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Jack Kamping stood at the edge of Bruce Lake, staring into the dark water as if it might blink back.

The wind carried the scent of pine—and something older. Something unnatural buried deep in the lake’s heart.

Thirty-six years hadn’t dulled the memory. The screaming. The blood. The impossible creature soaring out of the mist.

Some places forget. Bruce Lake remembered.

Once hidden in the depths of Upper Michigan, the lake was never just a lake. It was a testing ground for things that should never have been born. Genetic monstrosities, whispered government experiments, and a singular beast that had haunted Jack’s dreams every night since 1980—the Gilgamesh. Born of alien DNA, shaped by the savagery of crocodile and condor, it wasn’t just a weapon. It was legend, engineered terror with wings wide enough to blot out the sky, and eyes that knew what you feared before you did.

Jack had faced it once, back when he was just a college kid with three friends and a future. Only he had survived. And even that felt like a mistake.

But survival came with a cruel twist. The deeper truth revealed itself years later: the Gilgamesh wasn’t just his enemy. It was his kin. Jack’s blood carried the same alien code, a link forged in secrecy by Bruce Enterprises and black-budget labs like Area 51. He was both witness and weapon, an unwilling heir to a nightmare he never asked for.

Worse still was David. Once his closest friend. Now a betrayer who blamed Jack for everything—the mission gone wrong, the loss of Steven, the unholy curse they unearthed together on Footprint Island.
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Footprint Island 
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Mist clung to the island like breath on a mirror, veiling it from the world. Footprint sat at the lake’s center, unmapped and unnamed on any official document. The trees rose like ancient sentinels, their limbs knitting into a canopy so dense it denied even sunlight entry. Moss muffled every step. Time folded in on itself here.

At night, the island shifted.

Pine shadows writhed without wind. Shapes crawled in the corners of the eye—never there when you turned. Fireflies pulsed in unreadable patterns, like messages meant for something other than human eyes. And always, the sense of being watched. Not by a predator, but by something older. Patient.

Employees of Bruce Enterprises whispered of howls that echoed like sorrow. Some heard phantom laughter. Others swore the rustling leaves spoke their names. Few returned after sundown.

Rumors curled around the island like smoke: experiments beyond comprehension, rituals lost to time, the bending of quantum forces and alien designs. Even those with the highest clearance claimed ignorance.

But Jack knew better.

Footprint Island wasn’t a lab. It was a crucible. A wound in the world where science, myth, and madness intertwined. And for Jack, it had become the one place he could never truly escape.

Not while the Gilgamesh still lived.

Not while David plotted revenge.

Not while the truth pulsed in his own blood.



Part I

Jack Kamping
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Chapter 1
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The Life of the Mind

In a dream that blurred the edges of memory and illusion, Jack Kamping found himself back in his favorite café. The rich aroma of freshly ground beans clung to the air, mingling with quiet conversation and the soft clink of spoons—sounds that once brought comfort. But something was wrong. Fog coiled around him like spectral tendrils, obscuring vision, dulling breath, turning warmth into unease.

Kim sat nearby, her presence both grounding and elusive. Jack moved toward her, heart tightening with each step. Her eyes met his with quiet understanding, and when she reached to embrace him, the years melted. Yet beneath her touch, unease gnawed. Not fear—but guilt.

He had never told her everything. Never explained why he kept her at a distance, even when she had been his anchor through the darkest storms of his life. In the real world, her voice still echoed in his mind—a tether to a gentler past, a life he might have lived if he’d had the courage.

Their Boston days flooded back, once golden with laughter and late-night walks, now dulled by the patina of regret. The café, once a sanctuary, had turned strange—its cozy walls now pressing inward, echoing his loneliness.

Then came David Gilmore.

He stepped from the fog like a fracture in the dream. An aurora pulsed around him—not warm, but electric, dissonant. Jack flinched. David’s presence shattered the fragile comfort, his every movement stirring confusion, betrayal, grief. The air thickened. The dream began to tilt.

The scene dissolved, reassembling into the twisted cliffs and dark canopy of Footprint Island. Jack stood there again—bow in hand, the sky bleeding above him, the monstrous shape of the Gilgamesh slicing through the clouds. The battle returned in fragments: screams, feathers, blood in the dirt.

He released the arrow.

The Gilgamesh fell near the tallest pine, its wings folding like the bones of a bridge giving way.

A silence followed. A hollow victory.

Jack stood alone on the deck, overlooking Bruce Lake, clutching a glass of Scotch that brought no warmth. Shadows crept along the treeline—too many, too fast. An army was forming. Creatures with wings and hollow eyes. The freaks had returned.

They weren’t just coming for him. They were inside him.

Hallucinations curled through his mind like smoke, whispering in voices he almost recognized. Language turned to static. Memory bent. Jack’s knees buckled.

Then came the cry—from somewhere within, urgent and raw:

“Wake up, Jack. Wake up!”

* * *
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Ownership

Lying on his bed in the enclosed porch on Footprint Island, Jack snapped awake, drenched in sweat and tangled in his sheets. For a fleeting moment, Kim’s voice lingered—a whisper from the dream urging him to wake. It vanished as quickly as it came, leaving behind only the quiet of the cabin and the pounding in his chest.

His body felt distant, his mind fogged with flickering images. He struggled to reassemble the memory: paddling to the island under cover of darkness, pitching a tent in the woods, plotting to rid himself of enemies both external and buried within. Staring up at the low ceiling, he clung to the fragile notion that this could be a beginning—a clean slate. A rebirth.

Kim Holland still visited his dreams. Always had. But rarely did she reach this deep, into the darker corners he usually kept hidden. Jack had cared for her more than he ever admitted—even to himself. She had been his lighthouse when the world drowned him in shadows. And he had kept her at arm’s length, thinking it was protection. Maybe it was just cowardice.

David’s face, however, tore through the fog with cruel precision. The betrayal, still raw, had rewound the clock. Back to Northeastern. Back to the four of them: Jack, David, Sam, and Steven—inseparable in those reckless years, carving weekends into memory with beer, blaring music, and late-night drives to Sam’s family cabin in New Hampshire. A bond forged in youth, later broken by blood.

But today was different. Today Jack claimed something.

Outside, a breeze stirred the trees, whispering through the screens. A squirrel chattered nearby. The simple rhythm of the woods grounded him. He sat up slowly, wiping sweat from his brow, and crossed to the old trunk in the corner—David’s trunk. Still there after all these years.

Inside lay a jumble of clothes: sun-bleached shorts, threadbare T-shirts, two fraying caps. Jack sifted through them, the fabric soft with memory. Near the bottom, a flash of color stopped him—a tie-dye shirt, wild and bright. He had given it to David on his nineteenth birthday. He smiled despite himself and pulled it on, the fabric cool against his skin. Something about it fit.

Deeper in the trunk, his fingers brushed cardboard. He lifted the box and smiled again—protein bars. He unwrapped one and took a bite, chewing as the morning light crept through the porch windows, casting long, dappled shadows across the floorboards.

In the living area, his eyes landed on the empty Scotch bottle—tilted on its side, still catching light. A monument to relapse. He didn’t remember bringing it in from the deck. Or much of anything, really.  “The Demon Drink,” he muttered, recalling a joke from an AA meeting he and Kim had once laughed at—God, years ago now. That laugh felt galaxies away.

The cabin itself felt like an extension of the island. One open room, the kitchen blending into living space. A small gas stove stood sentry by the door, near a steel sink where a mug and cereal bowl waited to be cleaned. The fridge was stocked with pre-labeled containers: breakfast, lunch, all prepped with mechanical precision—David’s signature. Jack grinned. Live to eat versus eat to live. Steven would’ve rolled his eyes. He checked the cabinets: paper plates, plastic utensils, backup water jugs. Two keys hung from a hook on a lanyard, probably for the deck container or the boats. Everything in its place. Just like David.

In the far corner, the Vermont Castings stove waited—heavy, silent, dependable. A stack of seasoned wood leaned beside it. Nearby, a first aid kit, folded linens, a stash of blankets. Jack nodded to himself. The bunker’s ready.

The cabin had aged well. Wooden beams overhead, paneled walls still warm with resin and memory. A wide window let in a slice of forest—shifting green and early light. The place smelled of pine and old smoke. It felt... safe.

But Jack’s eyes drifted to the corner desk, where the illusion of safety faltered.

Notebooks. Maps. A blinking laptop. And sprawled across the large drafting table: David’s world. Creatures drawn in fine detail, labeled with pencil and care. Some looked like dreams. Others, like nightmares.

Then he saw the page. A single sheet, typed and marked with underlines. A heading across the top:

* * *
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Summary Report on the Lifeforms at Bruce Lake
David Gilmore — June 22, 1998

As a biologist studying organisms derived from alien DNA, I have observed key behavioral and physiological patterns, particularly in response to solar radiation. Based on genetic and field evidence, the original alien species most likely evolved on a planet orbiting a cooler star—one with significantly reduced ultraviolet exposure. This could explain the acute radiation sensitivity displayed by these Earth-bound hybrids.

Field observations at Bruce Lake confirm that aquatic variants exhibit greater resilience than their terrestrial or aerial counterparts. The lake acts as a natural UV buffer, allowing these mutants to thrive in deeper waters without direct sun exposure. Most species congregate in the cove near the dam, drawn by nutrient-rich bacterial blooms that serve as both sustenance and camouflage. This zone functions as a primary rest habitat during daylight hours.

One notable exception is a species of massive crawfish, dubbed “Claws of Doom.” Unlike the others, they bask in sunlight for short periods, seemingly protected by a thick exoskeleton that deflects or absorbs solar damage—behavior more akin to turtles than crustaceans.

Yet it is their behavioral anomalies that stand apart.

Approaching them triggers faint ground vibrations and a high-frequency hum, as if they operate on an alternate wavelength. Their movements are deliberate, their reactions too coordinated for mere instinct. I’ve recorded rhythmic clicks and taps exchanged between individuals—potential evidence of a language or an evolved form of signal-based intelligence. The implications, if confirmed, are profound.

For now, activity patterns suggest a daily dormancy between 11 a.m. and 3 p.m., during which time surface exploration and swimming remain relatively safe. These beings appear to exhibit communal empathy and internal harmony, though they become aggressively defensive if provoked or threatened.

Further observation is required. Caution is advised.

* * *
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Jack leaned back, eyes scanning the lines again. It wasn’t just data—it was a mirror. The words stirred something in him, a flicker of recognition. A link.

He thought about his own aversion to sunlight. The hats. The long sleeves. The sunscreen. Always cautious. Never questioned it. But now... maybe it hadn’t just been about protection. Maybe it was inheritance.

He turned to the drawings. The “Anomalous Jellyfish” drifted in spectral elegance—its tendrils curling like thoughts in deep water. Beside it, the Claws of Doom, claws raised, their armored plates inked in obsessive detail. And nearby, an eel-like creature labeled Shadows of the Deep, its eyes like slits in smoke.

A note, scrawled hastily in David’s handwriting, had been pinned beneath the crawfish sketch:

Approaching them requires a different strategy. The usual methods won’t suffice. They must accept your presence. Their clicks, taps, and hums feel like more than instinct. It’s as if they’re testing us—deciding whether to let us in.

Jack searched the pile.

Two sketches were missing.

He didn’t need to ask which.

The Gronk—the one that took Steven.

And the Gilgamesh—the one that wouldn’t let go.

He stood, pushing the pages aside. The weight of the report stayed with him, a quiet pressure behind the eyes. Jack took a swig of water and pulled on his safari hat. Before stepping outside, he paused.

The sun filtered through the treetops like a warning.

The light was no longer just light.

It was something to survive.

* * *
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Later that morning, Jack emerged from the cabin onto a deck overlooking the scene of last night’s turmoil. Placing his coffee cup on the railing, he reflected on the moment that had nearly cost him his life. Years of training had honed Jack’s archery skills, leading him to this moment of triumph. As he stood there, savoring victory, he marveled at the expanse of nature before him.

Descending the cedar stairs, Jack surveyed the clearing where the college boys had camped decades ago. Now, the area revealed a container and porta-potty for living on an isolated island. Retrieving the lanyard from inside, he unlocked the container to reveal supplies for survival, all organized and well-stocked. Exploring further, Jack discovered two propane tanks under the cabin, a generator, and batteries for electrical storage. Additionally, kayaks and canoes beneath the cabin hinted at the lake’s potential for exploration.

Memories flooded Jack’s mind as he recalled the boys’ teamwork and their ritual of clearing the walking path that spanned the perimeter of the island for the elder owners, Stella and Agnes Bruce. He remembered times of burning piles of deadwood into bonfires on the sandspit. The path beneath Jack’s feet felt smooth, almost like stepping into a time machine to that era. It was a world Kim had never seen, a bond she could never share, yet Jack found himself wishing she had—her sharp wit and steady presence might have filled the hollowness that lingered now.

During his walk along the path, he glanced to his left toward the towering white pine that held the nest, recalling how their party by the campfire came crashing to an end with the arrival of the Gilgamesh demon. Now, the pine stood as a relic, a monument in the domain of the flying monstrosity. Though he knew the 1200-pound monster lay dead at the base of the tree on this auspicious morning of victory, his mind wiped away all the old memories to start anew, reveling in the first day of the rest of his life.

Approaching the deck overlooking the lake, Jack navigated through boulders as if they parted for his passage. Moss cushioned his steps, while squirrels rustled in the trees. Reaching the culmination of his journey, Jack breathed in the air, embracing the glory of his new home. His gaze drifted to the horizon, recalling memories of their canoe ride to the cove, where they had ignored warning signs of impending doom, including a bloodied deer carcass courtesy of the Gilgamesh that ruled the sky.

* * *
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As Jack prepared for his first dive into the lake, the autumn chill in the air reminded him of the harsh winter ahead. His dive was more than just a plunge; it was a journey into uncharted territories of his potential, a wake-up call about his unique identity and origins. Shocked by the frigid water, Jack’s body surged with sensations beyond the physical realm. A tingling feeling seemed to awaken his senses, resonating through every nerve and connecting him to the mysteries of the underwater world.

Jack ventured deeper into the lake’s abyss, and the shock gave way to a mesmerizing scene. Amidst the murky depths, he witnessed a blend of decay and life. Old wood, cloaked in moss, provided sanctuary for bottom-feeding fish as they foraged amidst the debris. Light filtering through the water danced before his eyes, creating curtains of rainbow luminescence.

With each descent, the pressure against his body intensified, threatening to collapse his lungs. Yet, rather than feeling suffocated, the taste of water on his lips invigorated him, as if the lake’s bacteria were infusing him with energy, enabling him to swim for hours.

Jack’s ears became sensitive to the sounds of the underwater world. The click of crustaceans, the murmur of fish, and a mysterious chatter resonated within his mind, drawing him deeper into the lake’s ecosystem. It was as though the essence of the lake itself extended an invitation, communicating in a language of sensation and intuition that transcended human understanding.

Amidst the swirling sounds, Jack discerned a voice—a flood of whispers that spoke directly to his consciousness. Ancient knowledge flowed into him, guiding him towards a deeper awareness of his identity. It was a language of evolution, affirming that his rapid development into his true self was not an anomaly.

In this moment of awakening, Jack found himself confused by their telepathic dialogue. Amidst the deluge of information, he struggled to discern their intentions, his senses overwhelmed by the intensity of the connection. Yet, despite the challenges, each thrust of his arms and legs propelled him forward with the agility of a frog, the rush of water cascading past his body. A mental compass of sorts guided him in a straight line as he headed toward the cove in the distance, compelled by the voices guiding him.

Though the strangeness of his newly awakened abilities could have been disorienting, Jack remained calm, trusting instincts that felt primal and innate. In the lake’s depths, he sensed a strange belonging—as if he’d unearthed a part of himself long dormant. Yet even here, his mind drifted to Kim—a reminder of the life he’d lost, and the connection that once tethered him to something more human.

As he drifted, memories of Kim’s water aerobics classes in Boston surfaced. He pictured himself as the lone man surrounded by elderly women, her laughter echoing as she urged them on through the cold.

Jack rolled onto his back, paddling with his fingers as he gazed up. Clouds danced overhead, shifting into shapes that stirred old games with Kim. But one formation held—its mass twisting and reshaping with eerie speed.

He closed his eyes briefly, trying to dismiss it. When he reopened them, a cold realization set in: what had first appeared as harmless vapor had morphed into the silhouette of a prehistoric creature—a bird-like dinosaur resurrected from another age.

Adrenaline surged. Jack kicked hard for shore. But as the shape grew closer, its movement too fast, too precise, his fear shifted—from the ancient to the modern.

It wasn’t a bird.

It was a machine.

The atmosphere cracked open with the roar of engines and propellers. Jack scrambled up the rock embankment, eyes fixed on the looming behemoth casting its shadow over the lake.

As the seaplane descended, it splashed down with unnatural grace. Larger than anything he’d seen out here, it gleamed in the sunlight, moving across the water with elegant menace. Jack stood frozen, torn between running for the cabin or scaling the tallest tree to hide in the Gilgamesh nest. Whoever controlled this thing—they knew exactly where to find him.

Spray fanned out in all directions as the propellers churned the lake. The aircraft cut through the mist with unwavering intent. Its markings left no doubt.

Jack’s sense of isolation crumbled, overtaken by the reality of a world that hadn’t forgotten him.

The plane veered, revealing its profile against the sky. Jack’s breath caught in his throat at the emblem on the tail—Valkyrie, painted in bright red.

Then the side door swung open.

An orange inflatable boat dropped into the water and surged forward beneath the whine of an outboard engine, racing toward the deck with alarming speed.
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Chapter 2
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Trespass

The orange craft cut through the lake’s serene waters, its vibrant hue contrasting sharply with the tranquil blues and greens of the landscape. As it neared the wooden deck, Jack squinted against the midday sun’s glare, catching glimpses of the three men on board: a determined driver steering the outboard engine, a figure adorned with medals, and a stoic soldier at the bow, gripping an M16 assault rifle.

Jack briefly considered dashing back to the cabin for his bow but realized he had fired his last arrow the previous night, slaying the mother of all mutant monsters.

Maintaining composure, Jack remained calm as the boat’s engine was abruptly cut off, causing it to drift closer, coming within twenty feet of the deck. The soldier at the front held an orange rope, which Jack followed with his eyes as the boat lightly bumped against the rocks beneath the deck. The men’s faces became clearly visible, unmistakable in their intent.

“Catch this rope!” the man commanded.

The rope landed in Jack’s lap, but he showed no change in expression. The man in the middle, clearly in charge, locked eyes with Jack, a faint smile forming on his face.

“Now tie it!” The minion angled his rifle, signaling for Jack to obey.

Jack coiled the rope in his hands and, with a sudden motion, flung it back at the soldier, pushing it beneath the railing to complete the loop. The soldier secured the rope, anchoring the vessel in place. The general, wearing dark sunglasses and medals from past wars, locked eyes with Jack.

The first sidekick stepped out of the boat, shouldering his rifle, and helped his leader disembark onto the smooth rock slope. On Jack’s lake sat a metallic abomination—a symbolic bird hinting at the painful truth of what was to follow.

Time seemed to stand still as the three trespassers traversed the slope, their footsteps echoing faintly against the ancient stone. With nonchalance, they ascended onto Jack’s weathered deck, their presence disrupting the peaceful serenity like unwelcome intruders crashing a private affair. The man in charge stood before Jack, casting a shadow that dwarfed the sunlight.

Jack calmly spoke, “Can I help you?”

The man smiled, in no hurry to reveal his command. “It is I who can help you. I’m General Skyler.”

Unfazed, Jack retorted, “You are trespassing on my island!”

The general laughed as his men took guard positions on the deck. “If you allow me to take a seat,” Skyler said, glancing at a vacant chair.

Staring at the water, Jack considered the possibility that they might vanish if he looked away and then back. General Skyler casually hung out on the deck, as if he were a long-lost friend, admiring the water’s calm and peaceful nature, in no particular hurry.

“Quite a view from here,” Skyler remarked, peering ahead as if searching. “Have you been to the dam yet?” Jack remained silent. “Bruce Lake feeds a river that spans twenty miles before reaching the nearest town—a wild canoe ride, if you can brave the rapids,” Skyler mused, showing a hint of respect for his adversary, keeping him close.

The general, adorned with gleaming medals, shifted subjects, regaling Jack with tales of the mystic waters of Bruce Lake. The wind whispered through the trees, adding an eerie quality to their conversation.

“Did you see David’s drawings?” he inquired, met with silence. “Be cautious; when darkness descends, horrors emerge from the cove—to feast!” he added with sarcasm. The general enjoyed his role as Jack’s storyteller, pressing on, “Last night’s full moon was extraordinary. And the last shot from your bow was exceptional! You possess the skills of a true warrior, Jack.”

Frustration tinged Jack’s voice as he demanded, “How do you know who I am?”

“I know more than you can imagine. I’m here to offer you great wealth and power.”

Jack laughed. “I’m doing just fine in my retirement, on my island, with my lake.”

“You can have it all. No questions asked,” Skyler teased. “I need you to do me a favor, though,” he added, gazing over his sunglasses.

“I’m listening,” Jack said, aware he needed to proceed cautiously.

“Jack, I lead the Gilgamesh project, the alien species you expertly dispatched with your bow. I also eliminated its mate with an implanted explosion. Remember the creature that nearly devoured you? Last night, I spared your life.”

The general’s gaze shifted to his armed guards. “You don’t need to worry about them, Jack. This is strictly between you and me. Mano a mano.” Skyler sat back, soaking in a moment of silence as nature filled the air. Removing his glasses and wiping sweat from the lens, he continued. “I admire what you’ve accomplished. If you were my recruit, I’d reward your talents. I should’ve bet on you last night. Poor David... his luck finally ran out.”

Jack remained still and silent, calculating.

“I can imagine,” Skyler continued. “Hearing David’s name must stir something within you. He never spoke much about your college days. But for you, it culminated in a remarkable reunion last night. Dressed in black like a shadow, your arrow aimed at David’s heart in a standoff that will echo through time. Right here, on the very deck where we sit. Your stealth, resolve, and patience—why I am here today.”

Skyler inhaled deeply, exhaling through his nostrils. Shifting his gaze, he looked at Jack’s clothes. “I always liked that tie-dye shirt,” he said, matter-of-factly. “Somehow fitting for this mutant domain called Bruce Lake.”

Jack’s rage simmered. The impulse to hurl Skyler off the deck surged within him. Soldiers loyal to their leader would eagerly pull the trigger.

“I understand your silence,” Skyler’s voice taunted, provoked. “It must gnaw at you, knowing that David tried to end your life, yet inadvertently claimed your father’s by mistake. That must really suck for you, Jack!”

Outwardly, Jack remained composed. His eyes concealed by dark shades, no shifting of posture betrayed his inner turmoil. A lifetime seemed to stretch between then and now as his friend, the betrayer, dissolved beneath the waters of Bruce Lake.

“Jack, once this island is yours, we can sweep all of that aside. Clear the cabin of all that baggage and offer you everything you want, just as we did for David.” Skyler’s gaze drifted across the deck, his eyes tracing the path to the wooden planks beneath him. “And to think, I’m perched in the exact spot where David stood before your arrow sliced into his heart,” he mused again, scrutinizing Jack’s expression for any hint of emotion regarding the disposal of his closest friend.

Skyler leaned in, his focus narrowing onto a specific area of the wood. “My God,” he breathed, “There’s a drop of blood painted into the grain!”

Jack’s body tensed, finally succumbing to the reality he’d evaded all morning.

“Like I said, Jack. We are the hosts, and we’re inviting you to stay,” Skyler continued, unwavering in his strategy to ensnare Jack in his experiments taking place back in the underground labs of Bruce Enterprises. To Skyler, this man was the key to solving an enigma plaguing the science team: how to replicate his abilities and create an army of new warriors to lead into battle. “If you wanted to leave this place unharmed and free, you could dive in and swim for the dam. Follow the river to civilization. You know, use those special abilities of yours to escape.”

“I hate to break it to you,” Jack exclaimed, “but I’m just an ordinary guy, trying to make a living to get by. So, why don’t you enlighten me on why you find me interesting, and I’ll decide if it appeals to me.”

Skyler paused, his gaze drifting over the tranquil scenery surrounding the lake. In that moment, he seemed almost introspective, recognizing the need for Jack’s cooperation and the importance of being straightforward about their objectives.

“Jack, our research with mutants like the Gilgamesh has revealed traits that could enhance human senses—sight, hearing, vision, and possibly telepathic communication. We want to see if these abilities exist within you and if they can be harnessed. Does that make sense?”

Jack absorbed Skyler’s words, his mind drifting back to his recent swim in the mysterious waters of the lake. It was true; there were moments during that surreal experience when he felt a connection to something beyond himself, a stirring within that hinted at latent abilities waiting to be unleashed. Yet, he couldn’t shake the feeling of apprehension, knowing that getting involved could change his life irrevocably.

“So, assuming I agree to your tests, what happens next?” Jack’s voice was steady, but the tension in the air was palpable, his curiosity overshadowed by a sense of unease.

Skyler’s response was reassuring yet purposeful. “All we want to do is run a few tests, let you meet with the Gilgamesh, and observe if any of these traits manifest. There’s no mystery, no hidden agenda. We want you to survive and thrive. Together, we aim to find a way to enhance what makes us uniquely human. And what sets you apart from all others.”

As Jack sat there, contemplating General Skyler’s proposition, he became acutely aware of the subtle nuances of the world around him. The rustling of leaves took on a symphonic quality, each individual sound weaving together to create a phrase of nature’s melody. Jack could distinguish the subtle differences in the pitch and rhythm of each leaf’s movement, as if they were speaking to him in a secret language.

The distant calls of wildlife echoed through the air, but to Jack, they were not merely animal cries. They were intricate conversations encoded with meaning, revealing the secrets of the forest and its inhabitants. He could discern the nuances of each call, deciphering the intentions behind them with uncanny accuracy.

As he gazed out across the lake, the shimmering water seemed to dance before his eyes, refracting the sunlight in a dazzling display of color and light. But Jack saw beyond the surface, perceiving the subtle currents and eddies beneath, as if he were one with the water itself. Even the air around him seemed to hum with energy, charged with the potential of the universe.

Jack yearned for a normal life, free from the burden of his uniqueness. Yet, he couldn’t deny the pull of destiny, urging him to embrace his true nature and unlock the full potential of his origins.

“I need time to think about this,” Jack finally said, his gaze fixed on the horizon.

Skyler studied Jack more closely, noticing the beads of sweat forming on his forehead beneath his hat. “Come on, Jack, let’s head back to the cabin. I can see the heat is starting to get to you. We’ll drink some scotch, catch up on old times, and lay all our cards on the table.” He leaned in, speaking in a near whisper, “I know part of you wants to get closer to Big Bird, to connect with your real family, your birthright—the Gilgamesh,” he added, using a stereotypical sinister tone.

* * *
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Skyler’s path into the military felt like more than coincidence; it was a twist of fate that altered his life forever. One day, a sign calling for ‘a few good men’ caught his eye, drawing him into a world of discipline. From boot camp to leadership challenges, Skyler emerged as a formidable force, leaving his peers in awe with his skill. With each record broken and accolade earned, his confidence swelled, solidifying his image as a force to be reckoned with. As he ascended through the ranks, Skyler’s sense of responsibility strengthened, his power wielded with authority. Despite dangers in every mission, his commitment to his team remained unshakeable, a testament to his dedication.

Yet, in his assignment with Bruce Enterprises, Skyler reached the zenith of his career. Tasked with creating weapons blurring innovation and destruction, he stood as an emblem of progress, uncompromising in moral ambiguity. For the decorated general, this mission symbolized a lifetime of dedication and service, a testament to resolve forged in duty and honor.

* * *
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As Skyler and Jack treaded the familiar trail, they emerged into the open clearing where the porta-potty and storage container stood.

“Ever get a sense of déjà vu in this spot, Jack?” Skyler’s words hung in the air, resonating with echoes of Jack’s past—memories of pitched tents, camaraderie among friends, and the violent Gilgamesh intrusion that shattered the tranquility of their last gathering. Jack’s steps quickened, his gaze fixed on the cabin’s entrance.

“No more games, Skyler. Tell me everything about David!”

Skyler’s gaze softened with understanding. “All the answers lie within the cabin, Jack. Your cabin.”

Inside, Skyler distributed tuna sandwiches to his men before grabbing a gallon of water. “Surprisingly, the lake water is drinkable—safer than most. David puzzled over it for years and discovered that the freaks act as fastidious cleaners. Their waste and bacteria sustain them in a perpetual cycle, effectively filtering the water. Otherwise, the town twenty miles downstream would be in dire straits.”

Taking a long swig, Skyler ambled over to the drafting table. With detached curiosity, he plucked one of David’s drawings, his fingers tracing the lines like an art connoisseur. His gaze flickered briefly to Jack, a hint of a smirk playing at the corners of his lips, before he callously tore the drawing in half. The torn fragments fluttered to the floor like discarded memories. Jack’s lips parted in a faint gasp, his hands nudging forward instinctively.

Skyler laid his hands on Jack’s crossbow, which leaned against the wall, gripping it as if it were a rifle. He trained the weapon around the room, surveying with precision. “What you need is one of these,” he stated, directing Jack’s attention to a rifle clutched by one of his men. “I’ll propose a deal, Jack. We set up a target, and you launch your missile. If it finds its mark, we leave and the island is yours. If you miss, you join our ranks.”

Sarcasm laced Jack’s response, “Sure, let me find a branch to carve into an arrow.”

“No need,” Skyler remarked, casting a glance at a soldier who unveiled a graphite arrow. “Courtesy of Big Bird,” he divulged with a sly grin. “Haven’t you paid a visit to the grand tree to appreciate your triumph? Twelve hundred pounds of decaying Gilgamesh!”

Skyler’s words settled in as Jack stared at the arrow that killed his adversary. “My men have been dismembering her remains. They wanted to give you her heart as a trophy for your shot. Her head is destined for a prime spot on the library wall.”

Jack’s gaze fixed on the arrow resting on the table, his mind reeling with the horrors of his recent nightmare—a vivid replay of his monumental kill. While contemplating the reload of his weapon and the possibility of overcoming another monstrous foe, he conjured an image of Skyler from his youth, reminiscent of the sadistic bully he had once been.

“Let’s do it,” Jack affirmed, his connection to the bow palpable.

* * *
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Jack stood along the path, his weapon firmly gripped, his gaze locked onto the distant target. Skyler’s goading actions swirled around him, a persistent reminder of the dire situation. One of David’s drawings was affixed to a weathered mattress, situated sixty feet down the path.

“Animal targets add a certain thrill,” Skyler remarked, a sardonic note in his voice. “Sixty seconds.”

“I don’t buy into your ploy,” Jack retorted, his voice steady despite the whirlwind of thoughts raging within him.

As he checked his weapon, aligning his sights with the target, Jack’s mind raced through calculated maneuvers and daring gambits. The temptation to redirect his aim toward Skyler’s heart gnawed at him, a daring move that could bring a swift end to the charade and free his men from oppression. It was a moment of moral reckoning, a pivotal choice between compliance and rebellion.

Skyler’s response came with confident assertion. “I’m a man of my word, Jack.”

A challenge lit Jack’s eyes, a new tactic to turn the tables. “Why don’t you give it a try?” he suggested, extending the bow toward his adversary. “Here’s my counteroffer,” he declared, firing a mental shot of his own. “If you can hit the target, I’ll agree to your conditions and surrender.”

Skyler’s laughter resonated as he stepped closer to the line. With intrigue, he grasped the bow, evaluating its weight and equilibrium. The island felt like his playground, and he grudgingly acknowledged that all work and no play was indeed a drag.

“Sixty seconds,” Jack reminded him, his gaze flickering to the soldiers who watched with amusement.

General Skyler gripped the bow like a rifle, aligning its sights with David’s illustration. He focused, anchoring his arms and took a slight inhalation before squeezing the trigger. The arrow sliced through the air, surprising Skyler with the smoothness of the bow’s recoil and the arrow’s velocity as it vanished into the woods.

“Practice shot,” Skyler asserted, commanding his men to retrieve the errant projectile as he seethed with anger over being humiliated. He hadn’t anticipated the arrow’s straight flight, a miscalculation he wouldn’t repeat. Time crawled as soldiers scoured the forest for the lost arrow. “Well?” he bellowed at his men, annoyed.

“Sir,” a lackey’s voice emerged, “we can’t locate it.”

In the midst of it all, Jack refrained from jests or sarcasm, enjoying Skyler’s disgrace. Moments later, in an act of frustration, Skyler abruptly drew his pistol, taking a second to aim before discharging the entire chamber into David’s illustration.

Jack remained still, a smile revealing his satisfaction.

* * *
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As the sun dipped below the horizon, casting coolness over the lake and hushing the wind whispers, Jack peered from the screened-in porch. His gaze fixated on the propeller plane stationed like a silent guardian, its sleek metal body tarnishing the serene beauty of his lake. The dull gleam of its fuselage dominated the landscape, casting a shadow over the tranquil waters below.

“What is it with army boys and their toys?” Jack quipped. “Compensating?”

Skyler’s response was swift. “This is a simple arrangement,” he said, his voice commanding. “If we don’t receive your decision by tomorrow morning, you will be escorted from this island as a trespasser. Perhaps you’ve heard of Guantanamo?”

With that, the general strode back into the living area, nonchalantly helping himself to another sandwich from the refrigerator. Jack followed, his eyes scanning the guards stationed by the door, their demeanor relaxed yet ready for action if needed.

“Question,” Jack interjected, breaking the settled silence.

“Go,” Skyler replied, still focused on his meal.

“How did you spy on me last night?” Jack’s curiosity was piqued, though he kept his tone casual.

“We have cameras placed in trees all over the island, capturing real-time footage,” Skyler explained matter-of-factly. “Your covert trip to the island last night was impressive. We had no idea it was you until someone tipped us off about your webcam show with a guy named Dick Smartz last night. We pieced the puzzle together and realized you had returned to fulfill your mission. It’s this kind of discipline and determination that we need.”

“Again, why me?” Jack’s question held frustration and intrigue.

“Scientists excel at science. The military specializes in tactics and warfare. Yet, the two don’t typically intersect. No Venn diagram,” Skyler explained, his words calculated. “That’s where you come in, Jack. You are outside both worlds, with latent brilliance, clarity of thought, and an intimate connection to the beast. That’s what made David valuable, for a while at least. Soon, you’ll realize that you have nothing to lose and everything to gain by joining forces with us.”

Jack’s hand drifted toward the bookshelf, fingers brushing against the spine of a substantial Audubon book. Memories of his father’s death flashed through his mind, igniting simmering anger he struggled to contain.

“So,” Jack said, his voice steady despite the turmoil within him, “How much does the gig pay?”

Skyler’s response was confident. “Money? More than you could imagine,” he replied, casually placing his gun on the table, a silent warning against further defiance.

Jack didn’t press further, turning his attention to the looming question of who truly held the power in this situation: “Who is really in charge?”

“His son, Ryan Bruce, is the lead scientist. We can discuss this more tomorrow,” Skyler said, motioning for his men to assume their watch by the door.

Later that night, Jack found himself deep in contemplation, calculating his options and weighing the risks. Outside, leaves rustled, signaling guards’ presence, their watchful eyes ever alert. Peering through the window into the main room, Jack spotted another guard, seated and armed, a lingering reminder of the consequences of any attempt to escape.

In the clearing near the cabin, the general’s voice echoed loudly as he barked orders into his phone—“Pick me up!” A sense of foreboding settled over Jack as he realized the gravity of his situation, his mind racing with thoughts of strategy and tactics.

And then, a sudden realization struck him like a bolt of lightning—his cell phone, the only lifeline to the outside world, was nowhere to be found. This left him isolated and vulnerable in this dangerous game of manipulation and deceit.

* * *
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Jack’s descent into REM sank him deep, twisting his mind into a labyrinth of memories and distorted symbols. David’s memories tangled around him like spiderwebs, threads of shadow drawing Jack back to the island, as if something ancient were pulling the strings. Reality wavered, folded, and then shattered into fractured images and sounds, each one colder than the last. And then, in one final, unbearable flash, Jack felt David’s terror seep into him, heavy as blood.

Last night, David moved along the island path, shadows stretching and twisting around his steps, their shapes blurring and shifting. Crickets chirped in a rhythm that felt too intentional, their notes dipping in a taunting, staccato beat. The supermoon poured its icy light across the lake, rippling like molten silver, each wave a glimmering mirage. The air thickened, buzzing with a strange, electric pulse that crept along his skin, burrowing under it.

On the deck, his gaze drifted to the lion’s tooth necklace Jack had tacked to the wood, glinting with an ominous gleam, as if it pulsed with its own cold heartbeat. It wasn’t just a warning—it was a sentence, tightening like a noose around his throat, a tangible reminder of the thirty years he’d spent weaving lies into a cage. Each heartbeat felt amplified, pounding through him like a hammer, each one a countdown.

“Well, well...” David’s voice emerged as a hollow echo, confidence souring on his tongue. “You found me, Jack.” His hand brushed the cold metal of his Beretta, the chill biting into his fingertips like a memory that wouldn’t fade. “Because of you, Steven was murdered by a demon from hell!” His words spilled out, acidic and jagged, stalling for seconds, buying breaths. “Let’s go to the cabin for a drink.”

A branch snapped, as if cracking the very fabric of the night. Jack appeared—a silhouette of nightmares etched in silver moonlight, his form seeming to flicker as if reality could barely contain him. “Are you ready?” His voice was low, a dark chant soaked in vengeance, each syllable drawing the air thin. The wind swept through the trees, carrying whispers like faint voices, but they offered no peace, only feeding the drumbeat of David’s fear.

Desperation clawed through David, feral and raw. “Remember when we first met?” His voice cracked, sounding alien even to himself as he threw out words like lifelines, hoping one might fray Jack’s resolve. “We’re... alike, aren’t we?” His words tumbled forward, fragile as cobwebs. “Making a deal with the devil is a disease of the mind and body... You know you can’t control it.”

Jack raised his bow, his gaze steady and relentless, his eyes carrying something ancient and unforgiving. “I am the devil.” The words hit David like an avalanche, crushing every last glimmer of hope.

Survival took over. David’s hand shot to his gun, a frenzy of instinct. Gunfire erupted, the flashes slicing through the dark, each shot a frantic gasp, each burst a slice through the night. But Jack moved through the bullets like a shadow, his form dipping and swaying, relentless as a nightmare that couldn’t be outrun. Hope drained from David, leaving only a raw, animal terror.

The crossbow glinted, the arrow gleaming as it sailed through the air, precise and merciless. It struck him square in the chest, a cold, searing shock that spread like poison.

The world folded in, layers of darkness pressing around him. David staggered, his body sinking under a strange, numbing weight. He stumbled against the railing, feeling it bite into his spine, and then he was falling, tumbling into the lake below, his mind a kaleidoscope of fragments and laughter that wasn’t his own. Blackness claimed him as the mutants gathered by the water’s edge, their eyes bright and unblinking, as if witnessing his descent with a silent, eerie stillness.

Jack’s mind tore back into the waking world, jolting with a dizzying ache. He blinked against the dim light of the cabin, the shadows still swirling around him like smoke, remnants of David’s dread clinging to him as if they were part of the air he breathed. His heartbeat pulsed in his ears, a distorted echo of the death he’d just caused, and as he emerged from the fog of sleep, that last, suffocating moment pressed down on him.

* * *
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The next morning, Jack awoke, confusion swirling in his mind like mist. Fragments of the dream drifted through his thoughts, each piece twisting like shards of broken glass. It was the second night in a row that David had invaded his subconscious—a dark doppelganger, a betrayer whose face shifted and warped until it became Jack’s own, reflecting his worst fears.

The nightmare clung to him, echoing the mind-bending trip he’d experienced years ago after dosing LSD with the boys before a Grateful Dead concert. Memories wrapped around him like a shroud, blurring the lines between past and present, waking life and the abyss of his dreams.

Stepping into the main room, a blend of anger and regret gnawed at him, an ache that wouldn’t relent. He glanced at the guard standing as if frozen in time, a surreal sentinel guarding not only the room but also the secrets clawing within Jack’s chest. 

Jack strode to the window and flung it open, desperate for an anchor in reality. The fresh air washed over him, crisp and alive with the scent of pine and damp earth, and for a moment, he thought it might cleanse him. But as the breeze filled the room, the fractured memories of David’s final moments crept back, vivid and psychedelic—the distorted, echoing laughter, the glint of the moon on the lake, the feeling of freefall as David toppled over the edge.

Gazing out at the forest, where shadows danced between the trees, Jack forced himself to clear his head and focus on the dangers of the present day. The distant sound of engines rumbled, pulling him back to the now.

“Where’s your boss?” he inquired sarcastically, discreetly hunting for his phone.

He slid two egg sandwiches into the toaster oven, the seconds counting down until it emitted a ding. The aroma of sizzling bacon and melting cheese filled the room, tantalizing his senses and stirring his appetite. Soon, the master of ceremonies made his entrance—clean-shaven and poised for negotiations.

“What’s all the noise?” Jack asked, hearing men hauling something heavy along the path. His ears caught the distant rumble of engines and the clatter of equipment echoing through the morning stillness.

“That’s Doris,” Skyler casually replied, fingers drumming on the table, the tapping punctuating the tension in the room.

“Doris?” Jack questioned, the word catching in his throat like barbed wire.

“The Gilgamesh you killed,” Skyler said, his voice carrying a hollow note of indifference. “She’s our tribute to the cove.”

Jack felt a jolt run through his body as he visualized the gargantuan demon he had killed being sliced up as food for the lake. He continued to fight pangs of remorse, convinced he had no choice in his quest for retribution and salvation.

Moments later, the early morning stillness shattered by the growl of outboard engines roaring to life. Their echoes rippled across the island, heading for the cove a mile away, a haven of mutant civilization in a sea of ancient shadows. Jack’s eyes flicked toward the porch where he caught boats scurrying across the surface, dragging a skiff of butchered cargo toward the mouth of the cove.

“David’s purpose here was caretaker for all the failed experiments back at the lab,” Skyler explained, tossing aside a few of the man’s sketches. “Not much to look forward to for those little monsters in the cove: live, die, and become food for the entire community. Eventually, David found his purpose, babysitting all the demons that only reminded him of his brother, perhaps even finding a way to forgive you too, Jack.”

“Forgive me for what?” Jack interjected, his voice laced with defiance, a thinly veiled attempt to mask his inner turmoil.

“Are you really that heartless?” Skyler leaned in, a sly grin spreading across his face as if savoring Jack’s discomfort. “Killing your best friend and shrugging it off as a minor inconvenience? And the Gilgamesh—your living, breathing relative, your blood brother? What makes you think these creatures would ever forgive you for murdering one of their own? Go ahead, bask in the sunlight by the deck where it feels safe, but be careful what bites you.”

Jack shut off his ears as his thoughts churned with fear and morbid curiosity. Could the mutants discern the nuances between human and beast as they ate? Did their savage instincts recognize the demise of their caretaker? Or the Gilgamesh murdered by the even more horrible species of mankind?

* * *
[image: ]


As Skyler’s words and taunts faded into oblivion, Jack felt himself spiraling down a twisted chasm, yanked back into the monster’s own skin. Shadows refracted around him like oil slicks, pulling him into a realm of horror both familiar and alien—a prison of memories warped by his curse. He sensed a demon—perhaps the curse of his own bloodline—seizing control, wielding his memories as weapons. A rush of shame surged through him, entwining with his fear as he faced the truth of what he had become.

The aurora rippled overhead in chaotic smears of blood-red and violent emerald, streaks of sickly green light reaching toward him like ghostly hands beckoning him deeper into the creature’s hunger-fueled haze. Flashes of deep purple pulsed through the sky, transforming it into a cosmic, twisted light show—a radiant nightmare spinning above as he plummeted into the dark vault of the monster’s mind.

As Jack’s consciousness bled into the Gilgamesh’s, her ancient, ravenous instincts flooded his thoughts. Coiled in her nest, she twitched at the scent of her younglings, squealing with incessant hunger. Her primal need surged like a fever, an insatiable urge driving her to feed them before they turned on each other, flesh ripping apart in a brutal scramble for survival.

The memory twisted violently, pulling him back to the island, to the campfire where he and his friends had once dared the darkness. Their faces loomed large before him—youthful, innocent, unaware of the doom lurking just out of sight. Collective laughter was swallowed by an eerie, pulsating hum. It reverberated like helicopter blades slicing through the thick night air, shattering the silence. 

“What the fuck?” Steven’s voice pierced the haze. Jack felt the Gilgamesh savor the scent of their terror, each heartbeat resonating like a drumbeat summoning her closer. They huddled together, eyes wide, the tang of fear curling through the air like smoke.

The beast loomed above them now, a dark shape against the surreal night, massive wings unfurling like an ominous storm. Talons extended, her form merged with the eerie glow of the aurora, transforming the very fabric of reality into a kaleidoscope of dread. The boys’ frantic whispers blended with the high-pitched cries of her young that echoed through the night. She needed flesh to quiet their screams before they devoured each other.

With terrifying clarity, Jack saw her dive, crashing through branches that splintered like brittle bones. Talons extended, hunger clawing through her. Steven scrambled, his panicked breaths sharp against the stillness, and she savored the erratic rhythm of his heartbeat. The mutant bird swooped low, every nerve in her body tuned to the rhythms of life below—the pulse, the flesh, the primal scent of prey. Her wings cast massive shadows that danced like specters across the ground, flickering in and out of existence.

Sensing movement, her gaze settled on Jack, or a younger version of him, standing frozen. Through the haze, she felt his connection to her—an odd familiarity that sparked curiosity. With a guttural growl reverberating through the night, she forced him to cower, hands clamped over his ears as the sound pierced his skull.

A frantic splashing from the lake’s edge caught her attention. Sam was scrambling into a canoe, paddling desperately, his breath laboring in the thick air. The scent wafted up, sending a jolt of adrenaline through her, every instinct honing in on him. With a powerful beat of her wings, she swooped down, a violent surge of air flipping his canoe. Her talons closed around him, and his cries for help echoed into the night, swallowed by the roaring hunger that drove her.

Then, in a rush, the vision released him. Jack blinked, exhaling slowly, his expression cool and controlled. He straightened, letting no trace of the memory linger on his face. As Skyler’s commands filtered back into focus, he stood steady, calm, and fully present.

* * *
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“Make preparations to retrieve the computer,” Skyler ordered. He leaned over the desk, malice glinting in his eyes as they darted from the wall to Jack, a subtle taunt in his gaze. With deliberate care, he removed a pushpin and held up an object. “Well, well.” He stepped closer, wicked excitement coloring his voice. “You won’t believe what I’ve found—a photograph of four college buddies on a frozen lake in the dead of winter, standing by a bob house, holding up three fish. Let me guess: you, David, Sam, and Steven.”

Skyler set the photograph on the table beside Jack. Shock flickered through him, his mind involuntarily slipping back to that frozen day on Lake Winnepesaukee. He felt the sting of winter air, heard the crunch of snow beneath their boots, and saw the fish pulled from the icy depths. The memory brought a mix of pride and sharp regret.

As Jack gripped the water bottle beside him, trying to swallow the rising unease, he forced himself to focus on Skyler’s next words. But thoughts of Kim Holland haunted him. He couldn’t shake the suspicion that Skyler, with his network of surveillance cameras across the island, knew more about Kim than he was letting on. The idea unsettled him; Skyler thrived on twisted mind games, and Jack feared Kim might soon be ensnared in his grasp.

As if reading his thoughts, Skyler leaned in, tone casual yet cutting, steering the conversation toward the topic Jack had hoped to avoid. “Jack, I imagine this isolated lake would be a wonderful place for a romantic vacation. You know, with Kim,” he said, a smile spreading across his face, letting Jack absorb his threat.

Terrified to hear her name, Jack knew negotiations had failed. He kept his calm, his eyes fixed on an apple and a small paring knife nearby. With composed hands, he began slicing the apple into neat sections, arranging them on the table. He took a few bites, enjoying the taste while his mind churned with tactical thoughts, calculating how to conceal the knife for potential use later.

“Well?” Skyler inquired impatiently.

“Just pondering your offer,” Jack replied, wandering around the room, lost in thought and calculations.

Acting smoothly, Jack ventured onto the porch overlooking the lake. In the corner of the room, he rummaged through David’s trunk, keeping a wary eye on Skyler as he waited for the right moment to seize several protein bars from the bottom.

“I’m coming!” Jack called out as a guard drew near, hastily tucking the bars into his cargo shorts.

* * *
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Skyler’s narrowed eyes and clenched jaw cast a shadow over the air. No matter what Jack said, the general remained steadfast in his distrust. With a nod, he signaled to one of his soldiers, who promptly retrieved the knife from the table.

Amidst the exchange, Jack casually sidled toward the refrigerator, his need for sustenance a mere pretext for his true intentions. At that moment, his eye caught a clear plastic fork lying on the floor. With caution, Jack seized the opportunity, lowering to the ground as if tying his shoe and deftly concealing the fork. He then popped two sandwiches into the oven, knowing he would need the calories for what he was about to do next.

“Let’s go!” commanded Skyler.

“May I ask?” Jack interjected politely, halting the guards before they could usher him away. “I haven’t had a shower in days. Could I at least clean up by the lake?”

Skyler acquiesced with a gesture, ordering his men to fetch a bucket and soap. Jack descended the path toward the lake, using the time to finish his sandwich and strategize his next move as they approached the deck.

With a nonchalant air, Jack discarded his T-shirt, leaving only his shorts and tennis shoes, feeling the heat of the sun against his skin. He splashed water from the bucket onto his chest, each icy droplet a stark reminder of his captivity. As he lathered his skin with soap, bubbles danced in the air.
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