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Summary:
Set in Alaska in 2030, Major Raul is set on forming a separate branch of military dubbed the SCM (Shifter Counter-insurgency Military) to fight the shifter invasion. But when love comes into his life, his military ambitions take a backseat, until the shifters reveal their darkest secrets and betrayal sends Raul spiraling into madness.
With shifters facing death of loved ones, their world is turned upside down and they must flee the home they once knew deep within the Chugach Forest. With secrets among the shifters, will they be torn apart or will they survive?
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 fourth book written in the Shifter Evolutions Saga.
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Reflections
With careful precision, she lowered the delicate silver teacup between her forefinger and thumb to the fine mahogany table in front of her. Long brunette hair draped like a curtain about her. Never peeling the almond shaped, deep, chocolate eyes away from him, she bit into the croissant. Maroon lips parted with minuscule necessity. Glazing over her soft porcelain-like skin, his eyes touched her, invaded her space. But never with the hard callousness or coldness she had been told of.
As he watched her, she remembered how five years prior she had been warned about his character from her peers, her protectors. Informed of his strict adherence to military law, his apathetic quality, and hatred for humanity, when she watched him watching her, all the foreboding words vanished like a magic spell cast over them. He made her feel vulnerable, safe...cautious, wild.
When he extended his hand to hers, meeting midway on the table, she blushed.
“I have to be going soon. The...” he cleared his throat, uneasy to talk about such matters with someone of such fragile disposition, “military needs me.”
“Another mission?” Her big brown eyes widened.
“Yes.” He lifted her hand in his, clasping hers with such warmth and security, she forgot for a moment who she was, who he was. “Shifters have been spotted in the Denali Wilderness. We’re going to send a unit of soldiers to infiltrate the area and...” he stopped himself mid-sentence. The past five years together only strengthened their relationship, his trust in her. He afforded his companion more latitude than the military allowed and she had become privy to a few missions over the course of their union, yet, with her, he regarded the incidental disclosure without regret.
“I understand.” She lowered her eyes and then her head.
“But I will see you later tonight?” he emphasized as he rose from his chair. She grew silent. “Veena?” She nodded at the sound of her name and then lifted her head almost with force, curled her lips in a taut smile and drew in a fresh breath of the Alaskan air.
“You most definitely will, Major Raul.” She noted his rounded cheeks spotted with red from the cold. A finely combed mustache dressed his upper lip.
“Please, when we’re not on base, call me Carl.”
“Carl,” she whispered as he turned and left. The wind caught her words which floated after him.
Left alone, her head fell. Her eyes caught the silver teacup and she saw her reflection. Nothing and no one stood by to keep her heart from pounding, her head from throbbing, dizzy. To her, the sound of her heart beat like a loud tabla drum. Her head pulsed like a fist against a wall. And she could not pull herself away from her own reflection.
“Ma’am, may I take your plate?” Her silent stare encouraged the waiter to ask again. “Ma’am, may I take your plate?”
When she finally heard him, she drew out of the fog, like a hand throttling her throat, and again heard the rustle of bodies passing on the solar paneled sidewalk below the balcony. Noise rushed in from the boisterous movement of solar cars and hover trains. After the chill ran through her spine to her toes, she exhaled, stood, smiled with a polite nod, and proceeded to exit Carla’s Café, a fine dining spot for breakfast.
******
Inside Denali Wilderness, miles away from Anchorage, where Carla’s Cafe sat, Major Raul led a unit of soldiers through the wooded terrain. Damp from last night’s rain, dirt mushed below his booted feet. His crisp ironed shirt, branded with an M insignia, and his pants wrinkled from the moisture. He rubbed the gold pin on his collar, a pin given to him from Veena on his thirty-fifth birthday. Deep grooves revealed the shape of a wolf, a symbol of bravery she told him. Bravery or not, he believed the symbol brought him luck in the forest, or perhaps the fortune came from Veena herself, for in the last five years of fighting the alien species, he never found himself near death or at the shifters’ violent hands.
Major Raul’s band of men stayed with him like a belt on a thick waist, never giving up an inch. They too believed serendipity found Major Raul in the woods, in war, against the shifters. Whatever this mystical magic was, they wanted to be a part, and would never leave his side without direct order.
As the wind wrestled with the trees, the soldiers forged forward and the light dimmed. Camouflaged uniforms kept them blended with the forest, but as quietly as they moved, all of nature felt the disturbance. They did not belong there, never could, and no amount of face paint, garb, or silence could conceal the distinct odor, sound and presence of man.
Howls in the distance mocked them.
Tilting heads surveyed the surroundings, but human eyes saw nothing. Nerves kept a few soldiers on guard. Major Raul looked to the clouds as if answers could somehow be found there, as if secrets waited. A rustle in the forest carried by the wind alerted the men and they drew their guns. Pointed barrels waved left and right. No one could pin the location of the sound. Again, another noise, much like the flutter of a bug in a bush, alarmed the soldiers. Then an animal’s deep rumble, as soft as a whisper, taunted them.
Waved guns settled on a direction, and the major pointed forward. The men chose their course. Jackboots plodded over the thick ground until the major stopped. Frozen, he turned his head at a faint whistle in the distance.
“Forward!’ he shouted and the men rushed behind him like a tidal wave. Sweat dropped from his face and he lost the elegance he held with Veena. Instead, he became the warrior — a fierce, calculated man, perhaps the man Veena’s peers spoke of before they dated. Racing ahead, the major focused with narrow vision. The world around him no longer existed. Veena no longer existed. He became one with the chase, the intensity of the hunt exciting him in ways no woman ever could.
Mid-step, he stumbled. A hole cut out of the ground lodged his left foot for an anxious moment before he regained his balance. Jilting his head left and right, he smelled the sweat of his comrades. Thick perspiration always reminded him this race, this war, brought blood. But he had never been one to cringe.
Catching a shadow out of the corner of his right eye, he darted for the trees and the silver shape disappeared.
Pointing, he shouted, “Over here! I saw one!”
The soldiers appeared behind him in a microsecond. Barrels aimed around the circumference, with the major as the center point. Encircled by his men, the major pressed his eyes tight, in search of the shadow that now evaded him. His one knee lowered to the autumn leaves and his palm gripped the handle of the rifle as he cocked. He preferred old-fashioned firearms, the kind his ancestors used when they hunted deer in these woods.
A faint whistle taunted him in the distance. The rest of his men did not understand, but he knew, he sensed. The sounds had been meant for him, for his team, to tell them the shifters would not be leaving, that this forest belonged to them. And they would fight to the death. Like fighting against any other earthly enemy, Major Raul strategized. His mind reenacted previous battles, and considered war tactics. Experience of fifteen years garnished him with various medals and honors.
Moving his fingers in a silent signal to proceed forward, the major led his band. A squawk from a hawk above sounded and the flutter of his golden brown wings wrestled with the tree leaves before it ascended into the sky and behind the coverage of the chalk white clouds. Squawk. Squawk.
The distraction jerked all heads left and up, until the major turned back to the forest and pushed ahead. They all followed sync. Then, a noise like a jack rabbit raced through the forest and caught the major’s attentions. He spun on the ball of his foot and saw again a shadow, a shadow silver tipped.
With bullets fired from his rifle, the soldiers followed cue. A few bullets ricocheted off trees, but enough flew in the direction of the shadow to excite the soldiers. In a stampede toward the space where the shadow once stopped, guns bounced up and down in the soldiers’ hands. The silence that once saturated the air, the tension that once squeezed their muscle and bone, dissipated in wake of the disturbance.
“All men on high alert!” the major shouted. “Shoot anything that moves!”
“Yes, sir!” The men answered in unison and the major rubbed the golden pin on his collar. He could use more luck right now.
In a race for the unseen, all the soldiers could rely on became scent, sound, and an occasional glance at a shadow. The shifters learned their new environment well and, unlike city folk, adapted to the trying harshness of nature.
“Over there!” one soldier shouted with a point of his forefinger toward thick trees to his left. A red hued light faded and disappeared, then all soldiers jerked heads and aimed guns. “Where did it go?!” he shouted at himself more than at the team. Flickering red in the tree opposite the men, the light tantalized and teased until disappearing again.
“There!” Another soldier pointed to the right toward the tips of some high trees. But the shadow gleamed yellow and then disappeared.
Silence fell over the soldiers. Lights moved too fast and without sound. Boxed in by the menacing shifters, the soldiers felt the weight of an alien race like bloodthirsty sharks, and claustrophobia set in with a few of the men.
“Where are they hiding?!” another soldier yelled, frustrated.
“They are everywhere!” his comrade shouted with a hint of hysteria.
“Where have they gone?” Still another soldier growled. But Major Raul did not have patience to contemplate such matters. He needed results.
“FIRE!” the major commanded and the woods filled with the distinct sound of rat-tat-tat, rat-tat-tat. Smoke from the barrels spiraled like fog and any wildlife once in the area vanished.
After the smoke cleared and the bullets ceased, the trees displayed a series of indents and holes. No bodies of shifters were seen. Rummaging through the mess, the soldiers plodded over logs and bush until locating the spot where Major Raul had first seen the shadow.
“Do you see anything?” one soldier asked. His feet hit the moist soil with hard movements. The major surveyed the scene, mesmerized and silent, and the soldier asked again. “Do you see anything, sir?”
Motioning his men forward, the team encircled the major. Like football players in huddle, the soldiers did not allow room for anyone else. Military tactics would remain in the circle. Hand signals and a few silent gestures expressed the major’s commands and soon the band separated into two smaller groups. One squad headed north while the other headed south. Seven men in green-brown camouflage marched through the thicket of trees until stumbling upon a clear patch of undulating blades of grass.
“Do you see anything yet, Sarge?” one of the soldiers asked the squad leader.
“No, but keep your eyes open. These creatures are sly and can slip right through our fingers if we’re not careful.”
Glancing up, one of the soldiers from the back stopped and noticed a brown-green shape, too long to be a leaf, too wide to be a branch. Staring for a moment at the odd shape high up the spruce, the form became clearer. Hands. Arms. Legs. The figure held onto the spruce with knees wrapped over the branch, hanging upside down, with one hand gripped onto the high trunk. All became more visible the longer the soldier stared, but the colors on the skin blended too well with the environment to be... human.
“I see one!” the soldier shouted and pointed. As soon as he yelled, the other six men jerked around on their thick, black jackboots to rush toward him, while the human-chameleon changed into his natural form, yellow hued photons, and he floated away unseen. When the squad surrounded the spruce from underneath and looked up into the tree, only flickers of light remained. Like fireflies dancing in the trees, the lights darted away from the squad, weaving in and out like thread between the layers of leaves until eventually vanishing.
In the north, the other squad of seven, led by Major Raul, plodded through the dense foliage. Another whistle high in the trees tormented Raul, knowing the creatures saw him and evaded him the same. Like a carrot to a rabbit, Raul felt the taunting game the shifters played on him, a game he vowed to win.
Glowing reds and then silvers permeated the skies like firecrackers on the Fourth of July. But instead of symbolizing freedom from the British, the star lights symbolized to the soldiers the invasion of an enemy, the need of brute force to ensure the survival of the human race. But as soon as the trail of lights appeared, they vanished, and the soldiers only grew more frustrated with the magic-like abilities of the shifters.
Agitated, Major Raul aimed his rifle and readied himself to fire at anything that moved. A bird. A deer. Didn’t matter. He determined to not leave the forest empty handed. Wiping the moisture from his forehead with the back of his sleeve, Major Raul heard a hiss behind him and swerved on the ball of his foot in one motion. The men cleared out of his way. The murderous expression on the major’s face signaled to everyone there would be no room for hesitancy.
Bang! Bang! The rifle fired and, without seeing if he had hit anything or anyone, he rushed ahead, leaping over a split log on the ground, to the other end of the squad. Surveying the area with his eyes, tilt of his ear and sniff of his nose, he motioned with his fingers for the rest of team to join him. Racing forward, the chase ensued. The shifter enemy could not be seen, but he heard enough rustle of bushes and tree leaves to know the elusive enemy lurked.
Soldiers stampeded over the forest floor, leaving the once fluffy grasses and small bushes smashed flat against the sole of military boots.
“Over here!” the major shouted and the men followed without question.
“I see something, sir!” One soldier pointed with the barrel of his gun toward spruce trees to his left. When the squad surrounded the area, the major trudged toward the trees with a heavy hit of his feet to the ground. Nothing would detour him now.
Behind the tree, with seven guns pointed, a middle-sized brown rabbit hopped with a delicate bounce, away from the protection of the trunk and into a pile of frosted grass blades. Bang! Bang! The major fired and minutes later the limp body of the mammal laid over the major’s shoulder before his comrade pulled the dead rabbit into his own polyester knapsack.
“The shifters must have gotten away,” one soldier commented.
“Led astray by a rabbit,” another retorted.
Before Major Raul had time to reprimand the latter soldier for such a careless remark, a comment that questioned the major’s authority, a strange vibration sounded above him. He flipped his head up to catch sight of a silver tipped shadow high in a Western Hemlock.
“There!” the major shouted. “FIRE!”
Upon command, all soldiers fired their rifles rat-tat-tat, rat-tat-tat. Before disappearing, the silver light left a trail of dropping goo. Rubbing his fingers across the bark of the trees, Major Raul touched the jelly like substance, silver black in color and sticky with moisture like sap. With a sniff, the scent reminded him of burnt rubber, or a burnt fuse in an electrical circuit.
“Sergeant Wagner, get me your sample bag. We have a specimen to take back to base,” the major ordered. Sergeant Wagner propped open the red containment bag for the major. Using tweezers from the case in the sergeant’s backpack, Major Raul pulled the jelly like substance, with some resistance, from the tree and dropped it inside the red bag. Sealing the bag, Sergeant Wagner tucked it into his knapsack underneath the containment kit.
“Do we proceed after them or head back to base?” the sergeant questioned.
“They are slippery little suckers,” another comrade interjected.
Major Raul twisted his mustache and then glanced around the now still forest before replying to the sergeant. “They know we’re here and have most certainly taken cover. I don’t think we’ll get any of them tonight. In any event, I’m anxious to see what the lab figures out about this specimen. Radio for the second team to come in.” He turned to his team and shouted. “Head out!”
The band of soldiers marched out of the Denali Wilderness and jumped into the military trunk. Piled in, the driver revved the engine. Major Raul rubbed his thumbs. He had more than specimens to anticipate, he also planned to see Veena. As the convoy departed from the forest, his warrior persona faded and the lover Veena had grown to know returned. A howl permeated the woods and then silence once again filled the forest.
Dangerous
Lounged with one leg thrown over his on the living room sofa, Veena nestled her head between his chin and shoulder. His neck always provided a warmth she didn’t find elsewhere. With all the moral ambiguities in Anchorage, she needed time to rest, to just be still. Tucked away like a gift in the closet before Christmas, she rested in Carl Raul’s arms. Tea brewed in the kitchen and two cups sat on the circular silver table next to the beige sofa. Cinnamon flavored, his favorite.
“How did the mission go today?” she inquired, playing with her pinky over his hairy chin.
Focused, he didn’t distract easily and answered, “Went unexpected, but we learn something new about them at every encounter and soon, we’ll be able to take some of them captive.”
“Captive?” Her big brown eyes widened as her frame jerked up from his comforts. “What do you mean?”
Carl Raul hesitated and the thoughts in his mind spun for a good thirty seconds, before his eyes fixed on her plump maroon lips. He debated about exposing too much detail, but she had become his confidante. Five years ago when they met, he thoroughly investigated her with all the resources the military had to offer. Her background checked out clean. Her parents lived in Anchorage not too far from the school she had attended growing up and her academic records showed promise. She majored in Journalism and took a job offer in Anchorage for the local paper Popular Press right out of university. Now, at twenty-seven, she had been working as a freelance reporter for the same press for five years.
Inching his head closer to hers, he answered, “We need shifters to research for weaknesses and strengths. We have to know what we’re up against.”
“But I thought the military didn’t have scientists on base. That’s one of the complaints you are always mumbling about in your sleep.” She slipped.
“I do?” She caught him off guard, but the fact that she knew this didn’t bother him as much as he thought it might, though he knew the fact would bother General Stark. The information was not exactly classified, but the general preferred that soldiers did not discuss the military with civilians at all. But Major Raul dedicated his life to the military, and this one guilty pleasure, of having a woman love him, came a close second to his military dreams. Never did he think he could love someone so much or have her love him in return. He set his mind on the military at an early age and focused in school, in training, to become the best solider.
She came out of nowhere, a providential accident, kismet.
“Yes...” She laughed, “you do.”
“Ah, well...I’m going to have to get that fixed.” He chuckled and then touched her lips with his outstretched forefinger, a signal to mean quiet, no more words, no more questions. “More tea?” He changed the subject.
“Please.”
Carl stood and headed to the kitchen as Veena glanced at the wall clock, a bronze trimmed square design with golden minute and hour hands. She sat upright and a worry wrinkle furrowed between her brows. Could she actually do this? Handle this? Thoughts raced in her mind. She had too. No choice, she determined.
“Sweetie?”
“Yes?”
“One spoon of sugar or two? I know how you like your sugar, but it’s not good for you to have so much.”
“One, please.” She conceded his point. When he walked out of the kitchen to the living room, she did not see the military man. She saw her lover, her companion, her friend. He had become so much to her over the course of the past five years, so much more than she ever thought he could.
Touching her shoulder from behind as he strolled around the sofa to sit, she thought how she would miss his hands if ever they permanently parted. Settling next to her, he laid the cup of tea in front on the circular silver table and then rested his palm over her hands.
“The talk show ‘People Speak’?” he inquired and she nodded. She knew how he enjoyed the daily events of the town, state, country and world. His mind weighed on heavy things, things she never got to fully dissect or comprehend.
Flipping the switch on the remote, the LCD television folded out of the wall and the images and sounds of the Anchorage talk show filled the screen. The female anchor with a blonde bob sat next to the tall brunet male anchor who smiled too much for the dreary events. Carl felt at ease, inched his back onto the soft brace of the sofa and relaxed with a hand always on Veena.
The male anchor spoke with one quick breath. “Today, another spotting of shifters scared a crowd at the mall on Lincoln and Sween. A golden hued light and another light, bright like the sun, shot across the sky and landed outside the mall. Within seconds, the lights morphed into two distinct hawks and the two flew away into the clouds.”
The female anchor interjected. “It was quite a stir for the hometown folk of Anchorage.”
“Sure was, Angela. I’m sure the mall will be inserting a few more cameras for security after this incident.”
Angela responded. “Yes, Brad, I’m sure the local government will go to any expense to keep the people of Anchorage safe. But this occurrence, as frightening as it is, is very rare. Over the course of five years, we have only ever had to report on shifters in the city about once a year.”
“Very true, Angela, but remember that the military has had many more encounters with this species than the people of Alaska have had and the shifters are not limited to just our state.”
“Or country,” Angela added.
“Good point, Angela. News stations all over the world have reported on these shifters over the past five years and when we take that into account, there is a lot to be concerned about.”
“Are you saying we should go into a panic, Brad?” Angela remarked snidely.
“No, Angela, but as a nation, as a world, we should start considering more precautions to protect and defend ourselves from the shifters.”
Angela grimaced and retorted, “Isn’t it true that the majority of these alien species have been seen in America, specifically Alaska?”
“Yes.”
“So, whatever we do, we should focus our efforts in Alaska, as opposed to getting the whole world into a frenzy?” Angela fixed her stare on her partner and he had no more to say. She had the last word tonight.
Veena glanced at Carl who had a smug smile across his lips. “What is it?”
“I’ve been saying this for years now to General Stark. Someone agrees with me! The general resists change, but the military is not equipped to deal with all the dangers the shifters present.”
“What do you mean?”
“No labs for experimentation or study of the shifters! No scientists on base! No shifter training for the soldiers! We need to know shifter vulnerabilities and train our soldier accordingly!” Carl forgot any caution to withhold his frustrations, with General Stark as the sole reason for his agitation. Reminded again of it on the news, he had to complain to someone before his emotions festered and he hit the wall with his fist.
“What do you want to do?” Her lips pouted at his anger, but her eyes filled with curiosity, fortunate that she had finally achieved a moment where he let his guard down and let her inside his private world. These moments were few and far between, but when they finally arrived, they made all the difference for her, for them, because she could feel that wall he built around his life deteriorating.
“I want to form a military within the military, within homeland security. A group of soldiers and scientists groomed for studying and eliminating the shifters. We need to know more about them. How do they communicate with one another? How did they arrive on this planet? How do they evade detection while hunted by soldiers?” His mind wandered off to legalities. “But I’m going to have to get the President to back me on this. They are going to have to think it was their idea. I don’t have that kind of power...yet.”
“But are we sure they are hostile? I mean...” She inched her body off the back of the sofa and her posture straightened. “...what if they don’t mean us any harm?”
“Veena, you are young and inexperienced, naive. I don’t tell you this to be mean, but because you have to know. Most of the world is not there to do you good. The military is supposed to protect and serve the country. How can the military do this if they don’t know their opponent? If they don’t know the intentions of their opponent? We have to be prepared for the worst. We have to be trained to fight effectively if a war intensifies.”
“But what if everything you’re doing, the military is doing is only causing more tension and war between us and them. Maybe we can...”
“Learn to be friends?” Carl guffawed.
“What is so funny?”
“Your optimism. If you had seen what I have seen in this world, you might think differently.”
“And what makes you so sure?”
“I have seen shifters blow men up using their electrical internal systems. Have you ever seen a man electrocuted before your eyes? Not a pretty sight.” His lips tightened and the chapped appearance began to crack. Veena squirmed in her seat, desperate to yell at him, shake him to see her point of view, but he continued.
Reaching his hand to her shoulder, he consoled her with his inconvenient truth. “Peace is not an option anymore. The shifters lost that compromise when they killed the first soldier five years ago.”
“But they surely fought in self defense,” Veena implored.
“No, we can’t know that for sure. The wilderness was dark that evening and many soldiers filled the forest. A lot of chaos, confusion. Motions too fast to be human. Fear. Sweat. Too much darkness to know anything for sure. What we do know is that several of our good, well-trained men had to go home in body bags and families were left without fathers.”
She shook her head, saddened, unwilling to accept the ambiguous actions preceding the military declaration against the shifters five years ago. “I...I…” She stumbled over her quivering words.
“The truth is a difficult dichotomy to face. Always too many vantage points. Too many cloudy facts to ever know anything for certain.”
“But I know going down this path, this dedication to building an army, a military against the shifters can only lead to more deaths. More shifter deaths. More human deaths. Nothing good can come of it.” Veena pressed her point.
“Nothing good can come of doing nothing. I’ve seen what inaction causes. My comrade had his head ripped off with the bullets from a rifle in the North Korean War of 2022. I saw a group of soldiers piss their pants in fear of strange alien species surrounding them in the forests. Four years ago, a boy of only ten was killed by a car in his escape from a group of shifters in the city. His fear drove him to his death. This fear has to be maintained, controlled. The public can’t do it themselves. They need the military to tell them they are safe. To protect the city. The country.”
His words hit Veena hard. Words she knew he believed, but never fully heard him swear allegiance to, and in that moment she saw him. She saw the warrior he became in the forests, for the military. He no longer sat beside her as a lover, a companion, but as a soldier.
Then everything she doubted within herself clicked. She would do what she had to do. Her nerves eased and muscles relaxed. Walking to the bedroom, she tucked him in under the sheets. He liked to be mothered. Cuddling up beside him, she closed her eyes. She would not stay long. She never did. He knew that. She knew that. But it was enough to spend a few hours here and there. She would be gone in the morning and he loved her more for that. No complications. No real commitments. The perfect woman, he told his comrades. As he slept, she heard his heart beat. Rapid, always fast, as if he chased shifters in his sleep.
“Sorry,” she whispered before slipping away from the silk sheets, with the sounds of his guttural snores echoing behind her, loud enough to cover any noise she might make. In pink lingerie, she tiptoed to his military briefcase left at the foot of the bed. The briefcase had been just one of many items he had left around the house where her curious mind could find them. But he had been careful enough to never leave classified information at his house. Information for his eyes only remained in his office at the base.
Pulling the leather bag up to her chest, Veena carried the bag from the bedroom to the living room and slid the bedroom door almost fully shut. Rummaging through the papers, she reached for her miniature black camera inside the camel colored purse on the sofa. Noticing a few choice forms and documents, she snapped. Snap. Snap. The camera captured images with a low noise level, one of the reasons she bought the camera. Then she hid the camera inside her purse again, behind an extra flap of fabric sewn deliberately for hiding objects.
Pulling on her jeans and cream blouse, she readied herself to leave the house. Too long, she thought and shook her head. She hated having to stay so long. So much to do and so much danger waited the longer she stayed. Carl could see her snapping photos, or find the camera in her purse. Worry sometimes consumed her, but she had to maintain an ease. Carl could sense if she were anxious and that would lead to too many questions.
She waited until two years into their relationship before she decided the right time had come to gather information from him about the military. The first year of their relationship Carl scrutinized her, blatantly, covertly, didn’t matter. The second year, the investigation slowed and he began to let his emotional guard down, but not without some hesitancy. By the end of the second year, Veena established a certain trust, but Carl never shared his military life with her. She had to fish for the information. The third year presented a milestone in the relationship. Carl let military facts slip from his lips, and when she slept over, he mumbled in his sleep.
For some men, this would be a relationship breaker, but for Carl, this meant he would not have to feel guilty about giving the military most of his time, his priority. Veena had other priorities, too, namely, her career as a reporter. The last two years, Veena found more and more of the information she searched for, nothing classified, but details enough to understand the motivations of the military against the shifters, and a general understanding of their tactile abilities.
Hurry up, hurry up, she thought to herself. Fumbling with her purse, she peeked once over her shoulder. Noticing the bedroom door still almost shut, she calmed and tiptoed toward the door. Pulled to the front door, to escape, she pushed herself to the bedroom, to see him one last time for the night. He is still asleep. Don’t panic.
She lowered her head to his cheek and kissed him once, before turning from him with her heart racing despite her self-encouragements. This mission became a conflict for her. A part of her longed to do her job and another part struggled to lie to him, to come clean and settle down to start a family. But in the back of her mind, every time she thought of a family, she shook her head.
They would never allow it. He would never want one. The idea remained a futile nagging on her mind.
Closing the bedroom door, she took in a deep breath and walked away from him. Slipping out the front door with the camera tucked away in her purse, Veena smiled and then pouted, never sure which feeling dominated, pride in her achievement, her ability to deceive, or the sting she felt ever time she betrayed him. Had acquiring information about the military been her only task, Veena would be in an advantageous position. But as the years progressed, she realized she would have another task, perhaps even more important than the gathering of intel. Every day, she would have to struggle with a conscious decision to not fall in love with Carl Raul.
Wild
Deep within the Denali wilderness, a silver tipped shadow darted like a gust of wind over the brush and into a vast, cold cave, far within the forest. Colorful photons within the central cylinder faded from their brilliant contrast. The lights dimmed and a foreboding feeling of death hung in the air. Hovering above, a red hued light and a yellow hued light lowered as they morphed into their human counterparts.
Standing six feet tall with chiseled Caucasian features, deep dark eyes and short brunet hair, the yellow hue he once occupied shimmered in remnant flickers of light underneath his skin and eyes until dissipating completely. The human skin emanated a shade of grey, a shade glossier than normal skin, like primer on wood.
Beside him, his wife lost her red effervescence in exchange for pale, baby-soft human skin, which also retained a shade of grey. Dark liner crested her eyelids, while turquoise irises with a hint of blue in the pupil decorated her heart-shaped face. Finely framing the outline of her physiognomy, stark cinnamon colored hair reached just below her shoulders.
While the silver tipped shadow wriggled in pain near the cave’s hard, cold floors, the two humans held their hands over the shadow to calm, to heal. The male called to someone or something in the back of the cave with a whistle like a shriek. Within seconds, a golden hued and bronzed hued light swerved above them, close to the ceiling and all the cave’s bumps, and then fell to the struggling light’s side. With a high pitched whistle, they communicated with one another.
“What happen to her?” Golden Beam questioned.
The male, Yellow Hue, spun his head around, with his hands still over the dying light, and answered. “Shot in the Denali Wilderness. We ran into the military.”
“Her lights are dimming...do something.” The female, Red, touched her hand to Silver Tip’s central cylinder, her sister, and cried a tear from her left eye. “She is fading fast!”
“I will do everything I can. The rest is up to the photons,” Golden Beam reasoned, and as soon as his whistled words finished, his shadowy shape glowed like a sun and he nestled on top of Silver Tip like a mother bird to her baby.
The nestling took hours, but when Golden Beam finally departed, inching away slowly from Silver Tip, the once dimming lights replenished and Silver Tip gained enough energy to morph into her human counterpart. As her photons took on the appearance of a tomato red-headed female, with pale grey skin, her eyes lost the silver and turned turquoise like her sister’s.
“Thank you, Golden Beam.” Silver Tip brought her hands together as if deep in prayer and raised them to her nose. “Thank you.” When she touched her hand to the light that saved her, Golden Beam and Bronze Beam morphed human.
Swirling golden flakes of what could be star dust unified and formed a man of about fifty, with grey-white hair cropped around his ears. Glistening bronze flakes disappeared while, in their place, an older woman with shoulder-length blonde hair assembled. Both elders had brilliant blue eyes. Both stood with such elegance and projected resilience that their high rank in the hierarchy of the shifters existed without doubt.
The elders retained their heritage from their home planet, and in the vast, chaotic universe, this heritage now had to bend to the will of Earth.
Like a sage, the elder, Golden Beam, approached the once wounded of his clan and placed his hand over her delicate shoulder, still vulnerable from the shot to her cylinder system. “I told the three of you to return to the caves before the military arrived. We heard their vehicles. You three know better,” he chastised and his elder wife stood behind him, a firm statue of support, with her stern expression fixed on Silver Tip.
“We just wanted to have some fun with them,” Silver Tip remarked with a grin on her beet red lips and a flip of her tomato-red hair over her shoulder, almost fully recovered from her near-death experience, or perhaps simply making light of it.
“Fun?” Bronze Beam finally lifted her silence. “You could have been killed.” The motherly elder leaned over Silver Tip and wrapped her arms about her neck from behind, pulling her close. “You have become like my own daughter. I couldn’t bear to lose you to those...” Her voice quivered and she struggled to find the right words. Words could never suffice what the military had done to the shifters.
Ungovernable. Uncompromising. Unmerciful.
When the shifters first landed in 2020, they found peace for five years. But after 2025, when the shifter presence had been discovered, humans made life for the shifters unbearable. Rumors of shifter violence spread like wildfire, though they never harmed a human except in self defense, and soon everyone caught the flames and got burned. Truth didn’t matter, because fear brooded inside each human like a rapid disease, boiling over into panic, mayhem, and distrust. In the madness, the military had to provide security, a boundary that allowed humans to feel safe again. General Stark and Major Raul stepped up to the plate.
Interjecting, the elder Golden Beam finished his wife’s concerns. “The military has no mercy for us. If they ever caught you, God only knows what they would do to you.” He cringed. “We aren’t a useful or even a peaceful species to them. I’m not sure they even consider us a living animal. They look at us like invasive machines, without feelings or pain, a menacing monster that needs to be extinguished.” His thoughts turned to the dark corners of human behavior.
“But, Father, surely the military deserves a bit of the same torment they dish out to us. We just wanted to instill the fear of the shifter in them.” Yellow Hue smirked and his left brow quirked.
“No, son. The game you play is a dangerous one. You are only creating more hostility between our two species and more reasons for the military to war against us.” He lowered his head and shook before he lifted his eyes in sternness to his son. “Besides we could have lost Silver Tip today, or perhaps even you or your wife! Not worth it. Not worth it.”
Bronze Beam supported her husband. “We need to keep unseen, hidden in the forests where they never find us. Only then do we stand a chance of survival on this planet. God knows, we can never return home...ever.” The memory of her home planet so many galaxies from the Milky Way weighed on her. Her high pitched whistle almost shrieked in sadness with the word ‘ever.’
Red approached her sister with glossy eyes, her skin radiating as if she longed to return to her natural form of light and shadow, a central cylinder of photons surrounded by a round, malleable, grey jelly-like substance.
“But we all made it out of there alive,” Red confirmed to support her husband, Yellow Hue, despite their disobedience and lapse of judgment.
“Barely.” Bronze Beam’s motherly affections stopped at Red’s words and she grew agitated.
“I have to admit I got scared when the bullet shot into Silver Tip. The thought of never having my sister, my bond, my twin, beside me, tied me into knots.”
“Red...” Silver Tip soothed with a soft tone, “I’ll never leave you.”
“You’d better not. I never want to have to go through those feelings of loss again.”
Bronze Beam interjected, “And I never want to see such carelessness again. The three of you have been involved in enough antics.” She glared at her son, Yellow Hue. “You need to take heed of your father’s commands. Grow up! Your brother, too.” She glanced around, but did not see his brother. Red threw her arm around Yellow Hue, also desiring his mother’s wishes. They all had walked too close to danger, too much on the wild side the past few years. And Red had more reasons to be careful now, besides the worry of her sister or husband in the line of fire. She touched her belly.
“We all have to be more careful,” Red concluded.
“Yes, Mother....Red,” Yellow Hue answered and wrapped his arm around the waist of his wife. But a glint in his pupil told Silver Tip and Red they had not seen the last of his wild side and Red glared at him in suspicion.
Glowing like a radiant star outside the canvas of caves, his brother, Sun Light, hovered in natural form over the moist soil. Rain from the previous nights soaked the dirt and churned a few hints of frost into slush. The weather had become progressively colder each month as winter approached. Most months comprised of snow and rain and only in the summer did the sun dominate the skies. But the freeze never harmed the shifters. With an internal cylinder of lights, they could stay warm year round. Their pliable, grey exterior kept their cylinder protected.
Spinning in descent, Sun Light floated from the cave to a high tree a few yards away. The dark green needles of the Sitka Spruce tickled his grey form and he moved in a solo dance between the twigs and branches of the spruce and a Western Hemlock. Soft, short petals like fingers brushed up against him.
Dropping from the sky to the forest ground, Sun Light transformed from his photon state to his human form, a tall, handsome man, much like Yellow Hue, with dark brows and eyes. Hair to match in color whipped across his forehead and ears. Thin lips curled up under high cheek bones and for all he lacked in clothing, he made up for in stature, preventing him the appearance of vulnerability.
Even nude, the shifters could conceal themselves by flushing the grey-colored species skin over their human shape. Like a rubber suit, the species skin protected them from the cold and harsh elements of the forest. And though their cylinder of lights morphed into a human heart, each beat still pumped the familiar warmth of the photons through their pulsating veins.
Approaching, his brother Yellow Hue, older by a few seconds, left human footprints in the mushy soil behind him, a sure trail from the cave to the spruce. Communicating with a wave of his hands and using human tongue, he spoke.
“Mother says we need to grow up and stop causing more mayhem between us and the humans.”
At the “heed” of his brother’s words, Sun Light camouflaged into the background, using a chameleon ability over his skin. Brown-green coloring covered his arms, legs, torso, and back. The shape that once resembled a man now resembled a tree, still in human form, but the illusion of colors confused the eye.
“But confounding the military is so much fun,” Sun Light responded. “Besides, they deserve it.”
Conforming to his brother’s likeness, Yellow Hue blended his human form into the background of the bushes and flushed his skin dark green. “That’s what I said.” Yellow Hue grinned.
“Great minds think alike,” Sun Light reasoned and jumped away from him. Racing ahead, like an Olympic athlete, Sun Light tempted his brother in a chase and within seconds, he bit, following close behind. They swerved and spun, ducked and jumped inside the wilderness. Play often became a form of training in a world that wanted them dead. Catching his shoulder, Yellow Hue gripped his brother from behind him.
“Still...” Yellow Hue pondered, “perhaps we should listen to Mother. Father was not pleased at all that a few of us remained in the forest after the military drove into the Denali Wilderness.”
Leaping into the air with his legs tucked underneath him, like a champion gymnast, Sun Light spun and landed on top of a tall spruce. His limbs converted from brown-green to pine-needle green. “For five years, since the humans discovered our existence, we have been trying to fit into their world, conform to their liking, communicate with them, share our heritage with them. They have only been hostile toward us. Why shouldn’t we fight back?” Sun Light tightened his fist and waved his arm in the air.
Silent, Yellow Hue watched his brother drop from the trees to the ground beside him. Confounded by all the reasons not to fight, Yellow Hue raised his hand to his brother’s and joined the shape of the fist. “To defending our kind and way of life. A secret promise.” They closed their eyes and shared a moment, much like a bond between a band of soldiers, or a gang of street kids. Nothing and no one could sway them otherwise. They had been peaceful long enough.
“Besides...” Sun Light dropped his fist and opened his eyes. “What does Mother mean by grow up? She knows we don’t grow up like humans do. We don’t age like the animals of this Earth. We can change our shape to any of our choosing, young or old. Makes no difference, until our light dims and shuts off permanently.” Finishing his disagreement, Sun Light flushed his human skin to the natural species color of grey.
Scratching his head, Yellow Hue responded with a serious tone. “I don’t think she meant our appearance so much, but our minds.”
“She means for us to be like Father, wise and careful with every decision,” his brother reacted sharply.
“Yes.”
“But Father hides from the enemy. I’m not a coward, and I am not going to let the humans run us off of Earth, the only planet habitable for us since our home planet, Eequeue.” Sun Light stomped his feet and turned away from the cave to peek into the forest, the unknown, the area that harbored so many of his enemy. His skin flushed red with anger.
Touching his brother on the shoulder, Yellow Hue stood behind him. “I will be beside you, fighting.”
“The fight may last longer than any of us anticipate,” Sun Light reasoned in rare wisdom.
“Perhaps, but I would rather die fighting than cowering away hidden somewhere.”
“Yes. Still, so sad how far we came from our galaxy...to this...this planet. So full of hope we once were. So excited to finally find a planet where we could exist.”
“Yes, but we could never have known how volatile this human species would be. We have nothing like this human species on Eequeue. Lovely and violent the same...Many failed hopes. But perhaps someday we could change things?”
“Perhaps.” Turning to face him, Sun Light dropped his bravery for a moment. A furrow grooved between his brows and his lids shrunk. He raised his head to the sky. “But I miss home.”
Memories flooded both their minds of a planet with an orange-brown rocky surface, two suns to fill their cylinders with energy, saturate the skies with vibrant warm colors, and grey shaped alien forms floating across the planet in constant motion every day. Peace. Collective communication.
Then darkness filled their minds, and the sky and the shifters of Eequeue dimmed. A once vivid planet crumbled and the two suns that once shed their light, and gave the planet life, began to fade. Bursts of heat and solar flares from the dying suns catapulted onto the planet and killed many shifters in a violent demise. Escape became paramount, but many had already prepared centuries ago for the end.
“Me, too.” Yellow Hue lowered his head to the soil. His eyes caught the movement of a few tree frogs leaping from the wet ground to the drier bark of the trees. “Me, too.”
Close
In the evening, deep in the caves, Red’s cylinder of light thumped so loudly inside of her she awoke abruptly. Beaming in and out with reds, her colors glowed erratically. Her mind raced, dizzy from the nightmare. Turning toward her sister, she hovered over Silver Tip with concern. Buzzing with vibrations, she whistled in alien tongue.
“Silver, get up!” she cried and morphed into her human form, on her knees, with her hands extended to her sister. Silver Tip awoke groggy. Still in alien tongue, she responded.
“What!”
“Get up! I have to tell you something.”
“Can’t it wait?”
“No!”
Flipping over, off the ground and hovering over the hard cave floor, Sliver Tip took on her tomato-red headed human form. Converting to English, she retorted.
“What is it you have to tell me that’s so important?”
Both grey-hued human figures moved with elegance from the deep part of the cave toward the entrance, with a tug of Red’s hand to her sister’s. “I’ve had a terrible nightmare.”
“So terrible you have to awake me from a glorious dream. I was melding with Hay Hue back on our home planet.”
“Sorry, I know how much you loved him. I’m sorry he couldn’t come with us.”
Silver Tip did not want to think about the loss. “So, what is this all about? And why didn’t I dream this nightmare?”
“I don’t know. We are twins, and we share our emotions, like all shifter twins. I thought you would have had the same vision.”
“Well, obviously I didn’t.” She patted her left foot on the ground, waiting for the reason her perfect night with Hay Hue had been interrupted, and desperate to go back to the dream.
“I...I...saw us, all of us...dying.”
“What do you mean, dying?”
“Shot, killed, dead. Dead. Dead. Dead!”
Gripping her sister on each shoulder, Silver Tip drew in a heavy breath. “Here? In this cave?”
“No...no, in...the city,” Red responded.
“We don’t even go to the city. You couldn’t have seen what you thought you saw...besides, I didn’t share this dream with you, so the vision is probably not even true.”
“But it felt true, truer than any other dream I ever had.”
“Then why didn’t I dream it?”
“Perhaps because you have not fully accepted being on this planet yet, have not fully accepted the enemies on this planet. Maybe because you only want to see the things you want to see, of our old home,” Red reasoned in a high pitched whistle.
Shaking her head, Silver Tip flinched. “No, I can’t see that ever happening. You must have had a strange bolt of sunlight enter your system before bed to give you such a nightmare.”
Touching her sister’s cheek, Red cried a tear. “I thought I lost you last morning, and in my dream I thought I lost you again. Just promise me you will be more careful.”
“I promise.” Silver Tip reached her fingertips to Red’s forehead, rubbed and then dabbed Red’s nose before pecking her pinked cheek with her puckered lips. Heading back into the deep part of the cave, Silver Tip turned once and winked. “I’m going back to sleep now.
In the morning, with the sun still tucked away under the horizon, the two sisters and two brothers, despite the elders’ warnings, fled into the majestic Denali Wilderness, a land of military danger, a land of adventure. Caves could not contain their curious spirits. Spying a deer in the distance, Yellow Hue and Sun Light sprinted in human form toward the cautious mammal, until they lowered to four limbs, released their bestial DNA and morphed into two wolves. Yellow Hue grew silver-grey fur as his brother licked his silver-brown fur with his wide, pink wolf tongue.
Racing forward, the wolves alarmed the wild deer and the animal darted left and right, left and right, winding behind the trees in an attempt to flee. Tiring from the game, the two brothers slowed and bumped into each other in affection before they rose to their two hind legs, chuckling at the chase, at themselves.
Catching up behind them, the sisters panted lightly before chastising. “Do you have to do that every time we go into the wilderness?” Red retorted in human language.
“Yes, this chase after you becomes very tiresome. As if we have nothing better to do than run after you two,” Silver Tip snipped.
“Sorry, we promise to never do that again.” Sun Light leaned into Silver Tip, with a seductive breath, and then in his turn away, winked at his brother. His brother knew there would be more deer chases in the future, but that would be another secret between the two of them.
When the sun hit the crest of the sky, the dusk of the day brightened and Silver Tip snarled as her bones and muscles conformed into the shape of the panther. In that moment before she became a beast, she encouraged Red in alien tongue to transform in likeness.
“Let’s enjoy the wilderness in animal form.” Her voice rose determined, despite danger. Hesitantly, Red dropped her expression of concern, of being in the Denali Wilderness again so soon after her sister’s incident, and morphed into a white polar bear.
“Why not the panther?” Silver Tip questioned.
“Because I prefer the character of the bear. Strong and sure.”
“Don’t you prefer a beast that is sly and sexy?” Silver Tip grinned and raced up beside the two wolves before getting an answer. Her sister never stayed far behind them, close and watchful, like a mother to a sister who preferred the wild.
Charging forward, the animal limbs moved in elegant rotating motion, quick and regal. The breeze brushed against their thick furry bodies and the air smelled of stark pine. Trickling to the forest floor, morning sun rays glazed the Earth and the wet of the last few nights began to dry. Widened wolf, bear and panther paws padded against the soil, leaving heavy prints. The morning could not have been more perfect.
The wolves conveyed language in a way humans could never fathom, something like collective, shared emotions, and nuances of body language, not alien tongue, but an animal calling, and only within the same clan. Wolves could speak to wolves. Hawks could speak to hawks.
“Where will we head?” Yellow Tip asked.
“Perhaps toward the city,” Sun Light answered.
“The city? We have never been there. Could be dangerous.”
“Others of our kind have been in the city and have survived. They are learning about humans and gaining valuable knowledge. We should do the same.”
“I don’t know how the girls will like this idea.”
“We won’t tell them until we are almost there,” Sun Light declared.
“Alright.”
The shifter species could communicate in three ways. One they had always known, their alien tongue, sounding like a high pitched whistle or sometimes a shriek. This form became their most common way to share information among themselves.
A second they learned on Earth. A few military and humans witnessed the shifters mimicking the English language, much like a foreigner, over the past five years, sometimes in human form and sometimes in shifter form. Whichever country the shifters existed, they attempted to learn the language. But communicating effectively usually failed with the human race due to a mix of fear between them, and a lack of fully comprehending the various shades of meaning.
The third form of language for the shifters came in the bestial form they took when they morphed. Usually speaking in an animal call, but sometimes in alien tongue, they never used the human language as a beast, because the structure of the animal's throats did not allow for such sounds.
Humans had been oblivious to the languages that did not encompass words.
“This way!” Panting heavily, Sun Light whistled in alien tongue for the others to understand. Despite being the younger, he always acted as the leader, the braver of the two brothers. Yellow Hue admired him for his courageous character and unwavering tenacity.
As the other three swerved to keep following his path, Red grew alarmed. Lights flickered in the far distance, but close enough to warn her the forest would be ending soon and the city would be approaching.
“We can’t go much further!” Red demanded in an alien shriek.
“Why not?” Sun Light called behind to her, with his head turned for a second.
“The city! We can’t go into the city! Danger!” Red hissed.
Freezing, with a jerk of his head, Sun Light halted the pack. “Whatever do you mean? We need to figure this world and the humans out. How else will we know how to survive?”
Jumping toward him as if in attack, Red darted in one motion. “I’ve had a dream, a violent dream, warning us to stay out of the city. Only death can come from the excursion.”
“A dream?” Yellow Hue turned to Silver Tip. “Did you share this dream?”
“No,” she answered plainly. “I did not.”
The white bear’s chest puffed in anger and she scraped her front paws in the air as she stood on her hind legs. “I will not go into the city and will not allow my sister to join you if you two choose to go. I know what I dreamed. I know what I saw. I will not allow that fate to fall on Silver Tip or me.”
“You worry too much, sis.” Silver Tip spoke in alien tongue and then snarled, tilting her large panther head to the city lights ahead. “You will never enjoy your life on this new planet if you keep living in fear of it.”
“And you are too much like my husband. Both of you untamed, wild like the beasts you transform into. How long do you think it will take before the military tracks us in the city and captures us? What then? What will we have to offer our species, our offspring then?” After her high pitched whistle, she growled loud like the grizzly. “The military doesn’t care about our words or our intentions. We are the enemy and no amount of learning about Earth will change that. They showed us that five years ago.”
“What about change?” Yellow Hue reached for her with his wolf paw. “Changing the future for our children?”
“You dream too high, my husband. Change is near impossible, at least in our lifetime. Best to be happy with what we have and make a life in the forests.”
“But if we don’t start the change, our children will have to endure every prejudice we have had to suffer. Should we not try to make a difference, to make a world where our offspring will be able to exist in peace?” Yellow Hue beamed as he spoke, convicted.
Attracted to his hope and optimism, despite herself, Red nodded and hesitantly walked toward the city behind the other three. Remaining in bestial shape allowed them to manage the wilderness until the city borders. Nearing the city, they morphed into human shape, retaining the grey tint to their skin. But as they stepped onto the solar paneled sidewalks and parking lots behind the buildings on the main streets, the glare of lights from the city overwhelmed them and washed over them like a tidal wave on a stormy sea, reminding them they were anything but human.
Hover trains stationed at the end of one asphalt road waiting to be used. The trains, though lifted with antigravity magnetism, still needed to be connected to wires and ran along a fixed block high above the city from one end to the other. Newspapers claimed this technology would advance in ten years and the blocks with wires would no longer be needed, saving electricity. The hover trains would run strictly on solar energy. Like the sidewalks and parking lots, the politicians claimed in the next ten years the roads would also become paneled with solar technology, enabling the sky cars a constant power source. But as of 2030, the sky cars still needed to upload energy at their respective homes, or on the parking lots.
Behind the buildings, the four shifters walked with the illusionary bodies their DNA allowed them. From a distance, they appeared as any man and woman on the street in modern styled clothing. But up close, the clothing would become clear as skin. Their difference would stand out and any human could recognize they stood in the presence of a shifter.
“We have to get some clothes quick!” Yellow Hue urged.
“I don’t know. I kinda like our sexy skins.” Rubbing her hand over her lifted leg, Silver Tip drew a grin from Sun Light’s lips.
“Be serious, sis. This isn’t a game. We could really get hurt out here,” Red interjected, bumping into her sister from behind, and knocking her balanced leg lift.
“Worry...worry. Tisk...tisk.” Silver Tip pursed her lips.
“But my brother is right. We need to appear human before we are seen,” Sun Light reasoned and pointed ahead to a short red brick building.
Reading the black and white sign above the back door, Red spoke, “Petite Pants.”
“What is petite?” Silver Tip asked.
“I don’t know,” Sun light interjected, “but pants are something we desperately need.”
Heading toward the back door and the abandoned trash bin, Silver Tip plunged his two arms deep into the can and pulled out whatever felt like fabric. Flinging two pairs of ripped silver pants, two dirtied black jeans, a soiled beige blouse, two ripped black turtle necks, and an off-white sweater, he threw his arms into the air.
“Grab what you need.”
After dressing in street style, they blended with the gangs on alleyway corners. But they would not be mistaken for upper-class citizens.
“I look like a poor girl in these ripped jeans,” Silver Tip commented, stretching the blouse.
“These jeans are too short,” Red complained and threw on the sweater.
“At least the two of you don’t have to wear silver and black,” Yellow Hue responded. “These silver pants shine like the city’s neon lights.” He motioned with his fingers to his twin brother.
“Most importantly, we can now flush our human skin color and blend into the Anchorage population,” Sun Light confirmed and colored his skin creamy-beige. His brother followed, while the sisters projected a paler white.
Stepping away from “Petite Pants,” the four shifters walked side-by-side and entered the uncertain world of the human race.
Orders
Marching down the hall, Raul met with Captain Marn midway. A lean man at thirty-five, Marn and Raul shared a common age, but Raul’s ambitions advanced him in rank faster. Dark blond hair fell over blue eyes, and when Marn listened, he had an annoying habit of rubbing his chin. Throwing his arm around Marn’s neck, Raul drew him close in their walk to the boardroom. With each step, Marn forgot more and more the argument he had had with his fifteen-year-old daughter just minutes before in his office. But her voice resonated with him until he turned the corner.
“I don’t want to be here. I want to be at home. Mom would never bring me here,” his daughter, Melissa, argued.
“Your mother is gone. Your nanny quit. I have to take care of you and I can’t very well watch you at home. Just sit still. Don’t touch anything.”
“Then just send me away to Sunshine Boarding School already. I don’t want to be here!” Melissa yelled.
As her voice faded in the background, he heard the pounding boots of the military echo in his ears, and then realized the sound came from him and his comrade Raul. Glancing around, he saw them pass his office and he peeked inside the thin door’s window to notice his daughter spinning in his chair behind the desk.
Stopping inches away from the office, Raul turned to see where Marn went.
“What do you need to do?” Raul questioned.
“Melissa. She’s with me today. I want to check in on her.”
“I didn’t know she was here. I’ve never met her.” With excitement in his tone, Raul stepped behind Marn as he opened the door.
“Father.” Melissa perked up from behind the desk and stood as her big blue eyes widened. Approaching with an outstretched hand, Raul greeted Melissa and introduced himself.
“This is so nice to finally meet Captain Marn’s daughter. I’ve heard so much about you.”
“You have?” She blushed and yet stood tall with pride. With her arms straight beside her and head held high, she batted her lashes. “Like what?”
“That you’re at the top of your science glass.” Raul nodded toward her father.
“Yes, she has quite a knack for chemistry, biology and physics. I can’t buy her enough academic material for home.”
Patting her shoulder, Raul responded, “So nice to have such a smart young lady in my facility. Perhaps someday you’ll be able to assist us with our efforts against the shifters?” The question was rhetorical, rhetorical because Melissa’s young age prevented her from making any adult decisions, rhetorical because, when Raul asked, soldiers understood a command had been implied.
“I want to work for the Smithsonian,” Melissa declared and grinned as if she had not offended the third highest in command on base.
“The Smithsonian, huh?” Raul questioned. “You know they don’t benefit society as much as the military does. Especially in times like these.”
“I want to discover scientific mysteries around the world,” Melissa spoke proudly.
“She is determined. She loves a good mystery,” Marn added.
“No mystery like the shifters. Imagine what you could accomplish. So much intrigue and unknown surrounding the shifter species,” Raul encouraged and Marn did not miss the major’s coaching and pleased disposition with the idea of his daughter one day working for him.
“Maybe, but I still want to help at the Smithsonian. Perhaps I could do both?” Melissa said.
“Perhaps.” Raul smirked, knowing he had planted an idea in her mind, in the mind of her father, that had not been there before.
“Well, we best get to the boardroom, Major,” Marn interjected.
“Yes, we have to get going.”
“We just wanted to stop by to remind you to mind your manners.” Marn grew serious and hawk-eyed Melissa. “Don’t touch anything.”
“Yes, Father.” Melissa’s lids lowered and she bowed her head, knowing he must have caught her spinning in the chair.
Exiting Captain Marn’s office, the door clicked shut and the two marched down the hall in double time to get to the meeting on time. For more than one reason this meeting was important. They expected the president and head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. The base bristled with extra security.
Pulling the thick mahogany door open, Captain Marn could see the stringent expression of General Stark across the room, standing behind the table, hands on hips, and nostrils flared. The general, wearing his dress uniform, ironed with perfect crisp edges, stood firm as the two entered. Captain Marn held the door for Major Raul as they spotted their seats. Sitting next to a tall blonde, Captain Marn read her name sewn into the top right pocket, Lane. She nodded with a tight pink smile and the two turned their heads to the general. After Major Raul took a seat across from 1st Lieutenant Lane, the general began.
“We have been struggling for five years, five years, to capture one of these aliens. We need a better strategy. They know our forests better than we do!” His throat scratched.
Major Raul saw his opportunity and interjected like an arrow on a bull’s-eye.
“This is precisely why we need a branch inside the military, a special ops buried deep within Homeland Security, dedicated to hunting these...things. We need new laboratories, weapons, scientists committed to study, soldiers trained specifically for hunting and capturing them.” With the words, his ambitions overtook the better part of him, the part Veena knew. Any softness he once revealed hid under the callous desire for power and control. In this moment, his nature emerged, clear enough for Colonel Frenier to see.
Interrupting, Frenier, sitting across from Marn, raised his voice. The fine lines that encircled his baby blue eyes deepened, thin long brows arched, and his once cream complexion reddened, making his blond hair appear like flames to a fire.
“The military is perfectly capable of supplying these changes under General Stark. We do not need to form a separate branch under new leadership. Doing so would only cause confusion and unneeded reorganization, and bring chaos to an already chaotic situation. Soldiers need to know who they serve. Changing the rules mid-game will only endanger more lives.”
Tightening his fist over the varnished table, Major Raul flushed. Standing, he wiped his broad forefinger over his chapped lips. Thick, blond brows curved above his eyes and moved as he spoke. A crisp, pale green collar peeked from beneath a dark military jacket.
“The decision is not yours to make, sir,” Raul stated as a shadow-like darkness smoldered in his eyes, and then he eased back into his chair.
The general interrupted the battle. “Raul is right. The president and head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Bradley, will be here shortly to discuss the future of the country, specifically the formation of a new branch called the SCM. Leaders of the Pentagon will attend as well. The president requires our attendance because our base is situated in what is dubbed the ‘Hot Zone’ for these shifters.”
“I look forward to the meeting, sir,” Raul grimaced, satisfied.
“They will be here in minutes,” the general emphasized, glancing at a clock on the wall. “Afterward, they want to take a look around the forests.”
“What for?” Frenier asked, worried.
“I’m not sure yet. We’ll find out when the meeting commences,” Stark replied.
But only Raul knew that throughout the months he had been dropping hints left and right for the president’s ear. Not enough to claim the Shifter Counter-Insurgency Military base as his own, but enough for him to ensure a base would be in the cards.
Frenier could have growled at Raul, but kept his emotions at bay. No one knew Raul better than Frenier — the real Raul anyway. Frenier knew Raul wanted the SCM base formed, not to protect the citizens, but to lead the operation and protect his power. In charge of eradicating the shifter race gave him the opportunity to show the world his strength as a leader, and would eventually allow him greater command.
Entering like clockwork, President Craine, General Bradley and two Pentagon leaders filed into the meeting hall. Everyone stood and saluted. Bodyguards positioned themselves outside and inside the room by the doors with hands in parade rest. Each military leader dressed impeccably with decorated uniforms.
When the president sat next to General Stark, General Bradley and two pentagon leaders sat at the other end of the table, while the base officers remained in the middle. The president took a sip of water before he began.
“Given the immediacy of our situation, with the war between alien and man, and after much advice, I have made a decision concerning the formation of a special branch of military.” All eyes fell on him; even an explosion outside couldn’t draw the attention away.
During the speech, Raul and Frenier burned like potent embers in the room. Neither power wanted to relinquish control. Their dispositions fumed rage of each other; their mutual hate like dark, looming clouds hanging in the room. Fortunately, the president didn’t seem to be aware.
“After carefully weighing all the advice I have been given, I see we must construct a base to house this branch, much like special ops, that will serve the country against the shifters. These soldiers will be trained as Shifter Counter-Insurgency Military Marines.”
“But, sir,” Frenier interjected. “Won’t this bring more strain onto the government? How will this be funded?”
“I will transfer active-duty service men and women to the SCM. However, we will need new equipment and new soldiers eventually. I will put men in charge of overseeing the project today.”
“The military has had five years to organize against this invasive species.” General Bradley looked at Frenier, noticing his uneasiness. “Five years the military has failed. We need to begin construction of the SCM base within the very forests this species hides and begin retraining our soldiers now, before it’s too late.”
But Colonel Frenier argued. “This branch will need new leadership, supplementary rules, and the soldiers will have to undergo specialized training. They are already stressed under the conditions this species has imposed.” His jaw locked and fists clenched momentarily. “And how will this new division acquire weaponry?”
“Weapons from other bases will be transported to the SCM at first. I will hand everyone a preliminary SCM rule book before the meeting has concluded. After assigning leadership, General Bradley and I will inspect local sites recommended for the first of many SCM bases.” President Craine kept his voice free from the irritation he felt, though his eyes held a hard edge.
Major Raul watched the bickering Frenier slip from the president’s good graces, digging his own hole at his stubborn refusal for the birth of the SCM. The sight gave him a certain sadistic satisfaction
“We cannot keep combating each other like this every meeting. Something must change,” General Stark urged and all the officers held their breath.
“Yes, sir,” Frenier conceded. He didn’t want to sink any further.
After an assistant passed out the booklets, the president opened his to the first page.
“After speaking with General Stark, I have made my appointments. Captain Marn will be in charge of further SCM regulations and amendments. 1st Lieutenant Lane will organize SCM weaponry. Major Raul will be in charge of recruitment. And Captain Dray will conduct training and retraining of soldiers in compliance with the Shifter Counter-Insurgency programs.”
Searching the room, the president asked. “Where is Captain Dray?”
“Emergency operation at the military hospital,” General Stark answered. “Nothing too serious, but his arm was wounded in his last battle.”
“Send him my regards and his SCM responsibilities.” President Craine turned the page in the booklet.
“Yes, sir,” the general replied.
“As for the person in charge of the new base,” President Craine hesitated, then directed his stare at Frenier. “I had thought of giving you that responsibility, Colonel. But, in view of your…uh…reservations, I think that job should go to Major Raul.”
Raul felt power jolt through his arms and chest, and he jerked straight in his chair.
“Wha…?” Frenier exploded, forgetting himself. “He’s only a major!”
“I’m well aware of that.” Craine’s voice could have split wood. “That’s why, as of this moment, he is promoted to colonel.” He glanced at General Bradley’s nod, then to Raul. “Congratulations, Colonel Raul.”
Raul stood. “Thank you, sir. I do not take this responsibility lightly.”
Craine gestured for Raul to take his seat. “However, this SCM branch still falls under the authority of the United States and I, the president, will make all final decisions. General Stark will oversee Raul’s leadership and report to me.”
“Yes, sir,” the room answered in unison. Even Frenier fell in line right before Lane fluttered her lashes at Raul. Colonel Frenier gritted his teeth. Tightening the ponytail, she drew the new colonel’s attentions to her. Raul then pulled out the paperwork from his briefcase, forms he had prepared and held for months. Handing them to the general, he watched Stark scan the details.
President Craine cleared his throat. “That’s it. All the other information is inside the booklets. In what little time I have left here, I want to inspect the three sites considered for the new base in the Denali Wilderness.” Turning to Raul, the president finished. “You will be responsible for overseeing the construction of the SCM as well.”
“Of course, sir.” Raul nodded and a glimmer of detest slipped from his eyes as he looked to Frenier like a king who had just conquered a country.
******
After exiting the meeting, Captain Marn marched down the halls to the latrine. A man of discipline, structure and boundaries, his uniform passed every inspection, down to evenly looped boot ties. Standing before the mirror, he plucked a few loose hairs from inside his nose with his stout fingers. Shorter than most of his comrades, he made up in dedication what he lacked in height. Combing his crew cut, he heard a woman’s whisper from behind him.
Captain, you are neglecting your duty. You promised me you would take care of her...
Captain Marn jerked his head around and saw no one, nothing but the empty stalls of a male’s bathroom. Rubbing his hand over his head, he returned his gaze to the mirror and saw standing behind him the image of his dead wife. Reaching his hands to the glass, his eyes widened and his lips stretched in concern.
“Maria?” Touching her reflection, his playful fingers to her long brown hair and blue eyes, he pushed himself closer to the mirage. “Maria?” His voice sounded desperate for her response, to prove her still with him, not simply a ghost to haunt his guilty mind.
You’ve abandoned her and left her alone, without anyone to care for her...
Spiraling around on the heel of his left foot, he surveyed the room. Empty. He turned his head to the mirror, and Maria had vanished. He stood alone, and almost wept, not sure if his nerves came from hallucinations over the past months, or from the guilt of not caring for Melissa as he had promised his wife at Melissa’s birth.
His mind recollected the events after Melissa’s birth. Maria lost too much blood. Something went wrong and she laid limp under the white hospital sheets. With silence from the nurses, Marn knelt before his wife and held her fragile hand in his warm palm. Maria’s hand grew colder. She shook under the sheets and turned her head briefly to speak.
“Let me see her.”
Cradled in the nurse’s arms, the baby neared Maria’s bedside. Wiping her pinky over her baby’s cheek, Maria said her name. “Melissa.” Turning to her husband, she whispered with a cough of blood, “Watch out for my baby. Promise me.”
“I...I promise.” Marn threw his body over his wife and wept, the last time he ever cried. Moments later, Maria stopped breathing and the cries of the baby girl behind him drew his attentions away from death and to life. Wrinkles flooded his face with a look of despair. He just lost the love of his life and would have to raise their child on his own.
As he returned to the present and stood in the latrine, a hint dizzy, he grabbed at his heart. Sprinting out of the bathroom, he raced down the hallway to his office. Melissa sat at his desk, staring out the window, boredom etched on her face. Her dark jeans fit snuggly over her legs and, underneath a navy blue jacket, she wore a white blouse she picked out at the mall two days prior.
“Are you finished already, Daddy?” Her big blue eyes reminded him so much of Maria.
“Yes, darling. I’m finished. How about if we go and get something to eat?”
“Star Burgers!” she shouted with her hand raised for emphasis.
“Star Burgers it is.”
As he walked her out of the building, the thought returned, the thought that always nagged him, of how he would raise a girl while working for a military that demanded so much of his time. With her by his side, long, dark, bouncing locks, and the sound of her whistling the tune of the Beatles “Can’t Buy Me Love,” a favorite record of his, he dreaded the notion of sending her away, of not seeing her each and every day. Nannies watched her in the mornings and he only saw her in the evenings. But she needed more now to prepare her for college. Better education. More opportunities. And nannies came and went. As he slipped into his car, Melissa buckled up and he glanced at the Sunshine Boarding School pamphlet on top of his dashboard. Someday he would have to let her go.
Shutter
When Colonel Raul entered the military base in Anchorage, he stormed in with Ned Tesk and Roger Furre tailing behind him, two young scientists he found at the University of Alaska. Brilliant, highest ranked in their class, and children of military parents, their youth meant moldable and trainable. With a house call to each budding scientist’s parents, the encouragement to join the military in their efforts against the shifters became an easy sell. Military honors and public recognition for their services dangled like candy before the families, and Tesk and Furre soon signed the dotted line.
Hitting his hand against a door to a vacant room, Colonel Raul led the two scientists into what would be their temporary lab during construction of the SCM base in the Denali Wilderness.
Glancing around in discontentment and concern, Tesk questioned as he repositioned his spectacles, “Where is all the equipment?”
Turning on the ball of his foot, Raul answered, “Everything will be in place later today. You’ll begin the experiments and studies on the specimen tonight.” Raul pointed to a locked clear case on the table. The case held the specimen.
“Looking forward to the research, sir,” Furre answered with a grin.
“This is the jelly substance believed to be a part of one of the shifters?” Tesk inquired, honored to be hand selected.
“Perhaps a piece of the body, or perhaps the blood? There was a lot of gunplay and we’re not sure what we hit,” Raul explained.
“We will get started as soon as we can,” Furre insisted, beaming aside his comrade Tesk.
“I believe you will...and get back to me the second you know what the specimen is. I need to know the composition and the weakness, if it has any.” Rubbing his mustache, Raul twitched his left brow. “Dr. Croon will be examining the specimen as well at the Neila Institute; between the three of you I expect results.”
“Yes, sir,” the two said in unison before Raul departed and the door slammed behind him.
******
Inside his office, Colonel Raul glanced over e-files of academic records and behavioral assessments belonging to students in specialized fields of science who were twenty-five or younger. He instructed Lieutenant Lane to give him files on students with only top grade point averages. Scanning for not only high intelligence and scientific performance, but for students who showed interest in military, he narrowed his list to the top fifty candidates.
Standing over his shoulder, Lane rested her palm on his desk. French manicured nails inched closer to his hands. Her ponytail loosened and dangled over her right shoulder when she tilted her head to speak with him. Grey-blue eyes held curiosity in their deep sockets.
“I’ve printed out the first stock of weapons needed and sent the requirements directly to the president’s liaison as requested.”
“What will we be acquiring at first shipment?”
“200 rifles, 200 taser guns, 200 knives, 20 tanks, and 20 trucks.”
“Excellent.”
Noticing the major’s computer screen, Lane questioned, “Which student do you want to speak to first?”
The major glanced up, noting the glint in her eyes, a flirtation he grew accustomed to from Veena, but ignored the sentiment. “Gregory Houston. Top notch student from Yale, with a father in the Air Force.” His deep voice hesitated.
“How many scientists will you accept?”
“A team of at least twenty...and I have a mind for the captain’s daughter. She would be an exceptional asset to the future of the SCM.”
“Captain Marn’s Melissa?” Lane questioned, her thin brows stretched.
“Yes, a real brain. Some of the highest scores I’ve seen and a natural curiosity that could lead to some real answers about the shifters.”
“Have you spoken to Captain Marn about this?”
“Not in so many words, but soon.”
Placing her other hand over his shoulder, Lane drew closer to Raul.
“Will you be recruiting soldiers soon?” Her words whispered as if a dirty secret.
“Yes. Yes.” The major felt her breath on his neck, pulled away, reminded of Veena, and stood to walk to the cabinet. “Files of potential soldiers.”
“How were the selections made?” She bit her lip.
“Men and women invested in high school ROTC, with average or above-average grades, but not interested in attending university. University drop-outs. Troubled youth. They need a place to call home and I am here to offer that to them.” He paused and, with a tilt of his head, asked, “Would you like to assist me with the selections?” Salivating at the excitement of his task, to build his own army from the ground up, he ignored the subtle nuances from the lieutenant revealing her desires for him.
Twisting her hair with her pinky as she approached to survey the cabinets full of e-files, she walked with a bouncy stride in a knee-cut military skirt and pale green blouse.
Tossing her a large pile of the e-files, Colonel Raul took a seat at his desk and pulled up the students’ information on the LCD screen, his eyes captivated by the intel in front of him. Her distractions did not sway the major in her direction, which drove her mad for his attention. Pink in the face, she loosened a few top buttons and leaned in front of the major over his desk.
“I’ll get right on it.” She curled her lips, plump and pink.
“Good. Very good,” the major commented with a nod, never taking his eyes off of the screen.
Perhaps his dedication to Veena, or perhaps not Veena at all, but his consumption with leading the SCM kept him from reacting to her subtle advances. The lieutenant decided the reason must be the latter and plopped onto the side chair to weed through the potential troops.
After hours of work, a knock on the major’s door raised both heads and Colonel Frenier entered.
“At ease.” His smug smile turned to the lieutenant.
“Yes?” Colonel Raul stood with pursed lips and a displeased expression, like that of a culinary chef smelling spoiled food.
“General Stark wanted me to make sure everyone was on task.”
Lane jumped to her feet and responded in defense. “Initial armament has been ordered. Soldiers are being selected and Colonel Raul is arranging his top choices to fill the science positions.”
“This selection of soldiers...” Colonel Frenier scurried over to Lane, glancing at her e-files, “...this would be something Colonel Raul is deciding, yes?”
“I am simply helping him weed through the mess.” Lane reacted with a sharp tone.
“As we were ordered by General Stark, soldier selection is a duty that falls to Raul.”
“I, not she, will be making the final decisions,” Colonel Raul interjected.
“No, General Stark will be making all final decisions, and Lieutenant Lane is needed in another area.”
Her brows quirked with disbelief and concern. “I have no other duties at the moment, sir.”
“I’m afraid you do. An urgent matter.” Colonel Frenier pulled the e-files out of her hands and tossed them onto the chair where she once sat.
Straightening her skirt, she headed to the exit. “Yes, sir.”
“I won’t keep you any longer.” The colonel smirked at Raul and then shut the door.
Marching away from Colonel Raul’s office, Colonel Frenier brushed his fingers through his finely trimmed, dirty blond hair and led the lieutenant around the corner and down a second hall to another room marked classified.
“What is so urgent, sir?” Lane asked as Frenier slid his ID badge over the lock pad and the door opened.
“You’ll be in charge of operations in this room.”
“What operations? I haven’t been briefed about anything.”
“That’s because the general and I want to keep this classified, even from Raul and the captains.”
Glancing at all the equipment, she became mesmerized by the advancements in technology. “How...what...?”
“These LCD screens monitor activity inside base.” The colonel hit the red button and flashes of light shuttered across the screen before images focused on soldiers and rooms in fifty boxes by rows and columns. Touching the wireless mouse, the colonel moved the cursor to each box. “Clicking the box will give you a magnified view.”
“And these screens here?” She pointed to the upper right wall.
“For the outside perimeters of the base.”
“But, I thought we had security already installed? And watched by Marines.”
“We do, but this is an upgraded system, with many more options of viewing. If you turn around, you will see the area we are most concerned with.” He placed his hand over her shoulder and guided her to the large back wall. Hitting a white button, the wall opened and a full length LCD screen became visible.
“What is this?”
“The SCM headquarters.”
“You want me to watch the SCM?”
“Not just the SCM, but Colonel Raul. Orders direct from General Stark. He needs eyes and ears inside the new military division.”
“But...”
“You are closer to him than the general or I and he affords you a trust he does not to me. We need you.” Placing his hand again on her shoulder, Frenier caught her eyes with his and smiled.
“But what if he suspects? He’s a smart man. A suspicious man.” Lane worried as lines formed over her frowning lips.
“He won’t. Besides, you’ve worked more difficult intel for me and the general before, gaining a man’s trust, only to betray him.”
“But the major is part of our team,” Lane defended, unsure of her convictions.
“Do this for your country, for me,” Colonel Frenier persuaded and caressed her hand.
“I told you, I didn’t want to display our affections on base.”
“Yes, I’m so sorry, Lt. Lane.” He leaned toward her, breathing over her skin. “Will you forgive me?”
She squinted and teased him with her lips as she retreated from him.
“This time, but don’t make that mistake again,” Lane retorted and stood her ground.
A woman of convenient lovers, the lieutenant had a number of relationships over her five year military career. Frenier, her favorite mistake. Not wanting him would be a task she would have to train herself against. Power slipped through his incapable fingers and landed onto Raul time and time again. And power meant more to her than anything. But for five years, they had entangled their love-affair, played the game of love under the nose of Frenier’s wife, despite her warnings made clear to Lane that evening in the restroom at Carla’s Cafe. But what could a mere wife do to her? Threats fell short of action and Lane would never be told what to do by another woman, by his mousy wife Darla. Darla swallowed her pride. After all, she knew who Frenier was when she married him.
Heading toward the exit, the colonel slid the door open for her and then they scurried down the hall, as if running away from a scandalous scene.
Nodding to guards along the walls, they reached Captain Dray’s office. Lane stood behind the colonel as he knocked and then entered.
“Yes, sir?” Standing, Captain Dray straightened his lapel over a shirt decorated with many medals as he looked at the colonel with steady, strong black eyes. Dark like coal, his eyes reminded the colonel of stones.
“I need a report of your progress for the general. Is your training regiment ready?” Colonel Frenier inquired and took a few steps forward. Lane listened and did not move, like an invisible pair of ears and eyes.
Captain Dray moved in a wave across the carpet to the cabinet and opened the e-file marked Training Regime. “Right here, sir.” Handing the forms to the colonel, Dray returned to his desk in only a few steps, a result of his long, toned legs.
“You’re ready for the soldiers then,” the colonel determined.
“Yes, sir. As soon as Colonel Raul has them chosen for me.”
“I’ll be sure to let him know.” Frenier’s ominous smirk spoke of something sinister. The need for the soldiers to be trained now, though Raul laid in limbo with indecision, presented another pressure the colonel would be pleased to pierce into Raul’s back. Dray had been ready before Raul and Frenier knew that would anger him. He saw Lane’s affection for Raul, and how Raul persuaded the general, even the president, over the past years to begin construction on the SCM. He would not give up his girl and way of military life easily.
Exiting the office, Lane turned to him.
“I thought you didn’t want the SCM? Why are you so determined to ensure the program runs effectively?”
“Because, my dear,” he gazed at her as if she could be naive, innocent. “Despite the colonel’s wishes, the general has put me in charge. Colonel Raul will not lead the military as he desires. The general will never allow him.” Guiding her to the classified room, he continued. “With you watching the SCM headquarters develop, with eyes and ears inside all rooms, and me in charge...” his grin slipped from concealment, “the SCM will never belong to Raul.”
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