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Over the years I have been fortunate to have many read my words and share with me their thoughts and feelings on that which I have made. Many of my writings were lost over time. My first home, my first marriage and so on. Just as friends have been lost with the passage of time. I have many who have remained at my side over the many years. 

Thank you to Jason Zara and his family for being ever present. Putting up with my various forms of drama. We met in college in Mic Denfield’s class. A non-traditional class for a non-traditional friendship. More than thirty years now. More family than my own. It is an honor to know you and to be a part of your life.

Thank you also to Kevin Kuznicki. He read the version of events where Robert is an adult, traveling with his friends, the Guardians. Perhaps that book will someday see the light of day. I appreciate your love and support. I love you as a brother and think of you as a man of honor and integrity. 
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Chapter 1
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Danger. Lightning crackled again, thunder pealing a sharp clarion: Danger.

Rain beat steadily down. Cold. Numbing. The wind whispered dire warnings of what was to come.

Robert, bedraggled by the elements, stood beneath the bough of a tree, its thin leaves offering meager shelter. He tried to remember happier times, but the chill in his bones was echoed by the heavy clouds, pouring their sorrow over the land.

He couldn’t see far in the dark, so his vision turned inward instead. The rain soaked deeper than his skin. Slowly reaching the places grief had already hollowed.

Though only eight years old, he carried memories brighter than this storm. Not long ago, he'd lived in a mansion: his own room, food whenever he wanted it, warm clothes, a soft bed.

But Lyla, his sister, had wanted to leave. And if she left, he had to follow. She had always protected him. He couldn’t let her go alone.

Robert was small, but wiry. Strong in unexpected ways. Agile, intelligent, and capable for his age. But here, in the wet dark, he wasn't sure how he could help. Still, he knew one thing: He couldn’t help her at all... if he had stayed home.

Robert knew things had been tense at home, especially between Lyla and their father, Robert Sr.

Lyla was sixteen. Tall, athletic, with sharp blue eyes and dark brown hair, just like his. She had always been a little temperamental, especially as her power grew stronger. Robert Sr. was strict, particularly during training, and though Robert could see it wore on Lyla, he didn’t think she’d ever actually leave.

But she had.

Robert understood the pressure. All the drills. All the expectations. The constant need to be stronger, faster, more in control. And yet... he didn’t mind the training. Not really.

Using his power felt good, moving cups and bowls with his mind eased the pressure that built inside him. When he used his shadow to nudge the world, it felt like he was finally in control.

Lyla’s power wasn’t like that. She didn’t lift things. She didn’t shape the world outside. She shaped people. She could shape their feelings. She could control emotions. Love, lust, anger, fear, every emotion bowed to her ability. 

But every time she used her power, it dragged her own emotions up like a tide pulling debris from the deep. She would tremble with rage, or break into tears, long after the training ended. And lately, it had been getting worse.

Their father had pushed too hard, one time too many. And so, Lyla had left. Robert had gone with her, to her surprise, though she had agreed.

Gathering what money and supplies they could, they ran. Away from their father. Away from their home.

The first few days were the hardest. They knew their father had men searching, tracking. Watching.

They couldn’t use buses or trains, not with the risk of being seen. So they traveled on foot, sticking to side roads and back trails. They didn’t get far at first. Exhaustion slowed them, and fear pressed in from every shadow.

Eventually, they slipped inside a trailer hauling a tractor. The heavy tarp covering it offered just enough concealment though it did little to block out the cold. They stayed hidden there for a full day and night, shivering against the metal floor, barely speaking.

From there, they moved from one vehicle to another, always careful. Always watching.

Days passed like smoke. They paid for what meals they could, ate when luck allowed, and slept in any patch of darkness that would have them. Behind dumpsters. Under bridges. In shadows.

They crossed the country this way, slowly, quietly. keeping their heads down. Hiding their powers. Like shadows they passed unnoticed, speaking in whispers, and hiding their trail.

They had each other. They shared stories. Told jokes. Found comfort in whispered words and tired smiles. In a world that seemed determined to erase them, they held fast to the one thing they had left: Each other.

For a while, things had been good.

Lyla always managed to find work. Be it little jobs here and there it was still enough to keep them in food and supplies. She had a gift for making the world feel stable, even when it wasn’t.

She shared with Robert the secret of being strong; how to hold fear inside without letting it show. How to keep your head up when everything around you was falling apart.

At night, she’d tell him stories. Tales of noble knights and wandering questers who changed the world with pure hearts and unwavering minds. She spoke like she believed in those stories. Like she wanted Robert to believe in them too. With her voice, and her heart, she ensured he did.

The months changed Lyla. Freed from their father’s grip, she became more confident, more herself. She smiled more often. She even laughed; full, bright laughter that made her eyes sparkle like starlight. Her blue eyes glittered with a happiness Robert hadn’t seen in a long time.

He adored her. Under her gentle guidance, his own belief in himself had begun to grow, even stronger than he ever thought possible.

Thunder echoed again. Danger! It screamed through his mind like a warning bell.

The wind tore through his faded coat, forcing cold droplets down the collar of his shirt. Shivering, he could no longer ignore the thunder’s message. Tonight was an omen. Something was coming, something that would change everything.

He felt it.

With a breath that misted in the air, he made up his mind. He had to find Lyla. She’d told him to stay at the camp. Ordered him to. But something was wrong. Deep in his chest, he could feel it twisting. The night was too quiet. Too long.

She should have returned by now.

Moving quickly, Robert packed up all their gear, ready in case they had to run. He stashed it in the hollow of an old tree, just like Lyla had taught him. He swept the ground clear, brushing away footprints, erasing signs of their presence.

He did it well, just like she would have. The night was dark and heavy from the storm. He waited a moment more, but she didn’t come back.

He looked toward the woods. The trees were dark and laden with rain. He glanced back at the camp one last time, half-hoping Lyla would step out of the shadows, roll her eyes, and laugh at him for thinking the thunder was trying to talk. But she didn’t.

Heart pounding, Robert turned toward town and began to walk.

It wasn’t a large town, but big enough that he knew finding his sister wouldn’t be easy. Wandering the streets would take too long, and she could be anywhere.

He closed his eyes for a moment and reached out, not with his hands, but with his mind.

He focused on the last time she had made him laugh, using her power to brighten his mood. That warm flicker, months old, still lived inside him.

It was a memory. It was a feeling. It was a connection.

Tentatively, he reached for it. The link was faint, nearly lost in time. But it was there, buried in the shadows of his mind like a glowing thread. He followed it. Above him, the storm began to quiet. The rain slackened, though lightning still danced across the clouds like silent veins of fire.

Robert moved through the streets, past quiet shops, and shuttered windows. The grocery store. The post office. The gas station. He paused at each. Each of these places she had passed through, echoes of her energy lingering like footprints in his thoughts.

But she had moved on.

A tug in his chest, subtle but certain, pulled him down another road.

There, ahead of him, stood a mid-sized hotel, the kind with more stains than charm. A half-lit sign blinked the word “VACANCY” over a cracked parking lot. The pool beside it was dark and neglected, its water slick with leaves and debris.

This was the place. He felt it.

A loud crack of thunder shattered the stillness of the night. The rain fell in torrents, drowning out every sound, every shape. as though the world itself had been washed away. Danger.

The word roared through Robert’s mind like a scream, knocking him to his knees. Lightning arced from one edge of the sky to the other, white, and furious. For a heartbeat, everything lit up, and then the world vanished into darkness again. The rain blinded him, stung his skin, blurred the edges of everything.

Shivering, soaked, exhausted, he staggered beneath the overhang of the second floor. Pressing his back against the cold wall, he tried to breathe past the rising panic. He was worn down to the bone, but still that voice in his head cried out. Danger.

A breath, a whisper of a voice, something without or perhaps within, he saw her. Standing in an open doorway she was framed from the light inside. Lyla stepped out. Her dress was torn. Disheveled. Her hair clung to her face, soaked through. A strap of her bra was visible where the fabric had ripped, and a dark bruise had begun to bloom on her cheek.

Tears streamed down her face. Her blue eyes, once glittering with joy and strength, were wide and haunted.

Following behind her came a man, tall, at least six feet, with greasy hair and thick arms that had once been all muscle, now softened with age. His voice was a growl, full of venom. “Next time you don’t bring me my money, I’ll kill you.”

He shoved the door wider. “Go to 214. Take care of them. Maybe then you’ll have enough to go home.”

He was about to slam the door when he spotted Robert. “The hell you looking at, kid?”

Lyla turned. Her eyes landed on Robert. Her eyes, wide, disbelieving, horrified. In a flash, she rushed to him, yanking him away from the doorway. Her grip was strong, desperate.

The man ducked back into the room and slammed the door shut behind him. For a moment, all was silent but the rain. Lyla took a shaky breath, then pulled Robert into her arms and held him tight.

Robert didn’t move. He stared at her torn clothes, the bruise on her cheek, her trembling form. Anger bloomed in his chest like a fire. He had questions, dozens of them. but one truth settled in his mind with terrible clarity. They had survived... but the cost had been too high. “This is no better than being at home,” he whispered.

Lyla collapsed to her knees, clutching him tighter. Great, shuddering sobs burst from her chest, and tears poured down her face. Her strength had finally given out.

The door wrenched open with a crack of splintering wood. The large man stormed out, his eyes wild and vengeful. Without warning, he seized Robert by the arm and hoisted him off the ground like a ragdoll. “Maybe I’ll just keep him until you pay what you owe,” he bellowed, his voice thick with cruelty.

Robert kicked, twisting in the man’s grip, but the brute only laughed, a jagged, wicked sound that cut through the rain. He turned, dragging Robert back toward the open doorway.

“Let me go!” Robert shouted, panic rising.

Lyla’s eyes flared. No. “Put him down,” she said, her voice shaking with fury. “Now.”

The man paused, glanced back, smirking. “Or what?”

A shift passed through Lyla. Her breath came short. Her fists clenched at her sides, trembling with emotion as her power surged beneath her skin. “Give him back,” she snarled, eyes narrowing to slits. “Or I’ll make you wish you had.”

The man only chuckled, then reached inside the room, pulled a long, glinting knife from within a duffel bag. With a sneer, he hurled Robert into the room, slamming the door shut behind him. Then he turned to Lyla, blade gleaming in the lightning. “Should’ve brought more than words, girl.”

But Lyla didn’t flinch. The storm had finally come to her.

Lyla’s eyes blazed. Power radiated off her slight form like waves of heat, a brilliant inferno. The man hesitated. For a moment, fear flickered across his features, real fear. Then, with a sneer, he raised the knife.

But his hand trembled. His arm faltered. The blade slipped from his grasp and clattered to the ground. A heartbeat later, he dropped, knees buckling beneath him. He collapsed into a shivering heap, curling in on himself like a frightened child. His voice broke into ragged screams. “Don’t hit me!” he wailed, over and over, until his voice gave out. Sobbing, moaning, pleading. Then... stillness.

Lyla stepped over the blade. She reached into the room, pulled Robert into her arms, and they ran.

The storm chased them. Rain slashed from the sky like cold whips, the wind screaming in their ears. They tore through the streets, fleeing the town, until the buildings gave way to trees, and the downpour slowed to a whisper among the leaves.

Only then did they stop. Breathless. Shaking

.

They searched for their camp, but Robert’s care in hiding it had worked too well. Lyla’s frustration flashed briefly across her face, a tangle of emotion too deep to name. When she found the supplies in the tree hollow, relief softened her expression. She turned to Robert and wrapped him in a fierce hug.

He held her back, slowly, uncertainly. The tension in his limbs gave way to exhaustion. Neither spoke. Dropping to the grass, they lay side by side on the damp ground, catching their breath beneath the trees. The storm had passed.

Eventually, Lyla rose and moved to their supplies. Quietly, methodically, she began to prepare for travel.

Robert could tell his sister was angry. There was something else too, fear. It flickered at the edge of her eyes and stiffened her shoulders. Fear? Of what? What kind of person or thing could possibly frighten his sister?

And how was he supposed to tell her what he had reasoned? What he had seen? What were they supposed to do now?

Lyla sat by a tree stump, pulling a jacket from one of the bags. She put it on with trembling fingers, struggling for words. “We don’t have long, Robert,” she said finally, her voice low. “We have to move. We can’t stay here anymore.”

Robert’s chest still burned from the run. His legs felt like water, and the storm’s chill crept back into his bones now that the adrenaline had faded.

But he nodded, stood, and gathered the bags.

“I used my power today,” Lyla continued, brushing her damp hair from her face. “So now, we’ll use yours too. It’ll make travel easier.” She took his hands in hers. “Focus. Please, Robbie.”

Her power flowed into him like warmth, soft and steady, quieting the storm in his thoughts. His breathing slowed. He reached inward. Into the dark. Into the part of himself that moved without motion. His shadow stirred.

It spilled outward from his feet like thick smoke, sliding across the ground toward their gear. As it touched each bag, the items sank into it, one by one, until they had disappeared entirely, hidden in the folds of darkness.

Still holding his hand, Lyla smiled faintly. Together, they turned and began walking deeper into the woods. Hope filled Robert, this time, his own.
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The trees thinned as they moved, the sparse coverage allowing them to travel quickly through winding forest paths. Both knew they had to put as much distance as possible between themselves and the town, and the clearing where they had used their powers.

Robert’s body protested with every step. He was tired, cold, and drained from the night’s chaos. Even with the wind biting at his skin, he was grateful that the storm had finally passed.

Hours later, the first blush of dawn touched the horizon. They found another clearing nestled between tall oaks and set up a small fire, sheltered from the wind by a ring of rocks.

Standing side by side in front of the flickering flames, Robert and Lyla began to thaw. Robert looked behind them and smiled at the sight of his sister’s shadow dancing gently in the firelight. His own was absent, of course, still dwelling in the Other, where it carried their supplies.

Lyla placed a hand on his shoulder, sending a ripple of calm through his thoughts. Robert understood. She needed their gear. He knelt, closing his eyes to focus.

With effort, he reached for the tether that bound him to his Shadow and pulled. One by one, their supplies emerged from the darkness, gaining shape and weight as they crossed back into this world.

As the last bag settled onto the forest floor, his Shadow slid back into place beside Lyla’s. Robert stood, smiling with pride. He looked to his sister, hoping to see approval in her eyes, some spark of recognition at how far he’d come.

But instead... he saw horror. She stared past him, face pale, lips parted.

Robert turned. And froze.

His father stood twenty feet away, grim, and unmoving, like a figure carved from stone. His eyes burned with fury. “Did you think I couldn’t find you?” Robert Sr. growled, stepping forward. “I made you. Whenever you use your gifts... I know.” His voice darkened. “You are mine, and I will never let you go.”

With slow menace, he advanced.

Lyla stepped in front of Robert, her body trembling but her stance unyielding. With a cry of defiance, she hurled her power at Robert Sr. It struck like a wave, a nearly tangible force, slamming into their father with the weight of her rage and fear.

The blast staggered him. He stumbled backward, grunting in pain. But with a growl, Robert Sr. shook it off. His eyes blazed as he resumed his advance, shoulders hunched like a predator, teeth bared.

“Run, Robert!” Lyla screamed. “Please run! I’ll hold him!” Robert froze, torn between the instinct to obey and the urge to help. His body trembled, every muscle aching, and sweat slid down his spine in cold rivulets. But as he watched his father lunged toward Lyla, something inside him snapped. He turned back, growling through clenched teeth. With a surge of focus, he called on his Shadow. In the blink of an eye, it slid into place beneath Robert Sr.’s feet, solidifying into a low, invisible brick at ankle height.

The older man slammed into it mid-step, stumbling hard. He snarled in frustration, twisting to keep his balance. The distraction was enough. Lyla seized the opening. She unleashed another wave of emotion, sharper and more focused than before. It cut into their father’s mind like a blade of ice and fire. Panic surged through him, dredged from the depths of his worst fears. He dropped to his knees, clutching his head.

“No! No—!” he whimpered, folding in on himself, trembling.

Lyla didn't stop. She pressed harder, face twisted in fury and sorrow, battering his mind until he collapsed entirely, a once-fearsome man reduced to a cowering heap on the forest floor.

As Robert Sr. fell into a catatonic silence, Lyla allowed herself a faint smile. In her eyes, Robert saw something he hadn’t seen in a long time ... satisfaction. Not just for what she had done, but for him, too. For their strength. Their defiance.

Together, they grabbed their supplies and ran. The bags were heavy, awkward in their arms, but there was no time to pull the Shadow to carry them now. They pushed forward, breath ragged, muscles burning, until the woods fell behind them.

Dried flats stretched to the horizon, dusky and silent. They ran faster and further than they ever had, their footsteps echoing in the desolate expanse. Finally, they reached a narrow crevice. They dropped into it, gasping, their bodies curled tight against the rock, lungs heaving. Just a moment to breathe. When they found the strength, they climbed out again and pressed on, as though their father’s shadow still chased them.

A rocky hill rose in the distance. Past it, scattered stones littered the land, and nestled in the center of it all was a small pond, still and blue under the fading sky. There, they collapsed. Sleep came swiftly, too fast to resist. But not for long.

Lyla woke to the soft sound of tears. Robert lay curled beside her, shoulders shaking, his small frame tight with emotion. He was trying not to make a sound, stifling the sobs. She pulled him into her arms without a word, holding him close. He wiped at his eyes, breathing unevenly. “Dad almost got us,” he whispered, voice cracking. “Because we used our powers.”

Lyla tightened her embrace, wishing her warmth alone could take away the fear in his voice. Her fingers curled against his back. She wanted so badly to reach into his mind, to soothe him with her gift, to erase the pain. But she didn’t. Instead, she held him tighter, letting the silence speak for her, a promise unspoken, but understood.

In time she spoke, “It’s okay, Robbie. We got away.” Lyla held him close, her voice steady, reassuring. “We learned he can track us when we use our gifts, so we just have to be smart now. We only use them when we have to. If we do that, we’ll be fine. It’s been months already. We’re so close. He can’t keep looking forever. His whole empire will fall apart if he keeps searching for us.”

She could feel his trembling start to fade, the hiccups of his crying growing softer. When she looked down again, she realized he’d fallen asleep in her arms. His face was streaked with tears, but his breathing was steady.

The next day passed quickly as they foraged, hoping to find anything that might sustain them. They searched for berries, nuts, eggs, absolutely anything. But the land offered little. The meager supplies they carried were dwindling fast, and there was no sign of a nearby town. No place where Lyla could find work, or where they could safely stop for long.

Robert, quiet but determined, stripped bark from a tree. With his shadow, he crushed it into soft fibers, pulling it into long strands. He fashioned a simple fishing line and managed to trap a few tiny fish. It was enough for a midday meal, barely more than a snack, but it kept them going. Their stomachs still ached with hunger, their bodies tired, but they pressed on.

As the sun began to dip, they spotted a helicopter in the distance.

Without a word, they ducked low, pressing themselves into the sparse underbrush. The woods were thin here, offering little cover. They held their breath, barely daring to move.

The helicopter passed overhead, slow, and ominous. Then it faded into the distance. It didn’t circle back.

Maybe they hadn’t been seen.

That night, they built a small fire beneath the cover of low-hanging tree boughs. Lyla struck flint and steel over dry moss, and tree kindling, until the spark took hold. The smoke was faint, kept low by the wind and careful placement. It wasn’t much, but it gave them warmth and helped dry the dampness from their clothes.

Huddled close to the fire, the silence between them felt less like fear and more like comfort. They had survived another day.

We’re still here. We’re still together. And we’re going to be okay.

––––––––
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Taking stock of their supplies was disheartening. A Leatherman, a hatchet, one torn sleeping bag, a small tent, and a mostly empty first aid kit. Rounding that out they had one hundred and twenty-one dollars. The rest of their supplies even less than the first, Bel Vita crackers, a handful of beef jerky, and a few changes of clothes. Not nearly enough.

Exhausted, they didn’t have the strength to keep the fire alive, and let it flutter out. They pulled on their extra clothing and huddled together in the sleeping bag, trying to share warmth. In the stillness, birds trilled softly in the trees, little chirps that rose and fell like a quiet conversation.

It made Robert smile to imagine them talking about the two strange humans sleeping below. Sleep came quickly.

––––––––
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“That’s them, alright. Now, be careful. They’re said to be armed and dangerous.” The voice was soft. Too soft. But it crawled along Robert’s spine like a fire ant, and he woke with a sharp gasp, eyes flying open.

Beside him, Lyla stirred, already half-awake, her breath shallow, her body alert. Robert could feel her scanning the woods without moving.

Then he saw them. Two shadows, deeper than the natural dark of the trees, moving fifteen feet away through the underbrush. Slowly, silently, inching closer.

Then the moon slipped free of a cloud. For a brief second, the two figures were revealed. Combat gear. Over six feet tall. Heavily armed. And then like they were made of smoke, they slid back into the shadows.

Robert had seen enough to know who they were. His father’s men. The one who’d spoken, a stranger, moved like someone used to commanding rooms. But the other, Robert knew him. Lucan. Gruff. Brutal. The other guards feared him, whispered his name with caution. Robert had only ever glimpsed him in passing back home, but now, under the light of the moon, Lucan was unmistakable.

A flash of silver: a long, jagged knife drawn from his hip, gleamed as he advanced.

“No killing,” the first man said tersely. “Try not to hurt them. Remember.” Lucan stepped forward into the moonlight, eyes glittering, his grin wide and joyless. He shrugged, not bothering to answer. The knife in his hand caught the light again, eager, ready.

Beside Robert, Lyla tensed her whole body coiled, muscles straining like a wire pulled too tight. He didn’t know what she was planning, but whatever it was, it was coming fast. He had to be ready.

With slow, deliberate care, Robert eased the zipper of the sleeping bag down. He positioned himself to spring, eyes darting to the hatchet just a few feet away. One jump, and he’d have it.

He wished, ached, to reach out to Lyla the way they used to, mind to mind, thought to thought. Back home, it had been second nature. Now? It was like she had slammed that door shut, and bolted it from the other side.

He didn’t know what he’d done wrong. Didn’t know how to fix it. But he hoped one day she’d tell him. Maybe one day she'd trust him again.

Then he noticed the fire. It should have been nothing more than glowing embers, maybe a soft flicker. Instead, it was blazing. Roaring.

The gathered wood stacked nearby, wood they hadn’t lit, was now fully engulfed, flames licking upward, throwing off intense heat. The fire crackled wildly, illuminating the campsite in a dancing golden glow.

And Lyla hadn’t moved. She was staring straight ahead, jaw clenched, eyes burning.

Feeling Lyla tense, Robert sprang from the sleeping bag. He reached out with his Shadow and seized the largest burning log from the fire. It was heavy in his mind, dragging through the air like it weighed a thousand pounds. He could almost feel the searing heat biting at him through the connection. The flames licked through the space between the worlds. Gritting his teeth, he slammed the flaming log into the speaker’s face.

The man staggered, trying to dodge, but it was too late, the blow struck home. His hair caught fire instantly. With a scream of pain and panic, he dropped to the ground, rolling frantically to extinguish the flames.

Lucan only chuckled. Unfazed, he stepped forward, knife gleaming, grin savage. He raised the blade and swung it low toward Lyla’s stomach, and walked straight into an avalanche.

Lyla's rage, fear, and trauma detonated outward like a shockwave. The impact hit Lucan like a physical force, doubling him over with a grunt of pain. She didn’t stop. Screaming, Lyla unleashed everything she had: every fear she'd buried, every memory she'd survived. Lucan stumbled, dropped the knife, fell to his knees. Still, she pressed the assault. Until he collapsed flat on the ground, eyes rolling back, his mind twisting into dark, subconscious depths.

Nearby, the speaker had smothered the flames. He was charred, furious, and gasping. He began to rise. But Robert was ready.

Once again, Robert took hold of the burning log with his Shadow, bracing against the strain. It moved faster this time, heavier in the real world, but lighter in his mind. With a surge of focus, he brought it crashing down squarely on the man’s skull. There was a crack, a thud. Then silence. The speaker dropped, unconscious.

Lyla began rolling the sleeping bag, her movements quick and practiced.

Robert reached out with his Shadow to stamp out the fire, the flames hissing as they were swallowed into the earth. The embers died. Smoke curled into the cold air.

“It’s time to go, Robbie,” Lyla said, slinging her bag over one shoulder. “This time we keep going until we’re far from here.” She smiled, a real one, and Robert smiled back. He was pretending he wasn’t cold, or sore, or scared. Pretending he wasn’t ready to collapse. As long as Lyla believed in him, he could carry the world.

He turned to gather the rest of their things, and the earth shook.

Something dropped from the trees above. Not fell, dropped, like a boulder from the sky. The impact trembled through Robert’s feet.

The figure was enormous. Towering. Nine feet tall, maybe more. His body was all muscle and ancient rage, and from his head jutted two massive, curling horns. Before Robert could react, the creature brought one massive hand down upon Lyla.

CRACK. She was slammed to the ground, unmoving, her limbs sprawled as if boneless. “No!” Robert screamed.

The beast turned to him. Another massive hand came swiping through the air, but the burning log was still floating in Robert’s Shadow. It met the blow mid-swing.

BOOM. The log shattered, a fiery explosion of embers and splinters. The figure stepped through the smoke. His eyes glowed red.

“I am Iron Buffalo,” he said, voice low and resonant, like it had risen from the deep places of the world. “You are prey.”

He pointed a finger at Robert. “Run, child, and I will chase you down and trample you.” Then a cruel grin. “Stay... and I might only pound you into the earth.”

He struck his chest with both fists, a deep thud echoing like a war drum.

Then he roared, a roar from another world, and tossed his horns in a great, sweeping motion, like the bull he was named for.

Robert twisted his shadow with shaking hands, forming bricks in front of Iron Buffalo. Then he turned and ran.

The massive creature plowed through the bricks as if they were nothing more than mist. Each shattered one vanished behind him without slowing his stride. The ground trembled under his charge.

Robert stumbled but kept going, searching for a way, any way, to draw this mountain of muscle away. If he could just hold Iron Buffalo’s attention long enough, maybe Lyla could recover. Maybe they could still escape.

Behind him, Iron Buffalo grinned each time he got close. His massive hands swung through the air with terrifying speed. The early swings had been controlled, meant to grab him. But now they were wild, lethal. Meant to crush. If one of them connected, Robert knew he’d be dead.

With desperation rising like bile, Robert summoned more bricks from the darkness. He couldn’t make them very strong, his power was almost spent, but they didn’t have to last. Just long enough.

One after another, he formed shadow bricks in midair, climbing them like stairs that faded the moment he left each one. They groaned beneath his small weight, barely holding. Forty-five pounds, and still too heavy.

But he climbed. One brick. Then another. Then another.

Each step burned his muscles, and his mind screamed under the strain. The bricks weren’t just physical; they were mental. He was forcing them into the world through sheer willpower, and he was so, so tired.

But he kept going. Higher. Out of reach.

Iron Buffalo snarled beneath him, red eyes tracking upward.

And still, Robert climbed, into the night, into exhaustion, into hope.

He was nearly to a tall tree when he noticed Iron Buffalo reaching down. From a holster at his waist, the horned giant pulled a pair of metal rods. With a practiced motion, he twisted them together. They locked both pieces into a long staff, and with a press of a button, the weapon extended with a metallic snap.

Then, without warning, Iron Buffalo threw it. Robert wasn’t ready. He reached for another brick, but the moment the staff hit it, the shadow dissolved, gone. With nothing to hold him, Robert fell.

Wind screamed past his ears as the ground rushed up to meet him. Below, Iron Buffalo charged forward, arms wide, ready to catch him like a victorious hunter. “I’ve got you now, boy,” the monster growled.

Panic turned to instinct. Robert's eyes locked on the staff lying on the ground, just within reach. He poured the last of his strength into his Shadow. The staff flew to his hand.

As he fell, Robert twisted midair and swung it with all he had left. It struck Iron Buffalo square in the side of the head with a crack. The giant crashed to the ground. Robert managed a small, victorious smile. Then he crashed into the ground and the world vanished into black.
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“C’mon! We must go.” Robert was dragged out of the darkness by Lyla’s voice. He stood shakily, his legs wobbling beneath him. For a moment, he could barely stay upright. Lyla grabbed his arm and pulled him forward, urgency in every step. They nearly stumbled over the massive sleeping form of Iron Buffalo.

As they passed, Robert’s hand shot out and grabbed the metal staff he had used earlier. It was cold and solid in his grip. At least now he had a weapon, one he knew he could wield.

The world was still cloaked in night, and he had no idea where Lyla was taking them. He was beyond tired, exhausted, and each step felt like dragging iron weights through mud. Sleep tugged at him like a tide, and only Lyla’s grip kept him moving forward.

Then it struck. A knife of fear, sudden and sharp, plunged into his chest and twisted. It jolted him back to full awareness.

Lyla’s eyes locked with his. Something passed between them, a warning. A cry of danger without words. Robert brought the staff up instinctively, muscles screaming in protest.

His Shadow, drawn by the threat, flowed over the staff like liquid ink, coiling and merging with the metal. The fear vanished.

In its place, something darker whispered at the edges of his mind. The staff, now cloaked in Shadow, pulled at him, offering strength, clarity, power. Robert’s grip tightened. He felt something new stirring in the bond between him and the Shadow. No longer just a tool... now, it was an extension of himself.

His sister reached out to grab him again, but her arms vanished into the swirling Shadow. They didn’t come through. Startled, Robert froze.

From behind them came the unmistakable crack of branches and murmurs, voices. They were being hunted. Again.

Lyla leaned forward, cautiously peeking around the edge of the shadowy cloud. Slowly, she withdrew her arms. Still intact. She turned to Robert and gave a low whistle.

“Well,” she said with a grin, “that’s new.”

Robert’s heart pounded. They had to escape. Now. They had not the strength to fight. They couldn’t outrun those men again, not in this state. Not without a miracle. As that thought struck him, the Shadow pulsed, then widened.

A swirling hole tore open in its center, deep and dark and shimmering at the edges like smoke made of ink. A portal. Robert stumbled back, nearly dropping the staff. The portal churned silently, daring him.

“No choice for it,” Lyla said, tossing him a wink. “Let’s see what happens.”

She blew him a kiss and jumped through.

Gone. No trace on the other side. Robert’s breath caught. Panic clawed at him. He didn’t know how this had happened. He didn’t know where it led. But Lyla was inside.

And he couldn’t, no, wouldn’t, let her face whatever came next alone.

He stepped forward, the portal shrinking. Then he dove in. Darkness swallowed him.

Even before he hit the other side, he felt his strength drain like water through open hands. The staff slipped from his fingers. His body crumpled as he landed, limp and weightless. No shaking, no sound, no light could wake him.
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Chapter 2
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Misti had always known she was different from other children. For as long as she could remember, she’d been stronger, faster, and smarter. Not just compared to kids her age, but even to many of the adults around her. By the time she was eight, she could lift the doghouse with Sadie, her German Shepherd, still inside. She could run to school and beat the bus there. But she’d learned early on that standing out was dangerous. People feared what they couldn’t understand. And she had seen too many others suffer just for being different. So Misti was careful, very careful, not to be noticed.

Misti was taller than most girls her age, already nearly five feet and still growing. Slim and pretty, she often caught the eyes of older boys, though she wished she didn’t. Too much attention meant too many people watching, and that was dangerous. Her hair had once been a wild mix of blond, brown, and red, catching sunlight in a thousand different ways. Over the summer, she’d finally convinced her mom to let her dye it a simple, quiet brown, just one more way to blend in before school started.

Today, she made a mistake. A boy from the grade ahead cornered her and demanded her lunch money. Misti didn’t want to hand it over, she knew he couldn’t really make her, but she wasn’t sure how to stop him without revealing what she was. She was still weighing her options when his fist struck her cheek. She felt nothing. It didn’t hurt. It didn’t even move her. Still lost in thought, she didn’t react to the second punch, or the third. It was only on the third strike that she realized her mistake. She should have flinched. She should have at least pretended. But it was too late. Hesitantly, she raised her hand to block the next blow, hoping to salvage the illusion.

She heard the other kids whispering, their voices sharp with fear and confusion. She’s weird. She’s not normal. She’s crazy. Misti knew then, she had messed up. When the boy kicked her, she let the kick knock her down. She screamed, faking the pain she couldn’t feel. He kept kicking, and she kept up the act, forcing tears that wouldn’t come on their own. Finally, a teacher arrived and pulled him away. The boy was sent to the principal, and Misti was gently led to the nurse’s office.

The walk to the nurse’s office was harder than Misti expected, not because she was hurt, but because she had to pretend she was. She sniffled and hunched over, faking each step like it pained her. Misti hated lying, but she didn’t see another choice. What would the nurse say if she couldn’t find a single bruise? Would the other kids talk? How could she possibly explain what had happened without revealing everything?

When the teacher opened the door to the nurse’s office, it was empty. He gave her a sympathetic pat on the shoulder before leaving to check on the boy. Misti sat on the bench, heart pounding. Ten minutes passed. Still no nurse. Deciding it was better to slip away quietly than risk questions she couldn’t answer, Misti slid off the bench and quietly made her way back to class, hoping no one would say a word.

Misti returned home quietly, hoping no calls or messages had been sent ahead of her. She loved her parents, but they didn’t always understand her. To them, she was their perfect little girl ... polite, quiet, sweet. Not someone who could lift a doghouse or outrun the school bus. They didn’t see her the way she saw herself, and that was fine. It was safer that way.

Once home, Misti sat down to do her homework. It was easy. Far too easy. But she’d figured out how to make it look harder than it was. She added in a few strategic mistakes, just enough to appear clever, but not brilliant. It was important to seem smart but not too smart. Gifted kids got noticed. They were pulled into different classes, watched more closely. That wasn’t something Misti could risk. Standing out meant being discovered.

Maybe someday she’d be accepted. At school, at home, wherever she went. But that day felt impossibly far away. For now, she had no choice but to keep hiding who she was. Because if she didn’t...what then? Maybe her parents wouldn’t love her anymore. Maybe her friends would think she was a freak. Maybe someone would come and take her away. She’d heard whispers about kids like that, children who were different, who disappeared. All Misti wanted was a normal life. Quiet. Safe. Invisible.

She glanced up at her parents in the front seat, her father behind the wheel, tall and bookish, adjusting his horn-rimmed glasses as he drove. Her mother sat beside him, dressed in a homemade gown, a touch of blush on her cheeks, the image of a proper Southern lady. They were laughing and teasing each other about the trip, their voices light and happy. It was her first time going to Disney World. She should have been excited.

And she was. Sort of. There would be lots of people there. Watching, observing the children. Would she stand out? How could she pretend to be just another child, she wasn’t. She wanted to be, but there was no way she could pass among so many other children as normal. 

She was certain it would be fun. It would make her laugh. There might even be a ride that would scare her. Would she react? In surprise would she use her strength or her speed? 

They had received a message from the school about the bully’s attack. Her father’s response wasn’t anger, at least, not outwardly. Instead, he decided what the family really needed was time together. A road trip. Just the three of them, driving down from Georgia and talking along the way.

Her father always had the funniest stories, especially about the odd characters he met during his travels for work. He could spin a simple encounter at a gas station into a comedy sketch. Her mother, ever the social butterfly, always had something to add. As an active member of the community, she knew everyone, all the teachers, neighbors, store clerks, even the mail carrier. She hosted the PTA at least once a month at their house and was known for her warmth, her homemade pies, and her near-magical ability to remember everyone's birthday. To the outside world, they were the perfect family. And most days, Misti could almost believe it too.

Misti felt different though. She loved her parents with her whole heart, but they seemed like simple people. Nothing extraordinary about them all. How could she have come from such ordinary parents? Oh they were smart, charming, funny, and good decent people, of that she was certain. But they weren’t the same as her. They lived normal lives, and she was as far from normal as she could ever imagine. 

Her parents mostly talked to each other, but they never seemed to mind that Misti was listening. If anything, they welcomed it. She felt included. Loved, and part of something whole. They didn’t censor their conversations around her, and Misti treasured that. She got to hear everything: stories, gossip, plans, ideas. It made her feel important.

She loved their car trips most of all. The rolling hills, the windows down, her mother humming along to a tune on the radio. It was in these moments she felt the most connected. She longed for the day when she would have something of her own to contribute; anything really, news, a discovery, a story worth telling.

Today, her mother was singing softly, a sweet Southern lullaby she’d heard since she was small. Misti leaned her head against the window, letting the sunlight warm her cheek. But beneath the music, something else caught her attention.

A horn. Not a musical one, long and low, like a warning. It came from somewhere in the distance, distorted by the hills. She looked around, squinting through the glare, but saw nothing. The horn blew again. Louder this time. Closer.

She felt a creeping unease crawl up her spine. Her father was still smiling, nodding in rhythm with the music. Everything looked so bright, so peaceful. Too peaceful.

They crested a hill and dipped into a valley. The road ahead curved and met a set of railroad tracks.

And then ... A flash of steel. A blare of sound. And impact. The train struck the car broadside. There was no time to scream. The horn blasted through her bones. The vehicle crumpled, twisted, and lifted from the ground, flung like a toy in the hand of an angry god. The world broke apart. Glass, metal, voices, fire, all of it spiraled into the sky and scattered on the wind.

Misti’s seatbelt tore apart with a sharp snap, the strength of her panic overwhelming her usual restraint. She reached out, arms flailing, desperate to grasp her parents. But they were already spinning away from her, lost in the chaos.

Then she was airborne. Not by choice. Not by will.

Just flying, flung through the sky like a broken doll. Wind screamed past her ears. The world spun in a dizzy blur, shards of glass, twisted metal, and bits of cloth all tumbling with her in the air. She saw the lake rushing up to meet her.

Then the fall. Brutal. Unrelenting. Even her unnatural strength, her great resilience, her resistance meant nothing against the sheer violence of the crash.

She slammed into the surface of the lake with bone-jarring force. For one strange, weightless moment, there was peace. Then the water swallowed her whole. Down she went. Into the cold. Into the dark.
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Misti woke as hands gently pulled her back from the water’s edge. She wasn’t coughing. Wasn’t choking. Just... soaked.

Someone nearby asked if she was breathing. She was. Oddly, she felt perfect. No pain. No wounds. No bruises. Nothing.

But her memory came flooding back, fierce, and sudden. Her mind recoiled. She slipped into a quiet place inside herself, where she couldn’t hear the questions or the
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