastern countries will not easily
accept that motion,” Major Jenson reasoned. “They haven’t
appreciated the SCM presence in their countries for some
time.”

“China rules the East now. They’ll do
what China tells them to…and I tell China what to do.” The
general’s winding forehead wrinkles knotted as he twisted his burly
mustache.

“Yes, sir,” Major Jenson corrected
himself.

Colonel Dray addressed the general with
a dart of his eyes. “What should be our first move?”

The general stood and spat as he spoke.
“I’ve been working on a weapon with a few of my scientists, a
weapon sure to rid the world of the shifters once and for all.” The
general grinned at an accomplishment he claimed as his own idea.
“After two long years of trial and error, my assembled team, headed
by Dr. Croon, has finally developed it.”

“What is it?” Colonel Dray questioned
and Colonel Marn grinned at the general’s accomplishment. Bruce
squirmed in his seat, while Melissa remained fixed, determined to
never allow her secret compassion to exude out of her. Major Lane
walked to the general’s side and placed her palm over his shoulder.
Their relationship had stopped being a secret five years ago. Her
long, blonde ponytail whisked around her neck. A grey skirt clung
to her toned, long legs and an ironed, pale green military shirt
tucked under a black leather belt.

“A cloud of microwaves and H2O,” Major
Lane concluded. “A gas consumed with microwaves, used for
penetrating the shifters’ jelly-like bodies. Once penetrated and
overheating the alien form, the gas then injects H2O into the
cylinder systems to short-circuit their surge of photons.” Major
Lane tilted her head toward the general and smirked. “Sheer
genius.”

Bruce glanced at Melissa to see her
reaction, a reaction he believed should have been like his own,
hidden, but obvious to her. Angled brows, stiff posture, quiet
eyes. Bruce was agitated. But Melissa did not share any
disagreeable expressions. Even from Bruce, she kept herself guarded
and Bruce noticed only a simple shift of her foot under the
table.

“But how will these...clouds...be
used?” Colonel Dray inquired and Dr. Croon answered after a stark
stare from General Raul meant for her to speak. The general did not
enjoy being bored with details.

“The gas clouds will float just as any
other cloud in the sky and rain down on the city, but when a
shifter is present, the microwaves will pierce the alien outer-skin
and head straight to their heart, their cylinder of light. Once
that’s penetrated, the gas chemicals will thicken to heavier H2O
molecules and the shifter will become as a human under
electrocution,” Samantha Croon finished.

“But what about the civilian public?
Isn’t this harmful to them?” Colonel Marn asked with a brush of his
hand over his shirt’s M label.

Samantha shook her head. “The
microwaves won’t cause any damage to humans or animals. Just as an
old fashioned microwave in your home, the number of waves is
minuscule enough to remain innocuous, but powerful enough to seep
through the skin of the shifters to give the weapon the ability and
time to release the H2O,” Samantha explained. “The trick to the
weapon is really simple. Water. But we’ve never been able to use
this fluid before because there’d been no way of reaching the
cylinders through their protective layering. Now, we’ve developed a
weapon that can do both.”

“How were they created?” Bruce
questioned.

Major Lane turned to him. “The initial
gas cloud is time consuming, approximately...?” She looked to
Samantha.

“It took about six months to perfect.
But once the initial cloud is formed, we are able to use pieces of
the complex nature to help manufacture more at a rapid pace.”
Samantha beamed at her involvement.

“It’s just a matter of time before the
world is finally freed of the alien race,” General Raul’s coarse
tone assured, “but first we’ll need the four shifters caught in
Beijing to experiment on and perfect the weaponry.” A hard swallow
went down Bruce’s throat. He wore his heart on his sleeve, but only
Melissa had the map to the emotional organ.

After the meeting, Bruce followed
Melissa to the Main Lab where they spent the past ten years working
together. The lab once filled with large LCD screens hidden behind
the walls, to be revealed with one touch of the fingertip to the ID
pad. The empty walls could then be filled with e-notes taken during
meetings, and detailing plans. Often forgetful of SCM duties, a few
of the scientists, Bruce included, would lose themselves in their
research, like a horse with blinders over the eyes, and only focus
on the finish line ahead.

“What is it, Mel?” Bruce inquired as
Melissa placed her palms to the sink and stood with her face at the
spout. She shook her head.

“This is never going to stop. The SCM
is never going to stop until every last shifter is dead.” Melissa
wiped a tear, a rarity in her world of calculated emotions. Bruce
touched her shoulder and then pulled her to his chest. She laid her
head in his comfort for a few coveted seconds before pulling away
from him. Always away from him, because he made her vulnerable and
she couldn’t afford such luxuries. Melissa opened a dam with that
one single tear, and then a flood rushed out of her.

“What about my babies? My little girls?
They would be about ten now, did you know that?” Melissa’s lashes
batted when she said ‘girls’ and her dim frown turned
upward.

“No, I didn’t know. I haven’t seen them
since...since their birth.”

“I saw April when she was five. Did I
tell you?”

Bruce shook his head.

“At her fifth birthday party. She
reminded me so much of...myself. But she’ll be changing; she’ll
begin resembling the shifters’ abilities more and more as she grows
up and I won’t be there to help her through that. I won’t be there
to tell her the truth about who she is, about me.” Melissa’s head
fell to Bruce’s chest again and he rubbed her scalp.

“Could you see her? Could you just stop
by and talk with her?”

“No,” Melissa snapped. “I can’t bring
that kind of danger into her life...I work for the SCM for God’s
sakes!” Melissa’s eyes swelled with salty tears.

“There must be something you can do for
her sake, for your own?” Bruce implored. “You can’t give up on
yourself, or on them. I was there with you, remember, after you had
them?” Bruce leaned into her ear as if only whispers between them
could remain secret.

“Yes.” Melissa lifted her chin and her
baby-blue eyes widened over her soft oval face.

“Remember how dedicated you were to
protecting them. Even I couldn’t stand in the way of your
plans.”

Melissa chuckled at the memory, her
fingers toying with a silver locket she wore since their birth.
“Yes.” A faint smile appeared, with a tinge of sadness, because she
remembered long ago giving up Bruce’s proposal of marriage for her
father, for the SCM, for the safety of her babies.

“You are that strong still. You’ll find
a way to protect them, to protect yourself. The SCM hasn’t drained
everything from you. There’s still a big part of you left inside. I
feel it. I see it.”

Her lashes batted at the thought that
someone so close to her, who knew all her faults, could still
believe in her. “Thank you, Bruce...”

“I love them too, you know? Just like I
love you. They’re a part of you.” Bruce raked his fingers through
her tight ponytail, loosening the strands, and caressed his fingers
over her cheeks to her lips.

“We shouldn’t talk about this here.
Walls have ears,” she ended and turned to the fridge to retrieve
her DNA samples. Breaking away and returning to his work, Bruce
resolved to speak with Melissa later about this matter in the
privacy of her home.






Pull

For dinner, Melissa met Bruce at Little
Milan. The restaurant had become one of their favorites ever since
Bruce managed to squeeze steaks out of an Italian food menu.
Knowing the owner, Rick, helped. Over the past ten years, Melissa
and Bruce shared many discussions, arguments, and make-up sessions
at this red ceramic table with its green booth. Trellises of white
ivy in hanging brass pots dangled above the seats. Today was not
different.

Gesturing with two outstretched
fingers, he waved for the ISR (Intelligent Service Robot) to come
to him. “I’ll have the pasta primavera and for my...friend...bring
a juicy steak. Tell Rick we’re here. He’ll know what to do.” As the
ISR computed the request, the machine slid on wheels to the back
kitchen and within minutes Rick appeared in front of
Bruce.

“So nice of you to eat at my
magnificent restaurant again.” Rick emphasized magnificent in an
Italian accent as he glanced around the room for all listening
ears. Without television advertising, he had to be his own
advertisement.

“Our favorite place,” Bruce said
plainly, “Tell me, how many children do you have now?”

Laughing with a hearty sound and his
hands to his belly, Rick answered, “Seven! Marisa, Leoni, Anna,
Sophia, Angelo, Ralph, and Marcus!” The question had become their
private joke. Every time Bruce made a trip to Little Milan, he
asked his former university roommate about the number of kids he
had, because the number frequently changed.

“Just making sure, because last time we
spoke, you weren’t sure whether your wife was pregnant or if the
test showed a false positive.” Bruce winked.

“Oh, no! She was pregnant. Pregnant
with Marcus! Another boy and I couldn’t be more proud!”

“I couldn’t be either.” Bruce patted
Rick on the shoulder. “A successful business and family. What more
could a guy want?” Bruce glanced at Melissa and made her squirm
with the intensity behind his eyes.

“The ISR received your order
and the pasta and steak are on their way!” Rick shouted over the
loud chatter in the restaurant. Even when the Italians were happy,
they had a way of sounding so boisterous that the activity could be
misconstrued by someone not familiar with their culture as a heated
argument.

“Thank you, my good friend.” Bruce held
onto Rick’s arm as they nodded goodbye and then turned to Melissa.
Her eyes shot up at him.

“What did that glare mean?” She crossed
her arms.

“What glare?”

“Earlier, when you said to Rick what
more could a guy want, you looked at me.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Even when you don’t say anything, you
say something.”

“I only thought of you and how nice we
could be if...you know...if we had our own family.”

Melissa shook her head. “But you know
we can’t. The SCM regulations forbid relations between lab partners
and my father would never accept you. I can’t deal with your
pressure hanging over my back too. I have too much on my plate
already. Can’t you just be happy with the way things are between
us?”

“A few stolen nights here and there,
never committed, never giving up too much. Somehow I expected we
would be further down the road in our relationship than we are
now.”

“And how do you contrive that
happening?” She flung her hands as she answered in sarcasm.
“Dressing up as a Marine and fooling my father and the SCM at our
wedding. Soldier by day, scientist by night? They’ll never find out
I’m really married to Bruce Wilder and we’ll be able to keep
working together at the lab?” Melissa’s eyes widened in her
expressions. “Or no, we run off together and forget we ever
belonged to the SCM. Maybe we’ll get lucky and they won’t follow
us. Or better yet, you just sit my father down one day and explain
to him we’re getting married and starting a family, despite his
adamant feelings against my settling down with a scientist and
despite the fact that I can’t ever — ever — have kids of our
own.”

“Don’t be like this, Mel.”

“Seriously, what can we do to have
anything more than we already have? How come you can’t just be
happy with that? Why do you always have to bring up family and
marriage?”

“Because, Mel,” he drew close to her,
leaning over the table, “I’ve gotten over the fact that we’ll never
have what other people have. None of what you just said even
matters to me anymore. Of course that would be nice, to get
married, to adopt and shout to the world that you’re mine, but we
don’t have to be married. We don’t have to have kids. We could even
continue living in secrecy to keep our work at the lab intact. But,
I don’t have you.”

“What do you mean? You have me all the
time.”

“Physically, yes. Emotionally no.
You’re always somewhere else. I don’t just want your body, Mel, and
I don’t just want your mind. Call me selfish, call me demanding,
but I deserve more than that. I deserve your heart and I can’t be
quiet about that. I don’t want lies between us and lies always
begin whenever we’re quiet about the things that matter...and you
matter.” He said that for himself, for the lies he never wanted
between them, but he said that for her too, because he sensed her
pulling away, her secrets festering.

With his hard truth, she silenced. Her
mouth clamped up and so did her heart. She could not refute him, as
right and resolved in his conviction as he was. Bruce could be in
her life, she reasoned, at a distance — a safe arm’s length
distance from her heart.

In the heat of the argument, the IRS
placed the two plates of food before them and the fresh smells
invigorated their senses. Glancing down at their plates, Bruce knew
he was right and so did Melissa. There was nothing more to be said
and so they both ate in silence, enjoying the only company each of
them had left. Pasta and steak. Bruce could always want for more,
and Melissa could always remain aloof, as long as they both still
had each other, even in silence.

After they finished, still in silence,
Bruce sighed and Melissa batted her lashes, neither wanting to lose
at this moment what they shared.

“I’m sorry.” Bruce caved first. “I
don’t want to argue with you. What is with us, lately? All we do is
argue.”

“And make love.” Melissa winked in
correction. Blushing, Bruce drew his palm to her hand and
caressed.

“I don’t know what I would ever do
without you.”

“Me neither.”

“And if this is all that can exist
between us now, or perhaps ever, I’ll take it. I want
it.”

“Me too.” Melissa dropped her hand over
his and with his hand between both of hers, he felt wanted by
her.

After the meal, they got into Bruce’s
metallic blue sky car. A soft woman’s voice sounded sweet when the
automated response system in the car asked where Bruce wanted to
head. “Will you be going home now, Bruce Wilder?”

“No, Stacey,” he said to the car, “I’ll
be heading to Melissa Marn’s place. Please reroute.”

“Rerouting in 3...2...1.”

Upon walking up Melissa’s walkway, they
both felt a bit uneasy and on edge. Their hands grazed the sides of
the brick walls, but never fully touched each other, not too close.
Melissa always felt in the back of her mind like a nagging mother,
the urge from inside of him, the unsatisfied longing for more.
Bruce always picked up on her discomforts, rendering him
uncomfortable, too.

But once the door opened and the dark
lights turned on at the sound of Melissa’s commands, she relaxed
and made herself some cranberry flavored tea. Bruce slipped into
the maroon sofa and clicked on the television. Rising out of the
metallic table in the center of the room, the television stretched
a couple yards horizontally and several feet vertically.

“Tea or coffee?”

“Your tea has grown on me, despite my
better judgments for coffee.” He chuckled. Placing the tea mugs on
the side table, Melissa squeezed between Bruce and a large fluffy
pillow against the arm of the sofa. Sipping, Bruce nodded in
affirmation of his choice.

“Nice. A tangy tinge, but not
overpowering.”

“One of my favorite flavors,” Melissa
confessed. “Whenever I feel stressed, I love to sip this
tea.”

“Stressed? Did I make you stressed at
dinner? I apologize.” Bruce tilted his head back, revealing the
nape of his neck and a few chest hairs slipping out from under his
forest-green sweater.

“Just a bit. You know I wanted a
family. Ten years ago, I did want us to raise April and Arquet and
in my mind the picture became so real, so pleasant. I could smell
the twins’ hair, see you at their PTA meetings, and hear me giving
them advice their first day of school.” Melissa laughed under her
breath with the last image.

“But everything went so wrong. We know
too much and the general would always keep tabs on us. My dad would
never let us live in peace, marrying a scientist, abandoning my
duties.”

“But he would let you marry a soldier?”
Bruce asked with a tinge of jealousy.

“He’s a soldier. He can’t see anyone
else good enough for his little girl.”

“Too bad I’m not a soldier. I could
have had you a long time ago.” Bruce dropped his gaze to the carpet
and his mood grew somber. His sadness enveloped Melissa and she
threw her arm around his neck.

“No...I would have never have chosen
anyone. Despite the SCM and my father’s wishes, I wanted what was
best for my baby girls.”

“We could elope...” Bruce played with
the idea that even he knew would be dangerous to both their
careers. A joke, mixed with a truth, to pull her away from her
grief, from his. Ignoring the bait to talk about what he wanted,
their relationship, Melissa played with her pinky over his
neck.

Distraction came easily to her, and
took them both away from the issues they had difficulty addressing.
No matter how many times they discussed their point of view,
nothing ever resolved and Melissa became exasperated with speaking
of them every time they met.

Closing his eyes, Bruce soaked in the
tantalizing temptation and when he could no longer stand his body
away from her skin, he leaned toward her and clasped his hands
around her face, drawing her lips to his. Planting his deep kiss on
her supple mouth, he lingered for a few seconds before unbuttoning
her silk black blouse to leave searing kisses on her
chest.

When he rolled over on top of her,
Melissa slid her back comfortably over the sofa and they lay
entwined like roots to a tree in each other’s arms, the heat
between them intensifying, their body’s brushing up against one
another, their skin warming up at the other’s friction. Melissa
closed her eyes, forgetting whatever reasons kept her cautious, and
stroked her fingers over his finely toned back muscles.

Pulling off his shirt, his chiseled
chest hung before her and, as if staring at mouth-watering candy,
she gave in to her addiction. Pushing her bra up, Bruce made his
way over her cleavage and kissed down her breasts to her naval
until she stopped him with her open hand to his head. “To the
bedroom.” Melissa slipped up out from underneath him before she
lost all self control.

In their retreat to a darker and more
private room, they skirted around the sofa as Melissa’s blouse hung
off her shoulders and Bruce kept his hand to the small of her back,
guiding. When Melissa walked around out of her white lab coat, with
her mocha colored hair down, away from the SCM, she always seemed a
bit different. A bit wilder. Turning, she caught him with her hands
to his and pulled him into her room as they fell down over the
bed.






Kino’s Bar






Sticking to the red plastic bar stool
at Kino’s Bar, Uri surveyed the crowd. Tapping his foot against the
metal legs, his patience wore thin. Thirty minutes late, a woman
with curly auburn hair and a lean, strong frame like that of a
professional dancer slipped in the seat beside him. Glancing right,
Uri grinned and handed her a glass of gin on the rocks, a glass he
pre-ordered for her. Watered down from the ice that melted, Uri
smirked.

“Thanks,” the woman answered as she
took the glass to her lips, and then squinted when the lack of
flavor hit her taste buds.

“Would be perfect if you made it on
time.” Uri winked.

“Sorry...got held up.” She paused for a
moment. “So, you’ve spoken with them?” the woman inquired under her
breath. Before Uri answered, he glanced around the room. A busy
bar, twenty people sat around him and twenty more piled around the
pool tables.

“Yes.”

“Then it’s time.” She repositioned
herself and her smile grew serious.

“Yes. When?” Uri leaned in to hear her
soft answer.

“Tomorrow at Sween and Lincoln. Meet me
at noon,” the woman said, finishing her beer. Fixing a stare on
him, she asked, “Are you sure about this? It could get dangerous,
and we don’t need someone bailing out on us.”

“Yes, I’m ready. I have to do this. Men
are depending on me. I started this band of fighters and they
expect me, need me to lead them. I must finish this.” Uri stayed
sure, certain of his convictions. His mind drifted to memories in
Russia, of finding refuge for his shifter friends, of being chased
and witnessing the death of many of his alien comrades.
“Yes.”

After finishing their drinks, they
stood up from the bar and Uri tossed a few Uro’s onto the wooden
table before they walked out together. Uri pushed the glass door
open, chimes ringing to signal an exit and a brunette walked in,
brushing past him.

“Where are they hiding?” his compatriot
whispered.

“In the forests, above the mountains.
I’m going there now.” When Uri spoke, his reply stopped the
brunette in her tracks and, while they walked out of the bar onto
the snow covered sidewalk, the brunette turned around and slid out
the door, watching the sky car they entered drive away.

The brunette darted to the parking lot
before starting her own silver sky car. Keeping a distance of a few
vehicles away, the brunette knew how to follow without
detection.

“This is stupid,” Melissa commented to
herself, “What if this is nothing?” But Melissa replayed the words
spoken between the two strangers, the words that compelled her to
follow them, and she convinced herself again of her resolve. “No,
they know something. Who else would hide in the forests? I must
know where they’re headed. I have to know if Arquet is alright.”
Melissa spoke while turning a sharp left to keep from losing them.
After a few more blocks, the brilliant red vehicle descended and
parked a few neighborhoods away from her home. “Here?” Melissa
recalled ten years earlier when the shifters had once made a home
in the woods behind her house, until the SCM pushed them
out.

Melissa continued ahead while the man
stepped out of the car and walked toward the snow covered trees
while the red car drove away. Like lace sewn on an elegant dress,
snow draped over the pine needles. Not too much white. Not too much
green. She parked her car a block away and sprinted toward the man
who she felt could lead her to the shifters, and to her lost
daughter, Arquet.

Nothing quieted the restless passion,
the urge, to see her daughter. Not the SCM, Not Bruce. Not alcohol.
Not medication. She had to lay her eyes on her if just once more to
alleviate the worry, the uncertainty, to know she was
safe.

Trudging into the thick snow, Melissa’s
beige ankle boots left a clear set of footprints, as did Uri’s work
boots. Tracking him would be easy. Melissa did not have to keep him
in view to know which way to take. But as flakes of snow fell, the
tracks melded into the ground, and Melissa rushed to avoid losing
her way, compelled forward by a desperate need deep inside. She
told herself, just this once and she would never come again.
Risking leading the SCM to her daughter’s location, to the
shifters’ hideout would be detrimental to her emotionally...if they
ever found out. The guilt could consume her.

Melissa’s beige wool trench coat kept
her warm, as chocolate colored strands of her hair bounced like
waves behind her while she kept her eyes on the man ahead. Like a
bloodhound chasing the tail of a fox, Melissa pressed
forward.

After thirty minutes of ducking,
jumping, fumbling, and thrusting ahead, Melissa stopped. The
stranger stared ahead at a large mountain. As the clouds folded
about the rocky ascent, the mountain sat as if in prayer — still
and divine.

“Shit,” Melissa said under her breath.
She didn’t bring mountain gear and had no way of climbing safely as
well as staying out of view. But as Melissa cursed, two
golden-brown hawks swerved overhead and lowered to Uri,
transforming into human shape with ease. The hue of their naked
human skin glittered with gold, a protective layer of
coloring.

“Need a lift?” Unseen spoke with a
serious inquiry, but a hint of humor lay underneath his tone. He
wore his shoulder length brown hair pulled back into a
ponytail.

Diamond’s long golden brown locks fell
around her face and over her chest. Diamond twitched her nose; the
smell of this human still alarmed her.

At the sound of a branch breaking
underneath Melissa’s boots, the two hybrids jerked their heads
around in her direction. Unseen metamorphosed immediately into a
hawk, lifting into the chilled air and swooped down a few yards
over the tree where Melissa hid, listening. Diamond raced over the
snow in her delicate human feet. Like a ballet dancer she graced
the ground in a pirouette toward the tree, in one fluid motion. In
Melissa’s escape, Diamond grabbed her arm and swiveled her body
around, facing each other.

“Who are you?’ Diamond
insisted.

“Who are you?” Unseen cawed twice and
then altered his state into human, gripping his hand around her
other arm, wiggling to flee.

“Why are you here? How did you find
us?” Unseen growled. But Melissa stood frozen in shock for a few
seconds. “Why are you here!?” Unseen demanded and, as he finished,
Clay hovered in alien form above and then lowered like a cloud
turned to fog over the snowy terrain.

“I...I want to see my daughter! My
daughter is here!?” Melissa screamed in demand and yet in question,
uncertain if Arquet ever survived the attack ten years ago, unsure
of where she would be now if she had. Though she knew
intellectually the danger of being here, of drawing SCM attention
to this place in the forest, she had to quench the ache inside, the
ache that grew like an abyss in time. Uri stood close behind the
hybrids, watching with intensity.

“Arquet.” Diamond’s memory registered.
All those moments of spying on Melissa ten years ago flashed
through her mind. “You are Arquet’s mother.”

“Yes! You know where she is? Is she
still alive? I must see her!” Melissa demanded again with wavering
certainty.

“No,” Clay answered, “You may not see
her.”

“Why? What has happened to her?”
Melissa feared the worst.

“She’s safe. She’s here. We’ve taken
care of her,” Clay assured.

“Then let me see her.” Melissa pushed
Diamond and squirmed out from under Unseen’s hold, desperate with
tears about to break. “I need to see her.” Hands fought
chaotically, and Melissa’s heart pounded, partly because of the
cold and partly because of the anticipation of seeing her
daughter.

“You may not!” Clay
protested.

“Why? You can’t keep me from my own
daughter!”

“Arquet is young. She knows nothing of
your existence, of your affiliation to the SCM, of your father’s
work. Seeing her now would only cause a chasm between the two of
you, and chaos within her heart. You must let her grow to find
herself, to be strong. Only then will I allow you to see her. When
she is ready,” Clay stated like a father protecting a
child.

“Besides, we don’t know your
intentions,” Diamond clarified. “We have never met you face to
face. How do we know this isn’t a trick to destroy the last of the
hybrids? To destroy them like you destroyed Demetri and Keenan!”
Diamond squealed the names in pain.

“I am truly sorry for your loss,”
Melissa sympathized, “for all of your losses. But I had nothing to
do with the massacre ten years ago. General Raul is in charge. He
leads the SCM, the nation, the world. Not me! I don’t even have
power over my own life!”

“Then prove your loyalty to us.”
Diamond squinted her pupils, shrinking so minuscule as if they
could penetrate the cells of Melissa’s body and read her
intentions.

“How?”

“Bring us intel. Information about the
SCM we can use to arm ourselves, to destroy them,” Diamond stated
like a soldier.

“I...I can’t. It’s too dangerous. If
the general ever found out...” Melissa begged for another
way.

“You wanted to see Arquet because you
love her?” Clay asked.

“Yes,” Melissa said.

“But by being here, you only endanger
her, drawing SCM attention, bringing confusion into her home,” Clay
reasoned. “If you truly love your daughter, if you really want to
help her survive, then you’ll do as Diamond asks and aid us in
stopping the SCM.”

Melissa’s lips quivered against the
coldness, against what had been asked of her. Purpling, she rubbed
her lips and stood motionless, almost paralyzed.

“There is compassion in you. I feel
it,” Unseen declared. “You know what the military is doing is
wrong. You can help stop this war...this annihilation.”

Melissa nodded, but felt paralyzed.
Everything she had worked for the past fifteen years she knew to be
a lie, a prison of lies. Everything she wanted beckoned before her.
Forest. Freedom. Family. Clay protected Arquet like a father, like
Bruce would have done if she married him. Her daughter lived here,
somewhere inside this forest and she stood on the snow that her
daughter must have walked sometimes. The idea made her
grin.

“I’ll help you, but the general must
never find out or…or he’ll kill me.” She hesitated with what she
said next, but felt compelled all the same. “General Raul is
devising a weapon, a cloud of gas designed to destroy the internal
systems of the shifters...I...I don’t know more than this...but
I’ll pass on the information as soon as I become aware of
it.”

“How will we make the exchanges?” Clay
pondered and Melissa thought for a moment before speaking,
revealing her well-trained mind. Speaking in private, only the two
knew how.

After the discussions finished, Melissa
turned away from the mountain, and prayed in silence as she walked
with her head down and returned to her sky car. She found Arquet.
Her daughter was safe. That is what she wanted after all, to know
she was alive and cared for. Shouldn't that be enough? Melissa
pondered. But knowing was not enough. The hole still lived inside
of her. With all her questions answered, she still felt
empty.






******






Unseen lifted Uri to the top of the
plateau and Arken growled. In a slight hiss, Umia joined Arken in
his disagreement of the intruder. Too much of his father, Kyle,
lived in Arken, too much of Kyle’s bloodline and pain. Arken
snarled the whole time Uri walked to his small cave to
rest.

Arquet sniffed, her human nose picking
up a familiar odor, a scent that drew her to Clay’s human shape.
The scent brought memories and images from her dreams. Warmth,
mixed with sadness.

“What is this familiar smell on you?”
Arquet continued sniffing, her nose twitched in the air surrounding
Diamond and Unseen above her. “This scent doesn’t belong to
Uri...Who did you see down there?” Arquet insisted, but Clay shook
his head.

After a pause of silence, he answered,
“No one, no one.”

Uri plopped down at his place under the
rocks, pulled out his knife and started whittling. In a few
minutes, he stopped to fill his pipe with aromatic tobacco. Once
lit, he blew a few smoke rings skyward, then resumed his
whittling.

“What are you doing?” a young voice
asked.

Uri could see two small feet standing
before him. Slowly lifting his eyes, he discovered Bimond waiting
for an answer.

“I am whittling. You know this?” He
held his stick out.

“No. Show me.” Bimond sat down cross
legged, mirroring Uri, his eyes curious.

“Alright.” Continuing with his task, he
shaped a round head and thin neck before carving shoulders. “Tell
me, how many clans are here?”

“Oh, there’s the wolves. That’s Arken,
Arquet…”

“Arken a wolf. That doesn’t surprise
me. Who else?”

“Bears, hawks and me…I mean, us, the
deer clan.”

“So, you’ll grow up to be a deer? And
Void and Vivian?”

“Yes. I’ve never met another deer
hybrid before. I am so glad you all have come. What’s that?” the
boy pointed.

“A nose.” Uri looked up and saw other
children joining them. When they bombarded him with questions all
at once, he stood, shaking his coat. “I can’t work with all this
distraction. Scram! Go away!” He flung his hands outward,
scattering the youngsters. When they left, he looked down at the
wood and knife, but didn’t see his twins. The wood shaped like Void
and Vivian. So, his girls would have been deer. Sweet, gentle,
graceful deer. Swallowing the lump in his throat, he put away the
whittling and went for a walk.






Daughter






Spinning in circles under the afternoon
sun, April threw her arms into a knitted maroon sweater. Making
herself dizzy, she stumbled to the ground in laughter while
Josephine snuck up behind her, lifting her from the front lawn, and
cradled her with motherly affection. Tickling April on the stomach,
the two rolled over the well groomed lawn and only stopped when
Taylor called out from the front door.

“Let’s eat. I have an evening meeting I
can’t be late for.”

“Alright, dear,” Josephine answered and
brushed her newly shortened chocolate colored hair behind her ears.
She’d worn her hair waist length for fifteen years, as long as she
had been married to Taylor, but since April turned ten, their
daughter had been acting out, fighting in school, and rebelling. In
addition to an added workload at the courthouse with her ambitions
of leaving the law office behind for the judge’s seat, Josephine
had her hands full and didn’t want to worry about fixing hair every
morning. She chopped her hair, and thus the problem, in half, a
solution suitable for her, until she had to sway her husband into
believing he would learn to love the short bob better.

After dinner, Taylor grabbed his gray
suit jacket and pecked Josephine’s lips before kissing both of
April’s cheeks. Moving briskly, but dignified, he fled the dining
room for the front door. Placing her palm over his shoulder,
Josephine smiled and the gesture reassured Taylor for the evening
meeting.

“I’m up for the U.S. Senate now. I have
to have my ducks in a row.” Taylor grinned and raised his brows a
few times in jest.

“You’ll do wonderfully, dear. You
always do. You’ve been the favorite Alaskan governor for some
time.” When Josephine finished, April clung to Taylor’s jacket and
pulled.

“Daddy, when will you come
home?”

Taylor brought his hand to her head and
stroked once before answering, “Soon, darling, soon.”

“She just misses you. You’re gone so
much now,” Josephine confirmed. With one kiss to April’s head,
Taylor parted and the door closed behind him.

“Come on, April, let’s get you ready
for bed.” The sweet motherly tone soothed April’s anxieties about
her father leaving. Somehow, she always felt the world would
abandon her, and consequently clung to her parents. Not even
letting Josephine leave her at the kindergarten class without her
five years prior, Josephine had to stay with April the first two
weeks. Tantrums dictated her mother’s presence.

“We’ve got to get you bathed and
wrapped up in your pajamas.” Josephine smiled and squeezed April’s
rounded cheeks with a pinch.

“Ok, Mom.” The patter of youthful steps
up the mahogany stairs softened at the bathroom door. The tub
filled with warm water, and April washed while Josephine cleaned up
the dining room and kitchen. After bathing, April dressed in the
long cotton nightgown Josephine laid out for her on the bathroom
door hook and then jumped into bed, clicking on the
television.

Stepping into her daughter’s room,
Josephine shook her head. “No, April. No T.V. Remember the rules. A
book before bed.” Walking to her daughter’s bed, she lifted the
book of fairytales from the nightstand and sat in the rocking chair
beside the window. “I’ll read a story to you, just like when you
were little.”

“Mom...”

“Ok, ok. You can read it yourself, but
no T.V.” Josephine clicked the television off using the remote and
then walked to the door. “Goodnight, darling. I love
you.”

“Love you too, Mommy.” The door shut
and, tiptoeing out of the room, Josephine headed back to the dining
room. April glanced at the book cover of a maid sweeping with a
broom and only a few mice as friends. “Cinderella,” she whispered
and began. Before ending the story, her eyelids drooped and she
fell asleep.

April’s mind entered the dream-state.
Her tiny frame tossed and turned. Sweat beads saturated her
forehead and neck. Darkness enclosed around her and only flitting
lights remained. Saturating the streets, the lights took on human
form when bullets whizzed past them. SCM marched in synchronized
order, assuring no lights passed their man-set boundary. As if the
night itself, or perhaps the fog, strangled the lights, they fell
one by one. But as April focused in on the nightmare in her mind,
she saw it was not the evening sky, but the SCM. Watching a strong
yellow strobe of photons flicker, on and off-on and off, the
shifter fought to stay alive. A wolf emerged and then the light
again, but nothing healed the bullet to the chest. When the human
form reached for his companion’s hand, a hand belonging to a
brilliant red hued light, the cylinder inside both of them, what
humans might call their hearts, beat strong then stilled, and then
his hand went limp. April screamed inside the dream, inside her
mind, as the shifter’s life slipped away from him. Echoed in her
heart, head, bones, she heard his human name — Brendan, and her
eyes opened wide.

“Father!”

Sometime in the middle of the night,
April’s nightmares awoke her. Wiping her forehead, drenched wet,
the sweat slid down her cheeks and to her pillows. Dark, long
lashes batted. Shoulder length dark hair matted. Lifting from her
pillow, she wiped her neck with her hand. She breathed heavily a
few times before shouting, “Mommy!”

Hearing her daughter cry out for her in
a piercing scream, Josephine pushed the papers away and stood in
one jerked motion. Racing to the door, she ran to April, cradling
her in her arms.

“What is it? What happened?”

“Dreams...bad dreams,” April
cried.

“Again...the same ones from last
week?”

April nodded. “Yes...” She teared up,
“lights everywhere, bullets, so many people dying and the
lights...the lights always fade to black.”

“Just a dream, darling, just a dream.”
Josephine cradled April on the bed and stroked her chocolate
colored, thick hair. “Time to sleep...” But April could not sleep,
though she closed her eyes and tried. With every fiber, the dream
felt real...too real, as if she had been there.

The next morning April readied for
school with a pair of jeans and pink sweater. Waiting for the hover
bus outside her house, she stood on the sidewalk. April turned and
waved goodbye to Josephine who watched by the front door. Then
Josephine left for work, both of them missing Taylor who left hours
before.

Josephine pulled up to the First
Justice Courthouse and lowered her sky car to the parking lot
behind the building. Strolling in from the back, she walked into
the first room.

Glass doors separated the back room
from the rest of the building and, Josephine scanned her ID card
over the lock pad to open the door.

She headed to the desk at the left
wall. A picture of herself with Taylor, holding April when she just
turned one, sat next to the LCD screen computer.

Aiming for the judge’s seat took
dedication, but Josephine’s strong will drove her through
university with straight A’s and landed her at one of the most
competitive law offices in Alaska, which in turn, landed her at the
coveted position at the courthouse.

Sighing at the piles of forms she had
to weed through, Josephine prepared documents while simultaneously
restudying law to prepare her for the judge’s position. Colleagues
brushed past her and one turned her head in Josephine’s direction
before speaking.

“Would you like to join us today for
lunch? Santo’s.”

“Sure, that sounds nice. Just across
the street, right?” Josephine answered.

“Right. See you at twelve.”

“Twelve.”

At noon, crossing the street, Josephine
gripped her briefcase in her left hand and tilted her head right to
admire the mall, imagining leaving the office early to purchase a
pair of black pumps. In her stroll, she noticed a young girl of ten
with long onyx hair, standing with her back to her.

Familiarity caused Josephine to stare
longer than usual and when the girl swung around briefly and
Josephine saw her features, she stopped, frozen in her steps and
not until a sky car from above honked at her to move did Josephine
regain her composure.

“April?!” Josephine called out to the
girl who tilted her head as she stared at Josephine in a complete
lack of recognition. “April?!” Josephine cried out, raced up to the
girl and gripped her by the arm. “What are you doing here? You’re
supposed to be in school.” The girl continued with a blank stare,
as if she did not understand the language, and then Josephine
tapped her feet against the sidewalk in a sign of agitation and
anger. “Well?”

“I am not...April.” The blank stare
became curious and the face reddened with regret. As the girl
spoke, Josephine heard the clear difference between this girl’s
voice and her own daughter, and released her hold on the
girl.

“Sorry, I’m so sorry. I thought you
were someone else.” As Josephine skipped the steps up to Santo’s,
before entering, she turned to spy one last glance at the young
girl and then dialed the number for Anchorage Elementary to ask for
April’s morning teacher, Mr. William.

“This is Mrs. Josephine McKaine. I just
wanted to know if April is in class today. She’s
alright?”

“Why yes, Josephine. April has been in
class all morning. I’m looking at her now playing
outside.”

Josephine sighed and took a moment
before answering. “Thank you. Sorry to bother you.”

“No bother. Good day to you, and tell
your husband I said hello.”

“I will. Goodbye.” When the phone
clicked, Josephine looked up to find the mysterious girl had
vanished.

But the nagging thought lingered with
her that perhaps this girl who appeared to be a replica of April
was the missing twin. Josephine’s mind spun. Could the missing girl
have survived the break-in at the Mission’s Orphaned in 2040? Were
the kidnappers after her because, as April has expressed over the
years, she was different? Perhaps the kidnappers were not after
money as the SCM suggested, but were shifters after all?

Josephine shook her head at the notion,
an idea cornered in the back of her mind all those years. No, she
couldn’t fathom it. Not now, not ever.






Jealousy






In the alley behind Santo’s, Arquet
darted to join Arken and Umin. Like trained soldiers, they moved
more like warriors than children. Stealth-like motions and
animalistic senses kept them on guard. Evading the SCM for the past
ten years took skill.

“That woman thought she knew me...”
Arquet murmured.

“Who did she think you were?” Umin
asked with a step toward her.

“Her daughter. I must look just like
her.”

“What does that mean?” Arken curled his
lip under.

“She’s my sister’s mother.” Arquet
widened her dark hazel eyes.

“Your...human birth mother?” Arken
questioned with quirked brows and clicked his tongue.

“Not birth mother...I don’t feel her
the same way as I feel my sister. My twin’s adoptive mother. April
IS still alive. The elders were wrong,” Arquet realized.

“April?” Umin raked his fingers over
his chin.

“That’s my twin’s name. She was left
behind in the Mission’s Orphanage when our father came to rescue
us. He pulled me out of the building, but couldn’t get to April in
time before the guards found him.”

“But Unseen said that Brendan’s rescue
caused the SCM to patrol the area after the break-in, that April
wouldn’t have had a chance to survive,” Umin interjected and his
brows twisted in confusion.

“So he thought, so we all thought.”
Arquet lingered in Umin’s personal space for a few seconds. “But we
were wrong. I knew she was still alive. I must see her...she must
know who she is, that I’m her twin!” Arquet became a mix of
excitement and frustration. She wanted this, needed this. Arken
swiveled around, nabbing Arquet’s shoulder and stopping her in her
advancement to the sidewalk.

“No! We can’t risk everything for
this....girl. We don’t even know if she’s a hybrid. You could be
sensing this for some other reason.” Arken clicked his tongue in
rapid movement which meant his anger flared.

“Arken’s right. Humans have only ever
brought our kind death and betrayal. What if April isn’t your
twin?” Umin planted his feet and stretched his hands over her
shoulders to keep her from the street.

“She is my twin! I know what I feel!”
Arquet shouted.

“What if she is and she doesn’t want
anything to do with us, with hybrids?” Umin touched her cheek, to
reel her in and soften her agitation. “What if she turns us into
the SCM?”

“She’s my sister as sure as I feel my
own blood, and I must see her. I’ll follow the woman to her home
until I find April!” Arquet stomped her feet and pulled away from
Umin to wait by the corner against the brick wall for
Josephine.

Arken shook his head and growled.
“Don’t bring her to the forest or the mountain. We don’t know if we
can trust her!” His words hit Arquet hard, but she tilted her ears
away from Arken and Umin, deafening herself to their demands. Her
gaze only fell on Santos and she only heard the pounding of her own
heart. The mother inside could lead her to her twin and Arquet
would not allow anyone, not even her kind, to stand in her
way.

Arken saw the stubborn expression of
her face and posture. He couldn’t take her back to the forest yet,
and so he turned from her and raced away with Umin.






******






A few hours later, at the McKaine home,
Josephine sat on the front porch swing while April hopped off the
hover bus. Once inside the white picket fence, Josephine cradled
her with both arms, lifted her into the air and spun her once
before letting her down, only to smother her with affection. April
giggled and Josephine laughed before heading to the front
door.

Arquet stood across the street behind a
tree in front of another home and watched. She never knew what
jealousy felt like until this moment. Feeling April’s warmth,
security, and sense of belonging stung Arquet like a wasp. April
didn’t need her. April didn’t even miss her, because she never
sensed her existence. Too involved with the human world to remember
who she is, Arquet thought, softening at human touch.

Glancing at April’s expensive dress and
finely combed hair, Arquet looked at her own hands, worn from
fights against wild animals, kills for food, and struggling to stay
hidden from the SCM. Dirty fingernails told her who she was. Her
onyx hair looked too dark to belong to a city girl like April, with
its sun-grazed tresses. Hardening to the environment kept her
strong, alive. Her sister never knew such survival. Soft, Arquet
thought. Too Soft.

Watching her twin walk into the two
story home in an affluent part of town with her mother, Arquet
winced. She wanted a sister. She wanted her life. But she would
never have either. Realizing she risked her hybrid family exposure,
she moved up to the house with caution. With just an urge, a
curiosity to see her sister closer, Arquet skirted around the house
and slithered up to the windowsill.

April appeared so young, much younger
than Arquet thought of herself. Only knowing the city life of
humans, April sat with proper posture and wore a pristine dress.
Arquet desired to pull her twin away from this sheltered life and
shake her, scream at her about how life really was in Anchorage.
Humans didn’t care for us, love us, Arquet thought, humans stab us
in the back and if we’re not fast enough, we end up at the SCM for
experimentation.

But watching April’s delicate nature
and sheltered existence, Arquet sensed the experience with the
hybrids, the truth, would be too much of a shock for her
sensitivities. April might tell her adoptive parents. Word would
get out to the SCM base that hybrids existed and lived in the
forests still. Besides, April would never survive the ordeal if she
knew who she really was. Her childhood would be ripped out from
under her and she would become hunted, just like me, Arquet
reasoned. She pulled back from the window, confirming in her heart
the words Arken and Umin warned her.

Not tonight.

As Arquet swung away from the glass,
Josephine noticed a shadow and pointed. Arquet saw the figure
rushing up to the window and dropped to the moist soil. With her
back to the ground, she looked up and could see Josephine staring
outside, with her hands to the glass over her eyes. Pulsating
faster, Arquet heard her heartbeat, and her ears rose in
elongation. Pointing upward, her hearing caught the sounds from
inside and she heard April speak for the first time.

“Hey, Mommy! What are you doing?”
April’s voice sounded familiar, like her own, but higher, and
Arquet squeezed her fingers into the dirt.

“I...I thought I saw someone.”
Josephine shook her head. “Must have been a bird flying by or
something.”

“Come here. I need you to help me with
my homework!” April shouted as she sat at the living room table
with paper and pencil.

“Ok, honey. I’ll be right
there.”

As the pat pat of Josephine’s feet
walked away from the window and to the living room, Arquet pulled
herself up, dusted off the dirt and scurried away like a cowering
animal.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/47901
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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