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“Dammit, Caroline. You’re not thinking this through,” he said huffing and throwing his hands up.

“I’m not sending her away, Scott. She’s not a feral cat or a distant cousin, she’s our seven-year-old daughter, our daughter. We should be protecting her not trying to save ourselves.”

“You make it seem like I don’t already know those things.” He sighed and shook his head.

“I’m not the one talking about getting rid of her because she’s different,” she said taking a small blue and white striped shirt from the pile of clothes heaped onto the bed and gently folding it.

She glanced over her shoulder at the bedroom door. It unnerved her it was open, even a smidge. She hated to think her daughter was hearing this heated conversation, hearing how her father would sooner ship her off before finding a better solution. Taking a step back, she pressed against the door with her back until it clicked shut and returned to the bed facing Scott on the other side.

“I’m not talking about getting rid of her, simply hiding her away until all this bullshit blows over. You saw what she did, you can’t deny it,” he mumbled.

His green eyes darted back and forth lost in thought recalling the event, his head rocking with confusion. He ran a shaky hand through his wavy dark brown hair lost in thought. She noticed a few drops of blood along his arm he had missed after racing to the sink when they got home. They were now drying an ugly color past the underside of his wrist. Flicking a finger toward him and down to his arm, he finally caught on and slipped into the bathroom to quickly scrub the spot with a warm washcloth.

“They’ll be coming for her; the town will make it difficult for us all,” he said finishing up. 

“Let them come,” she said proudly even if her insides were nervously chewing over the very real fact things were never going to be the same again. “Besides, it was only us, little Owen Barr, and Mrs. Tully in the park.”

“Yeah, I know, I was there. You also need to remember Mrs. Tully is like wildfire when it comes to gossip. She’s probably already contacted Sheriff Hicks and the whole damn school system. It wouldn’t surprise me if she’s already started handing out torches and shovels.”

She scoffed at his remark and continued to fold laundry. “Over a childhood misunderstanding?”

“Sweet, naïve, calm, cool, and nearly always collected, Caroline,” he sighed loudly. “She lifted a rock from the ground with her mind after Owen tried to grab her necklace, with her freaking mind, Caroline. She threw it and hit him in the back of the head without lifting a finger. She could have killed him right there, right in front of us.”

“It’s what you think you saw,” she defended.

“Umm, I think I saw our daughter exhibit some of the same powers other people in the news are showing up with. You know the same powers getting those other people ran out of town or killed?”

“Maybe it was the sun hitting your eyes at a weird angle,” she offered knowing full well by her twisting guts he was one hundred percent correct. She had seen it too, had watched it all unfold.

“The gasping and shrieking of Mrs. Tully before the old lady hightailed it away in the other direction kind of points to me being right and it not being the sun in my eyes.” He smacked the bed startling her. “Dammit, Caroline! Stop acting like it didn’t happen and start acting like we need to make some hard choices before it’s too late!”

She raised a finger shaking it at him. “Do not raise your voice to me, Scott. I know you’re upset and working through a lot, but I don’t deserve the tone.”

He sighed loudly seeming to take stock of his words. “I know, I know, I’m sorry. You know how I get when I get stressed, I didn’t mean it. I’m worried, worried about us all.” 

He was beyond frustrated; she could feel the tension radiating off him in waves of heat and anxiety. It wasn’t every day one reads the paper or sees a news story about a normal human being developing superpowers or other oddities, but it seemed to be happening on an almost weekly basis.

It also wasn’t every day your seven-year-old daughter casually enjoys the swing set at the park on a slow and boring Tuesday and ends up displaying those same types of powers for all to see. She could understand the dilemma, could even relate, but she’d be damned if she allowed her happy freckled-face tomboy daughter harm because she was different and frightened the locals. 

She knew Becca was beyond simply being different. She was well beyond all of it. The heat coming from the girl’s body at the park, the static electricity in the air as orange fire seemed to dance in her eyes confirmed it. The rock freeing itself from the earth and flying through the air towards Owen’s unsuspecting head was only more proof.

It had happened so fast, nothing more than a brief flash of light, of a feeling in the air. The impact reverberated in her mind as details knitted themselves into place. It was as if she had projected herself back in time thirty minutes, everything so clear and detailed. She could see things she never picked up on before, could sense things she hadn’t been originally aware of, and it only made things worse. 

Owen had yelped in agony tumbling forward, the palm-sized rock urging a scarlet plume of blood to chase after it after bouncing from the boy’s skull. Reaching up to the back of his head, he had flopped along the ground and wailed. His bloody and wet fingers only further encouraged panic, fear, and more high-pitched shrieking. His eyes met Becca’s own before growing even wider. The fear etched so deeply into his young face would haunt her thoughts forever.

It took moments for her to respond, seconds to rise from the park bench and rush towards Owen. Scott was already ahead of her leaping into the large circular sandpit and firing past the swing set to the boy’s side. The gasp behind her made her instantly break and swivel on her heels to see another spectator had joined their little group.

Evelyn Tully, the nearly ancient and newly retired elementary school teacher stood there on wobbly knees and a wrinkled hand covering her wide open mouth. Her eyes appeared as giant saucers of milk with the faintest drop of blood in their centers. She had seen it all, the wrong place, the wrong time. There was no going back for any of them.

“She... oh my God,” Mrs. Tully mumbled ticking off each participant to this sudden gory park excursion. “She’s... she’s one of them... one...” her voice trailed off as she cautiously stepped backward.

“Mrs. Tully,” she called after her not sure whom to head towards first. “I’m sure it was—”

“No,” the old woman raised a saggy hand in defense. “Stay back, leave me be.” Performing the sign of the cross, her quivering lips mumbled a quick prayer. “The evil has come to Trilby... it’s here,” her voice shook on waves of growing panic and fear. 

“Mrs. Tully? Evelyn?” she questioned barely taking another step.

The old woman was not having any of it. While continuing to watch in horror as Scott assisted Owen, the woman’s eyes danced with the light radiating from Becca’s face and pulsing hand. Fearful, she continued to scan them all before swallowing hard and moving back a few more steps. She shot Caroline a frightened look carrying with it the slightest hint of “wait until I tell everyone what I’ve seen,” and after, she was off.

Pivoting on her heels, the old woman hunched down and jostled along at an impressive rate of speed. Leaving the scene like a ghost, she carried with her a pocketbook of hot gossip, and a heap of trouble to share with any and all willing to listen.

She wanted to grab ahold of her, wanted to keep her at the park to avoid the drama, but it was already too late. Soon, she knew Mrs. Tully would light up a stuffed covered wagon of gossip and give it a push inciting the locals to action. Within hours, possibly minutes, it would barrel aflame through the town on creaky wheels of suspicion, fears of the unknown, and a very unhealthy tradition when it came to dealing with strangers.

Barely past the considered tourist stage after nearly five years of moving here, she knew the longtime residents of Trilby would jump at the chance to get fired up for a cause. Especially if said cause ended with a lynching. Moving here due to Scott’s work as the head of a residential development firm, not more than 3 miles out of town, they had wanted to settle down somewhere peaceful and tranquil within a quaint town they were aware was still firmly rooted in the 1950s visually. They had gotten it in spades. Unfortunately, it also came with people mentally stuck there as well.

Owen’s screeching subsided as Scott applied pressure to his head via a white handkerchief. The boy, teary-eyed and bloody, pulled away. Getting to his feet, he scurried off sobbing and calling for his mother. Holding the handkerchief to his head, he headed drunkenly towards his home only three houses away. As the boy fled, Scott wiped at his bloody hand and stood up coming to Becca’s side as she did the same.

He shook her gently and quietly called her name. The girl’s eyes fluttered before she wiped at a tear racing down her cheek. He smiled lovingly at her and pulled her close. She started to cry, her muffled sounds against his body only amplifying the pain in her chest watching the girl’s suffering.

Scott looked up at her as his chin rested atop Becca’s head. “We need to get home in a hurry.”

“Did you see?” she asked him. “Mrs. Tully—”

“Yeah, to everything. We’ll talk more once we’re home.” He turned Becca towards her, the girl smiling already.

She hugged her before lifting her from the ground and holding her tight. Turning, she headed towards the car and hurried from the scene refusing to look back, refusing to speak a word. Her mind raced as the scenery blurred by, knowing full well their world was crumbling into the ocean.

The sound of a Velcro strap being loosened pulled her back into the moment. Scott was there, his hands busy opening and expanding a medium-sized duffel bag he often used for business trips. The panic she had dismissed from him earlier had instead found a new home inside of her. He acknowledged her as if welcoming her to the fear and anxiety get-together she had tried to avoid with excuses.

“You’ll need to take her and get out of here for a few days.”

“Where, Scott? What about you?” she asked wiping a runaway tear from her cheek. “You want us to simply up and leave our home, our lives?”

“I have a board meeting I can’t skip; the whole damn development is riding on it. I’ll have to stay until tomorrow night. I can crash at the motel right outside town. I’ll let Bob and the backers know I’ll need to take a short leave of absence in the morning. You’ll both be safe at Walter’s until I can get up there.”

“My father’s?” She shook her head to protest knowing the options were limited. 

“We don’t have a lot of time,” he told her stuffing a few pieces of folded laundry into the bag and sliding it towards her. “Get what you need for a few days, we’ll figure out the rest later.”

“This is all happening so fast, this is absurd. Oh, Scott. What the hell is going on, why is this happening?” She started to cry, she couldn’t stop it anymore, couldn’t prevent the emotions from breaking through the wall of her steely resolve. “Why now? Why her?”

He came to her side and rubbed her arm before pulling her to his chest. The familiar scent of his body and the lingering touches of pine and sandalwood from his cologne calming in most cases. A safe place, a home against the madness if only briefly. 

“I don’t know, I don’t have a clue. All I do know is I need you both safe. The home, this town, everything else we’ll work on; together. Whatever and however it turns out.”

“I guess...” she whispered wiping at her eyes. “I’ll call dad and let him know, then we’ll load up and head to his house.”

He smiled and kissed her cheek as she swept some loose strands of her light brown hair from her shoulder. “Good. I’ll go check on Becca and get some of her clothes ready to go.”

She slipped a hand into her pants pocket and retrieved her phone watching him head to the door. He slowly opened it and moved down the hallway towards the living room where Becca was sitting watching cartoons leaving her to dial her father’s number. As he answered, she could tell he already knew something was amiss. He had sensed it. She rarely called out of the blue during the week, especially not in the middle of the day. 

“Hello, dear. I’m assuming this isn’t for pleasure,” the old man’s voice echoed as if he were in a cave.

“No, Dad.” She paused. Her heart racing, her mouth denying her a chance to spew the information out. Finally, she forced it forward. “We’ve run into some trouble and need to—"

“Not another word,” he spoke out cutting her off while simultaneously confirming her thoughts regarding his suspicions. “You are all welcomed as long as need be, you already know without question. We’ll discuss it upon your arrival.” He took a slow breath and muffled the phone whispering into the speaker, “is the little one still enjoying the necklace I made for her?”

She pulled the phone from her ear taken aback by his lackadaisical approach to her concerns. Such an odd question, especially in light of everything going on, she thought to herself. Not really understanding how to react, she blinked several times and returned the phone to her ear.

“Yes, she never takes it off and has grown quite attached to it. It’s her favorite.”

“Glad to hear. See you soon.”

The call ended leaving her head swimming with confusion as she put the phone back into her pocket. Though her father had never been one to spend hours on the phone prattling about every trivial thing under the sun, this was abrupt and bordering on odd, even for him. Maybe he knew more than she did, maybe he was already two steps ahead in the craziness they had found themselves stumbling into, maybe. 

Sighing once, she grabbed a few more pieces of laundry and hurriedly stuffed them into the duffel bag trying her best to keep any assumptions to herself. Her only focus now was getting them out of the house and towards safety as soon as possible. The rapid heavy-handed knocks on the front door followed by multiple chimes from the doorbell being pressed repeatedly at the same time told her, without a doubt, they were already too late. 
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He watched as the man fumbled with a pack of cigarettes wrestling one free from his plaid shirt’s breast pocket. Worn and callused hands pinched at the butt before sliding it between parched lips where it rested against crooked and yellowed teeth. The old man’s milky eyes shifted about as he drew his lighter upward.

A flame danced wildly into view casting orange and yellow flickers across both their faces while chasing away the shadows. As the old man nervously looked around once more as if a group of people was leaning in close to listen to their conversation, he watched the man swipe a strand of wispy white hair from his face. No one was around, none would be. It was only the two of them, an approaching storm, and an island in need of investigating.

“I... I don’t know, Mr. Giles,” the old man spoke up after taking a long draw on his cigarette sending a thick roll of exhaled smoke streaming past his shoulder on the breeze, “seems rather illegal.”

“I’m not paying you for an oral presentation on the legal system,” he said hoping to corral the man’s rising jittery nature before all was lost, “I’m paying you to fly your helicopter once around the island so I can get some shots.”

“Elnia is off-limits for everyone. The military forbids even us locals from breaking air space let alone coming ashore. All your sniffing around spells nothing but a heap of trouble for us both.” 

Bruce rubbed his shoulder against the lowering temperatures and glanced out past the bluff. The island sat in the distance, white sand and the shadow of trees hinting at its presence along the horizon. Two long docks stretched from its left edge, and specks of light from several post lanterns could be seen casting yellowish glows along the wooden planks traveling into its inner darkness.

A large concrete facility, barely visible from the tree line, was nestled in the center of it. The very tops of high fences wrapped in razor wire, towers, and gates promised protection while drawing the curiosity of those not in the know about its secrets. Two large beams of light crisscrossed into the sky from the building as if alerting people to its inner activity all the while scanning and searching.  

“Look, Bruce,” he said pushing his glasses against the bridge of his nose with one finger, “I’m willing to throw in an additional hundred after we land. I’ll take the blame for the whole thing if it helps.”

Bruce took another drag from his cigarette still not convinced the risk was worth the reward. “It does help some, but I’m risking my livelihood. If they shut me down for trespassing, I’m done.”

“You offer scenic tours of Ardenwood with all of its nooks and crannies except the island. You wouldn’t even be a blip on their radar of importance if you happened to fly off course for a few seconds. I’d be surprised if they even send out a warning.”

The older man huffed as if offended and coughed once before wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “So says the reporter digging for a scoop and looking for a ride.”

He needed to counter the man’s thinking, his worrying. “Bruce, you know as well as I do something fishy is going on over there. The military presence has rapidly increased, the sudden quiet around town, the midnight activity and strobing lights in addition to those weird metal and stone bollard-looking markers around the edge of town in the oddest of places glowing green as if powered by an unknown source. It all points to something going down out there, someone up to no good.”

“True, but I don’t see how it’s any of our business.”

“It is our business because what’s happening in Ardenwood right now seems to be a direct result of what is happening around the world. Other towns near here are experiencing the same issues, the same occurrences, the same military presence, the same suspiciously quiet white lab coat-wearing people wandering around town. Those markers around sections of Ardenwood have also been seen in place near the outskirts of Clewiston and Lanbury. I’ve gotten information a few popped up recently in Willowbridge, Ulma, and Garmsby. They all seem to follow a path, form a large a circular type of path surrounding—”

“Ardenwood?” Bruce piped up now fully interested.

He nodded. “I wouldn’t be here otherwise. It’s suspicious, no question. It deserves a little poking around.”

“Nothing’s for certain though,” Bruce chimed in rubbing his chin in thought, “you can’t prove all the information you’ve gathered centers on whatever they’re doing on Elnia.” 

“Surely by now, you’ve heard the stories, seen the footage here and there. People with superhuman abilities or using some kind of magic running rampant, those weird reflective and glowing portal-looking things popping up in town over the past few weeks only to disappear within seconds?” He absent-mindedly brushed at his shoulder; the polyester of his dark grey windbreaker sliding between his fingers. “I’m sure you’ve heard the locals talking, have you not? I can’t be the only one who’s been listening.”

He posed the question knowing full well Bruce knew, had seen, had heard the gossip, the fear, and the suspicions. Everyone had, everyone had heard the news, seen the photos, experienced it on some level. Magic-like power and displays of energy were now becoming their new normal as regular humans were slowly being downgraded from the top of the food chain. No one knew why. No one had definitive answers.

For him, even if he stood here believing for one second Bruce was oblivious to the gradual change, he was sure it affected the old man on some level. To be on the same planet with humans beginning to evolve into something better, bigger, and greater would send up a streaming fiery red warning to anyone not gifted those abilities or anyone not finding themselves newly superhuman. 

Regardless of how far Bruce’s head was buried in the sand, he was sure the old man had thought about it once or twice. Most likely, a lot longer. The new and improved versions of humans were showing up around the globe with no rhyme or reason, no parameters, and no regulations. Evolution had come to their planet, to their species. Either by choice or by chance, and it wasn’t leaving anytime soon. 

“I’ve heard the talk and I got my own opinions about it all, but I still don’t see how any of it should bother me. I’m too old to worry about some kid with superpowers running amok in a town thousands of miles away from here and how he ended up with them. If the military is looking to protect us against people like him, it’s their business. I’m not curious enough to get stung while poking at the beehive.”

“It should worry you, especially if it could potentially threaten life for the people around here. I’m not talking about only humans, but everything. He watched as Bruce lifted his chin in thought. “I’m not saying they’re up to something bad but with everything going down and given the military’s track record to destroy or weaponize everything they can get their hands on; it bears at least a quick look-see to find out. If nothing, then nothing. If something, however, at least we’re prepared.”

“I guess you’re right to some degree. I got family; a couple of granddaughters I don’t want to see get hurt if they’re up to something out there on the island.”

“I figured as much and besides, we’re not going to land and knock on the front door. I only want a quick fly-by. You get me close enough, my camera will take care of the rest.” He smiled and patted the camera bag hanging off his shoulder by a thin leather strap.

Bruce took one final draw on his cigarette before dropping it at his feet and stamping it out. Glancing towards the island, he exhaled slowly and slipped his lighter back into his breast pocket. Appearing to draw courage inward with each passing second concerning their game plan, the old man sighed loudly and nodded. Rising a hand, he rotated it to palm out and flicked his fingers inward with a give-me motion.

“We got a deal when I see the money.”

He slid a hand into his back pocket and pulled free his black leather wallet. Opening it, he tugged out several bills and returned the wallet to his backside. He counted out four one-hundred-dollar bills, fresh and crisp against his fingertip as if he had made them himself. Bruce watched, his lips silently counting along. Once he finished, he slid the last two hundred dollars into his front pants pocket as Bruce grunted his dissatisfaction.

“The other hundred after we land, remember?” 

“I do, and for the other hundred to bring it up to six in total, I can fake engine trouble for a little closer recon. I’d hate to break up the set and all.” Bruce’s eyebrow raised as if presenting the greatest deal ever made, the hint of devilry glinting in his tired eyes. 

“Well, well Bruce. I didn’t take you for a fibber.”

“Hey, for money I’d do almost anything. The military’s been scaring off the few tourists we do get here in the off-season, I reckon they owe me. Besides, a little gossip might get me a few rounds at Skeeter’s Tavern. If other people are buying, I’m talking.”

“Color me impressed and,” he said grinning, “welcome to the world of investigative reporting.”

Bruce smirked and shook his hand. Leathery and scratchy, he could feel the man’s cool skin soak up his body heat like a sponge. He watched as the old man folded up the money and slipped it into his front pocket. Spitting once, he tugged on his pants pulling them up and headed to his small office past the worn trail leading towards the helicopter’s landing pad nearby.

Watching the old man walk away, a boom of thunder echoed towards the bluff from further out. Across a vast ocean, tendrils of dim lightning branched off from within rolling storm clouds of gray only noticeable through brief flashes of jagged bolts of light. A storm was coming ashore, sooner rather than later. He only hoped they’d make it back before the heavens openly wept across the lands. 

He stood there with a troubled mind. Inside, a sea of worries, a need to get back into the spotlight. His career needed this boost, the exposure of some grand discovery. Selling his car for bribe money seemed to go hand in hand although, now as he thought it over, it was probably not the best laid out strategy. He sighed and shook his head, too many thoughts, not enough time.

If this little late-night outing made good on his theory, the loss of his car would pale in comparison to his rise in fame. Nothing would eclipse the story of the century unless there was nothing to find. If it ended up nothing, he foresaw a short trip down the inside of a gin bottle and a fist full of prescription pain meds in his future. Either way, Roger Giles won. Either way, he’d end up in the news, come hell or high water. 

The red lights circling the concrete landing pad lit up as the door to Bruce’s small office slammed shut. The older man whistled horribly as he approached, the dangling engine keys trying desperately to clink and clank in time to whatever tune he was butchering. After coughing once, he stopped near him and waited. 

“Whenever you’re ready, Mr. Giles.”

“No time like the present,” he said offering Bruce a smile. “Let’s go make some news.” 

A flash of lightning lit up the sky in streaks of muted pinks and blues. A rumble of thunder applauded the night as he watched the old man head to the helicopter. Biting his lower lip, he silently prayed they’d uncover some news versus becoming it. Silently, he prayed again and hurried along. 
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HE RUBBED HIS FOREHEAD trying to correct his tired and blurring vision. The pale yellow of his desk lamp appeared to force the black lettering of the reports before him to cast shadows across multiple white canvases. Letters, numbers, and names rolled together turning into a mountain of confusion, a pile of facts and findings he could barely decipher.

They’d been here longer than he had hoped they would be, longer than any could have imagined. What had started as a possible unknown species investigation had soon blossomed into a full-on military operation, an arms race, a defensive strategy, a chance to find a weapon they could use. The facility had sat quietly abandoned before their arrival on the island nearly four years to the day. The rest, including several upgrades and repairs, had been set up in record time and quietly filled with scientists, engineers, weapon experts, and a small outfit he had handpicked for safety, protection, and peace if it was ever required all under the sleeping eyes of an unsuspecting town. 

Everyone involved had been excited, at the time, to see a possible alien, to study the strikingly beautiful “fish girl” as they had not so eloquently dubbed her. The victim was found dead on the shores of Ardenwood nearby and after they had secured her body, they rapidly covered up the details before her appearance had a chance to leak into the national news engine.

At the time, it was fascinating. At the time, this new lifeform needed exploration, a determiner, a reason. At the time, they were blissfully unaware of the growing storm right outside their protected walls. They learned the hard way.

Soon, these enhanced lifeforms began to appear more often in public. It was something they could not control. Humans, enhanced on an evolutionary scale beyond their understanding, began slipping into the daylight and began to reshape an entire planet’s way of thinking.

All walks of life, races, creeds, and locations around the world were discovered. At first, a sighting here, a brief flash of an unknown power there caught on camera. Before long, more were crawling out of the woodwork into the mainstream. Rich, poor, popular, reclusive. Their random appearances created an enlarging hole they could no longer fully seal up from their tiny island, a secret they could no longer keep hidden. It was no longer one, it was many.

Their appearances created greed and the potential chance for profit. The new, the flashy, the potential from nations vying for dominance. The flood of fear from regular humans unaffected by whatever was changing and empowering those around them came next. Everything was unknown, distrust of science was growing, and many started questioning religions which began creating a firestorm with the potential to intensify into a complete breakdown of society if not quickly snuffed out.

The race to find the answers, and the need to quell a nation on edge subsequently sealed their fates to become secretive residents of Ardenwood until possibly the end of time. They were and had been, already in place. The rest came naturally.

Through the years, their ramped-up studies and searching for answers continued as his home life wilted and fell to dust. A wife, a daughter, a memory left on a cluttered desk. He, unable to leave. She, unwilling to settle for the invisible spouse, and visits which grew shorter and further apart as the months crept along. He grew bitter and brooded while tiptoeing around his guilt. She grew happier and freer in the arms of Jeff, an old friend from high school. He didn’t blame her entirely but, at times, it was all he could do.

A few willing participants to their studies arrived by investigation and selective word of mouth, a few also arrived so very unwilling. Humans had evolved as far as they could tell. Those lucky enough to feel its effects had been given the green light to rise above their already top positions on a slowly diminishing food chain.

Nothing followed a pattern, no simple explanation existed. Some developed powers ranging from simple to others possibly world-ending. Some manifested physical changes beyond human comprehension like “fish girl” while others were considered deadlier than a bag of rattlesnakes but appeared innocent and frail like a newborn pup. At the heart of it all, they were still human. At the end of the day, however, they were still a threat, a possible weapon, a link to an unknown, a profit generator, a growing potential money machine. 

The island’s scientists worked tirelessly to decipher the riddle of humankind’s instant evolution with barely any noteworthy findings as days turned to months. Beyond their walls, those displaying powers beyond the ordinary were being rounded up, hunted, killed, or forced to flee for their lives in every nation by neighbors, friends, and relatives alike. It brought a spreading heat to an already intense situation and turned up the need to maximum on quickly finding a solution.

Loosely associated information they had managed to dig up concerning possibilities only compounded the puzzle and skewed the equation even more into the unknown. There were talks of findings from historic texts circa 441 A.D. concerning a celestial event and a rather bizarre written piece on a meteor shower coloring the night sky in vibrant colors lasting for several evenings around 1855, but nothing concrete. It was random news and tidbits of historical data with little to no correlation and numerous dead ends. They needed definitive answers, truth, a way out, a clue for the here and now. 

It wasn’t until Dr. Pasha Strovakovsky, leading geneticist for their covert operations, stumbled upon a few blips of an odd energy signature while examining a corpse. Collected information was quickly evaluated and double-checked against living participants. There, riding piggyback on a few genes in the DNA matrix of one surviving test subject, the answer shone brightly. After, all they knew, and their overall mission, rocketed into high gear.

The energy sources of those considered gifted were quickly dubbed strovophines by the illustrious doctor. The test subjects were renamed Strovians creating a minority of the rarest kind, a group of people sharing a very uncommon trait. Every empowered participant they had been able to study had shared the same blips of energy, every incoming one offering the same affirmation, finding the same grisly end. 

This tiny found gene, this minuscule spark of energy somehow, someway could overpower the human system and alter it in dramatic ways with very differing results. No individual exhibited the same powers, gifts, or abilities. Not a single one fell into any parameter to make it easier to ascertain how the strovophines would alter them. It was a crapshoot of superhero proportions, a roulette wheel of blank spots. A winner on red, a winner on black, snake eyes.

Although how each individual came into contact with an unknown energy source from varied locations and societal paths was still a mystery, they had uncovered enough information to begin formulating a new plan, a call to arms. The facility went into an informal lockdown, secrets were buried and hidden even further down the rabbit hole. They would be the first to uncover, the first to share, the first to monopolize. Even as the world rattled daily with questions, they quietly held the answers.

The scientists soon joined with engineers within the facility to work on a weapon, a defensive to counter the growing threat of superpowered rule. Find the cause and create a counter. It was all standard procedure, all part of the plan.

Utilizing the knowledge of the strovophines, weeks blurred by in a dizzying display of flashing LCD screens, high-pitched alarms, and sparking metal. While creating and building a device capable of handling their needs, Dr. Strovakovsky wandered too close to an unwilling participant and met his untimely demise at the hands of Subject White who was sadly destroyed as a result.  

Weeks later, their creation named, Red-Rover was fully developed and ready for testing deployment. Unrestrained by protocol and given infinite access to anything they desired or required, those nerdy bastards had managed to do the impossible, had inadvertently sealed their fates behind thick glasses and goofy smiles of accomplishment. Comically appealing to their younger days of school recess, they could be oftentimes heard reciting the line, “Red-Rover, Red-Rover, bring a strovian on over,” as if their frivolity would somehow safely guard them against future harm or moral ineptitude. It wouldn’t, it never did.

At its heart, Red-Rover was a technological marvel capable of locating the energy released by the strovophines within the desired target area before locking onto strovians among the regular humans as a result. The nifty part keeping its creators with raging hard-ons and incessant utterances of their little school rhyme was its ability to pull locked targets to a specific location through energy manipulation and genetic modulation. It would have been a boon to the world too, a true scientific feat completely revamping society in every inch of the globe had it been allowed to benefit rather than harm.

It would have been every sci-fi fan’s dream come true; a working teleportation device would have been on every nation’s wish list. It ended up being their worst nightmare. The destination of said teleported unwilling participants was never the question. It was and always would be their little island oasis hidden from sight, shadowed from judgment, covered up through money and politics.

The technical and mechanical components were beyond his grasp, but he understood the basics. Red-Rover could systematically pluck strovians out of their reality and land them right at a secured location. Any human the device scanned and detected could easily be extracted with nary a threat to others, with nary a chance for escape.

He understood the moral complications even if cleverly tucked away inside his usual brooding and commanding nature. It felt wrong. The overall execution of Red-Rover’s abilities brought up issues, one only he had thought of during its construction. What about their safety and those beyond the island’s shoreline? What about the rights of the individuals it decided to collect? Those the machine extracted were, after all, citizens of the United States not simply rogue experimental fodder. After bringing it to their attention, he encouraged them with a nod and diplomatic stance to find a way to create a safe balance to keep both parties secure after extractions and to prevent possible contamination or escape into the outside world.  

After several weeks of testing randomly from within the roughly 50-mile radius of the island using lab animals, they were ready and confident to try out their solution on real flesh and blood humans. Once the markers were in place at the edge of their testing area creating an almost circular zone of coverage, they were even more sure failure was not even on the horizon.

Heavy round bollards of reinforced stone with a metal ring at the top were installed and put in place along the borders of Ardenwood and neighboring towns in the dead of night creating additional protection, a buffer against any errs in their scientific breakthroughs. To him, they looked like concrete thermoses glowing soft green at the top. They ended up bigger and deadlier than anything he could have imagined.

Little was said or mentioned by the townspeople as they were placed into the environment and secured to the ground two feet down. Most barely noticed them at all, but they were there, standing stoic above the earth like miniature soldiers barricading and protecting. Gray and unyielding, deadly and quiet. Ever present, ever ready. 

Almost completely indestructible, he was told. They contained a radioactive core infused with cadmium; they had mentioned. The science alone caused him headaches on how it was even possible. One explanation offered spouted something about electrons being forced to halt movement and subsequently destroy the human body if said body contained strovophines within its DNA matrix. A molecular diffuser and a genome stripper were also mentioned though the how and why never made any sense.

It didn’t help with his basic understanding of how they functioned regardless of their attempt to dumb it down. The things he did know, however, was the markers would most likely stand through multiple generations without so much as a smudge and were one-sided in their performance. Manufactured as a means to prevent escape, they were never outfitted to prevent entry only exits. Safely pass coming in, die horrifically trying to get out. It could be seen as a tricky trap to most, and from the scientists who had a hand in their creation, it was.

Strovians everywhere were disgustingly affected by its presence to the point of screaming and turning into solid ice before exploding into dust seconds after crossing the markers for greener pastures. Although they had told him the effects could differ based on the person, the one thing it did effectively guarantee was death. No escape, ever.  

The knowledge of their power gruesomely and very visually came about from an attempted escape from a test subject. Much to the cheers and whooping shouts from the field crew, evidence of their morbid tech skills rained down from the sky for several seconds afterward. It was the ultimate protection with a price as it came with little regard for the people and the environment concerning possible radiation poisoning and its lasting effect. Such was life, he finally told himself if only to move on, if only to free himself of the burden of truth. It was his mission; his emotions were not on the payroll.  

It had been a trying last couple of days. Moral dilemmas, good intentions, bad decisions, duty, and responsibility. Looking across his desk, he grabbed a quick sip of cold coffee and placed the white mug back down as a shadowy form appeared near the office door’s frosted glass. It was time for real testing, it was time to allow their mechanized creation to ungraciously snatch a once-called human from the masses and deliver them to their secured doorstep.

They had orders to kill on sight any aggressive ones and to tag and bag any appearing docile for future experimentation. It was going to be a bloodbath. Trigger-happy military personnel, skittish scientists, and engineers with aggressive egos had only one outcome when placed in a room against a perceived threat in whatever form it decided to take. Weapons and stress release, toy guns loaded with real ammunition for the doomed and the damned.

There would be no save one for later moments, only a destroy them all groupthink. It made his stomach churn at the incoming carnage he would be unable to stop. He had been dreading this moment, had been a prisoner of its tortuous approach for too long. Neck deep and eyes bloodshot scouring over paperwork to find an alternative to mass casualties, he had simply run out of steam, had run out of options. This moment had been sneaking in on whispered dates, on building concern, and rising trepidation. Now, it was here.

He was an authority figure, had always been. He shouldn’t be questioning anything only leading. The rule book had been thrown out the window since the strovians began showing up, his link to procedure and protocol had also taken flight. They weren’t dealing with an aggressive species for the most part or a dangerous threat. They were dealing with everyday folks, simply changed. They were dealing with themselves only better, only different. 

Two quick taps on the wooden frame and a squeak filled his ears as the door began to open. A bald pudgy faced man peeked around the frame and blinked at him before clearing his throat. He couldn’t escape it anymore, couldn’t hide the truth they were all about to take part in a possible genocide cleverly gift wrapped as protection and safety. 

“General Beale, we’re ready for you.” The nervous man lowered his eyes, the briefest flicker of sadistic glee tainting the edges.

“Thank you, Nelson.” Pushing loose papers together, he rose from his chair. “I’ll be right out.”

The portly scientist bowed slightly while closing the door and scurrying back to the main testing room. His shoes sent clicks and clacks fading into silence. The stillness clawed at him, the quiet pressing against his chest. Heavy are the burdens of duty he would oftentimes catch himself whispering into the air. This time it held even greater weight. It seemed to bring with it a finality of electric anticipation cloaking foreboding knowledge.

He glanced down at an old picture in a dusty wooden frame near the corner of his desk. He had left it there as a reminder of the innocence in the world, a reminder of all left behind. Years had it accumulating a coating of dust which dulled the images, a covering up of an old and wounded heart, a scabbing over of a life no longer in his future.

Rubbing a worn and callused thumb across the filthy glass, two faces emerged next to his own. Two faces and simpler times, two faces and a promising future now ruined and discarded with time, with duty. Gently kissing two fingers, he touched the glass wishing them both well, and secretly prayed they would forgive him for all he had done, for all he was about to do.

Clearing his throat, he tugged on his tie and brushed the front of his shirt. Heading to the door, he lingered and took in the view of his home for the past few years, his office, his escape, his self-imposed prison. It was time, and he for one was ready to see it finally come to an end. 
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Chapter 3
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She startled. Her heart felt as if it had leaped into her throat. Her stomach twisted into a knot as a sudden chill whispered at her shoulder and slid devilishly down her spine. A breath stalled in her lungs as her ears strained to listen for any sound, any additional information before proceeding in running or screaming, possibly both.

“I’m coming, one minute,” Scott called out as the knocking and door chimed quieted down.

He came into view from the living room and fired glances of worry at her down the hallway. He shook his head and held up his hand to prevent her from moving toward them both. Flicking his chin several times upwards and to the left, Becca came around the edge of the living room and raced to her side quickly sliding in behind her as she remained standing in the bedroom.

A commercial jingle from the television filled their ears as he made eye contact with her. The tenseness and unease were evident, the fear heavy on her soul. His hazel eyes, those of protector and parent, connected with her own while a quietly building sadness of an unplanned ending swam below their surface. She waited refusing to budge, her body feeling as if every joint had rusted into place. The touch of Becca’s arm by her leg demanding her to be present in the here and now, for the future.

“Honey,” she said forcing a smile and lowering herself to her daughter’s head, “I need you to go sit in mommy and daddy’s closet.”

Becca shook her head defiantly while pulling at her leg. “No, mommy. I want to stay here with you.”

“Shhh,” she tried calming her. “It’s only until daddy answers the door.”

“But, mommy, what about—”

“Daddy will be fine. I won’t let anything happen to him and we’ll both be right in to join you.” 

Becca shook her head once and stopped. Looking towards the closet door, the young girl bit her bottom lip and tugged on a strand of her hair. Contemplating which direction she wanted to take, she glanced once more down the hallway at her father before heading reluctantly to the closet.

She watched the young girl slowly turn the white-painted knob and pull the door slightly open. The familiar creak of the door’s wooden frame and the brushing of its bottom against the thick carpeting filled the air in a weird combination of sounds. It was as if she were hearing both sounds for the first time, both oddly inviting and troubling within the silence of the room.

Scott was at the front door, his back hunched and tense, his arm pressed against the edge near the hinges. Leaning down, he peered through the peephole as she held her breath. Nothing, no moment of declaration, no screams of terror. She allowed herself to breathe, to forgive her frayed nerves and overworked mind as it was busy generating crime scene after gruesome crime scene. Scott lifted his head and turned towards her, a smile of reassurance spreading across his mouth. She smiled too; the front door exploded.

The force of the blast barreled up the hallway and slammed into her throwing her back and over the top of the bed. Hot fumes stung her nose, and the smell of freshly burnt wood twisted with the sickening smell of copper mixed into an odd chemical scent.

“Scott! Scott!” she screamed lifting herself from the bed and racing to the bedroom door. “Scott!” she shouted down the hallway as swirls of smoke spun outward like miniature angry tornados.

Her vision was hindered, the scene right out of the worst horror film she could ever have imagined. The door was destroyed, and pieces of its exploded frame littered every inch of their home, some even having landed mere inches from her feet. The spray of red across the walls and oddly shaped pieces of flesh-colored bits in numerous piles told her everything she needed to know and everything she wished she wasn’t seeing. Scott was dead, and soon she would be too.

A figure appeared in the doorway as she put a hand over her mouth and screamed into it. The sobbing instantly following the emotional shock, the sudden punch to the heart of her soul not quelling the fear, the loss, the confusion. A woman in a long black dress with dark red lips surveyed the damage with sadistic glee before smirking at her through the haze. A woman with long dark red hair and a pasty complexion now holding up an index finger swirling with orange fire at its tip.

“I hope you have good insurance, and a mop,” the woman said cackling and stepping around chunks of gore before brandishing a large dagger from her hip belt.  “Shame, but in a few, you won’t need either.” 

She slipped in front of the bedroom door pulling it closed. A last line of defense, a rookie mistake. Her world was spinning off its axis. The pain in her chest was like jarring shocks to her heart, the fear, and adrenaline thundering hot liquid through her veins. Scott was dead, no amount of help could bring him back. Although her soul ached with the sudden loss, her only thought now was keeping herself safe while ensuring Becca remained unharmed. She could cry later if there was one.

“Who are you?” she shrieked down the hall as the woman stood there smirking and waving dust from the air in front of her face. “What do you want?”

The woman sighed, the questions boring her senseless. “I would think it would have been obvious by now my frail doe.” She glided a finger under her chin and smirked tilting the glistening blade of her weapon ever so slightly to dazzle her eyes with its reflected light. “We’ve come to take the young one with the gifts,” she said flashing wicked eyes of vibrant orange, “and we will not be denied.”

The “we” of the woman’s statement rattled her to the core. She was already well aware of the unwanted attention Becca had created with her little episode at the park. She knew it would fire up the locals who were hell-bent to destroy what they did not understand, but she never expected people with those same gifts to come to her home seeking blood and delivering death. This woman, this superpowered killer before her had mentioned, “we” and the word alone sent chills through her body. Where was the other one? Who else had yet to make an appearance?

“Who are you working for, who?” she barked threateningly.

Becca screamed from behind forcing her into action. The muffled screeches of panic from her innocent child reverberated through her body. She turned gripping the doorknob not bothering to wait for an answer. Driven by fear for her daughter’s safety and encouraged to act if only to avoid Becca seeing the remains of her father littering the floor, she realized too late the mistake of leaving one’s back exposed to a killer. It hadn’t been the best strategy. She knew it would cost her; it would cost them all.
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HE ENTERED THE MAIN control room of the facility after passing through a staging area of glass double doors blasting sanitizing cold air over his head and down his back. Nearly shivering at the experience, he pressed himself into the room as hushed tones of conversation abruptly ended and heads turned to face him. Nelson joined two other scientists on the far left hurriedly connecting a headset and plopping down into a high-back leather office chair before swiveling away from him. 

“Red-Rover is standing by. Awaiting final power-up, General,” Nelson conveyed.

A long dashboard of computer monitors with a multitude of buttons and switches flashed irregularly in various colors casting odd lighting effects over everyone’s faces as if they had stumbled into a vintage dance club left empty and running. Four large panes of glass led out to a large open-air courtyard surrounded by the facility’s inner concrete framework, barren of décor, design, or care. Along its sides sat holding cells and a few doors leading deeper into the facility all blocked and defended looking more akin to a prison’s exercise yard than anything used for scientific pursuits.

From his vantage point, he could see a few scientists and their curious heads peering out from the small-windowed doors of a few of the holding cells. No doubt, he told himself, all overly eager to experience and participate in the grand unavoidable culling but still smart enough to avoid possible friendly fire.

The viewable sky appeared to twist and turn on the whispers of an approaching storm further out. Tiny dots of distant stars twinkled in and out of sight as thick rolling clouds sought to dim their glow while lighting jaggedly branched out from deep within its moving mass. A last view of the heavens for some, possibly many. The last chance to wish, to pray for escape. It would be a fruitless endeavor even for those who could survive long enough to jump, fly, or power themselves upward.

The upper rim of the building’s overhangs and running around the complete square, sat pulsing markers much like those already in place at the borders around Ardenwood and its sister towns. All enacting a defense, all proudly protecting from any possibilities while ensnaring, preventing, destroying. No way out, only one way in, no hope. 

Several armed guards took up positions at the far back section of the area along a sidewalk under a long metallic canopy while several armed engineers and additional security formed alongside the equipment and near the only staircase leading up into the main control room. Their eyes flickered with anticipation, their furrowed brows hinting at a need to murder. It was, for all intents and purposes, a cage, an inescapable pen for trapped farm animals, a prison, a final resting spot.

As he took a step closer, Dr. Ellis, Strovakovsky’s replacement, graciously directed him to a chair nestled up to the center section of the control console. He moved towards the computers as the oddly quiet man acknowledged him with a slight nod. Refusing to sit, he pushed the chair away and hovered over the console. He needed to stand, he needed to see everything, all at once. There was electricity in the air, the excitement and anticipation of something to come lingered with the fiery need to destroy.

From his position, he could see the top of the Red-Rover unit. Gunmetal and chrome with vibrant red reflected the overhead lights in dazzling color, so shiny and new. The long barrel of the weapon slightly lowered towards a rounded metal platform sitting empty in the middle of the courtyard. A few long beams of light flashed within its structure signaling it was powering up for its purpose, energizing itself to exact judgment upon the masses. The slight whirling hum of its inner workings echoed from the concrete room no match for the thick glass windows. In the air, static-laced energy tickled the hairs on the back of his neck and arms.

“Perimeter marker report,” he directed to one of the scientists sitting near Nelson.

“Perimeter markers online and functioning properly,” the man replied.

“Border marker report,” he added. 

Several presses of buttons later and a large LCD screen lit up above the windows leading out displaying numerous camera viewpoints across the expanse. Though small and monochrome, he could see a few spots he instantly recognized having accompanied the men who had installed the markers a few times. The edge of a blurry bridge, a side shot of an empty road, a forested path, a screen of near-total blackness with only the small blinks of lights in the distance. They were all in place, judging from afar, protecting and ready to destroy.  

“All markers are online and functioning properly,” the man answered. “No readings to report.”

“Dixon, security report,” he said leaning to a small desktop microphone on the main console.

Static crackled through the still room as loud audible beeps bounced off the walls. Looking down he could see Dixon, the main security lead, look to the windows at him before pressing a small shoulder microphone and speaking into it before turning his back to the courtyard. 

“All protective measures are in place. All rooms are prepped and secure for immediate assessment of all receivables.” 

The man’s husky voice and gruff attitude had come through loud and clear. They were itching for action, looking for a fight and nothing could stop the flow, the dance of the dead already in motion. He nodded knowing full well Dixon couldn’t see him and could care less about trivial niceties or the chain of command. After all, the bulky muscular man hadn’t been hired for his ability to give a shit or for his genial nature. No, not at all. Dixon was a man of few words and even fewer control parameters regarding his bloodlust and skill at hampering, hindering, dampening, and destroying potential threats before they became possible issues. 

Ignoring Dixon’s attitude, he stood a little straighter. “Weather status,” he called out.

A tall lanky man on the right along a wall of instrument panels and blinking monitors turned back to look at the screens. “The approaching storm is roughly 2.5 miles out and approaching from the south, southwest at approximately 9 mph. Radar pathing has it on top of us within the next 30-45 minutes and carrying on the same direction past Ardenwood and into Clewiston by 11:33 pm, local time.”

“We should have enough time, General to fully test Red-Rover before any possible inclement weather threatens to disrupt our procedure,” Dr. Ellis softly told him. “It is, however, your call.”  

He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Very well, continue,” he told them as Nelson pressed a large red button before sliding down a black handle into a locked position.

Dr. Ellis cleared his throat before nodding towards a patiently waiting Nelson. “Commence Red-Rover Human Test Phase-Alpha 9.1.3.”

Red-Rover’s internal workings roared into life. The humming was now a steady and deep throbbing drone, a cadence of desire, a beat of approaching doom. Brilliant bursts of light fired along the machine’s barrel, flashing and strobing near its exit.

The rounded platform in the middle of the room glowed a bright blue and white as tiny green orbs of light circled its center. The air took on an electric surge of power as if its molecular structure was being toyed with, being manipulated to benefit its new master, being drawn towards the machine. The smell of dust burning on an old lightbulb wafted across his senses.

It was nothing new from what they had already experienced in initial tests, only this time it felt wrong, it felt immoral and necessary at the same time. Wrapped in the guise of national security and adorned with the overall invasion of basic human rights, it reeked and tore at his soul. 

He took his hat and placed it on the desk, wanting desperately to be anywhere else, be anyone else. He could easily stop it all. He could easily press the power down button and walk away. He knew, without a shadow of a doubt, he wouldn’t make it from this room without someone claiming his soul as a free kill. 

A coward facing a room of escalated dangers. He could almost taste the malice lingering in the air, the hint of madness dripping from shifty eyes and twitchy fingers. They wanted this, they needed this and he would be nothing more than a stray bullet victim if he denied them.

Much like a pool filled with sharks teased for days by droplets of blood and the promise of a great feast, he would be nothing more than cannon fodder to the frenzy, to the spell they were all under. He only prayed they could live with themselves after the dust settled and dawn rose from the hillside. He only prayed he could do the same, knowingly having already lost his wager in life’s gamble.
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Chapter 4


[image: ]


“You’re probably only going to get one shot before we need to turn back,” Bruce squawked through his headset. The old man’s hands gripped tightly to the helicopter’s vibrating cyclic. “The approaching storm is gonna be a nasty beast.”

“Do your best,” he directed before patting the old man on the back from his position in the rear seating area. He pressed against the large window with his camera in hand. “I’m sure you’ve seen worse.”

“Might’ve seen it, but never flown in it,” Bruce corrected over his shoulder and coughed loudly. 

“First for everything,” he offered while continuing to prep his equipment.

The old helicopter was about as spacious as a cramped closet. It rattled from every direction and felt as if its flooring was held together by chewing gum and empty promises. He could feel the bitter dampness creeping into the small cabin from the altitude, the salty air dancing across his tongue. The faint whistling of air through open cracks in its frame made his skin crawl with its continued threats of falling to one’s death. 

Through his camera lens, Elnia Island came into view. Bright lights encircled it as looming palm trees and numerous plant life swayed in the approaching storm’s gusty kiss. A yellow glow held steady at the center of the facility right where an open courtyard allowed its inhabitants a chance for sunlight. Blue and white bursts of light lit up the night sky in steady competition with the lightning as if a large group of photographers were below happily snapping shots. As the helicopter cut through the unsteady air, numerous dashboard lights began to flash drawing his attention. Static crackled in his earpiece.

“They’re hailing us, Mr. Giles,” Bruce called out pointing to a red blinking light on the console.

He leaned back slightly and held his breath watching as Bruce pressed the button and cleared his throat. He had expected it from the start, had planned for the military signaling for them to turn away. Now, if only Bruce could play the part, they could still manage a few shots and flee back to safety before the military decided to do more than threaten.

“This is Bruce, go ahead,” the old man shakily offered.

“Unknown aircraft, this is Elnia Island Air Traffic Control. You are within restricted military airspace. Reverse course and head back to the mainland. I repeat, head back to the mainland.” The man’s voice broke as the disrupted signal reached their ears. “You are entering a restricted military area, please respond and identify.”

Bruce shot him a look and winked. Coughing loudly, he clicked the send button. “We’re suffering engine trouble; we won’t make it back to the shore. Requesting a landing pad, immediately.”

The microphone squawked loudly making them both wince as silence soon filled their ears. Bruce eyed him as they sat there waiting and wondering. Covering the mouthpiece, he shrugged and leaned back as if attempting to whisper.

“Get ready and hang on,” the old man told him. “We’re going to shake, rattle, and roll right over the top and head back.”

He gripped his camera tighter and turned back to the window. Brilliant flashes of light fired from the open courtyard of the facility as sharp yellow and white bursts of light speckled the outer ring of the glow. The air felt heated, energized, and alive. 

“Negative pilot,” a voice erupted into the mouthpiece as pops and pings threatened to drown out his voice. “Landing pad denied. Access to Elnia Island is not authorized. This is your final warning, turn back to shore.”

“Island...” Bruce pleaded and coughed while gripping the choke of the helicopter tightly as the entire aircraft rattled, “please... we’re going to crash... I can’t hold on to...”

He heard Bruce snicker as the old man cut the signal before shooting him a thumbs-up sign. Watching as Bruce jerked back on the helicopter’s control before slamming it to the right and back down, he panicked as the aircraft felt as if it hovered for mere seconds before it lurched haphazardly through the air. Grunting and firing on all cylinders, the rickety beast pitched at an odd angle while Bruce hollered with renewed interest and joy.

Rattled and bouncing around, he pressed himself against the window. Aiming the camera lens downward the best he could, he drew in the focus and started clicking off shot after
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