
        
            
                
            
        

    
Prologue

Two Months Ago…

Diesel immediately knew something wasn’t right when his eyes opened. His subconscious could sense the change in the air. At the time, it was around midnight. No one was awake in his house, but Diesel knew that he had woken to different circumstances than when he had fallen asleep.

Everything felt wrong. Diesel’s bed seemed small. His arms and legs felt strange. There was some type of odd weight on his shoulders as well. 

Looking around closely, he realized that his sight was more defined. The posters on his wall appeared more clear and sharp. He could see every small detail in the dark. The tiny digital clock beside his bed had never been that bright ever before. The light was absolutely blinding.

Something was up. Something was not normal.

Diesel tried getting off his bed, but instead he tumbled onto the floor. His jaw slammed against the hard wooden surface when he landed on his stomach. As he picked himself up off the floor, his eyes locked onto a pair of black hoofs. 

Not a single breath escaped him as he followed the hoofs… Then Diesel gasped when he saw that they were attached to him. They were his hands! His hands!

He had been right when he 

knew that something didn’t add up. He had known it from the second he woke up that everything had changed.

Diesel would never forget that night. He would never be able to erase that terrifying memory from his brain, because that was the night his entire life transformed forever.


(Notice!)

I’m working on the next chapter, but I’m doing horrible with writing in Diesel’s POV.

I know that this is very last minute, but this book will be in Olivia’s POV since I know her character best. There will be a chapter in Diesel’s POV every so often. The plot is still mainly focused on Diesel.

~Samantha Gettys 


Seventeen

[The awesome art above was created by GreenieStories ]

Explaining how I met Diesel is a long story. To cut the story short it would go somewhat like this.

About one month ago, I came face to face with a pegacorn in the middle of town. We joined together to defeat some crazy people who were wreaking my town. Though we had our arguments, we soon became a great pair. Lots of stuff has happened between the time we met and since then. 

That was about three weeks ago. Right now, it’s currently the middle of June. The sun is hot. Mellark is back to its normal quiet demeanor. Lake Jah is full of easygoing vacationers. 

Today also happens to be Diesel’s seventeenth birth-

“What if he’s lactose intolerant?” Felicity adds in.

I glance at her and say, “He isn’t.”

“How do you know though? What if he can’t have anything with gluten in it? He could have peanut allergies if you aren’t careful.” My sister goes on.

I put the cake in the oven nonetheless and close the door. Heat waves spew from the door as it shuts.

“Felicity, for the millionth time he isn’t allergic to anything.” I toss my apron up on the countertop. 

She smiles and walks out without a word. I think she purposely pesters me for no reason sometimes. Ever since she became a shapeshifter like me I’ve been having to keep a close eye on her. 

Felicity often comes and hangs out with Diesel and I at nighttime, but only for an hour or two since she unfortunately doesn’t share my ability to sleep three hours. Most of the time, I’ll let her fly a few hundred yards away from us, but always within my sight. I don’t need her to wander off at night. She only just turned ten last week.

Yeah, Diesel and Felicity have their birthdays really close together.

The cake I just put in the oven will probably take a while to bake. My cooking skills are low so I’m hoping it will at least taste decent.

I grab my phone from off the dining table and walk into the living room as I read a text. Without a thought I fall back onto the couch. I begin to reply the text but the sound of someone clearing their voice interrupts me.

My head swings to my left and I nearly scream when I see Ash nonchalantly sitting beside me. He’s smiling like everything is absolutely normal.

“How did you get in here?!” 

Ash shrugs, “Through the front door.”

Ash is Diesel’s most trusted friend. The two have known each other for many years. He knows that Diesel and I are both shapeshifters. Ash has helped us out in shifter situations before. He can be a little crazy at times though. Right now is a great example of that.

“You’re an hour and a half early, Ash.” I tell him.

He leans back into the couch unfazed, “Yeah, I thought you could use some help.”

“Thanks, Ash, but I’ve got things covered.” I stand up from the couch.

Felicity walks in at this moment, “I forgot to mention that Ash was here.”

“Thanks.” I grumble over my shoulder. 

Felicity turns to Ash to ask, “Is Diesel allergic to peanuts?”

I leave the room before I can hear the rest of that conversation. If it wasn’t the middle of the day, I would shift into a griffin and fly away. 

I had invited Diesel to come over today since it was his birthday. I wanted to invite some of his friends, but Ash is the only one of his friends that I know. I also asked Garret to come over, but he said that he may be a little late. My ‘party’ just consists of Diesel, Ash, Felicity, Garret, and I. 

I guess you could say that the five of us are already close. We’re all shapeshifters, except for Ash who constantly complains about how unfair it is that he isn’t a shapeshifter. He’s lucky to be a normal human. 

All five of us get along well. Ever since Felicity became a pumagriff and we found out that Garret was a hippocamp, Diesel and I have felt less like freaks. The four of us shifters hold a secret that we share together. Ash gladly enjoys being part of our group even though he doesn’t have our ability. 

Most of the time if we’re all together at the same time, the topic of how we may be the only shifters often pops up. I once thought I was the only one. Then I met Diesel. We thought were the only shifters. Then it changed again when Felicity morphed and Garret revealed himself. It may just be a coincidence since Felicity is my sibling and Garret and Diesel are brothers. We could be the only ones, but we may not be.

Anyway, the five of us aren’t always all together at the same time. Felicity has friends in the neighbor she plays with. Diesel and I hang out together most of the time during the summer now. Ash has chores he has to do on his dad’s farm. Garret has a summer job since he is off for college. 

We stay busy.

________________

It’s now 3:30. Diesel should be here now. He’s never ever late. I start to pace back and forth across the living room. Ash and Felicity don’t really care. They keep saying that he probably got caught up in some traffic. As a response I ask them what kind of heavy traffic ever occurs around here in Melark. 

They’re in their own little world as I step outside and sit on the front step. I rest my elbows on my knees as I search for Diesel’s red Chevrolet Camaro.

I’m afraid of what’s become of my boyfriend. Ever since we defeated Takolize, a man who previously haunted my town, I’ve been fearful that one of his cronies would return to find the mythical creatures he saw on Lake Jah’s dam.

Ages pass before I hear the familiar sound of the engine. I spring from my sitting position and run across my yard to the driveway. A few seconds later I see his car round the corner. After a few more seconds, the red vehicles pulls into my driveway. I sprint around to driver’s door and open it before he can turn off the engine. 

“Are you okay?”

It’s the first thing that spills from my mouth. I’m not the least bit mad that he’s late. 

Diesel smiles brightly, “Yeah, I’m fine. Why?”

I see through his grin, “What’s wrong?”

He gets out of the car and wraps an arm around my shoulder, “Nothing important. I’ll tell you later.”

“It’s pretty important if it makes you half an hour late. Just go ahead tell me.” I tell him.

He sighs and begins, “Right before I left the house Garret decided to drop a bomb on me.”

“And what was it?”

Diesel looks straight into my eyes, “Apparently, Garret just now figured that today would be the perfect day to tell me that he has met many other shapeshifters before.”


Arrangements

“What do you mean? Garret would have told us something like that a long time ago.” I tell him.

Diesel shakes his head, “It’s true. I don’t know why he just now told me. Maybe he didn’t think I was ready to know.”

“Why would you not be ready to know?”

He shrugs.

I go on, “What did he tell you… about these other shifters he’s met?”

Diesel sighs deeply and stares off as he begins, “Well, while in college Garret has been around other people with shapeshifting abilities. He didn’t go into too much detail about that. Garret said that one his professors knew a lot about shifters. Though the professor keeps that a secret from the rest of the staff at the college. I’m not sure if Garret said that he was a biology professor or-”

“Diesel, this is the answer to all of our questions!” I blurt out.

“You mean the existence of other people with weird abilities?”

I shake my head and smile, “No- I mean yeah, but we’ve always wondered why we can do these things. Maybe… maybe Garret’s professor can tell us something or give us some answers. There’s an explanation to the reason we’re like we are.”

Diesel’s eyes lighten up as he listens to me. He’s catching on to what I’m saying.

Finally, he says, “So your saying we should travel hundreds of miles to Pensicola, Florida so that we can go see this professor?”

“Absolutely.”

He grins, “I like the way you think, Olivia.” 

_________________

We soon go inside and are met by both Ash and Felicity. They immediately ask Diesel questions about why he’s late, but he replies with a simple statement saying that he would explain everything later. 

All four of us walk into the dining room where some plates are set out on the table. Various types of food have already been set out by Felicity and I. The cake that I made earlier is magnificently sitting in the center of the dining table. My acute sight can see where someone has swiped their finger across the perfect white icing. I send a glare at the culprit, Ash, who gives me a nervous smile. 

“I know this isn’t much but I wanted to do something special on your birthday.” I turn to Diesel.

He smiles genuinely, “This is great. I appreciate that you did this for me.” 

After a few more minutes, we’re all situated around the table. Felicity sits across from me. Diesel is on my left and Ash is across from him. That means Ash and Felicity are right beside each other. I’m surprised she isn’t complaining about cooties or something else ridiculous like that. To be true, I’ve never seen her sit beside a guy. It’s surprising how fast Ash and Felicity became friends. Their comical behavior actually matches.

“Is Garret coming?” I whisper to Diesel.

He stays quiet for a second, “I’m… not sure. We got into an argument before I left.”

I immediately know that’s a bad sign. Diesel never gets into arguments. Yeah, we had our own fights back when we first met but this is different. Diesel fighting with his brother? They must’ve really gotten into it when Garret told Diesel about knowing shifters and yet not telling us.

I can see the point in that. It wasn’t right for Garret to hold that type of information from us. I can also see why he didn’t tell us. Garret did it for a good reason. Whatever those reasons are. 

We begin grabbing what we want from the table and start placing it on our plate. Your average party foods such as chips, dip, mini sandwiches, and various fruits are what’s offered. I seriously had no idea what to serve so I literally threw some food together and made it look attractive.

My mind wanders back to the plans Diesel and I just made. Garret’s college is in Pensicola, Florida. That’s over seven hundred miles away. It’s an eleven and half hour drive. How were we supposed to get there? Yeah, we have our own cars, but how would we convince our parents to let us go that huge distance? 

I wouldn’t have to lie to Mom and Dad about the reason why we want to go. They would absolutely understand. The problem is that they aren’t going to let me go with Diesel and not have a guardian along with us. 

This won’t be easy. But things might work out. You never know.

After eating, everyone gives their gift to Diesel. Ash gives him his first. It’s a blue pocket knife. Felicity, who shocked me when she said she had a gift, gives Diesel a brand new phone case. This surprises me more. How does my sister know what type of phone Diesel has? 

I go last. I’m worried about whether he’ll like my present or not. My gift to Diesel is a carved pegacorn. I crafted and painted it myself. It wasn’t easy to make either. Most of the time a knife was too bulky and I had to use my own talons to get every detail right. 

I watch in suspense as he unwraps the box the pegacorn is in. When he finally opens the box and pulls out the carved work of art, I’m pleased to see him smile brightly.

“This is pretty neat. Where did you get it?” Diesel asks as he flips it over inspecting it.

“I made it actually.”

“Really? Thank you, Olivia.” He says.

Nothing could’ve made me happier.

An hour later, the party breaks up since Ash has chores he needs to do at home, and Diesel said that his brother wanted to talk more about the ‘situation’. 

We didn’t bring up that topic during the party, because we didn’t need Ash and Felicity asking us a kazillion questions. The party was to celebrate Diesel’s birthday not to discuss the fact that many other shifters are out there.

_______________

Now, how do you convince your parents to let you travel hundreds of miles to see the professor of your boyfriend’s brother? Yeah, not simple.


Convinced

“How long would you be gone?” My dad asks.

“A week.”

My parents go quiet. We’re in the middle of a deep conversation pertaining to the trip to Florida. They’ve asked me a million questions already, and I’m not surprised. It’s a pretty serious thing.

Two days ago was Diesel’s birthday. Since then he has told me that his brother is coming along with him. I would hope so since it’s his professor anyway. Garret would also be our ‘guardian’ since he’s twenty. I’m not sure if that’s old enough for my parents though. They really like Garret and they have met Diesel’s parents too, but according to Mom and Dad, Garret is still classified as a ‘college alumni’. Meaning that he is still young.

I remember asking Diesel how they would convince his parents to let them go to Florida. They have no idea that neither him nor Garret are shifters. The whole point of the trip is to meet a professor who knows information about shifters. Diesel explained to me that he told his parents that he was interested in his brother’s college and wanted to visit it. It was a good excuse and reason to visit. 

“Are you sure about meeting this professor man?” My mom asks me.

I nod, “Yeah, Garret knows him very well. He’s trustworthy if Garret trusts him.”

By the way, they know Garret is a shifter as well. They found out not too long after they discovered that Diesel shared my ability. You should have been there when Diesel and I told my parents that Diesel was a shifter. It was the most shocked expression I had ever seen on their faces.

My parents exchange a glance. I can tell that they’re still deciding on whether to let me go or not. 

“Are you sure you can drive that far by yourself?” My mom goes on.

I nod in response, but then a small voice behind me speaks, “I should be allowed to go too. I’m not the only shifter in the Davis family.”

I turn toward Felicity. It never occurred to me that she might want to come along, and she also has a point to her argument. She has just as much of a right to go on this trip as I do.

My parents then go back into silence as they think things over. Felicity and I stare at them as they begin to whisper back and forth. Of course, our excellent hearing can easily hear their conversation, but we do our best to not eavesdrop. 

The plan was to let me drive my Toyota while Diesel and Garret drove separately. This was incase I had to come back home for some emergency reason. It will be better if Felicity is in the car with me. I won’t have to be in a car by myself for eleven to twelve hours. Believe me, I won’t make any overnight stops either. I require just three hours of sleep. Do you think I’m going to rent a room on the way to my destination when I can make it there in one single drive? No.

Finally, after a long moment, my dad tells us, “We’ll allow you to go. Both of you.”

Our faces light up with joy, but my dad intercedes us before we can go any further, “We’ll be needing a call from you every day. Felicity, you will listen to what your sister tells you, okay? Olivia, we are expecting you to be responsible for yourself and your baby sister.”

__________________

Dust floats up around me as I land near Diesel. My griffin wings fold against my body as trot over to him. 

Before he can even open his mouth, I announce excitedly, “They’re letting me go. I don’t know how I convinced them, but they’re actually letting me go. Plus, Felicity too.”

The black pegacorn smiles back, “The more the merrier.” 

The moonlight sparkles in Diesel’s dark eyes when he grins. His pearl white fangs contrast against his dark color. He can camouflage himself in the night without any trouble. It makes me wonder if it was always meant for us to be night creatures. He blends into shadows. I have energy to keep me awake.

“So we’ll be leaving next Monday, right? At what time?” 

Diesel replies, “My brother and I will be leaving at six that morning. It means I won’t be able to come out the night before though.”

“That’s no problem. It wouldn’t make sense for me to expect you to be out that night and then get up at the crack of dawn.”

Diesel brightens back up, “Hopefully, we will all be there by six or seven that night.”

The conversation goes on some more, but we move to other topics soon. Eventually, we open our wings and rise into the midnight sky. 

Even in June, it’s a little nippy when you’re high in the atmosphere. The only warmth provided is by the updrafts that send us up higher into the clouds. 

I steal a few glances toward Diesel. His wide, feathered wings are spread out at each side. They gently flap every so often to keep him steady. The wind blows back his coal colored mane. The long spiral horn on his forehead moves along with each movement of his head. I abruptly look away when he glances toward me.

Far beneath us is our hometown of Mellark. Quiet, rustic, and safe. It seems like forever ago when we had our conflict with Takolize, but that was just a few weeks back. Not too long ago when you considered it. 

My parents still have no idea that I took part in the crazy stunt of abolishing the criminal from Mellark. I may have said that already, but I have to constantly remind myself to not talk about it around Mom and Dad.

Somehow my destiny played into the fact that I stopped that man from what he was doing. The one thing I worry about most is… will that be my last conflict or does my destiny hold more dangerous threats?


Coastal

“Wake up, Felicity. Today’s the day.”

Felicity rolls over and groans complainingly. After a few seconds, she realizes something and jumps up like a rabbit. Her tired expression instantaneously morphs into an excited ‘ready-to-go’ grin. 

If you haven’t already guessed, today is the day we travel down to Florida. I have our route planned out perfectly. The schedule I have prepared for us tells us when we should leave the house, when we should take rest stops, and when we should get there exactly. Of course, slow traffic and rainy weather could effect the outcome of when we will arrive in Florida. So my calculations may be incorrect.

Felicity and I eat breakfast so fast that we barely chew the food. Then we hurriedly change out of our pajamas and grab all of our bags. Felicity has at least three while I have two large bags. We’re girls. We have to have our travel necessities. 

My parents are getting ready to go to work around this time. We hug them and say our goodbyes. They of course tell us to behave and not get into any trouble. We promise to not to do anything outrageous.

At six I’m backing out of the driveway. All of our luggage is either in the spacious trunk or the backseat. Yes, it’s very early in the morning, but considering how long the drive will be it is essential that we leave at such a time.

Felicity sets up the navigation on my phone as I head toward the nearest interstate. When my sister hands me my phone back I double check to make sure she put in the right destination. She typed it in right. 

This doesn’t go unnoticed by her and she starts ranting about how I should trust her more. Then she goes on about how she has ‘matured’

since she became a pumagriff. 

Eleven hours of this to go.

Hopefully, my sister won’t let this trip go to her head since our parents are giving us a huge privilege by letting us go all the way to Florida. 

I’ve seen the ocean twice before in my sixteen year lifespan. The last time was four years ago when I was twelve. 

About three hours into the trip, I call Diesel who is also currently traveling. I keep my phone on speaker so that I don’t have to hold the thing up to my head. 

“It sounds like we’re close to each other. We just passed mile marker 23.” Diesel says.

Felicity, who is staring out the window, chirps, “Look! Mile marker 23.”

“We’re really close. I’m surprised.” I say.

The next voice I hear from my phone shocks me.

“Yeah, you would think Diesel’s Camero would be far ahead of you two.” 

I roll my eyes. It’s not Diesel. Neither is it Garret.

“Ash, what are you doing?” I growl.Nobody told me Ash was coming along on this trip. 

Garret answers, “Well, someone couldn’t stand to think that he wasn’t coming along. So he at the last moment joined in on the expedition.”

“Hey, I’m paying for myself. Don’t make it sound like I’m sponging off you.” Ash retorts sharply.

This is going to be an interesting trip…

__________________

Eight hours, three arguments, two traffic jams, and about seven in-car-concerts later Felicity and I arrive at our wondrous destination. Pensicola, Florida!

It’s currently around seven o’clock. I’ve been driving for so long that I feel like I’m part of the steering wheel. The sky is turning a bright orange. The sun should be setting in an hour.

We meet Diesel, Garret, and Ash at what I hope to be a nice hotel. I don’t even know that the hotel is beach front until I step out of the car and see a vast blue ribbon nearby. The sounds of distant crashing waves and laughing gulls float in the air. The distinct undeniable smell of sea water, salt, and the very slight smell of fish drifts all around us. All of these scents are magnified by our ability to smell better than normal humans. Except for Ash over there who wouldn’t even pay attention to the scents even if he had an explicit sense of smell.

We all walk into the lobby of this hotel. A quaint lounge area sits near the sliding glass doors. T-shirts advertising the hotel and beach are folded inside nearby cubby holes along the wall. The atmosphere is filled with a beach-like feel. Sea shells, thick sailor rope, and pictures of sailboats decorate the lobby. A straw mat lies below our feet as we approach the counter. 

Garret and his brother had already reserved a room for the week. I had done the same as well. I let them check in first. Ash and Felicity were off exploring the lobby and the stack of countless brochures. While I waited, a friendly woman waved me over to the other section of the counter so she could check me in. I give her all the information I need to check in. Then I pay for the room.

“So where have you traveled from?” She asks me friendly as she prints out a receipt for my room. 

I smile, “Mellark, Missouri.”

“Sounds like you’ve come a long way. Hope you enjoy your stay.”

I have no idea if she meant to rhyme that.

She goes on, “There’s a pool out back as well as a jacuzzi. Both inside and outside. We also have a restaurant. All the information is in the pamphlet. Cleaning services check by every day. If you have any questions, you can come here to the lobby or call the ‘help’ number in the pamphlet. And last but not least, here are your keys.”

“Thank you.” I smile at her cheerfulness as I take the keys.

This is going to be a great trip.

___________________

“Ooh, we should totally go to that place.” Felicity points out another tourist trap in one of the brochures she took from the lobby.

I laugh, “Don’t get your hopes up. Remember why we came down here in the first place. We’ll have our beach time and vacationing time, but we have important matters to deal with too.”

The chrome elevator doors slide open at that moment. We then exit the small room and travel down the hall till we find our room, #385.

I pull the key out of the pocket of my jean shorts. I just call it a key for short, but it’s actually a keycard. 

Swiping the card near the black device on the handle, the door lock clicks as a tiny green light blinks on, and I push open the door. 

Felicity slides by me so she can be the first inside. I pick up the bags she’s left on the hallway floor and tote them inside. That’s when I let myself stare at the room before me. 

Two queen beds make up most of the space. A flatscreen television is mounted on the wall directly in front of the two beds. From where I stand in the doorway, I can see a balcony overlooking the sparkling ocean. 

On my left is the bathroom which is fairly nice. Tiny bottles of shampoo and conditioner stand on the sink’s edge as a wrapped piece of soap labeled with ‘Ocean Scent’ lays in a minute soap dish.

“There’s even a Keurig, Olivia.” I hear my sister shout joyously.

Closing the hallway door behind me, I go over to a table where Felicity is fiddling with an actual Keurig. A simple microwave also sits atop of the table and a small four foot fridge hides under the table. 

I was hoping that there would be a kitchenette in the room, but I’m not going to complain. It’s a nice room. 

My bags end up finding a home between the side of the bed and the wall. Felicity throws her luggage on a two seater couch which I had not noticed till now. There goes my hopes of using the comfy couch. 

“This is so cool.” Felicity exclaims.

It’s the exact words that keep replaying in my head repeatedly. Just being here is great, but having a room all to ourselves for an entire week is even better.

We go out on the balcony and take in the ocean for the first time. A salty breeze blows back our hair as we look down at the surf. Earlier, when the sun had been higher in the sky, dozens of sunbathers and beach umbrellas probably littered the beach with their bright color.

“Let’s go check on the boys.” 

I then text Diesel to ask him what number his room is. He replies with #334. We’re lucky that we got our rooms on the same floor. 

Felicity and I head over to their room to see what’s up. To my surprise they’re already settled in. 

Garret starts a conversation before anyone else can, “I know it’s pretty late. Eight o’clock actually. But anyway, we haven’t ate dinner and I asked my professor when we could meet him. He said we could visit him tonight. He invited us over for dinner.”

This is great. Now we don’t have to wait until tomorrow to meet the man we’ve come all this way to meet. 

But I have to be honest, I had been hoping to go out on the beach for at least ten minutes. 

Then again, I’m griffin who needs only three hours of sleep. If we don’t go out on the beach at some point then I will find time.


Professor

When Garret said that we would go see the professor, I thought we would be going to the college campus. Too my surprise I followed the red Camaro to a huge house surrounded by exotic gardens. Apparently, this was the professor’s house. I parked beside Diesel’s car then got out of mine. My peripheral vision allowed me to see Garret get out of the driver’s side as Diesel got out of the passenger’s side. Ash came out last as he crawled out of the small back seat of the sports car.

Felicity walks by my side as all five of us awkwardly approach the nice home. We are a whole world away from our beach front hotel. Towering water oaks with Spanish moss hang like a canopy over the two story house. The outside of the home is covered in beautiful grey stones. An oak door signifies the entrance to the grand house.

Garret presses the doorbell. A moment of silence hangs before chimes ring inside the house. After a few seconds, the door swings open. We’re greeted by a cheery old man with a bright smile. 

“Well, it’s sure nice to see you Garret. I’m so glad you could could bring everyone over.” He beams.

Garret turns to us and says, “This is Professor Conrad Gingham Wilkinson.”

That’s a mouthful.

“Just call me Mr.Wilks for short. Now come on in. This humid Floridian weather will get the best of all of you.” He motions us inside.

I stay by Diesel as we go inside. My hand accidentally brushes against his as we’re lead into a massive dinning room. Instead of flinching away, Diesel wraps his hand around mine. We sit beside each other at the dining table. 

“What do you think about him?” I whisper to Diesel as I indiscreetly motion towed the professor. 

Mr.Wilks keeps talking about how glad he is that we could join him. He seems like a nice friendly man. We’ve traveled an immense distance to meet him. I’m hoping that I didn’t make the wrong decision.

Diesel answers, “My brother has talked a lot about him. He seems exactly like how he was described. I trust this guy.”

Mr.Wilks says to Garret, “Please introduce me to everyone.”

Garret proceeds to points at each person and tells Mr.Wilks their name.

Mr.Wilks nods toward us, “So all four of you are shifters?”

Finally, something that pertains to shapeshifting. 

Ash clears his throat, “Except for me. I just wanted to come along.”

“Interesting.”

For the first time, I see an awkward, shy expression pass across Ash’s face. I catch Felicity snickering at this. 

Mr.Wilks goes on to ask us, “Do you mind telling me what your shifter form is?”

Felicity goes first, “Pumagriff.”

I go second, “Griffin.”

Diesel goes next, “…pegacorn.”

I can feel Diesel tense up when he says this. No matter how much he denies it I can still tell that being a pegacorn bothers him some.

Mr.Wilks smiles, “Wow, you’re all chimeras. This is amazing.”

We all lean in toward him as he goes on, “Did you know that it’s estimated that only twelve chimera shifters live in the world at once.”

“Huh?” Felicity speaks out.

Garret intercedes, “Mr.Wilks. My brother and his friends came primarily because they wanted to learn about themselves and other shifters.”

“Just like when I first met you. I remember that you had no idea that others like you existed and- Oh, yeah. I’ll just start explaining the basics.” Mr.Wilks smiles again.

I’m on the edge of my seat in determination of finding out more, but right before he begins he suddenly remembers that we haven’t ate. We then spend twenty minutes eating. 

When we’re done Mr.Wilks begins, “I teach biology at the college, but I am secretly an expert on shapeshifters. During the past thirty years of my life, I have been studying this ability that occurs in certain people. Most commonly it surfaces in a person’s younger years. The latest is in a person’s mid-twenties. It’s unsure whether the actual ability is a recessive gene that rarely ever surfaces or if it’s just destiny that determines the possession of the ability. No matter what the circumstances, a shifter is always created for good. Over my long studying, I’ve come to realize that a shifter always fulfills their point of existence by accomplishing a task that protects or helps others. For some reason, a shifter’s animal form is always going to be larger than the actual animal that they shift into. As an example, if one is a wolf they will be taller and stronger than a normal North American wolf. Many shifters are typically a normal animal, but there are mythical shifters as well as chimera shifters. Mythical shifters aren’t in the same category as chimeras. A chimera, as you know, is made of different parts of other creatures. Like I said earlier, only twelve chimeras exist on earth at once.”

I dare to glance around at the others as Mr.Wilks talks. To my surprise I’m not the only one who is leaning in toward the professor. We’re hanging on to each word. Some of what he’s saying confuses me. I wonder what Diesel thinks of this. Garret is off to the side with a slight smile on his face. He obviously knew all of this information already.

Mr.Wilks goes on more, “Some shifters have extra abilities. I haven’t met many with an ability, but it can occur. An extra ability can come in any form. I met one shifter once whose talons could melt metal-”

He suddenly stops as if thinking for a moment.

Maybe my ability to sleep only three hours is one of the extra abilities he’s talking about.

Then the professor goes on, “I’m going down a rabbit trail. It’s all stuff that I can tell you later. Let me get back to the basics. As I was saying, the population of the shifter species is surprising, but yet not surprising. I’ve estimated that there are seven hundred thousand shifters in the world. There are seven billion people in the world, right? That means that there’s roughly a hundred thousand shifters per continent. Except for Anarctica, no one lives there. So that makes the number a hundred sixteen thousand per continent.-”

He is being really confusing. I can’t math right now.

“-Asia may have the most shifters since it’s the most populated. Australia may possibly have the least amount of shifters of the six continents. Antarctica doesn’t count since there are no permanent residents there.”

We all remain in a confused silence at the professor’s words. Our minds are still trying to process all of this information.

Felicity starts, “So what do you mean? Seven hundred thousand shifters stills sounds like… a lot.”

Mr.Wilks nods, “Indeed, it does. If a hundred thousand shifters live on each continent, they won’t be colonized together. They’ll be spread out. Millions upon millions of people live on each continent. Even if there seems like many shifters, the number is nothing compared to human population.”

We go back into a dead silence. My mind is doing backflips trying to understand everything that has just been tossed at me.

There are thousands of shifters, but yet shifters are still in small numbers.

It could make sense. Especially if a person kept there shifting ability secret. No one would ever know that the ability ever existed among the human race. 

Mr.Wilks chuckles, “It’s late. You should all head back to the hotel.”

“Can we come over again?” Ash blurts out rudely.

Don’t invite yourself!

The professor stands and replies, “Of course you can. I’m sure that you all will be busy having fun on the beach tomorrow. So come on over whenever you feel like it. There’s still so much information that I haven’t even touched yet”

We all get up from our seats and thank him for his hospitality. He had been generous to let us come to his home and ask him to explain things that we didn’t understand. Not only that, Mr.Wilks had also provided us with supper earlier.

I suddenly feel out of place in my jean shorts and simple t-shirt. My fingers involuntarily wrap around the car keys in my right pocket. 

Garret heads toward the door. Ash and Felicity are in tow. I begin to follow, but turn around to see Diesel and Mr.Wilks talking together. I don’t use my special hearing to pick up the words. I don’t eavesdrop on private conversations.

Except for that one time Diana was talking about- That’s a long story. It’s not an important one either. 

The rest of us go to our vehicles. The warm night is filled with singing insects and croaking tree frogs. The gravel in the driveway crutches under my feet.

I hear a sudden thud nearby. I glance up in time to see Ash stagger back from Diesel’s Camaro. 

“Please tell me that you didn’t just walk into my car.” Deisel asks as he steps toward us.

Ash furrows his eyebrows, “Come on. I don’t have super night-vision like the rest of you guys.”

Sometimes I wonder how Ash was the one person Deisel trusted in to help pull a bullet out of my back. 

___________________

“Don’t stay up too late.” I command Felicity as she flips through the channels on our room’s television. 

“Sure.” She keeps her eyes glued to the TV.

I’m surprised she isn’t begging to go out on the beach too. Probably because her ‘show’ is about to start its new season tonight.

“And you,” I glare at Ash “make sure she doesn’t go anywhere alone. Actually, don’t go anywhere in general. Got that?”

He opens a bag of chips as he falls back on the couch, “Don’t worry, Olivia.”

I speak to myself in a low voice, “I don’t know why I’m trusting you with my sister.”

“I heard that.”

“If I come back and anything has happened…” I add in an angry growl.

Ash covers the fearful expression with a confident smile, “The worst that could happen is a fire.”

“Don’t say that.”

“Sorry.”

Everyone knows that I have an unexplainable fear of fire. 

____________

Five minutes later I’m walking through a path in between sand dunes and heading toward the lonesome figure on the beach. 

The sand is cool and I can’t help but stare down. This is the first time I’ve been on the beach in ages. Nothing has changed. It’s a different beach, but the ocean still sounds the same and the sea grass still gently blows in the breeze.

“Nice sand, huh?” 

My midnight hair blows across my face as I look up at Diesel. He has the end of his pants legs turned up. I guess it’s to prevent his jeans from getting sandy. 

“Put your shoes near the sand dune over here so we don’t have to carry them.” I instruct him as I toss my flip flops by the sloped sandy hill. 

Diesel mirrors my actions. 

“So what did you think about Mr.Wilks?” I ask as we start down the beach. 

Diesel shrugs, “I like him. There’s a lot we could learn from him.”

“Yeah, I feel like the six days we have left won’t be enough.”

“At least we will learn something. It’s better than nothing.” Diesel shrugs. 

I nod in agreement. There is so much more that I want and need to know. I’m starting to wish that Mr.Wilks was my own college professor. Hopefully, the upcoming days will bring much knowledge.

Who knew I would want to learn during the summer?

Diesel and I go into silence as we walk together across the sand. My head turns to the right to see other hotels. To my left are the never ceasing ocean waves.

“I wish we could shift here, but there are too many people.” I sigh.

Every so often a couple or a small family passes us on the beach. We are not the only ones out here. Most people have flashlights or a glowstick around their wrist. Some walk without a light like us. 

I go on, “It would be so cool. You know. If we took a flight over the ocean.” 

Diesel grins, “Olivia, you know we couldn’t even shift without being seen by anyone on the beach or in those beachfront hotels. No use tempting yourself.”

I stare out at the dark horizon and inky ocean. Where the ocean meets the sky is one flat plane. 

“We could go on the roof of our hotel and shift there. No one would see us.” I lean in toward Diesel.

My heart drops when he shakes his head. I’m not sure why I feel the disappointment. A part of me had hoped that he would take a chance and try flying at night.

But we are in a different, unfamiliar place. Of course he’s cautious. If we were at home right now, such a risk wouldn’t stop him.

“We need to stay low. It’s a lot more populated here then in Mellark.” Diesel tells me.

I remain quiet. 

Diesel turns to look at me, “Cheer up. We are at the beach. This only happens once in a long time. We can be mythical creatures as long as we want back at home.”

He grasps my hand and pulls me down to the waves. I let him lead me. When our feet touch finally touch the water, I go in farther than him. My grip tightens on Diesel’s hand as I go in a little bit deeper.

“Hey, I don’t want my pants legs wet.” He laughs as he stays put.

I pull harder, “Oh, I must have the wrong person. Wasn’t it you who just said that this happens only once in a long time? Don’t worry about getting a tiny bit wet.”

His tension fades as we wade into the sun warmed water. The scent of salt and that unique scent of the sea fills my nose. The moon is high above. 

A wave slaps against my legs and soaks the bottom of my knee-high shorts. I inwardly groan, but remind myself to just enjoy the moment. 

A mischievous thought enters my mind though.

“Diesel, do you have your phone on you?”

He feels around in his pockets, “Oops. I forgot it in my room-”

I shove him hard into the water. A loud splash fills the air as Diesel falls in. I bust out into laughing as he struggles to upright himself. As if on cue, a large wave comes by and rolls right over him. I am soaked up to my waist now. Diesel jumps straight up and spits out a mouthful of salty water. 

“What was that for?” He asks with water dripping off his face. 

I link my hands behind my back and say jokingly, “Well, since you are the brother of a hippocampus, I wanted to see how a pegasus responded to water.”

“Oh, so is that why?” He smiles back slyly. 

Before I can respond, he starts, “Now, I have a hypothesis that I would like to test too.”

“And what’s that?”

“If the half cat likes water.” 

I really shouldn’t be surprised when I’m pushed backwards and start to go down. One second later water rushes over me.

Instead of letting me flail like a fish, Diesel grabs my hands and pulls me back up. 

As I wring the water out of my hair, I laugh, “For your information, the half cat likes water. Only when she isn’t caught by surprise.”

When I finally get back to the hotel the look on Felicity’s face is priceless. It’s not everyday that she sees her sister come into a room sopping wet and smelling like a fishy ocean.


Gone

Literally, the first thing that I do is sit straight up in bed. The sun is shinning in through the glass doors of the small balcony.

I stayed up most of last night. Since I don’t sleep much in the first place and I can’t be in griffin mode around here, I ended up Snapchatting people until they fell asleep. 

Notice how I said they.

It’s seven thirty. For me that’s the normal time I wake up in the summer. Unfortunately, that is not when my sister wakes up. 

With a smile, I bounce out of bed and head straight to the Keurig that sits on the table. The hotel has left some complementary K-cups. Styrofoam cups are also stacked nearby. I then add some water and place a K-cup in the Keurig. 

As the coffee is being made, I go over to my sister’s bed and yank the pillow out from under her head. She groans and turns over to the other side.

“Felicity, we’re at the beach, remember?” 

That’s all I need to say for her to get up. My sister’s expression takes on a new composure. 

I quickly say, “We need to get the most out of our day by going to the beach early.”

She crawls out of bed and toward the Keurig, “I agree, but it’s still a bit early, Olivia. By the way, thanks for the coffee.”

Um… I was going to drink that, but I guess I really don’t need it anyway.

I watch my ten year old sister chug the coffee like its nothing. An uneasy feeling fills me as I start to wonder if I should be letting the tween drink the stuff.

I grimace at the thought before turning around. My travel bag lies between the bed and the wall. I head around the bed and get down on my knees so that I can rumage through the already bedraggled mess of clothes. Eventually I find what I’m looking for. 

As I begin to stand up, I turn to my right and come face to face with a white puma. My head jerks back, and I accidentally bang my head against the wall behind me.

“What are you doing, Felicity?” I growl as I rub the back of my skull.

The white pumagriff flaps its wings and jumps off of the bed. A thump sounds as it lands on the floor. Then with no further warning the pumagriff, my sister, is running around the hotel room like a mad animal.

I stand up fully and narrow my eyes, “We are inside a rental room. I don’t know what has gotten into you, but if you break anything-”

She skids to a halt in front of me, “That was really good coffee.”

The clothes I had gotten out of the suitcase are still in my hands. I stroke the fabric with my finger as I remind myself to do something about those K-cups. Felicity obviously doesn’t require such an amount of caffeine. 

“I am going to go change in the bathroom. I expect the white pumagriff to be my sister when I come out. You know better than to shift. Mom and Dad would have a fit if they knew you shifted here.” I caution her. 

She rolls her eyes, “No one can see us in here.”

“How about when a cleaning maid comes in while you are running around the room like a wild animal?” I offer. 

She lowers her head and I recite, “With great power comes great responsibility.”

I usually don’t put pressure on my sister, but she’s still learning about the basics of living as a shifter. Caution is of the utmost importance.

I’m starting to sound like Diesel now.

________________________

When I come out of the bathroom, I find my human sister looking through the glass doors of the patio and down at the ocean’s waves.

“The faster you get a bathing suit on the sooner we can actually get in the water.” I laugh.

This gets her to moving quickly. The clothes she brought with her end up getting scattered across her bed. She eventually finds her bathing suit at the very bottom of her bag. Then she runs into the bathroom.

As she’s busy changing, I text Diesel to see if he’s up. He replies within two minutes. After that we exchange a few more texts and decide that all of us should meet downstairs to have breakfast. Luckily, the hotel serves breakfast to those who are do not sleep in late. 

Twenty minutes later, my sister and I are grabbing what we want from the various breakfast foods provided by the hotel. We are wearing our bathing suits underneath our clothes, because walking around in just a bathing suit alone would be bothersome to us and others.

As I grab a bottle of orange juice from a large metal bowl filled with ice, I hear Ash muttering behind me. With a quick glance, I see that he’s piling his plate slam full.

Inwardly sighing, I sit down at the table that Felicity has chosen. A minute or so later Ash sits down at the same table, and then Diesel joins us as well.

After a few moments of us being too busy eating to talk, I ask Diesel, “What happened to Garret last night? We went out on the beach and Ash stayed with Felicity? He disappeared once we came back from the professor’s.”

Diesel forked his food, “He probably went to bed or something. He’s been a bit standoffish lately.”

“Is he coming down for breakfast? Where is he?”

“Who’s he?”

I turn to to my far left to see Garret making his way over toward us. He’s carrying a breakfast plate filled with an amount of food that equals that of Ash’s. 

I smile brightly, “I was wondering where you were.”

Garret smiled back in return, and I couldn’t help but see how similiar he was to his younger brother. Same hair, same eyes, and same smile. If the two brothers were closer in age, then I would likely get them mixed up. 

Felicity starts up, “So when are we going out on the beach?”

“As soon as we’re done eating.” Diesel replies.

Everyone is looking forward to a whole entire day on the sandy shore. We live in Missouri, a landlocked state in the middle of the country. Even though our town has a huge lake, and I happen to live right on it, we still rarely see the waves of the ocean. Besides Garret, who goes to college down here, we don’t get to experience the joys of the beach too much.

______________________________

“I don’t need sunscreen. Neither do you, Olivia.”

“You’ll wish you had put some on when you get skin cancer.” I respond to Felicity who is denying the sunblock in my hand.

She narrows her eyes and crosses her arms, “What happens when a shifter gets a papercut?”

“They heal immediately.”

“So what’s there to worry about? Get a sunburn and you just heal. Thanks to shapeshifting abilities we don’t need sun protection.”

My grip tightens on the bottle in my hand and my toes tingle from the sand beneath my feet, “Felicity, you can’t take advantage of your abilities like that.”

“Diesel and Garret didn’t use sunscreen. Plus, you’ve been a shifter for longer than any of us. I have never seen you with a sunburn.” 

Without any further words, my sister throws her hands up in the air and runs down to the water. I deposit the sunblock into my beach bag. 

My eyes go down to the water where Felicity is currently splashing into the water. Ash, Diesel, and Garret have a beach ball in possession.

The urge inside me finally explodes as I start toward my friends. The pair of sunglasses resting on top of my head pounce up and down as I race down to the crashing waves. The smell of salt fills the air. The sun is bright for this time of the morning, but that’s nothing to complain about.

The water is a little cooler than I expected. I guess it still needs to warm up from having no sun shine on it throughout the night.

It’s not what surprises me most. What is most shocking is how clear the water is. Apparently, I didn’t get a close enough look at the transparency of the water last night. I can see my feet through a meter’s depth of water. It’s as clear as glass. 

Lake Jah’s water is dark, murky, and is just like any other lake. Yes, of course it’s clean. There isn’t any mud at the bottom and neither are there pieces of litter along the shoreline. 

The glassy water here at Pensacola make my hometown lake look a bucket of drainwater from off a field. 

“Olivia, catch!” 

I jerk up in time to see Diesel hurl the colorful beach ball at me. My hands fly up and grab ahold of it as it sails past. As if by unanimous vote, all of us gather around in a circle and pass the ball back and forth in a version of Russian volleyball. From Ash to Garret to me and then to Felicity and back to Diesel. 

Nothing could interrupt this perfect moment with my friends. Though three of them are guys and the other, a girl, who also happens to be my very sister, it feels perfect. The only thing happening is this moment. Nothing else seem to matter than enjoying this moment of fun. 

Sometimes the thought of not having my two friends, Wonona and Cellcy, here crosses my mind. It would be better if Roxanne could be here too, but we all know that is not possible any way you put it. 

___________________________________

“We should try out the hotel’s restraunt sometime.” Diesel says as he reads through the hotel brochure.

Right now we’re taking a break. Ash and Felicity are still in the waves. Garret went on a walk up the beach. Diesel and I are hanging out on a flowery towel I spread out earlier. I had brought along the brochure in my beach bag incase there was anything I wanted to look at if I took a break.

I nod, “Yeah, it looks super fancy. I bet one plate would cost fifteen or more dollars.”

He looks sneakily over the brochure at me, “We can go. Just the two of us. Meanwhile, the others can go eat McDonald’s.”

I can’t help but smile at the remark. The image of Garret, Felicity, and Ash chomping down on McDoubles and eating McFlurries as Diesel and I fine-dine makes my laugh. 

“It’s a date.” I reply.

The rest of the day is filled with swimming and wading. Someone brought their goggles and we all pass them around to let everyone have a chance to see through the crystal clear water. But by five o’clock we are all done with anything that has to do with water. Ash and Felicity have resorted to building a sandcastle. Little shells dot their noble little sculpture. I can’t cease to be amazed at how well Ash and Felicity get along. They have an age difference of six years. You would think they couldn’t tolerate each but they have similarities that I never noticed until this trip. 

I decide to begin the process of drying off. I pull a clean towel out of my beachbag and wrap it around myself. The next thing I do is shake off the sand from the beach towel that has been on the ground. 

“It’s best that we head back to the room and then go to Mr.Wilks.” I hear Garret talking to someone behind me.

As I expected, it’s Diesel that he’s talking to. They exchange a few more words as I continue to beat the sand from my towel. When I turn around to pick up my beach bag, I find that Diesel is already there holding it out for me.

“Thanks.” I tell him as I take it with a smile, and then I wave to Felicity to let her know it’s time to go. 

My sister and I head back to the hotel room. The boys follow at a much slower pace.

Once the two of us are back in the room, I take a quick shower to get the sticky, salty residue off of my skin. Swimming in ocean water makes hair and skin a little sticky. Getting rid of it is vital, unless you want to walk around smelling like ocean water and showcasing stringy hair.

Like any good sister, I make sure Felicity takes a shower as well, but it’s not easy to get a half-pumagriff to do what you want.

___________________________

I park my Toyota in the same spot that I had last night. Felicity jumps out before I can pull the key from the ignition. She’s headed toward Mr.Wilks front door before I can tell her to wait on me.

With a smile and shake of my head, I climb out of my car and meet Diesel who is walking toward me. His Camaro is nearby. Garret is standing beside it while looking down at his phone intently. 

“Where’s Ash?” I turn to Deisel.

“He’s already at the front door.” He replies with a laugh.

I swivel on my heels in time to see Ash step into the house. Mr.Wilks must have let Felicity in as well. 

As Deisel and I walk together toward the entry of the large house, I get a good look of the yard. The huge yard is well shaded from the blistering sun by towering water oaks. It looks as if a canopy has been set over the whole yard. My eyes glance back at the ivory white pebbles that make up the driveway. I had been too concerned about meeting Mr.Wilks last night to actually take in the surroundings.

My thoughts are interrupted when I hear my name being yelled by my sister. I begin to run as I hear ‘Olivia’ being shouted more desperately. Deisel is right at my heels as I go through the open doorway of Mr.Wilks’ house.

“Felicity, where are you?” Panic runs through my voice.

“In here!”

No time is waisted as I follow where my sister’s voice came from. I have no idea what to expect. The only thing going through my mind is whether my little sister is okay or not.

“What’s-” My question is cut off as I enter the room.

Ash and Felicity stand side by side staring around the room- or what used to be a room. Furniture has been toppled over. Paper documents from a desk are scattered around the room like oversized confetti. Shattered glass from a vace sparkle in the dim light of an overturned lamp.

My hands are over my mouth as I gasp silently at the total wreak. Deisel steps around me and gingerly walks through the strewn chaos. A few second later Garret is in the room as well. With one look at the room, he begins to yell for Mr.Wilks and starts searching the entire house.

“What happened?” Felicity stutters.

I suddenly feel jumpy and on alert. I have felt this before. Was it not just a few weeks ago when I faced a somewhat similar situation?

Ash walks up to Diesel and they exchange a look between each other. The rare, serious side of Ash has surfaced. 

Garret jogs back into the room, “He isn’t here. I looked everywhere. They must have took him.”

“And who are they?” I asked with more rising worry.

Garret straightens, “I have an idea who.”






Threatened

“Who would do this? And why would they take him?” My sister asks Garret as she stiffly stares at the wreaked room. 

We all turn to the oldest of us for the answer. Garret’s clenches his jaw tightly and stays quiet as if debating whether to tell us something or not. This is what Diesel had been talking about when he spoke of how Garret has been standoffish recently. 

Garret finally clears his throat, “Mr.Wilks keeps his research separate from his life at the college. His side-work is something he speaks of only with those he trusts and knows well. He does this because shifters are meant to be unknown, and because he knows too much about shifters.”

“Too much?” Diesel prods.

Garret nods solemnly, “Mr.Wilks knows everything about shifters. Down to the very cell of what makes us who and what we are. As far as we know, Mr.Wilks is the most knowledgeable man in the field of shapeshifterism.”

We remain quiet. I debate why he hasn’t said who exactly has ransacked the place and kidnapped the professor.

Garret swivels his head to survey the overturned furniture and scattered piecee of paper that are from a roletop desk nearby. We are still too shocked to know what to do. I’m about to announce that we should call the police, but Garret’s eyes suddenly widden. He runs toward the middle of the room where two sofas had once faced each other. A simplistic, yet stylish, coffee table somehow still stands between the two overturned sofas. 

“How could I have forgotten?” He mumbles to himself.

We all gather around as Garret pushes the table aside and pulls up the ornate rug on the floor. Leaving the rug in a folded pile nearby, Garret runs his fingers over the hardwood floor. After a few second he finds a tiny indention that is only wide enough to slide your fingers into. With a quick movement, he pulls up on the flooring. The rest of us stare in awe to see a steel safe that appears to be three feet wide. 

“Why is there a safe in the floor?” Diesel voices the question we all want to ask.

Garret punches in a code while replying, “All of these papers scattered across the floor are just minor things he has written about shifters. Everthing that is most important about his research is inside here.”

The safe is open now and he is flipping through stacks upon stacks of papers and documents. 

“Each of these papers are a product of days of researching and hard study. Mr.Wilks would die to keep these safe from people who could use these things for their own profit.” Garret explains without taking his eyes off of the papers. 

“Then who took him? It’s great that whoever came in here didn’t get these papers, but they have Mr.Wilks.” Diesel taps his foot impatiently. 

I pull out my phone, “I’m calling the police. We should have called them before now.”

“No.”

I stare at Garret, “What? Why?”

My fingers are about to dial 9-1-1. Garret pulls the phone from my hands and I’m about to let out a griffin’s growl, but I am cut short.

“We can’t call the authorities because this is shifter related. If they do find these guys who took Mr.Wilks then someone else will stumble upon the fact that there are creatures such as us.” He explains.

I’m about to get hot with Garret, but Ash’s voice intercedes.

“Here’s a second reason to not call the police.” Ash holds up a sheet of paper. 

Garret hurriedly goes toward Ash who is across the room and literally jumps over the overturned sofa between them. He takes the paper from Ash and reads it outloud.

“Don’t call the police. This involves just us, Garret Summers. We have your professor. You are to meet with us and help us or you don’t get him back. Meet us on Cleargrass Road tonight.” 

Diesel walks up to his brother and takes the ransom note to read it himself. Garret runs his fingers through his hair. 

This is just like when Diesel and I found that griffin picture of me with a threat on the back of it. 

“Why did they specifically target you, Garret? You’re just a student of Mr.Wilks. Doesn’t he have family or something?” I ask with nervousness still running through my veins.

Garret leans back against the wall, “He has no family. I am closer to him then any other person. During the school year I actually stay here at his house instead of a dorm.”

“Whoa, wait. You never told me that, neither did you tell Mom and Dad that you were staying with some man who at the time we didn’t know.” Diesel spouts off.

Garret who is already ruffled by the threat note spits back bitterly, “There is a lot you don’t know about me, Diesel. Okay? That happens when you live four years keeping a huge secret from everyone you care about. Mr.Wilks was the first person that I met who knew what a shapeshifter was. He taught me so much. You weren’t alone when you first shifted. You had Olivia. I. Had. No one.”

I’m immediately taken aback by the sudden rift between the two of the brothers. This is the first time I’ve ever witnessed a fight between them. 

Ash steps in calmly, “Hey, let’s settle this later. Focus on the task at hand.”

Felicity pipes up, “You are going to meet with them, right?”

We turn to Garret for his response. After a few seconds of complete silence he shakes his head. 

“Don’t say anything. We all know it’s a trap. I know the type of people we are dealing with here.” Garret starts to walk away. 

Diesel growls at Garret who at the moment is not facing him, “So? You aren’t going to help Mr.Wilks? After bragging on him, you turn your back on him. Just let the enemy have him. That might be fine with you, but something must be done.”

I see Garret’s face. A flash of emotional pain and regret crosses his face, but then his sterness comes back as he turns around to his younger brother. 

“You don’t understand the situation, Diesel. Stop there before going further, because you have absolutely no idea what we are facing if we meet with these people. They want something from us and we all know it’s because of what we are.”

That is the last thing Garret says before stomping out of the room and then out of the house.

Diesel begins to follow, but I block him. My hand rests on his shoulder and I shake my head when he glances at me. An uneasy breath escapes Diesel as he turns to look back at the room. 

Ash puts his hands into his pockets and he speaks seriously, “Let’s go back to the hotel and figure this out. Plus, it’s not too safe to hang around here. Those people might still be nearby.”

We stay silent as we turn off all lights and go outside. I soon find Felicity holding my hand firmly. I keep a tight grasp on her smaller hand. I’m not sure if she is holding hands for her own worry or to assure me.

When we are outside, Garret is already in Diesel’s Camaro. He’s in the driver seat with his head resting on the steering wheel. 

“Can I ride back with you?” Diesel asks me.

“Sure.”

Ash gets in the car with Garret as my sister and Diesel get into my Camry. The first few minutes of the ride are painfully silent. The radio is off and the only sound is of the humming engine.

I have to break the quiet, “We are shifters. It’s part of our destiny to be faced with trials. We all know there’s that instinct inside us that says we’re who we are for a reason. We would not be like this for no ultimate purpose.”

Felicity sighs heavily from the back seat. She has heard me say words like these over and over again. I more or less say them again for Diesel’s purpose.

“Sometimes I still wonder if it’s a gift or curse.” Diesel whispers in a barely audible voice. 

I don’t think it’s a curse. If anything, it’s something to be cherished. Not everyone has the ability to morph into another creature. 

I say this because I am a griffin. Diesel, he’s a pegacorn with fangs. If having an alicorn horn as long as your arm isn’t weird enough, he has to deal with the unanswered question as to why he has fangs when he shifts into a horse-like creature.

When we arrive at the hotel we slowly make our way up to our floor. Ash and Garret are already inside since the red Camaro was found parked outside. 

“Take it easy on Garret. He’s trying to deal with this too.” I tell Diesel.

He stares down at the floor as we walk, “By not helping his own professor?”

“I don’t understand this myself. Just try to see it from his eyes.” 

We congregate in the boys’ room. Felicity follows behind me as I walk into their room. By my guess, Ash has been debating and trying to peruade Garret to try finding the professor without getting into danger. 

“It’s not possible. There is no way into this that does not involve danger.” Garret replies to Ash.

“Who exactly are these people who took Mr.Wilks? You haven’t been clear on that.” Diesel steps up.

Garret stays silent as if deciding on answering his brother, but after half a minute he says grudgingly, “There is a small gang of people who have been trying to understand how shifters work. We don’t know who they are exactly. They know Mr.Wilks has knowledge of shapeshifting, but hopefully they don’t know how much he actually knows.”

“So why do they request that you meet them? Why would they need you?” I ask simply.

Garret shrugs defeatedly, “I have no idea. Even if they have read his papers, there’s nothing in his work that would implicate that I am a shifter. Mr.Wilks wouldn’t have written down anything that would possibly bring danger to a shifter’s identity. The reason why those people want me is because I am the closest person to Mr.Wilks. If they can’t get answers from him, then I can be the alternative to that.”

We remain as silent as ever. Ash, Diesel, Garret, Felicity, and I all stare at each other as if devising on what the best decision is.

My opinion is that Garret shouldn’t meet these people, but instead watch them come to the meeting spot then follow them back to where they came from. 

Of course, I don’t get to voice this before Ash starts asking Garret if he is going to at least try helping get Mr.Wilks free. Garret in return repeats himself by saying that it’s too dangerous and it would only make the situation worse. Then everyone starts a huge arguement on how wrong it is to leave someone behind like that. Eventually, Garret makes it plain and clear that none of us will be doing anything heroic.

“I am your guardian on this trip. I have to take care of my brother and three others who I am not realated to. My purpose it to keep you safe. All of you. This situation is dire already. I’ve already done wrong by not deciding on going home right away.” Garret shakes his head.

There’s nothing more we can do here.

I put my hand on my sister’s shoulder and say, “We’re going back to the room.” Then I look back at the boys, “We’ll see the rest of you in the morning.”

My sister and I leave without another word. When we’re halfway down the hall Felicity opens her mouth to speak but I hear a door click closed far behind me. I glance backward to see Diesel leaving the hotel room.

“Go on.” I whisper to Felicity and slip her the keycard so she can go on inside our room. 

As she goes on ahead, I turn to meet Diesel who is closer now.

“I know what you’re thinking. You’re brother is wrong, but he’s trying to protect us.” I tell him.

Diesel smiles sadly, “We’ve taken on a whole pack of dogs and saved your friend and her brothers from a money greedy man before even we did that.”

I raise an eyebrow, “And who was there to help out with the dog attack? Ash, Garret, and eventually Felicity, although she didn’t really contribute.”

Diesel replies jokingly, “We both know we had everything under control.”

The brief moment of comical relief is gone before I can relish it. The bitter reality around us still exists. Mr.Wilks is still kidnapped and no one is going to do anything about it.

“Garret said he knows some people that might can help. He explained that they have dealt with things like this before.” Diesel tells me.

I see through his selfassurance, “We both know that tonight is the only night we could have helped Mr.Wilks.”

He nods solemnly. 

“I guess we’ll have to go back home early because of this. Probably leave tomorrow or the next day?” I ask sadly.

“Yeah. Looks like vacation is ruined.”

“I’m sorry this happened.”

He grasps my hand, “It’s not your fault, Olivia.”

We start toward my room. I can tell that Diesel’s thinking as he remains wordless. I am the same. Hours ago everything was fine. Now a good man is captive in someone’s power and we are doing nothing to help.

A few seconds later we reach my hotel room. Felicity has placed a flip-flop in the door so it would not close. Like I have said before she is smart for her age. She remembered that I gave her my keycard and would have no way to get back into the room.

“Olivia.” 

I turn back to Diesel, “Huh?”

“I love you.”

I’m taken aback by the sudden show of emotion. Diesel and I both love one another of course but we aren’t mushy about our feelings toward each other. 

“I love you too.” I reply slowly.

Before I can comprehend it, I find Diesel placing a kiss on my cheek. I’m shocked by the sudden show of affection. This isn’t normal. 

Why is he suddenly being like this?

I decide to just remain quiet about the matter and give him a quick hug.

“I’ll see you tomorrow morning at breakfast.” I tell him.

He smiles, “Goodnight.”

I’m not blind. I see through that smile and into those eyes. There is something bothering him, badly. Something’s up 

I return the smile and reply, “Goodnight.”

I then go into my room with more on my mind than ever so far.


Rendezvous

Diesel’s POV 

I cross my arms involuntarily as I wait. Anxiousness runs through me like a bad form of adrenaline. My eyes narrow as that anxious nervous feeling grows. My fist clenches and unclenches nervously.

Meeting with these guys is the same as playing with fire.

I continue to wait in the still, silent night. My advanced sight allows me to see through the penetrating darkness. Not a single point of light can be seen. The shapes and forms of trees can still be seen, but the clouds above block out the pinpoints of starlight. 

I hear the vehicle before I see its headlights. The motor growls as it comes closer. Before long, the headlamps begin to blind me. Raising my hand to guard my eyes, I start to slowly wonder if this is the right thing to do.

Garret’s denials and refusals as to why he did not meet these people stab at my mind.

I shove my doubt aside. It’s a weakness that I don’t need right now. 

The black sedan stops thirty feet ahead of my position. A descending mist is highlighted by the bright headlights aimed at me. The doors open all at the same time. The lights’ glare shadows the figures. 

I hold my ground as they come forward in my direction. The plain scent of newly washed clothes and deodorant meet me. Something I did not expect.

My body hasn’t moved an inched so far. Arms still crossed, I take two steps forward. 

I’m sure that they can see my face well, but their faces are still shadowed. I can’t tell if they’re surprised that a teenage boy met them or not. 

Finally, one of them speaks.

“Are you him? Garret Summers?”

I shrug, “I guess so.” 

This is a decision I will likely regret later. I’m sure I’ll have plenty of people be mad at me for it too. 

But letting Mr.Wilks be held captive and have no one come to save him was a thought I could not stand to think of. 

I have told no one I would be out here. There was no point. My brother would have denied it and Ash would have insisted on coming along. Olivia definitely would have come without a doubt and this would only put her at risk. Felicity, well, she’s too young for everything that has happened so far.

When I made the decision to come out here, I knew it was risky. The moment I left the hotel, shifted, and flew out here I knew that this could all end badly.

__________________________

Twenty minutes pass by before the vehicle stops. I am sitting between two men inside the sedan. Not a word has been said to me yet. I haven’t dared to try conversing with them. 

There is a certain darkness in the air. I can feel it. I’ve felt this before. Weeks ago when Olivia and I encountered Takolize and his goons I sensed the evil then. A harsh sharp sensation seems to float in the air whenever evil is nearby. 

Of course, I don’t share this fact with anyone I know because I’ve always assumed it wasn’t a big deal.

The sedan has stopped outside some sort of large building. All four doors open and then the men around me get out. Instinctively, I exit the vehicle as well.

“Follow us.” A man says flatly and turns to walk toward the building. 

The rest of the men trail after me as if I might decide to make a run for it. My eyes have already taken in the surroundings. The built-in night vision helps me to scope out the region. The building ahead of us is long and looks to have mutiple loading docks for tractor trailers. Not a single light is shinning. There is no breeze to be detected 

My eyes have also caught sight of what appears to be holsters on each of the men. They’re armed, and I have no doubt that a pistol is the only weapon on these malefactors. 

I’m led through bay doors and to an open, clear area. The air is uneasily cool and a stale scent fills the air as if the place hasn’t been used recently. The center of the building is just a flat, concrete surface. The other part of the building, mostly along the wall, is lined with crates upon crates. 

“He has arrived.” A man’s voice booms across the expanse. 

I glare toward the source of the words. A man is coming from across the opposite side of the huge room. 

As he comes closer I survey his appearance. He’s tall and lanky but he obviously has some muscle to him. He is casually dressed and his red hair is slicked back. My instincts are alerting me that this dude isn’t good business. 

My words escape me before I can think them over, “I came. You said you needed help. Now where is my professor?”

I have to act as if I’m Garret, not Garret’s highschool kid brother. 

The man chuckles, “That man is fine. You shouldn’t be the one asking the questions though.”

His eyes look me up and down as if I am a new car he wishes to buy. My composure remains firm as I try to stay focused on the details.

“You wanted my help with something. Tell me what you want.” I sound certain and unfazed.

My voice is a lie compared to what is happening inside me right now. Fear, frustration, and a little regret. What would Olivia think of my decision? I know she is still be awake right now. It will be hours before she goes to bed.

The red haired man replies, “We needed your help. Now you are here. You are what we wanted.”

I am about to ask him what he means but he goes on.

“Garret Summers, we know well what you are. Taking the professor was the bait. You were our target all this time. We needed a shifter, and we knew that Mr.Wilks probably knew one. Who else would it be then the person he trusted and cared for most? You.”

The evilness all around me suddenly escalates rapidly. The time for action has come. My solo mission is a bust.

I begin to jump away, but I’m not fast enough. One of the men behind me shoves me down to the floor. My chin scrapes against the rough surface. I ignore the pain as I force myself to get up before something worse can happen.

Footsteps start up behind me as I run in the first direction I find escapeable. My breath catches in my throat when I realize that there is no other exit beside the bay doors I came in through. 

Turning around is a bad idea, but I do it anyway. Four opponents are coming in my direction. I catch a glimpse of the bay doors beginning to close far behind them.

Don’t let me down now shapeshifter strength.

These men know I am not human. So there is no point in hiding it when I can use the strength as an advantage.

Without further thought, black hair spreads across my body. A pair of midnight wings rise from my shoulders. My bones contort to that of a horse as a spiral horn forms on my forhead. 

A furious neigh erupts from my throat. My fangs extend outward as I voice my anger. Charging at the men, my hooves pound on the concrete floor. 

Two men move while two stay in my direct path. My eyes narrow as I shoulder them aside with little effort on my behalf. Before I can successfully race on to the bay doors, something wraps around my neck tightly. I choke as my body’s inertia pushes my harder against the restraint. 

Spinning around, I see three of the men holding me back by the other end of the rope. Somewhere else in the building I can hear the red headed man laughing histerically. 

Aggrivated, I clamp down on the rope with my teeth and pull back. The men fall forward from my stronger tug. The fourth man who has been standing on the sidelines attempts to make a move. My right wing unfolds, swoops around, and knocks the man right off his two feet.

I don’t waist time as I turn back to the bay doors. There’s only seconds before they shut. My legs push harder than I’ve ever forced them to before. The rope that is still around my neck trails behind me like a tail. I stretch forward in an attempt to reach my only exit and escape faster. My hooves clomp vigorously against the concrete beneath me.

I don’t slow down even when I see that there is no possible way to make it in time. My lungs burn like fire as I exert myself to the limit. 

I can easily see the space between the doors decreasing; four feet, three feet, and then two feet.

My body springs forward and I jam my horn between the doors right as they meet. For the first time since I shifted into a pegacorn weeks ago, I am thankful for that spiraled horn on my forhead. 

I have no time to catch my breath. The men behind me are making their way over. Their footsteps and quick words aren’t too far away. My shoulders heave as I pry open the doors. Screeching fills my ears and I know that there’s going to be some marks left on my horn.

An image of Olivia flashes in my mind and I know that any ways of escape will be worth getting back to her. If I can just get this wider, I’ll be out and flying back to my friends. I will soon be back at the hotel and away from here. Admitting to Garret that he was right doesn’t even seem tremendous now that I have no goal but to get out of this place. I should have know better then to come alone.

A collection of strength causes me to force harder. My shoulders and neck muscles strain. My body shakes from the intense use. The doors start to open wider. My hopes rise as high as a cloud.

A terribly loud splitting noise fills the air. It’s so loud it rocks through my head like an explosion. A short moment later I discover why it’s so deafening. 

It’s the sound of a bone cracking.


Unstoppable

Back to Olivia’s POV…

I silently stare out the window with my arms crossed. The early morning sun brightly glitters off of the ocean below me.

Everything inside me feels dark though. Maybe I should have tried to leave the hotel last night and attempted to carry out the plan I had formed in my mind. Maybe I could have saved Mr.Wilks. Thoigh that opportunity is long gone by now. 

I feel horrible for not trying harder, but something else is nagging at the back of my mind. It’s as if I should be aware of something else bad that has happened as well.

My head turns to look at the sleeping form of my sister. So innocent. It might have been a good thing that I stayed here instead of trying to be a heroine and going to save Mr.Wilks alone.

I’m about to start packing my clothes together. Then I’m cut short as someone bangs on my hotel room door. Eyeing the door suspiciously, I approach slowly. 

“It’s Garret.”

Relieved, I open the door and let him come inside. Garret looks distressed and appears to be restless. 

“What’s up?” I ask worried. 

He turns to me, “What time did you and Diesel come back from walking on the beach last night?”

I don’t answer for a few seconds then I say slowly to him, “Garret, we didn’t go on a walk last night. When I left your room he met me in the hallway. We talked for a while then that was it.”

“No, no, no.” Garret runs his hands through his hair.

I make eye contact with him, “What’s wrong?”

“I haven’t seen Diesel all morning. He never came back to the room last night. He said you two were going on a walk. Plus, he left his phone.” Garret explains.

My eyes widen, “You don’t think he…?”

Garret nods with furrowed eyebrows, “I think he did. Diesel would do something like that.”

My mind shuts down. Diesel looks just like his brother, but younger. Of course he would try to go save Mr.Wilks. That’s why Diesel was acting so peculiar last night. 

How could I have been so blind to not see his intentions? I should have seen the signs. I was too distracted to see that he was going to take the risk.

“And he isn’t back either. Something bad must’ve happened.” I gasp my realization. 

Garret winces as if he doesn’t want to except the fact.

My eyes start to blur as tears fill them, “Garret, he’s not back. Diesel isn’t here. They have him.”

I have to stop myself from breaking down. There is no telling where Diesel is right now or if he is alright. 

What happened to him last night?

“What’s wrong?” My sister asks groggily.

I glance back see he just now waking up. I’m surprised she hasn’t already woken till now.

I smile, “Nothing.” I whisper to Garrer, “Outside.”

We both step out into the hallway. I let the door click shut behind me even though it means I’m locked out. I will tell Felicity later what has happened, but not when she first wakes up. 

“What are we going to do?” I prod at Garret.

Luckily, Ash is coming down the hall toward us. 

Garret sighs, “First, we need to check around the hotel incase we aren’t mistaken. He might be here and we’re getting scared for no reason.”

“That’s pointless. I know that Diesel had to have gone out there to meet those people. It explains why he was acting so strange last night.” I retort.

Ash is now close enough to be part of the conversation, “How was he acting last night?”

I assume Ash knows about the whole ordeal so I go on to explain to the boys how Diesel had said he loved me then kissed me right after that. 

“He really did go do it.” Ash voices.

I turn to glare at Garret, “We need to go to the meeting place. Maybe we can find a clue or something.”

“That’s not safe-”

Last night Garret was angry and refused to let anyone go help Mr.Wilks. He said it was dangerous. Now look what he’d gotten us into. If we had worked together like a team, this would not have happened.

I interrupt Garret and growl, “I don’t care if it’s dangerous. Diesel is now in the same shoes as your professor. I’m not going to stop till we find him. You can stay here but I’m going out there to find anything that may lead us to where he might be.”

I hold myself back from accusing Diesel’s brother for this whole situation. I know Garret must already be feeling guilty, but my worry for Diesel is transforming into anger.

“I agree with Olivia.” Ash adds in.

I straighten, “Then let’s drive out to the meeting spot and see what we can find.”

_________________________________

“How did Diesel even get out here without driving?” Ash gestures toward the Camaro behind us.

I cross my arms as I inspect the ground, “He probably shifted and flew out here.”

We are at the road where Diesel met with those people. Cleargrass Road is literally in the middle of nowhere. It’s a straight dirt road with trees lining both sides.

I squat and look at the ground closer. There must have been a fine rain last night, because any footprints or tire tracks are either faint or nonexistant.

Diesel was likely here nine hours hours ago. What went through his mind? Did he know what he was getting himself into? 

I ache wishing I had been there by his side. It hurts me to know he would go out and attempt something treacherous like this all alone.

Felicity is still sitting in my Camry. I had barely given her enough time to change and hop in the car. I wouldn’t leave my ten year old sister by herself at the hotel. On the ride here, I explained what had happened and what we were doing.

Garret is down the road with his hands deep in his pockets. Ash is a few feet away from me.

“What are we supposed to do, Ash? Any signs of what happened here aren’t helplful. I can’t even smell the scent of the people that were here.”

Ash raises his head, “You can smell people?”

I shrug, “Yeah, but I don’t mention it because it’s weird to say you can smell someone.”

Ash nods and switches subject, “Don’t worry, Olivia. We’ll find Diesel. He’s my right-hand man. I’m not going to give up easily.”

It’s moments like these when I really appreciate Ash. He might be a nut, but he has another side to him.

My car door opens and Felicity gets out. She walks over to see if we’ve found anything.

“Nothing so far.” Ash tells her downheartedly. 

“Let me see if I can find anything.” She mutters.

What could she discover that we haven’t found so far?

Felicity takes a survey of the ground and surroundings. I stand silently and watch her with wonder. Ash starts to walk in a direction as if considering the odds of finding something valurable.

There’s no point in this anymore. We can’t find anything. 

Garret is coming back in our direction. Before I can say anything Felicity waves me over.

I jog to her, “Did you find something?”

My sister is down on her hands and knees, “I can smell something faintly. But just barely. It’s like a clean smell.”

“A clean smell?” Ash asks behind me.

Felicity nods at him, “Like detergent or deodorant.”

“I guess that’s the scent we search for when looking for these people.” Ash says.

I sigh, “That doesn’t get us anywhere though. Lots of people in Pensacola smell like that.”

Felicity tells me seriously, “It could be useful to remember.”

_______________________________

My heart feels numb. The crome interior of the elevator looks like it’s trying to mock me in its distorted reflection.

So far none of us have spoken since we came back to the hotel. I especially don’t feel like speaking. I’m too worried about Diesel. 

Garret clears his throat, “I know some people who can help us. It’s the only choice we have left.”

“Who would that be?” Felicity questions.

“I met them a year ago.” He replies.

I add in coldly, “You didn’t want me to call the police when Mr.Wilks disappeared because it was shifter related. How is this any different?”

Garret turns to me, “First of all, they aren’t police. Plus, they know what shifters are.”

The elevator doors slide open and we all walk out. Everything inside me has built up to a boiling point.

Before we can start down the hallway I say to Garret, “You didn’t mention something like that when Mr.Wilks was taken. You know what? I still don’t understand how you thought not going after Mr.Wilks was okay. But when it comes to your brother it’s different. If we had tried helping Mr.Wilks like the team I know we are, then Diesel wouldn’t be who knows where!”

Garret takes in a breath and faces me, “That was the whole idea. To notgo after him. This has happened once before.”

Ash and Felicity watch our conversation in awe.

“Huh?” I ask bewildered as I stare into the eyes that are so similar to Diesel’s.

Garret shuts those eyes, “There is something I haven’t told you guys.”

“What haven’t you told us?” My anger rises again.

He stays emotionless and unsure for a few seconds then he finally tells us, “Mr.Wilks is a… a shapeshifter.”

“What?!” We all shout.

I quickly check to see if anyone else is in the hallway. No one is present.

Ash starts, “Why didn’t you tell us this?”

“Because Mr.Wilks keeps his secret separate from his work. That’s why he never mentions that he himself is a shifter in all those papers he has written. It’s to keep himself and others safe. That’s why I didn’t share that with you. Plus, Mr.Wilks doesn’t even shift that much.”

“You said this happend before?” I prod.

Garret nods, “It was ten years ago, before I ever even shifted and knew what college I was going to. It was a situation similar to this. The captors had no idea he was a shifter, but they knew he was knowledgeable in shifterism. When they weren’t looking he shifted and successfully escaped.”

I now know why Mr.Whilks has a deep interest in shapeshifters.

Felicity asks innocently, “What does he morph into?”

“A fox.”

I ask, “So you figured he would get free on his own?”

“That was always the plan if it ever occurred. He told me to never come after him so I wouldn’t wind up in the same situation.” 

Makes sense. Garret is a hippocampus. He can shift out of water but it’s useless. Fins don’t work well on dry land.

We finally end our dispute by peaceably continueing down the hotel’s hallway. My aggression toward Garret has passed. I just wish he had told us this factor long ago. I have to see it from his point of view. He is trying to keep us safe, and I’m not helping when he has his missing brother and professor to worry about.

The four of us stop completely dead in our tracks when we see something propped against the door to the boys’ room.

“What is it?” Ash whispers. 

Our group approaches hesitantly. Garret picks up the item, a long white box about three feet in length. Instead of opening it in the hallway we go into the hotel room and make sure no one saw us go inside.

“What’s in it? A flute?” Ash tries lightening the mood.

Garret stays silent as if afraid to speak. He pulls off a tiny note attached to the box. 

Placing the box aside, Garret gives us a worried expression before reading the note outloud, “We have him and any attempts to change that fact will bring more danger to him.”

While he’s reading the note, I’m opening the box Garret laid aside. I pull up the flap on the top and pull out a tray inside. 

My stomach drops and a nauseous feeling explodes inside me like a fatal grenade. I pick up the object as if it’s fragile. The black glossy surface almost seems glasslike. I gasp as if I can’t except the fact that I’m holding it. Holding it.

I shiver as I look at the spiraled unicorn horn up and down. 

I can’t hold back the tears, “How?”

Garret gently takes it from me with a quick look at the end where it should be attached to a horse’s head. The end is jagged and splintered in some areas.

“This wasn’t sawed off. It was broken.” Garret stuttered.

Is he alright? What have they done to Diesel to make this happen? 

I want nothing more than to see Diesel’s smiling face and see that he is unharmed. If I had known what he was planning to do, I never would’ve taken his last words for granted. 

They would pay for this. They would regret that they ever encoutered us. Those people will get what they deserve for doing this!

I make eye contact with Garret, Ash, and Felicity. We all hold that same expression. Nothing can stop us from getting Diesel and Mr.Wilks back. The threat has only made us more determined than ever. No one takes a member of our group and thinks we will do nothing about it. Hurt one of us, you get the wrath of all of us.

“It’s time to call the reinforcements.” Garret pulls out his phone.


Correspondence

Remaining in Olivia’s POV…

“So who are these people? And how exactly can they help us?” I inquire of Garret.

It’s been thirty minutes since he called some people who he thinks might can help us save Diesel. 

Garret sits down in a chair, “They’ve done things like this before. They specialize in undercover opperations.”

“But who are they? How many are there?” I go on.

Garret types something on his phone and tells me, “They are government agents. Six of them.”

“Whoa, wait. Government agents? The last note we got from those crazy people was to not try to help Diesel. Of course, we aren’t listening to it but we still need to be careful.” 

Garret locks eyes with me, “Olivia, please, trust me on this. The people I’ve called are good at what they do. We’re lucky that they were only an hour away from here when I called.” 

I’m still unsure.

Felicity and Ash are eating, but I can tell they don’t have much of an appetite. It’s eleven in the morning right now. So much has already happened today. 

I want to be alone for a while. Take a walk down the beach. Anything. My fear that dangerous people may be lurking around the hotel makes me stay put where I am.

How has this perfect vacation in this beautiful place become a search for my endangered boyfriend? Everything was going so well. Now it’s crumbled away and turned dark.

Dark. The first thing that comes to mind is a black pegacorn… or should I say pegasus?

___________________________________

“They’re here.” Garret tells us, looking up from his phone.

It’s been a little over an hour since Garret called these people. Ash and Felicity have not spoken much in that time range, and it’s not normal to witness such a thing. Felicity and Ash both have a non-stop mouth on them.

“They’ve asked us to meet with them downstairs.” Garret adds in.

A couple minutes later we’re down on the first floor. Our group of four walk together, Garret is leading the way. Outside a pair of glass doors that are one of the many entrances and exits to the hotel is a group of people in casual clothes.

I’m unsure about all of this. They may be a help or a curse. There might still be a way to save Diesel without dragging in more people.

I stay behind Garret as we go outside. A blast of warm, humid air hits us as we leave the indoor air conditioning. The scents of the ocean meet my nose and the laughing of a seagull is heard overhead. 

Garret smiles and goes ahead, “It’s good to see you, Alex.”

The man, Alex, turns with a grin, “I’m glad you called us.”

They exchange some more words. While they are doing this Felicity bounces around me and introduces herself to everyone else in the new group.

I find that there are three other men and two women. Except for two in the group, they all look to be in there late twenties. The three men differ. One is pretty big and muscled, another has a laptop tucked under his arm, and another seems like you average joe. The two women are easy to tell apart. One appears to be Hispanic with dark brown eyes and equally colored hair. The other one has dirty-blonde hair with green eyes.

These are the people I’m relying on to help free Diesel. 

Alex is obviously the leader of this band of people. He seems to speak for all of them. An air of authority seems to hang around him.

Garret motions Ash and I over then tells the others, “This is Ash and Olivia.”

They all reply a friendly hello in return. 

Felicity doesn’t need to be introduced. She’s already met each and every one of them. 

“So let’s get down to business. You say your brother wasn’t found this morning?” Alex asks Garret.

I let them do the talking. Garret seems to know these people from some earlier experience, and he knows how to converse with them. I on the other hand remain quiet. 

As they delve into the conversation, we bring the rest of them upstairs to the hotel room where the boys stay. 

Ash seems to have lightened up some. As all of us crowd into the elevator he asks them, “So what do you guys do? Garret said you do lots of missions.”

The guy who I described earlier as ‘your average joe’ replies, “We do lots of different things. Rescues, drug busts, contraband removal, tracking down bad guys. Things like that.” 

Felicity’s eyes are wide, “It is dangerous?”

The man nods and I happen to look down to see that his right arm is nothing but a giant scar. I glance away so I don’t stare. Out of the corner of my eye, I see that his arm looks as if it was severely burned long ago but never healed back normally. I happen to catch a glance of a wedding band as well.

I guess he is right when he says his work is dangerous. There’s no telling how he got that nasty scar.

“How long have you been doing this?” Ash asks him amazed.

The man shrugs, “About seven years now. Not as long as everyone else. By the way, I’m Elias.”

The elevator doors open and we all spill out. The next thing I realize is that we’re in the hotel room. All ten of us. 

The man with the laptop is now furiously typing away at his device. He’s too busy to listen in on the main converstaion between Alex and Garret.

“I see. So he figured he would try to save Mr.Wilks?” Alex asks Garret.

“Yes.” Garret goes on to explain the rest and how we received a unicorn horn and threat note this morning.

The Hispanic woman steps in, “Diesel is a shifter and so are you, Garret. Who else here is a shifter?”

This is the first time they’ve brought up the topic of shapeshifters. I begin to wonder how they know of the existence of shifters. Maybe they accidentally discovered a shapeshifter on one of their ‘missions’.

I answer her, “My sister and I are shifters.” 

It’s the longest sentence I’ve said since they’ve come. All eyes are on me now and I’m glad when Felicity starts talking.

“Yeah, Olivia is a griffin. I’m a pumagriff.” Felicity chirps.

It isn’t too often when you can brag about what creature you can morph into. It’s a pleasure to do take part in the act.

The excitement that has filled my friends has not entered me. The hope of getting Diesel free with the help of these people has made everyone optimistic. 

Yes, I’m just as determined as everyone else, if not more, but I can’t help but worry about Diesel and where he may be right now. Is he in pain? Is he safe? Does he know that we’re coming for him?

I let the others continue speaking. I’ve drowned out the whole conversation and I can’t pay attention with this new wave of concern for Diesel. My feet carry me toward the balcony and I’m outside without another thought.

The ocean below glimmers in the mid-day sunlight. It’s like it’s taunting the sadness inside me. My eyes close and I only can think of one thing on my mind.

The doors to the balcony slide open and then close behind me. It’s likely Felicity or Ash coming out for some fresh air.

“I know exactly what it’s like to worry about someone you care about.” A new voice tells me.

I jerk up to see the light haired woman from earlier. Her sparkling green eyes make contact with mine. I immediately glance away and stay silent.

She leans against the railing with me and doesn’t say anything for a few minutes. We both stare out at the ocean emotionless.

Finally, she says, “We’ll find him.”

I snap sharply, “What if you can’t?”

I instantly regret my words, “I’m sorry. I’ve never been like this before…”

“It’s fine. I’ve been the same way myself.”

I turn to look up at her. 

She smiles and goes on, “I was exactly your age when I faced the largest trials of my life. I actually joined this team when I was fifteen. Now I’m twenty-three. There are more times than I can count when I saw my closest friends come in harm’s way.”

“What did you do when that happened?” I ask her hesitantly.

I can see her reflect on several memories right before she answers, “I always do my best to protect them. I used to feel regret when I failed at that, but I’ve come to learn that the best thing to do is take care of them until they’re well once again.”

I glance back into the hotel room. I quickly recall the scar Elias bares on his arm. 

“Like Elias? What happened to him?” 

She looks out across the vaste ocean, “That’s a long story, but to cut it short I felt responsible for his injury for many months.”

My eyes move downward and I’m taken aback to see that she has a scar on her right arm as well. Except this one is a smooth red line that starts at her elbow and goes down her arm and around her wrist. Then I see the wedding ring on her left hand.

“You and Elias are married?” I ask shocked by the fact that the two are so young to be partners.

She smiles, “Yes.”

The conversation then dies and my thoughts are soon back on Diesel again. 

It’s as if she reads my mind, “Olivia, we have done this before and I can assure you that we will find Diesel. There is no doubt that we’ll fail.”

“I never got your name.” I tell her shyly.

She holds out her hand, “I’m Anada.”

I shake her hand, “It’s nice to meet you.”

Her next question surprises me, “So how long have you been a shifter?”

I answer without thinking, “Seven years.”

“That’s almost as long as me.”

My eyes widen, “What?”

Anada grins, “How do you think this team is so successful? They have to have their secret weapon. A dragonshifter.”


Resistance

Diesel’s POV… 

There is no way to escape without having someone’s help. That’s the problem though. No one knows where I am. 

My internal clock signifies that it’s likely around noon or one o’clock. I’ve been in here for hours. My wrists are getting sore.

When my horn broke off last night I had no choice but to shift back into a human. I had suddenly felt weak. Like I had run a marathon. If they hadn’t been so close, I likely could’ve slipped away and hid in the endless amounts of crates nearby. Instead they had pinned me down and dragged me here to this room.

For the past endless hours my wrists have been clamped against the wall above my head with metal devices. Even if I was in my best shape, I would not be able to free myself of them. 

The room is lit with florescent lights and it almost looks like a kitchen. You wouldn’t think such a place existed in this warehouse-like place. 

I need a plan.

My eyes search the considerably large room. There doesn’t look to be anything sharp lying around. Not that I could reach for it and use it as a weapon anyway. The only thing I can do is stand up awkwardly.

Seriously, this looks hopeless. The clamps holding each wrist against the wall are fastened with locks. It has been so long since someone came in here. It’s only a matter of time till they come.

That’s what worries me the most. They have their shapeshifter now and there is no telling what they’ll do. 

One of Ash’s pointless jokes would be an uplift right now.

My eyeslids are starting to droop. It’s been over twenty-four hours since I slept. I haven’t dared trying to sleep in this state, but the longer I go the less simple it is to keep awake.

I really wish I had Olivia’s ability to last hours without sleep. 

It’s easy to imagine that Olivia is out there trying to figure out where I am, but with all my heart I hope she doesn’t. The thought of her ending up in my position hurts. The possibility of having Olivia, Garret, Felicity or even Ash next to me in that other set of clamps scares me.

It scares me just as much as when the door far across the room clicks open. My hands pull against the clamps involuntarily. Fear begins to rise up from my stomach and into my chest.

The skinny red headed man from earlier walks in as if everything is completely normal. My eyes narrow at him in anger and I am more than awake now. So far he has ignored my presence.

My attention stays glued to him as he walks over to one the counters along the wall. Cabinets hang above the stone countertops. From my view on the floor, I can see a faucet which indicates that there is a sink underneath it. 

Red goes to the sink and washes his hands thoroughly. Then with a slow easy movement he turns toward me silently. We stare at each other for a long moment. My gaze doesn’t dare break away from his. Any signs of further weakness could mean so much in my situation. 

Without breaking the stare he grabs a small box nearby and pulls out two rubber gloves. Finally, Red turns away and opens one of the cabinets. A few strange items are set down on the counter. I strain to see, but my angle keeps me from surveying. 

My ears pick up the sound of him putting on the gloves. My nervousness is growing increasingly by the second.

“Well, Garret, it appears you’re in a tight situation.” Red says sarcastically.

I hold my tongue and let him do the speaking. At least he still thinks I’m my brother. 

Red swivels back around to look at me. The items he pulled out of the cabinet are now in his hands. A few steps later he’s in front of me. I glare up at him hatefully. With a quick movement he’s crouched in front of me.

“Have you ever given blood before?” Red asks.

I stare at him blankly.

“You know. Have you ever donated blood before?” He restates his question. 

My hands form into fists and I want nothing more than to whip that satisfied expression from his face. I wish I could shift right here and free myself, but ever since my horn broke off I’ve felt sore all over. My bones feel like their bruised. 

The next thing I see is a large needle connected to a tube that runs to a clear bag. Red takes a cap off of the needle’s head. 

I lean forward as far as possible and growl in his face, “Dont. You. Dare.”

Red doesn’t even care to look at me, “It’s been said that the secret to a shifter’s ability is in the blood. I think otherwise. It’s obviously much deeper than that. A person can’t alter their whole entire form by just having special blood.” 

“Then why-?” 

I’m cut off, by Red “We all have to start somewhere, don’t we?”

Before I can retort, the needle is plunged into my left arm. I inwardly cringe.

“Of course, we have your professor, but he is a very quiet man. Doesn’t like to talk all that much. We understand that he knows more about shifters than just about anyone.” Red goes on.

“Where is he?” I demand as I ignore the needle in my arm.

Red chuckles, “He’s in a much better situation than you are in at the moment.”

I can tell the knuckles on my fists have turned white even though I can not see them. My anger comes to a boiling point and I take action before I can think twice. My left leg kicks out and slamps into his chest. While he’s distracted I turn my head toward my arm and grab onto the needle with my teeth. With a quick pull I jerk the needle out.

Ouch!

The needle drops to the floor at the same time Red returns. I almost regret my decision. I’m still absolutely defenseless.

“Boy, are we going to have a cooperation problem here?” He barks sharply.

I spit back, “Yes. Yes, we are.”


Advancement

Back to Olivia’s POV…

“Here. Eat something, Olivia.” Felicity shoves a granola bar into the palm of my hand.

I take it and put it in my pocket, “Thanks.”

“I meant for you to eat that.” She growls.

I ignore her.

So far Alex and his teammates have been steadily at work tracing down where Diesel may have been taken. 

“Is there anything else that could help us locate your brother or Mr.Wilks?” The one with the laptop asks Garret.

I turn to Garret and expect for him to answer with a no, but surprisingly he replies, “There is something. I can search my professor’s office at the college. Maybe I can find something there. The college is closed right now. I’m certain that I can get in without causing trouble though.”

Alex adds, “How soon can you do this?”

“This minute. If I leave right now, I can get back within an hour.” Garret replies.

I hear the jingling of keys then I hear Garret ask, “Ash? Olivia? You coming?”

I stutter, “I didn’t think-”

“Well, you thought wrong. Now let’s go.” 

I jump up from my seat and follow after Garret who is already out the door. Felicity starts to follow, but I stop her.

“Stay here.” I command.

She raises an eyebrow, “Why? I want to help you guys.”

I smile down at Felicity, “I know, but the fewer the people the faster it will go.”

“Oh… okay.”

I squeeze her shoulder assuringly, “I’ll be back soon. You’ll be fine here. Alex’s team seems cool.”

From the corner of my eye I see Anada glance my way. She knew I was referring to her.

“I’ll be back soon.”

I don’t wait for a response. My legs take me down the hall and to the vacant stairwell. Garret and Ash have already taken in the elevator. I’ll just have to sprint down the stairs to make up time. 

Once I reach the bottom of the stairwell I head toward the double glass doors. Apparently, I am having a case of tunnel vision, because I collide with another person.

“I am so sorry.” I stutter as I step back.

The other person looks to be a guy around my age with bright blonde hair and broad shoulders, “Eh, it’s alright.”

My eyes focus on his and I have to keep speaking to not stare mystified at him, “Are you sure?”

His eyes! They’re red!

The irises of his eyes have a rusty, brown hue. It’s definetly not normal and it takes all I have to not stare straight at his eyes.

“Yeah, I’m sure. We all get excited when we’re on vacation. It’s no big deal.” He shrug carelessly and walks off in the direction he had been heading in.

That was strange…

When I finally get down to the parking lot, Garret and Ash are already in the Camaro. Luckily, Ash got in the backseat. I hop into the passenger’s seat. 

A few minutes later we’re heading down the road. My mind keeps telling me that the wrong person is driving. It should be Diesel over there, not Garret. 

“We won’t be freely allowed onto campus. So we’ll have to find a way inside.” Garret interrupts the silence.

Ash leans in between us, “Are you saying that we are going to break in?”

“No. Breaking in involves breaking something to get in. We are going to slip in. Nothing is going to be vandalized.” Garret smiles.

Only a few minutes later we’re walking down a sidewalk near a huge college. It’s around one o’clock in the day at the moment. A black ten foot tall iron fence surrounds the perimeter. If it wasn’t daylight, we could probably use our extra strength to climb it with no trouble, but of course we would be spotted.

I come up beside Garret, “It’s the middle of the day. How do you suppose we’re going to get in without a security camera seeing us?”

“We’re about to go into part of the campus where there are fewer cameras and more trees to block us.”

Before either Ash or I can say anything Garret turns and walks through a wall of thick bushes with stiff foliage. We follow him into the depths of them. Shade covers us and the temperature drops some. Instead of running into the wall that surrounds the campus, we find a rusty old gate that’s only two feet wide. It’s wide open on useless hinges. The thing is tilted backwards as if it might fall down any second.

After scurrying through the gate, the trees end and to my surprise we are behind a huge long building. Air condition units and a few emergency exits are all that cover this side of the building. The weeds have grown to the highth of my knees. I had expected to come out at the dorm rooms. This must be one of the buildings that houses the classrooms.

“This way.” Garret mutters nearby and motions with his hand.

He is holding open one of the doors. Ash and I run inside before I can ask how in the world he got the door unlocked. A long corrider meets my eyes. As I turn back, I see that the word EXIT is highlighted in red on a sign above the door we just came through.

Garret takes the lead once more. We’re now jogging down the hall and rounding a few corners. 

Garret haults abruptly at a corner, “Stop.”

I hault in time, but Ash runs right into me. My body almost falls forward into Garret who is unaware of this clumsiness of ours.

“Okay, I think it’s clear.” With no further words he starts again.

After a few more seconds, Garret approaches a door with a keypad on it. He punches in a few numbers and the door clicks open. Ash and I follow in without any words.

“Is this your professor’s office?” Ash asks the question I am about to voice.

Garret nods and crosses the room. My eyes take it all in. A farely large office meets my eyes. A huge book-filled shelf that reaches to the ceiling covers the right hand side of the room. Most of the books’ spins have the word biology printed on them The back of the room has a huge oak desk with a swivel chair behind it. On the left hand side of the room, the wall is covered with displays of butterflies, moths, and pictures of the skeletal structure of both domestic and non-domestic animals.

Garret notices my onlooking, “Mr.Wilks is a biologist, but he enjoys a little anthropology on the side.”

And studying shapeshifterism as well. I still can’t believe he’s a shifter and I never realized it.

Garret starts opens drawers in the desk. I leave the pilfering up to him while Ash and I stare bewildered at the butterflies and moths. One case contains a colorful assortment of orange butterflies of all sizes.

I turn to point out to Diesel that they were his favorite color. Then I stop short. Pain fills my heart when it dawns on me that Diesel isn’t here. The hollow inside me grows wider.

We are always together. Diesel’s my most trusted friend. Not only are we close because we date, but we’re close because we understand each other and easily click. When you’re around someone that often, your mind automatically expects them to be nearby.

I come back to my senses when I hear Garret murmur something under his breath, but the words are too faint for even me to pick up. 

“What’s up?” I turn back toward him.

Garret slams a drawer shut, “Mr.Wilks keeps a few files based on some buildings he rents out to people every so often. He didn’t store them at home, because he rarely needed them. They hold basic information like the address, size, and rental costs. They’re gone.”

Ash walks up to the chair behind the desk and plops down in it, “They aren’t here at all?”

“No.” Garret crosses his arms.

I roll my eyes when Ash places his feet on top of the desk and announces, “That means two things. Mr.Wilks has either recently needed them or they have been stolen.”

“Why did you need them?” I ask Garret.

He shrugs, “I’ve always assumed that they may have been the sites where he once kept a lab or two many years ago. Of course, any signs of a lab’s presence is long gone by now, and that’s why he rents out the places at times. Though the whole labratory idea has just been a suspicion of mine all along.”

“The papers are gone. It definitely means something.” I add in.

Garret straightens, “What Ash said makes sense. Mr.Wilks either used them or they were stolen. I would possibly have known if the buildings were going to be used. So that means…”

“They were stolen.” I say as a shiver runs up my spine. 

As if to give us more edge, I catch the sound of someone walking down the hall. Garret picks up on this too, but Ash doesn’t with his normal human hearing. 

“Behind the desk.” Garret commands.

My eyes widen, “Seriously? That’s the best place you can think of?” 

Ash is confused, “What are you guys talking about-?”

“Woah, maybe it isn’t who stole the papers. It could just be a security guard.” Garret tells me.

My heartbeat rises, “Garret, the only person who can get into this room would be someone on the inside. That would likely be a security guard.”

Ash has realized what we are talking about by now, “I wish I had thought to close the door.”

Garret and I both spin around to see that the office door is wide open. I mentally facepalm myself for not checking to see if it was closed earlier.

An exact second later a deep masculine voice calls, “Who’s there?”

Garret turns to us with a look of worry on his face, “Okay, no choice but to flee now. Cover you faces and run. Make sure you follow right behind me.”

Before I can say anything in response, Garret is sprinting ahead. I start after him with Ash tailing behind me. My gaze stays on Garret so that my face remains unseen by the officer.

As expected, a shout rises behind us as we run down the hallway. The echo of a handheld radio resounds along the walls as we turn a corner. I carefully listen for Ash’s foosteps behind me in case he falls back. He keeps up well.

Garret charges out a door, and I’m shocked by how bright it is outside. I did not realize how dim it was in the building. 

“This way!” He shouts.

I pursue his lead and ignore the growing sounds of a police siren.

Go, go, go! Don’t look or they’ll see your face! Stay focused. 

I don’t slow as Garret rushes into some bushes that look similar to the ones we came through before, but we all know they aren’t without having to exchange any words. 

Garret advances his speed and jumps as the fence comes into sight. His hands grap onto the top of the tall fence and with a quick motion he swings himself over. 

My eyes narrow and I quicken my pace. When I near the iron fence, I spring upward and grip onto the same place Garret had moments before. With little trouble, I make it over the top. My legs absorb the decent and I land in a crouching position. 

“I can’t get over.”

My hopes fall like a dead weight. I turn and look through the fence at Ash.

“I don’t have shifter strength, remember?” He laughs nervously.

I have never seen fear on Ash’s face before. Not even when he fought along Diesel and I at the dam. Ash remained calm then. Now I can see  fear being well masked behind a smile.

My hearing picks up the stomping of men coming our direction.

“Go on without me. I’ll be fine.” Ash waves me away.

I growl, “I don’t leave friends behind.”

Without another thought, I climb up the straight ironwork fence and go across once again. Once I land, I turn to Garret who is waiting on the opposite side.

“Be in the car and have it ready for us.” 

I don’t waist time as I tell Ash how I’ll hoist him up. After a moment, I let him stand on my shoulders and rise up to let him grip the top of the fence. My breathing increases, not from exertion but from the fact that campus security guards are closing in on our loaction.

The weight disappears from my shoulders and I  start back up the fence for the last time. Ash is just now swinging over. I hear him land as I reach the peak. He grumbles which signifies that his landing was uneven. Once I am over, a voice shouts loudly at me from behind, and I don’t dare turn to look at the officer who is definitely close enough to see us.

Ash and I run ahead without a single glance baskwards.

____________________________________

“We went through all of that for nothing.” Ash says defeatedly from the backseat. 

The air condition is blasting at the moment and we are all caliming down slowly as we ride back to the hotel.

“Not exactly.” Garret shakes his head.

I turn to him with an ever growing smile.

He continues, “We have proof that the papers were taken, and I know a little bit about the buildings that Mr.Wilks owns. The knowledge about those places is enough information for Alex’s team to analyze. Their computer wiz, Neil, can figure out which one has been used recently. Maybe that can lead us to something that can possibly lead us to my brother and the professor.”

This is just what I needed to hear.


Now

“Seems evident. The building closest to the inland port has been used recently according to the satellite images.” Neil, the computer geek of Alex’s team, states in a matter-of-fact voice.

Once we returned to the hotel our fellow allies immediately used Garret’s information to search the buildings owned by Mr.Wilks. It has been only twenty minute since then, and I’m shocked at how quick they have pinpointed the building which has been used lately. 

“Diesel and Mr.Wilks may not even be there, but it’s worth checking out if neither Garret nor Mr.Wilks were aware of the activity there.” Alex explains outloud.

Anada leans in to look at Neil’s laptop to ask, “How large is the building and what is it used for?”

Neil shrugs, “It’s a warehouse. The last time the building was used it was to store and distribute a company’s products. Mostly the products were deodorant, soap and cleaning supplies.”

“Warehouses. Great.” Anada growled under her breath.

Wait, did he say deodorant and soap? That’s what Felicity smelled when we checked out the place where Diesel met those people.

“So when are you going to go check it out?” I ask aloud.

Alex scratched his chin, “A few hours likely. We’ll first make plans and prepare ahead of time so we know how to react if something happens.”

“I’m coming.” I state.

Garret steps forward, “No, you aren’t. You will stay here.”

I narrow my eyes, “I’m going whether you want me to or not.”

“I want you to stay behind because it’s dangerous, not because I don’t want you to.” Garret retorts sharply.

“As if I haven’t done anything dangerous before.” I bark back.

“Listen, Olivia, there is no way-”

I interrupt and say calmly to both Garret and Alex’s team, “I want to come along. Maybe I can stay in the car or something, but I am going to be there.”

Everyone stays quiet as if they may be giving me a moment to think about what I just said. They only see a sixteen year old girl who wants to go along on a dangerous rescue attempt. I don’t want to go to get a thrill out of it or make myself appear important. My reason for wanting to be there is because of Diesel. The worry I have for him is always on my mind. I can’t help but think that I might could have prevented or even stopped him from all of this. 

After a painfully long silence, Alex glances around at us all and says, “She can come along, but she can’t be a liability. I don’t mean to be straightforward but a distraction could be a serious issue.”

I thank him profusely and try to tell myself not to get my hopes up. This building they are suspecting may not even be the place Diesel and Mr.Wilks are at. The hope seems to rise nonetheless.

____________________________

Felicity kicks off her flipflops and walks down to the water’s edge. I simply lay down a beach towel and sit on it.

Everyone else, besides Ash, my sister, and I, are planning ahead for when they go to the suspected building. Something in the back of my mind told me they needed their space. My way of escape was the beach.

Plus, Felicity requires some outdoor time. She is a comitted outdoor lover. I am too, but Felicity… she is beyond enthusiastic about nature. 

Ash has gone to who-knows-where. Probably to think like I am doing now. Ever since Diesel was taken Ash has been different. His serious, logical side has surfaced. The fact that he’s showing the mature Ash I don’t recognize makes me only realize the depth of our situation.

It’s around three o’clock by now. We plan to head out thirty minutes after five. Honestly, I am nervous. The thought about going and receiving the outcome hangs over me.

I’m almost always happy and joyous. Positivity is forever on my side. I sometimes wonder if my face will be scarred with the smile that constantly covers my face. All that brightness has been boxed and slid into a lonely closet. When someone close to you, either family or friend, has been taken away it’s like having a poisonous knife plung into your soul. Nothing can remove that pain and heal you until that person is safe.

My phone starts to ring and I pull it out of my pocket.

“Hello.”

My mom’s voice sounds happy, “How has your day been so far?”

Felicity and I have talked with our parents at least once each day that we’ve been here. Both of us agree that it is best to not tell Mom and Dad about the negativities happening on the trip.

I try to sound excited, “Yeah, we’ve had lots of fun. Felicity is in the water so she can’t talk right now.”

“That’s alright. I’m sure you two are having a ball.” Mom replies.

Yeah, we’re having a blast!

My heart drops low as I imitate a laugh, “There’s always something to keep us busy. Not a second is wasted.”

“Well, you have four more days. Make the most of it, sweetheart.” Mom tells me. 

“I will.”

“I’ll let you go now. Be careful down there, okay?” 

I nod even though she can’t see me, “I will, Mom. Don’t worry. Oh, and tell Dad I said hey.”

“Okay. Bye, Olivia.”

“Bye.”

If she only knew the real situation at hand…

Someone walks up from behind me and I’m about to turn around when they say, “How are you?”

My eyes stay locked on the rolling waves, “I’m fine.”

At the moment I’m resting my chin on top of my kneecaps. My arms hug my legs tightly.

Anada sits down beside me two seconds later, “You definetly aren’t fine, Olivia. You look like you need someone to talk to.”

I sigh and let out all that’s inside me, “Around this time yesterday, Diesel and I had planned to go out on a date. Now he’s in so much danger, and all I can think about is whether I could have prevented all this from happening to him. I should’ve sensed his motives and seen the signs, but I failed.”

Anada looks straight at me, “Olivia, you’re blaming yourself, but don’t. Don’t think of this as a mistake. See it as a warning to watch people closer. You’re only seeing that you didn’t stop Diesel, see past it. It is not your fault. It may have been destiny that was blinding you from stop him and possibly even preventing yourself from going with him.”

“What do you mean by that?” I ask her in a low voice. 

“As shifters we all have a sense of destiny. We all know it’s waiting for us and constantly shaping our lives. Either by purpose or mistake, it may have been destiny that you did not intercede Diesel.” Anada tells me.

I shake my head, “You’re making it sound like it was meant for all of this to happen. This is bad stuff. It isn’t good. How could that ever suppose to happen if it is destiny?”

Anada’s eyes pierce me, “We sometimes don’t know until we see the full outcome. Just ask me, I’ve seen destiny shape and twist things in such a way as I never imagined. The ending can’t be seen through the unlit path it takes to get there.”

“But how could this be part of my destiny?” 

Anada stays quiet for a moment then she says slowly, “This may not be part of your destiny. It may be Diesel’s.”

Days later I would realize how true that statement came to be.

________________________ 

“…and that’s the plan.” Alex finishes his tutorial.

Alex has been going over ins and outs of the whole setup. What to do in a certain situation and where to meet up if separated. Safety advice and cautioning words are threaded into the whole explaination of the mission.

“So what’s usually your part in all of this?” I turn to Anada as I once again attempt to imagine her as a dragon. 

“Mostly, I scan an area for danger before we move in. Sometimes I act as muscle for the team.”

Nodding, I then go on to ask, “What do you think about this? Could things get dangerous?”

Anada shrugs and shakes her head, “You can’t ever tell. Sometimes we expect things to go well and it not. While other times we plan for it to be a difficult run but it be easy instead. The best thing to do is expect for the worse that could happen so that we are not caught off guard.”

The minutes tick by. Garret plans to come along as well, but Alex has refused to let him fully partake and is putting him in the safe zone along with me while they do their work. 

Before I can even comprehend it the time to leave comes upon us. 

“I hope you find Diesel.” Felicity gives me one last hug before I join the others. 

“I hope so too.”, I turn to Ash, “Keep an eye on her.”

He gives me a reassuring smile, “I promised I would. Don’t worry about her. Keep focused on the task at hand.”

I then join Garret and Alex’s team in the hallway. Everything feels like I am watching this from someone else’s perspective. As if I am watching a movie on another person’s experiences and trials. The walk to the vehicles seems to be a black and white filter. My mind is foggy with the thoughts of what is to come and if we will find Diesel. 

Deep down inside me a voice whispers doubts about Diesel and if he ever will be found.

I shove them aside. I will never give up on Diesel. Nothing can stand in my way. My perseverence is great. I know that if I was in Diesel’s place and him in mine, he would have the same measure of determination as I do now.


Retrieve

There are times when someone can be brave yet fearful at the same time. An expectation and dread pulls at you like a heavy weight. 

It’s obvious that I feel that exact same way this very moment. There is no place I’d rather be than right here though. I might be sitting in a red Camaro waiting anxiously for word on how the situation at the warehouse is going, but I am right where I want to be.

“I need to ask you something…” From the driver’s seat, Garret speaks barely above a whisper.

I turn my head slightly so I can see him, “Yeah, what is it, Garret?”

“It’s about Diesel. I know he says he excepts the way he is, but… do you think that-”

I nod, “Yes, I do. Deep down inside him he finds it hard to be a shapeshifter. He may not even realize it himself. It’s something he hasn’t truly brought out and confronted.”

“Diesel claims that it no longer bothers him. He’ll tell me he has long since dealt with that conflict, but I have no idea what his solution was.” Garret sighs as he stares out the window.

The handheld radio on the dashboard abruptly comes to life, “We’re in. All is clear so far.”

I stare out the window as if looking for something. We’re about a quarter of a mile from the warehouse. This is as close as they would let us come. 

All I see are trees, trees, and more trees. An expanse of green. I wish there was a way that I could see what is happening. Being out here surrounded by calm, shaded woods suppresses the fact that an important event is taking place not too far away. I crack my knuckles out of mere nervous habit.

The next voice over the radio is Anada’s,“Okay, we’ve got some hostiles on the floor. I’m staying put.”

My heartbeat jumps and I look out the window.

Garret motions for me to settle down, “It’s alright. They know what they’re doing, Olivia.”

“Doesn’t help that I still want to be there to know what is up.” I respond.

My fingers rapidly tap on the side of the car door. A plan of my own starts to shape together in my mind. The urge to be out there myself is uncontrollable.

The door handle starts to become more taunting by the second. Out of the corner of my eye I see that Garret is staring out his side window, unaware of what I am thinking. 

I stay still for a second. Then I immediately make the decsion. 

I jerk the door handle. The car door swings out as my feet hit the ground. I go into a full on run. My eyes stay locked straight forward even when I hear Garret shout my name.

I know Garret is only trying to keep me safe. I have to do this, and I fully understand that it is a reckless decision. 

Trees and plants pass by me in a green blur. Garret is obviously not pursuing me. The only sound is that of my feet pounding the earth. I don’t pay much attention to the fresh air of the woods. My goal is to find Diesel and also Mr.Wilks if possible.

I clench my fist as I push myself to go faster. The quarter mile to the warehouse is more like a simple jog across the schoolyard.

The trees fall back behind me as an ominous warehouse expands before my eyes. I stay low as I sprint over the cracked asphalt. The humid air doesn’t help the film of sweat on my brow. 

My heart beats heavily, not from extertion but from what will come. I’ve excepted that my decision will likely have consequences. I was told to not be involded, and here I am getting involved.

I lean against the sheet metal that lines the warehouse. As I stand there listening for any signs of danger, I sense that there is something missing.

Diesel is what I am missing. We’re always right beside each other during dangerous situations. In this case, he is the objective and I am the one coming for him.

I am alone. 

An entrance I’ve been eyeing grows closer as I near it. The ten foot tall double doors tower above me. Tentively, I reach out and open one of the doors by an inch. I stare through the crack to see boxes, crates, and other storage units stacked and grouped together. The lighting is fairly weak. Certain areas are lit well while other places are dim and dark. Not all the lights are on. No problem, I can see in the dark. It’s how I roam the woods at night. 

Five steps later I am inside the warehouse. The first thing I notice is the smell.

It smells like a sweet deodorant fragrance. Like shampoo in a way. This is what Felicity said she smelled at the place where they took Diesel. It’s obvious that we’ve either found the place or there is a huge connection.

My arms prickle uneasily. I use the cat half of my griffin to help me be attentive and quiet. Not a sound is heard from me as I stay along the shadowy sides of the warehouse. The wooden crates hide my course.

So far nothing has been seen or heard. As if by coincidence, I then pick up a distant sound. My senses focus all on that. It is the first thing I’ve detected and I should be paying more attention to other things. Like the dark alley between the crates that I am currently passing.

I don’t see, hear or even scent the person who wraps their arm around my waist and places their hand over my mouth. It’s all too quick for me and I am slow to react. I am pulled back into the tight space between the crates.

Instinctevly, I know what to do, shift. Right before I do this the person speaks.

“Be quiet. It’s only me.” 

It stop struggling and the person lets me free.

I turn towards them, “Warn me first next time. Anyway, how did you know I was coming? I didn’t make a sound.”

Anada shrugs, “I got word that you were on your way. Plus, I caught your scent.” 

I decided to not ask how she could smell past all the fragrance inside the warehouse. 

As we make our way out of the crevice, I ask in a low voice, “So what has happened so far?” 

Anada takes the lead, “We know that this certainly is the place. Mr.Wilks has been located.”

My heart jumps at the thought that Diesel may be near. If Mr.Wilks is here then Diesel hopefully is as well. 

Anada goes on, “Listen up. I’m going to let you stay, but don’t get involved if it gets dirty.”

Before I can ask any questions we come to a place where we can see out a long distance. Far ahead, a group of twelve men meander around lazily. I assume they are what I heard and was distracted by earlier.

“Looks like they hired some muscle.” Anada whispers.

I ask, “So you located Mr.Wilks but…”

“We don’t have him yet.” 

I grunt in response. My eyes go back to the men. Twelve of them. Two of us.

Anada turns to me, “Always avoid a conflict if possible, even if you know you can overcome the enemy. Causing a commotion can alert others to come to their aid.”

“So what are we going to do?”

“Nothing, yet. See that door over there?”

I nod, “Yeah, the one way over there past the big buff men?”

Anada smurks, “Yep, that door. It should open up into a hallway. Alex and Reina are currently getting Mr.Wilks somewhere in there. Eventually, they’ll spotted or someone will notice that Mr.Wilks is gone. These dudes will be called in then. When that happens my role comes in.” 

I remember now that I heard Alex and his team mention that if there were men posted for security that it would be Anada’s job to get their attention and drive them away. 

“So… what do I get to do?”

Anada looks at me sadly, “Hate to say it, but you won’t be doing anything. You’ve got heart, Olivia, and I trust all shifters. This isn’t your job though. It’s ours to do. I have no doubt that you would do fine out there, despite what the others say. Nonetheless, I can’t let you do that. You’re young.”

“I’m sure that when you were sixteen you did plenty of things like this.” I say and immediately regret the bitter words.

She stops a second as if recalling a memory. Maybe I’ve hit a weak spot.

“You did do things like this, didn’t you? So how come I’m any different?” I go on.

Anada sighs, “I had plenty of experience and had knowledge in fighting. I’ve learned since that shifters have a natural skill for defense. You have a family to think about, and I didn’t have that when I was young-”

Right then, Anada reaches toward her ear and starts speaking as if to another person. It take me a few seconds for me to realize that she has a headpset. 

“Alright. I’ll be ready.” 

She turns to me, “These men here ought to get word that Mr.Wilks is gone and they’ll be sent out to find him. Alex and Reina have Mr.Wilks right now.”

Before I can ask if anyone has heard anything on Diesel, Anada starts to shift. My eyes widden in both amazement and uncertainty.

Green scales start to cover Anada’s skin. Her body begins to contort as a pair of wings spread from her shoulders. Meanwhile a tail sprouts from the base of her back. It looks freakish watching someone else shift, especially if they’re shifting into a reptilian dragon. 

After a few more seconds, the green dragon turns it head towards me smiling. I blink and turn away trying not to stare.

Looking back toward the men, I ask her, “When do you go in?”

One of the men picks up a handheld radio and starts listening to it attentively. A second later he’s gesturing for the others to get themselves together.

“Right now.” Anada growls.

Before I can comprehend what she has said Anada is over the crates in front of us. A few strides later she is atop of another pile of crates. An explosion splits the air and it takes me a moment for me to put together that she is roaring.

I smile satisfyingly as the men immediately forget what their doing and direct their attention toward the feirce dragon. The whole point is to distract and I have to admit that it’s being done flawlessly. 

The men start to charge, but before they even get close the dragon raises its head upward and with one breath…

Let’s loose a column of fire. 

Fire!

It’s been weeks since I have been overtaken by the unexplainable fear, but it comes back like a vengeful enemy. My chest tightens up in utter terror. I try pushing it back uselessly. My body becomes unmoveable as my eyes stay locked upon the orange and yellow flames.

Then like that the breath of fire ceases and Anada continues distracting in a new way.

I collapse and lean against the crates. I gasp from fighting the fear. It’s my one true weakness. Fire causes an erruption of unexplainable fear. It just happens. I never was like this till a few weeks ago.

An orange glow passes over the crates casting the area in its warm. This time only a small tinge of fear passes through me, unlike when I look straight at fire. 

I force my mind on something else. First thing to come up is Diesel.

This is it! I can sneak away and find him. 

The fact that I could just be getting myself in a hole crosses my mind, but right now I don’t care.

Hoping Anada doesn’t breath any more fire, I scurry through and around crates. I dare to glance past them every so often so that I make sure I am heading toward the door Anada pointed toward earlier. All throughout my journey to the door I hear the loud commotion Anada is making. I assume it’s a huge fight and my heart aches in hope that my new friend is alright through it all.

Eventually, I make it to that door. Out of habit I check if the cost is clear before going in. Behind me the roars of a dragon make my skin tingle. In front of me the hall goes left and right. Taking a deep breath I choose to go right instead of left. After about thirty feet I come to a realization that shifting might be my best option. If I’m spotted as a griffin no one will recognize me or find out what I look like.

My body changes and forms into a half cat, hald bird creature. The first half of me is covered in feathers while my lower portion is covered in golden fur. A pair of eagle wings become mounted on my shoulders and a lion tail grows from the base of my spine. 

The shift takes only a second. Once in my other form, I start down the hall once more. The floor is made of white square tiles with scuff marks all across them. The walls are made of a grey drywall material. Parts of it are chipped from age and deterioration. 

Every door I come across I check. Though each time I’m afraid that I’ll come across one of the ‘bad guys’. There’s only one person I want to come across today. 

One door leads to an office, another leads to filing room, the next one is just a mere closet filled with toppled cleaning bottled. I check about six more rooms. Each are normal rooms with no one inside them. 

I start to slow down. He must not be here. I’ve come all this way for nothing, but I can’t stop now. I never will. Diesel wouldn’t ever give up. Neither will I.

I go down another ten feet and come upon a door that looks slightly newer than the rest. My stomach drops to the floor. An instinct inside me lights up. It signals that the presence of someone is close. 

With a shaking eagle foot, I reach out and twist the handle. My heartrate increases in dire hope that my instincts are correct. The door slowly swings open on silent hinges. My eyes widen at the sight and I don’t hesitate to run forward across the room.

Diesel looks pail as he lays unconscious on his side. The words catch in my throat. My claws shake as I reach out toward him. 

Suddenly, a rapid clicking noise rattles near my face. I jerk bacwards instinctively. A spark of blue flashes by my eyes. Backpedaling, I see a red headed man with a black box in his right hand. I quickly assume that it is a tazer.

My heart thumps in my chest at the realization of how close I was to being shocked. A catlike hiss mixed with that of a bird escapes my throat as my eyes stay focused on the man. The feathers along the back of neck rise. 

The tazer clicks and clacks once more as he lunges towards me. I dodge him and jump upon a nearby countertop. My talons and smooth back paws slide on the slick surface. 

When I find my balance, I swipe at an empty glass beaker. The projectile sails across the distance between my foe and I. It smashes onto the floor inches away from him.

“Nice aim, but I’m better.” The man says darkly.

Before I can grap another beaker, he’s right at me. Luckily my feet lose their hold and I crash to the floor barely missing the man’s sparking tazer.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VEV1rlzh-UI

I jump to the far side of the room and spin back around growling angrily. My eyes dart back and forth across the area looking for anything to use as a defense.

I flash open my right wing as a distraction. While I’m doing this I grab ahold of a microscope sitting on a nearby counter. I jerk it loose from the outlet. 

With a wide swing enforced with shifter strength, I hurl the labratory tool at him. The man doesn’t even comprehend what is happening until he is hit square on the chest. 

He stumbles trying to breath from having the wind knocked from him. A stunned look is plastered on his face.

I go straight to Diesel. My hands grap his shoulders and I shake him in an attempt to wake him. He stays completly limp as I rattle his body harder. 

“Wake up, please.” I try keeping it together as a sick nauseousness fills me.

The longer I shake him the more my fear rises. I’m more afraid then I have been so far during this whole ordeal. All I want is for those pair of eyes to open.

“What did you do to him?” I screech over my shoulder.

From behind me the man huffs deeply. I can tell he is about to start another round of ‘man verses griffin’. My skin tingles but I tell myself to hold my ground a few seconds. 

Foosteps come in my direction. When I know he is close I spin around and clamp my serrated beak onto the wrist of the hand with that horrid tazer. Bluish purple light crackles way too close for my comfort. I pull back bringing him with me. Filled with adrenaline, my beak applies more pressure. 

Something collides with my head, but I can’t tell what is is until I see him pulling his fist back. My bite stays firm. I feel him drop the tazer before I hear the thing clatter on the hard tile. 

I open my jaws, but not fast enough. I’m punched a second time and a knee is slammed into my shoulder as well. I stagger away with a limp in my left arm. My shoulder throbs with each heartbeat.

Blood pours down the man’s wrist and hand. It drips off his fingertips. Crimson droplets splatter to the floor. His hand shakes unsteadily but hot fury burns in his eyes. 

His left hand reaches around to his right hip. My eyes catch him unstrapping an object. The glint of metal catches my eyes. 

I know I have no to place to run. Left or right, I will still be hit. I might can pounce on him before he aims-

His hand pulls out the pistol. I cringe as a clacking noise fills the room.

…then I realize that the pistol isn’t making that noise but the tazer is. I look to see the red headed man crumble onto the floor. The tazer is touching him, and the one holding the tazor is none other then Diesel himself. 

I don’t waist time getting to him. Diesel lets off the button as I approach. 

“You gotta get out of here.” He rasps.

As I pull him up into a sitting position, I can’t help but wrap my arms around him tightly. 

“I came for you, and I’m not leaving without you.” I tell him.

Diesel swallows, “Olivia, I mean it. You can’t stay any-”

“Then come on. Let’s get going.”

I pause a moment, “Can… you stand?” 

“Yeah, I’m just tired.” Diesel starts to stand and it takes some help from me to get him on his feet. 

“Are you alright?” I say with emotional pain slipping into my voice.

He seems frail. It’s a trait I’ve never observed on him ever before. Diesel is the one with the strong muscles and carved shoulders. All I see now is someone who appears to be coming out of rehab. 

“I’m fine, Olivia.” He replies.

I want to scatter out of this malicious place, but I take it slow with Diesel. For support, he keeps one arm over the back of my feathery neck. When we exit the room I glance back to check in the red headed man.

“Don’t worry about him. He’ll be out for a while.” Diesel says.

I can’t explain how I feel to hear that voice again. 

“Okay, that’s good. Now follow me this-”

He interrupts, “No, go to the left instead.”

“Diesel, there’s people down that way.”

He locks eyes with me, “Please, just trust me on this. If we go right we’ll be in a mess. Left is the way to go.” 

I nod and do as he says. We speed up the pace when a distant noise is heard far behind us. I help Diesel as much as I can. He is still just as weak as he was a few minutes ago.

Whenever I go to make a turn Diesel always redirects my course to another path. I do as he says each time.

Eventully, we go through a pair of double swinging doors. I see that we’re on the opposite side of the warehouse from where I was earlier. Tendrils of smoke still curl up toward the high ceiling. 

A rush of air passes by and my wing covers Diesel to protect him as I back up fearfully. A second later a dragon lands in front of us. 

“We have to leave now. Mr.Wilks has been retrieved. I see you’ve found Diesel. There’s no time to talk though. Go find Garret. We’ll all meet back at the hotel” Anada announces right before she launches herself into the air.

I glance at Diesel and see the faintest of smiles on his exhausted face. 

“Another shifter?” He asks weakly.

I nod, “Yeah, and apparently Mr.Wilks is as well. It’s a long story.”

It’s obvious that Diesel is going to give out any moment. I can’t seem to figure out why he is like this. There are no wounds on him or signs of a struggle, but then again I have no idea what he has been through in these past hours. 

I can see an exit nearby and I practically drag Diesel along in excitement of leaving this place. My hand shoves open the door. Fresh air hits us and my internal compass points me toward where I left Garret. Hopefully he is still there.

In an attempt to keep Diesel awake I tell him, “Hey, we’ve really missed you.”

“Glad to hear that.” He says drousily.

“You owe me a date too.” I tell him as I keep my eyes straight ahead.

“I know. Sorry ‘bout that.”

I can’t help but ask, “Why did you do it, Diesel?”

He is starting to nod off but he manages to say, “I had to try… had to try to help Mr.Wilks.”

I am about to come up with a new question, but Diesel say, “I’m really tired.”

Then he’s out cold. I don’t try to wake Diesel, knowing that it will take up too much time to do so. With some complication I pull him over my shoulders and keep heading toward where I hope Garret is still waiting. 

A few minutes pass before I see red through the green undergrowth. I am so relieved I nearly drop Diesel. 

When I walk out into the clearing I am twice as relieved to see Garret leaning against the bumper with an annoyed expression.

“Why did you run off like that? What’s wrong with you-”

Garret stops when he see Diesel limp over my shoulders. His expression turns to utter concern and worry.

“Is he alright?” Garret questions as he helps me slide him off my shoulders.

I finally get my chance to shift back to a human and reply, “I have no idea. He was weak when I found him but then he passed out on the way here. I hope it’s just fatigue and nothing else.”

We can’t go to the hospital. It’s too dangerous. Bringing a shifter into an environment where humans are treated is not a solution. It’s too easy for a seasoned doctor to point out the abnormalities of a shapeshifter’s system.

“Did they find Mr.Wilks?” Garret goes on with worry in his voice.

I nod, “Yes.”

“He may be the only one who can help Diesel fully recover.”

We have Diesel back, but there’s still a long road till everything is normal once again. 

There’s also the group of people who took Diesel. We can leave Pensicola, but the solution won’t be solved until something has been done about those people. They’re a danger to anyone and everyone with shapeshifting abilities. 


Troubleshooting

It’s been two full hours since we’ve returned to the hotel. Diesel hasn’t said a word since due to the fact he’s asleep in the boy’s hotel room. We all know he’s been through a lot and requires some well needed rest.

We left him alone in the room to rest. When we went back out into the hallway I got what was coming to be. Garret chastised me hard. He and Alex’s team member had a real talk with me about how I had gone against what they told me to do. They had been giving me some leniency by letting me even come along, but then I got involved and that is where I went wrong. Though by the end of the whole talk they gave me some credit for actually being able to hold my own and find Diesel. 

Right now everyone has decided to congregate in my room. At the moment Felicity and Ash are sitting on the couch near the balcony. Alex’s team remains standing, except for Neil who is on the floor crosslegged typing away on his laptop. Garret sits on the edge of one of the beds talking with Mr.Wilks. 

Thankfully the aged professor is alright. Not a scratch is on him, and surprisingly he seems unfazed by being kidnapped. Mr.Wilks is more worried about Diesel than anything else. 

“And that’s when it was confirmed that Diesel was taken.” Garret finishes explaining how we had found a black unicorn horn in a box.

Mr.Wilks scratches his chin, “May I see the horn?” 

I nod and go to retrieve it. The horn is still inside its box. I couldn’t stand to look at the container itself so I slid it under the bed.

Alex’s team has been whispering among themselves for the past few minutes. A worried look is being passed amongst them. 

When I stand up with the box in my hands, Anada comes up to me saying, “We have some bad news. Our boss has just assigned us a new mission and it’s pretty urgent. My team and I have to leave right away.”

I lay the box on the bed and my attention leaves it, “Really? I hate to hear that. I was hoping you could hang around longer.”

Anada nods solemnly, “I hoped so too. Especially with these guys still on the loose. It’s not safe to be here.” Turning to look at the rest of us she says, “I advise that you all return home before these people target you again. Mr.Wilks, since they know where you live I warn that you not to stay there.”

It is a huge disappointment to hear they are leaving. They can’t help it, but we could really use their aid. Plus, secretly I wanted to see Anada shift again, excluding the fire part.

Elias comes up to Anada and wraps his arm around her. The rest of Alex’s team say a quick goodbye and are first to leave the room. The two of them, Elias and Anada, exit the hotel room last. I follow them out.

Surprisingly, Anada turns toward me, “You remind me a lot of myself when I was your age, Olivia.”

I stutter in shock, “Real-really?”

Elias smiles toward Anada as if recalling a distant memory. 

Anada goes on, “Yeah, I admire you for putting aside all means to go find Diesel. Though I caution that you should bring along a partner next time you head into danger.” 

I can’t help but smile at the remark.

I grow serious, “Thank you for what you’ve done. You and your teammates helped us and I have no way to repay you for that.”

Anada puts her hand on my shoulder, “It’s what I do. Knowing that I have helped is my goal. I don’t do this job for the money, I do it for what it accomplishes.”

With one last sincere thank you from me and a final wave from them, the two quickly walk down the hall and into the elevator. When the doors close I start to wonder if I’ll ever see the dragonshifter again.

Seeing them leave hurts, but without them neither Mr.Wilks nor Diesel would be here right now.

I return to the hotel room where there seems to be a constant hum of conversation. Seeing the box I left on the bed, I remember the earlier conversation about how Mr.Wilks wished to see the unicorn horn.

With a swift motion the box is in my grasp. I hesitate before opening it. When I finally slide it open, the horn rests inside looking like a perfectly carved peice of obsidian. My fingers pull it out and I gasp at the sensation that runs through my hand.

“What’s wrong?” Felicity asks from across the room.

Apparently, the other four stopped what they were doing at the sound of my gasp.

“It’s… the horn is cold.” My voice cracks.

The horn is still the same as it was when I first saw it, but the object is as cold as ice. The icy tingle starts to hurt my fingertips. I frantically pass it to Mr.Wilks. I rub my hands against my shorts at the idea of holding something that was once part of Diesel’s pegasus form.

“She is right. It’s like an icecycle.” Mr.Wilks confirms flabbergasted. 

The statement causes Felicity, Ash, and Garret to come closer and touch the horn as if it is ‘show and tell day’ at school. All of them are shocked by the it’s unreal temperature.

“It wasn’t like that when we first found it earlier today.” Garret starts.

Mr.Wilks studies it carefully and thoroughly. His fingers run across the surface till they reach the jagged trunk where it once was mounted to a horse’s head. 

He glances toward me, “Diesel was tired when you found him, right?”

“Yeah, he was struggling just to stand. Diesel looked fine. Not like he was hurt of anything. Just overly exhausted.” 

Mr.Wilks nods, “That may be the case, but I have a hypothesis.”

We all lean in to listen attentively.

Laying aside the horn, Mr.Wilks begins, “This here is a horn which we only find on Diesel in his other form. It’s not part of his human half. I’ve learned from my research that no new matter is passed between the two forms of a shifter. The shifter either grows more cells of changes the structure of his body as he contorts into his other form.” 

“What are you saying?” Ash asks the question we all have.

Mr.Wilks raises his head, “Basically, when Diesel shifts, so do his bones. The cells in his body form into the skeleton of a pegacorn. When this horn broke off and he shifted back to a human it was as if he was missing a bone in his human body. Instead of actually dealing with the absence of a bone, his body basically took nutrience from the rest of bones to replace whatever bone his horn would be in his body.” 

Felicity questions, “So you’re saying he has less bone cells in his body. Therefore, his whole body is trying to repair itself by growing more cells to support his bone structure.”

It’s been a while since Felicity’s unexplainable knowledge has shown. She’s going into fourth grade. You don’t hear fourth graders say things like that too often.

“Precisely.” Mr.Wilks replies with a smile.

“So how do we fix this?” I ask him.

He raises two fingers, “There are two ways we can solve this. Like any shifter with a stronge immune system, his body should just repair itself on its own. The other option is to give him something to boost his metabolism to aid him in recovering. That is what I am afraid we’ll have to do. Diesel’s body is already under stress and if it can’t replace those cells fast enough he could be permanently damaged.” 

“How would he be damaged?” Garret’s voice fills with uncertainty.

Mr.Wilks sighs deeply, “His bones would be much weaker than someone his age. It could also affect the process of how he shifts. Plus, he would not have as much strength to do long periods of work.” 

“Then let’s give me what he needs. Let’s get some vitamins.” I stand up.

“Not that simple. He’ll need an injection of something strong.” 

My hope falls at the statement.

Mr.Wilks goes on, “I… may have a way to make something that would help him. Though I need time to think.”

Ash starts up, “Hey, not meaning to be random but if you give me the money I’ll go get us all something to eat and bring it back here.” 

“Thank you, Ash.” Garret hands him a wad of cash.

“I’m going as well.” Felicity pipes up.

I start to retaliate, but then I have to remind myself that my little sister has been couped up inside and out of the action for most of this. My mind has been focused on other things and I’ve sadly, and selfishly, pushed her aside. 

Watching the two leave, I wonder if they’ll be safe being outside the hotel. Especially at night. The enemy knows we’re here. They sent the unicorn horn right to our door, and I have no doubt they their eyes are glued to us. I start to stop Felicity and Ash, but then I realize that the high amount of brightly lit sidewalks and vacationers will likely ward off any attacks from our foe. The closest restraunt that is open at this time is right across the street. 

My mind wanders back to when I  found Diesel in that room. What had the red headed man been doing there? Who is he? 

The conversation between Garret and Mr.Wilks becomes background noise. My eyes run across the room and to the balcony. I sigh and head outside for some fresh air.

It’s nighttime. My tension drains away as the ocean breeze hits me. Closing the sliding glass door behind me, I go to the edge of the balcony. Light shines up from the oddly shaped pool far below. It may be eleven o’clock at night, but the excitement is still alive. Teens splash around in the pool as adults lounge in the hottub or lazy river. I envy them. The dark ocean spreads out far and wide ahead of me. Its greedy waves scrape at the beach in a non-stop repetitive battle. 

It hits me hard like a brick. The idea of how messed up this simple vacation has become. So much negativety has happened. This was supposed to be the greatest event of our entire summer. Instead, I am standing on a balcony observing the fun. I had hoped to return home with memories of us having the time of our lives. 

I want to get into my car and drive. I want to shift and take a long flight to no where. I want to know that Diesel is going to be alright while also knowing that these bad men have ‘poofed’ out of existence. 

My head rests in my hands. The positive Olivia that I truly am has been left behind in Missouri. This Olivia I am now is shaken by worry and hardened by having her loved one in a questionable state.

I raise my head and stare out at the pitch black. No light comes from the sky due to the new moon. My posture becomes erect as I turn to the right. A wall separates this balcony from my neighbor’s. My peripheral vision alerts me that neither Mr.Wilks nor Garret is paying me any attention to me.

With a quick glance around, I check for anyone who might witness what I am about to do. There is no one besides the people below me. Hopefully they won’t look up.

I take a shaky breath and swing my leg over the handrail. Then I swing over my other leg across. Now I’m on the outside of the railing. Gingerly, I shuffle along my tiny foothold and then climb on over to my neighbor’s balcony. Taking a quick break, I then proceed to repeat the action by going over to the next balcony in the same manner. I do this twice more.

Finally, I come to the balcony I want to be at. The lights are off in the room of this balcony. I reach out and pull open the sliding door. To my relief it is unlocked. 

My feet silently carry me inside as my sharp eyesight adjusts to the darkness. A form lays under the covers of the furthest bed. 

I hesitantly draw closer to the sleeping form of Diesel. I can’t help but stare at how calm his face looks. It always shocks me at how different people look when they are asleep. They appear so peaceful and relaxed.

By now I’m right at the bed. Slowly, my hand extends out towards him. My fingertips brush away the messy hair on his forehead.

My breathing stops when I touch his forehead. Then my heart pounds as I full on press my palm against his head.

He’s ice cold!

Diesel’s head feels just like the unicorn horn I held moments ago. His tempterature is far below normal.

I throw the covers off him and I start to feel panicky when I wonder if he’s even alive. My hand presses against his neck which is also cold. Then I feel his arms which are just as icy.

“Diesel? Diesel?” I shake him.

Without wasting a second, I turn on the lamp that sits atop the nightstand. Diesel looks paler than I first thought.

“Hey, wake up! Wake up, Diesel!” I roll him onto his back. 

I check his wrist for a pulse. It’s there but not strong. My legs carry me into the bathroom where I grab a hotel washcloth. I run hot water from the faucet of the sink. It burns yet I don’t feel it over the panic flowing through my system. Wringing the water out, I go back to the bed and lay the hot fabric on Diesel’s forehead.

“Wake up.” I repeat over and over as I nudge him.

Finally, Diesel’s eyes crach open. He squints from the light pouring over his face. I hold his arm back as he confusedly tries taking the washcloth off his head.

“It’s fine. You were freezing and I had to get you awake to raise your temperature.” I tell him.

He growns, “What time is it? The last thing I remember… was us going through the woods.” 

I nod, “Yeah, that was two and a half hours ago.”

Diesel’s eyes open wide and he tries sitting up, “Where am I?”

“Settle down. We’re at the hotel.” I comfort him.

I finally let him remove the washcloth and I keep speaking, “I happened to stop by the room and noticed you were cold. Like really cold. I wouldn’t have disturbed you but-”

My words are cut off as I’m hugged tightly. 

“I was worried they would catch you too.” Diesel chokes with his arms still engulfing me.

Nothing holds me back from wrapping my arms around Diesel. It’s a joyful feeling to be able to actually have him here with me. Being able to hold him and be in his presence is something I will never ever take for granted again. 

“I was so scared, Diesel. I thought they had killed you.” Tears start running down my cheeks at the idea of what he probably went through.

“I can’t be killed too easily.” He jokes lightly as we pull back from our embrace.

I then laugh for the first time in a while.

My hand touches his head then his neck, “You feel fine now. A few minutes ago you felt frozen. It was so weird.” 

Diesel gives me a confused look. Not a look saying he doesn’t believe me, but a look saying he can’t figure out why this would be so.

I mumble in a barely audible voice, “It was as cold as… ” 

He blinks at me, “As what?”

“They sent us your alicorn horn along with a threat note. A few minutes ago it felt like pure ice… How did it even break in the first place?” I lock eyes with him.

He breaks the eye contact sighing, “When I was brought to that warehouse they ambushed me. I tried getting away by prying open some strong doors with my horn. Then snap! It broke.”

I stare at him. An image of his escape attempt flashes through my mind. The thought sends a shiver down my spine.

I have to lighten the mood. I shouldn’t have even brought it up in the first place.

“So how do you feel now?” I ask him.

Diesel shrugs, “I’m still tired, but other than that I’m fine. Do you have any food?”

I mentally slap myself for not thinking of that sooner, “Yeah, Ash just left to go get something for all of us. He should be back by now or will be soon.”, I start to get up, “I’ll go get some and bring it back.”

He stops me, “No, you don’t have to do that. I’ll just come over to the other room.”

He needs to rest, but I’m also afraid that his temperature will drop if he does. 

Diesel stands without a reply from me. At first he appears to be unstable as he rises, but then he stands straight. Obviously, I see him putting on the face for me. He’s so tired.

I inwardly cringe as the professor’s earlier words run through my mind. Maybe Diesel shouldn’t even walk or stand. If his body is trying to replace cells, then it may be best for him to take it easy.

No words against his actions come from me. I walk beside Diesel all the way out the door and down the red carpetted hallway. There is an instinct inside me, telling me to watch over him and make sure he’s fine with walking. 

We are about two doors from the room I share with my sister. Farther down the hallway I see a young man carrying a backpack on his shoulders. Shrugging it off and swinging it around, he pulls out a keycard. While doing the action he glances up in our direction for a split second. Then he opens his door with the keycard. 

By this time Diesel and I are at my door. I stare down the hall where the man has gone inside his room. My hand rests on the doorknob as my eyes stay locked straight ahead.

He had redish brown eyes! Just like the man I saw earlier today.

The problem is that this man isn’t the one I saw ealier. This man has darker skin then the one from earlier. His hair is styled differently as well.

“What’s wrong?”

Diesel’s question breaks me from my trance. I tell him that it’s nothing. Then I knock on the door so that Garret can let me in.

A few seconds later Diesel’s brother opens the door with a questioing look on his face, “How did you get out here if you never left?”

I raise an eyebrow, “I went out on the balcony. Then I climbed over to see Diesel.”

“Diesel?” Garret finally notices Diesel behind me.

We go on inside while Garret tells Diesel that he should be resting, not up on his feet. Diesel replies with a simple remark saying that he is alright. 

Felicity and Ash aren’t back yet and I hope they return soon. I want to know they are safe. Plus, I’m hungry too. 

Conversation lights up as Diesel begins to talk with his brother and Mr.Wilks. They ask him questions about how he’s feeling. Diesel answers with a short reply and then asks us how we got him and Mr.Wilks free. Garret explains how he had Alex and his team help us. We tell him about everything that has happend since he’s been gone.

“I know I was wrong by going out alone, but I had to help Mr.Wilks.” Diesel says sorrowfully.

Garret wraps his arm around his brother, “No, I was wrong. I should have tried to have done something or you wouldn’t have made the decision in the first place.”

“Or you could have told us Mr.Wilks was a shapeshifter in the first place.” I add in.

Diesel perks up at this statement. The professor straightens at the mention.

Garret sighs, “I kept that back from you for a reason.”

The hotel door opens at this moment. Felicity and Ash spill into the room. The mouthwatering scent of food hits me like a wall. All thoughts of our discussion drain away as my mind becomes focused on food. I haven’t eaten since early this morning. 

___________________________

I throw the remaining trash away from our meal. We’re all full. I’m the only one who isn’t tired. It’s nearly midnight by now. I’m surprised they aren’t already asleep.

Nonetheless, I’m glad that Diesel had a chance to get something to eat. He probably hasn’t eaten for a whole entire day. 

After eating, Mr.Wilks starts explaining that he has an idea for how he can balance out Diesel’s body again. Though to accomplish that task we will have to go to his house tomorrow, which is risky because our enemy knows where he lives and could be waiting for us.

I wish I knew more about these people that we’re dealing with. 

The last thing in our discussion involves Garret telling us that once we fix whatever is wrong with Diesel we’re returning home. It doesn’t take a genius to know that we’re all disappointed to hear this due to the fact that we still have four more days of vacation left. 

The boys finally get tired and start to head out. By this time, Diesel has fallen asleep on the sofa twice already and practically sleep walks back down the hallway. Ash is the last one to leave the room. Pausing, he looks around the hallway with suspicicion.

“What is it?” I ask.

Ash turns back towards me, “This might sound crazy, but when Felicity and I were on our way back up here there was this dude with weird eyes.”

“What color?” I say too forcefully.

He points down the hall, “Like redish. He didn’t have pink eye. It was the colored part around his pupil that was red colored. He was getting on the elevator while we got off.”

I gulp uneasily, “What did he look like?”

Ash scrunches his face as he thinks, “He had light skin and black hair. Sound familiar?”

I shake my head, “Not at all. But…”

“But what?”

I lean toward Ash and lower my voice, “Listen, I’ve seen two other people with rusty colored eyes. If you’re right, then this is the third. Ash, I don’t know what’s going on but it’s weird.”

Ash stops to think then he tells me, “Maybe people just have a strange gene for red eyes around here.”

Then he goes on with a wide smile, “Or maybe it’s a bunch of people wearing red eye contacts as a prank.”

There’s the Ash I know. Always being sarcastic.

With a final goodnight, Ash leaves. Once my door shuts, I find that Felicity is already fast asleep on her bed. I shake my head with a smile. Ten minutes later I take a shower. My ability to survive a whole day on three hours of sleep hasn’t failed me yet. I’ll be up late once again. Right now I have a few more hours till I start to feel sleepy. 

After my shower, I go out and sit on the patio to brush my wet, tangled hair. Other than the sound of waves, the world is quiet. No voices, no distant thumping of music, and no splashing from the pool below. It’s a complete ghosttown. It reminds me of the nights before I met Diesel. Before I met him I would be out all night completely by myself. It was lonely but peaceful. There’s a certain bliss that comes with being alone. It’s a time when you can take in the natural world around you, but being alone has no excuse. It’s just plain lonely.

I go back inside the hotel room. Tossing my brush back into my suitcase, I spot an unopened can of Arizona tea. It’s been sitting there since we first arrived and I happen to be thirsty at the moment.

I pop it open and take a small sip. It’s lukewarm. Normally, I’m not picky at all, but it’s late and I want something refreshing.

Grabbing a plastic cup from beside the Keurig along with my room’s keycard, I slip out into the silent hall. Earlier, I noticed that here was an ice maker near the elevator. It’s just what I need. 

One minute later I triumphantly have my cup of ice in hand. I smile for no reason in particular as I head back to my room. The only thing that can be detected in the desolate hall are my loud flip flops.

Then my stomach drops as I hear a door click shut far down the hall. Such a sound should not bring fear, but it’s nearly one o’clock in the morning. No one should be roaming the hallways, besides teenage griffins who want ice. 

I look up to see a young man coming towards me. I glance at my door and notice that at some point we’re going to pass each other before I get there. My eyes jump back to him only to lock eyes with him.

Guess what color his eye are.

Red.

Not only that, the guy is staring right at me. He is not just looking. No, he’s staring me down hard. 

What am I supposed to do? He might not be trouble. But I can’t throw ice at him or shift right out here in the open hall. 

An image of me throwing ice at him almost brings a smile to my face.

The older teenager opens his mouth, “I need to talk to you.”

My blood turns cold and I ask myself why I came out here to even get ice in the first place. I would rather drink ten lukewarm Arizona teas than this.

“You must be mistaken.” I manage to stutter, clutching my cup with both hands.

The guy shakes his head, “No, I’m not mistaken, Olivia Davis.”

Okay, it just got real.

Taking two steps back and holding out a hand, I get serious fast, “How do you know my name and what do you want.”

The rusty brown eyes stay focused on me, “There are some things you don’t know, and I am here to inform you of them. At first, I was sent here to watch you and your friends. I’ve come to realize how corrupted my boss is, and it’s time that I turn away from that.”

I am freaking out on the inside. Alone and vulnerable in the hallway. Passing this crazy dude who knows my name is the only way back to the safety of my room.

“What do you want?” I repeat with a literal growl rising from me.

He tilts his head upward and answers, “I am the first synthetic shapeshifter to be created and I need you to help me keep it that way.”


Charlatan

The words are caught in my throat by a choke. 

“Wha-what?” I ask still scared.

“I am the first ever synthetic shapeshifter, and I aim to make myself the only one of my kind. If I’m even considered a ‘kind’.” He explains.

I laugh nervously like it’s a prank, “Hehe. I don’t know what that it, but it isn’t possible.”

Synthetic? Does that mean manufactured? No… no, this has to be a joke. 

He furrows his eyebrows and sighs, “I can shapeshift, but unlike a shapeshifter I did not receive the ability by a random miracle. They made me this way.” 

“Woah, wait, stop. No one can make someone a shapeshifter. You are making up some real tall tails and I don’t like the way you word them.” I growl stepping forward at the thought of the impossiblity as I try to round together my courage.

“I’m serious. I can shapeshift to make myself look like other people. Just… watch, okay?” 

I cross my arms and prepare myself to see nothing, because there is no such thing as a synthetic shifter. Impossible. Crazy.

He steps back and shuts his eyes tight. His fist clench together firmly. The posture of his body is stiff and tense. My earlier thoughts start to fade some.

Horror overtakes me as his face slowly but surely warps into that of another person. It takes two minutes but eventually the person in front of me is unidentifiable to the one I spoke with before.

The bodily structure is almost the same. Mainly the facial features and skin color is different. Those are what frighten me the most. He is shockingly different from his former shift.

I’m sure I am wearing the expression of someone who just witnessed shapshifting for the first time. Except this isn’t my first time. No, this is my first observation of a fake shifter. Or so he calls himself by such a title.

“Can you look like anyone?” I stutter breathlessly.

Inside I am afraid. This isn’t good. Shapeshifters gain their ability by destiny’s choice. This, if he is correct, is the outcome of human science. 

He straightens, “I can make myself look like anyone, but I have multiple restrictions. I can only shift to look like a man, not a woman. My muscular structure and build won’t specifically match that of the person I mimic. The change isn’t fast and smooth like normal a shifter’s. It takes much consentration and some difficulty. My worse downside is the hue of my eyes. Rust red. They stay the same in each shift and I am forced to wear colored contacts if I want to be accurate. There are flaws.”

I cross my arms, “It’s been you the whole time, but you’re always in a different shift than the one before.” 

He nods, “Yes, like I said earlier I was sent to watch your group, but I no longer associate myself with my boss.”

“As of how long ago? And who is this boss of yours? How did you become like this?” I rattle off questions simultaneously. 

The older teen answers in order, “I decided to separate from his orders two hours ago. My boss is Torgny Sundén. The story of how I became like this is longer. But seriously, I’ll tell you anything you want to know. I’m coming to your side. We both need each other’s help.”

“How would that be?” I ask with slitted eyes.

He tells me, “You need my help to prevent my boss’s workers and I’m also your source of all information you want to know about him. Plus, I need your help to stop them from creating more like me. You already know why that would be bad.”

I pause for a moment as I think over his words. The dude has a clear point. 

“What’s your name?” 

“My name is Suraj Chaudri.” 

“Okay, Suraj, how about you explain to me how they even make someone into a shapshifter.” 

Suraj stays silent as if thinking over how he should word things, then he says, “It all starts in a lab. Some high class scientists have made a substance, that over long periods of exposer, can change the human brain in a way that allows it to force the body to look different. I’m only a prototype, and as I far as I know they haven’t created a second one. If they do, then they’re looking to create the next person into a shifter with better abilities.”

“Being able to manipulate your appearance is dangerous enough.” I growl.

Suraj exhales, “Yeah, but they want their next project to be focused on mimicking an actual shifter. Real shifters only turn into an animal. In the shapeshifting world, there is no such thing as a shifter who can change their human appearance.” 

I stay silent as I think over all these wild possibilties. This is crazy. I’m not living in a science fiction world. Mad science to this extent is… mad.

I pause then ask, “So… why did they not make you into an animal shifter in the first place?”

He crosses his arms, “They don’t have enough knowledge or the right ‘ingredients’ to actually do it. That’s why the needed Mr.Wilks and a shapeshifter.”

Everything clicks into place like a puzzle. The professor is an expert on shifting. That’s why they took him in the first place. When Diesel went to help him, they had a shapeshifter in their grasp. Little did they know that Mr.Wilks was one himself. 

Suraj obviously doesn’t know the professor is a shifter. I guess because the enemy doesn’t know either. I’m not letting that important fact out. I now see why Mr.Wilks kept it such a tight secret.

“What makes you think I can trust you?” I challenge.

Suraj doesn’t hesitant to answer, “If they make other synthetics, then they have a weapon. I myself was supposed to be one. You can already see how that is possible since I’ve been here all this time without you knowing. You can trust me on this because I will tell you anything and everything you want to know about my boss, his scientists, and whatever else is going on.”

I narrow my eyes, “Show me what you really look like. Who you were before you became a synthic shifter.”

He steps back and goes into a position of concentration. At first I think he’s just standing there doing nothing. After a long moment his face changes. The skin pigment changes along with hair color. 

A new voice speaks from him, “My speech various a little, but it’s not an easy accomplishment.”

Suraj has the appearance of someone with Asian ancestors. Slitted eyes, a rounder face, and somewhat tan skin. The eyes stay the same red hue of course. According to looks, he’s likely nineteen. Three years older than I am.

“What made you even sign up for this? How did you get involved?” I question onward.

An unfamiliar expression crosses over him. It’s as if he just realized something he hadn’t before. Confusion slides across his face then it goes away.

He speaks slowly, “I actually… don’t remember. Maybe it is the side effects from the injections. All I remember was that I wanted a different life and I sought for that. When I was offered this opportunity I took it.” 

“… injections?” 

“Yeah, remember when I said that for someone to become a shifter they have to be exposed to a substance for a long peroid of tims? Well, the exposure is given through injections.”

I raise an eyebrow, “How many?” 

He shrugs, “A lot. Hundreds I guess. It’s not one, single shot and you magically have abilities. It’s long and enduring. Though I’m sure they’re going to make that simplier in the future” 

What have I gotten myself into this time? Shifters get their powers from destiny. It chooses a shifter, and that’s why no shifters are evil. Humans shouldn’t have the choice of whether to possess the ability. The only right way to become a shifter is if it’s your ultimate purpose in life. 

I never considered the type of chaos that would erupt if evil people had shapeshifting abilites. Now that the possiblity is on the horizon, I can see nothing but trouble in the future. 

“We have to stop this.” I confirm.

________________________________

I insist on waking the others and informing them on the matter, but Suraj tells me that everyone has had a long day already and it’s best to tell them in the morning

“So you basically know everything we’ve been doing. What made you want to contact me instead of one of the others?” I ask.

Suraj smiles for the first time, “Ash or Garret would take it as a threat and would react to me negatively. Mr.Wilks would not consider me as an ally but a danger, which I wouldn’t blame him since that’s how I would see myself. And Feleicity, she’s a bit young though she is smart, like you. Diesel, well, he’s still recovering.” 

I shudder at the thought of how much this guy has learned about us, “So do you know what they did to Diesel?”

Suraj sighs, “No. No one ever tells me much. They likely took blood so they could analyze it and use the DNA as a baises to create a new formula.” 

After a moment of silence, Suraj goes on, “I need some sleep. We will speak again in the morning.”

I growl, “You aren’t going to disappear in the night, are you?”

“Nope. Not planning on doing that when I need your help. If it makes things better between us, you’re the first shifter I’ve met. See ya later, Olivia.”

Just like that Suraj turns and walks down the hall towards his room. After a short second he unlocks the door to enter his room.

How exactly does he think I can help him?

Surajdoesn’t know everything about us though, and I’m not a hundred percent certain if I can trust this faux shifter yet.

Like I said before, only good, worthy people become shifters. It prooves them. Suraj is just like any guy off the street. He may have the abilities to shift but that most certainly does not make him a shifter.


Issues

Diesel’s POV

Ash is shaking me awake and I want nothing more than to the shove him aside so that I can sleep.

“You need to see this, Diesel. We’ve got a problem.” 

It’s all he has to say to make me sit up straight in bed. Ash steps back at my sudden awakening, but ignores that fact as he starts rambling on.

“Olivia needs us in her room immediately. She said that some dude contacted her last night, and there is something we need to discuss.”

I swallow and my voice cracks dryly, “Is that all she told you?”

Ash nods then says, “Hey, you gonna be alright, man?”

I shrug and get up to change into a different pair of clothes. I don’t even feel as if I’ve rested at all. It’s as if I never slept. Hiding the fact that my body is exhausted isn’t easy with three other people in the room. 

Ash is already prepared for the day and is eagerly standing beside the door. Garret is chugging down a cup of coffee. Though I doubt he needs it due to shifter strength. Mr.Wilks is vigourously writing something on a notepad.

Once I’m changed and the others are ready we walk down the hall to Felicity and Olivia’s room. My fist is clenched so tight that my fingernails dig into my palm. It’s the only thing keeping me from crumbling to the floor and leaning against the wall. Even with my fist clenched tightly I can feel tendrils of weakness throughout my body. Not just weakness from being tired, but from something much deeper. 

The hotel room opens before we get there and Felicity is the one opening it. Usually, a smile is plastered across her face, but today she has a somber expression written across her features. 

Back during school, I was the teacher’s aid for her third grade class. She was and still is the smartest kid in the class. There wasn’t a single time I saw her frown. I may have heard a few whispered complaints, but she has the positivity of a butterfly. 

We all file into the hotel room. I go straight to Olivia to ask what’s wrong. Her sister’s mood is mirrored on her face. 

“What happened? Ash said some man contacted you last night. Are you alright?” 

Olivia nods, “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s what he had to tell me that is the problem.”

Garret comes up from behind, “You should have woken us last night.”

Olivia turns to my brother, “It had been a long day. We all needed rest. Plus, there wouldn’t have been anything we could do about the situation anyway.”

Mr.Wilks speaks next, “Tell us what this man told you.”

Olivia grabs my hand and squeezes gently, “I don’t have to. He’s coming to tell you himself.” 

“What? Olivia, this man could be dangerous.” Garret starts.

Olivia stops him, “We literally have five shapeshifters in this room. If we can’t protect ourselves from one dude then we have a problem.” 

I hear Ash grumble quietly, “This is what it feels like to be the only human in a group of shapeshifting people.”

We all jump when a knock resounds from the hotel door. Garret stops Olivia from going to the door herself. 

Before my brother starts making his way to the door, Mr.Wilks adds in, “I don’t mean to rush us, but we still need to go to my house this morning to find something to help aid Diesel.”

“We definitely won’t forget that.” Garret replies then makes his way towards the door, pausing to look through the peep hole. 

After a few tense seconds, my brother opens the door. We stare at the older teenager standing outside. He looks to be a year or two older than I am. The guy has light colored skin and blond hair. 

Garret motions for him to come inside. Without words the newcomer does so. It doesn’t take brains for us to know that this is the one who contacted Olivia.

Olivia sqeezes my hand once more for assurance. Then without warning it hits me.

Just like when I was kidnapped, I can sense the darkness. Like a sixth sense it washes across the room towards me in a wave. The red headed man from the lab had it coming off him like a strong cologne. This man doesn’t have as much darkness emanating from him, but it’s bothering nonetheless. I narrow my eyes menacingly at him. My gaze catches his and my heart skips a beat at the ghastly color of his irises.

“I assume Olivia has waited for me to do the talking.” He finally speaks outloud, talking to us. 

Olivia nods, “Just go ahead and show them.”

Show us what?

The guy hesitates and takes a quick look at all of us around him. After a few tense seconds he closes his eyes and lowers his head as if taking a moment of silence. 

An uneasy vibe passes through all of us as we watch this person manipulate his features at will. The man’s light skin grows increasingly darker and his hair becomes a dark brown. His facial features change as well. The only thing that seems to stay constant is the size of his body. Other than that fact he is not the person he was two minutes ago.

My heartbeat pounds inside my chest. From fear of both what I don’t understand and what is to come from this. He has darkness washing off him and around the room like smoke. Inside me I know without having to be told that this person in front of me is not a shapeshifter.

Every shifter I have encountered has never had an ounce of evil to be detected from them. Olivia, Garret, Felicity, and even that dragon shifter. None of them have darkness and that is because shapeshifters are not evil. That’s how I know this person is just someone with the ability itself and not the real deal.

It has only been recently that I’ve learned how to hone in on this strange sixth sense of mine, but it’s showing me things I never would have imagined before.

I haven’t even noticed that my hands have formed into weak fists until Olivia wraps her own hand around my wrist. I vaguely remind myself about how far I am from returning to my optimum strength. Although my instincts urge me to be rid of this fake shifter, I know that I would not even be able to start accomplishing the task.

The rest of the room is silent. My brother, the professor, my best friend, and our youngest member stare in shared fear and uncertainty. It’s as if they also have guessed that this man isn’t a real shifter. 

Olivia whispers in my ear, “Just listen to what he has to say.”

Everything inside me shouts that this person is wrong. What even is he?

That’s when he opens his mouth again to explain who, what he is, and how he come to be this way. 

Suraj Chaudri? With your darkness filling the room, I can not be certain whether your story or name is even true in the first place. I’m definetly not leaving going to let you be alone with Olivia ever again.

Though I am sure she could easily beat him in any fight. 

Garret and Mr.Wilks, our obvious leaders, question him as if they are conducting an interrogation. After about ten minutes we learn that he has broken away from the people he once associated himself with. The same people who captured Mr.Wilks and I. The same people who also made Suraj into this freak.

A cringing memory of the red headed man strikes me. Feeling drained both mentally and physically I sit on the edge of one of the beds. Olivia wraps an arm over my shoulder.

“How do you feel?”

I shrug, “I feel as if I haven’t slept in days. Even though I just woke up.”

“We’re going to fix this. You’ll be better again.” 

Deep inside me I hope it won’t be fixed. There’s a part of me that I never dare face. It’s the side of me that disowns the fact that I am a shifter. It’s the voice that whispers doubts in your mind, and you don’t even realize you’ve believed them until you’ve come to the hope that you’ll one day loose your power to shift. 

Basically, deep inside I still battle with accepting what I am now. A creature of myth. That’s not the part I have a problem with. The problem is that I can’t figure out my purpose.

The main conversation in the room pulls Olivia and I out of our own conversation.

“So you want to come to our side?” How come? You would only do it to get something out of it yourself.”, Garret points out briskly.

“We all know how much harm could be down if others can do what I can do. I’m willing to stop at whatever it takes to intercede them from going further.” Suraj explains.

I speak up, “So then tell us about them. Reveal to us how big they are. Who are they?”

Suraj keeps his eyes on me as he answers, “My boss is Torgny Sundén. He has about ten scientists and about ninety others who work for him. The ninety others who aren’t scientists know hardly anything about replicating shapeshifting, which is the main focus of this whole ordeal. They just do what he tells them and get paid for it. Only the scientists know what shapeshifters are and know how to make a synthetic shifter. Not all of them truelly know the exact ingredients of what made me. They merely conducted the procedure. Just a few of the ten know the true code.”

Olivia points out, “We tear them apart. It’s the scientists we have to worry about. The ones who know how to do this.”

Garret growls, “Syrup, what makes you think we can even do this? If you are telling the truth then why come to us?”

Suraj sighs, “It’s Suraj, not Syrup. Anyway, I was meant to spy on you in the first place. Four of you are shifters. A group of shifters is stronger than just one alone. My boss was worried by that fact.”

Four out of six of us? Olivia said Mr.Wilks is a shifter too. Suraj must not know that. 

Garret crosses his arms and glares hard, “Before we even plan anything crazy, my brother is still recovering.”

“And you have a plan for that?” Suraj questions.

Mr.Wilks comes in, “In fact we do. But in order to try it out we have to return to my house. I’m sure your boss has plenty of eyes on my home. It’ll be dangerous for us to even go close”

Suraj raises a hand, “I know what to look for. I can choose a different shift and walk nearby unnoticed. If anything comes up I’ll warn you.”

“Are you saying you’ll keep guard for us?” Garret points out.

“Yeah, I gotta prove I’m trustworthy somehow.”

We all share the same thought. Should we truly trust someone we still have little faith in? I can see the gears working in Garret’s mind. 

“Alright… You can come.”

Ten minutes later we have together all we need for our day. The six of us head down to the parking lot. Garret begrudgingly tells Suraj that he can ride with him, but Suraj replies saying he has his own ride. The simple effort of walking tires me greatly. My lungs scream for air as if I’ve just run a mile. I hide this with great effort.

We lose Suraj in the parking lot. My brother, Ash, and the professor get into my car. I join Olivia in her own vehicle. Her little sister sits in the back without complaint.

After a few seconds of silence Olivia reaches out and holds onto my hand. I think she does this more for herself than myself. I really don’t care what happens to me, but I know she is worried about my health and this new concept of synthetic shifters.

Which reminds me, “Olivia, we can’t trust Suraj.”

“I know, but we have see if we can.”

Should I tell her? Yes, I should have told her when I first started sensing darkness factor.

I clear my throat, “I have to tell you something…”

“Yeah?” She turns the steering wheel left as we pass under a stop light.

“Well, you know how Mr.Wilks said some shifters develop special abilities? For example, you only need three hours of sleep.”

Olivia nods with a look of wonder growing on her face.

I continue, “Lately, I’ve been able to sense when someone is bad, evil. We can all tell if someone is dark, but this is a lot different. I can feel it in the air like a sixth sense.” 

Olivia’s eyes enlarge, “Go on.”

“I just sense darkness. That’s it. Some people have a little. Some have a lot. At first I can feel it pulsing out like radar, but if the person is not moving the darkness starts to fill the room like fog. I can’t see this, but I can feel it.”

“What did you sense in Suraj?” She asks me with rising fear.

“It was pretty strong. The red headed man you saw at the warehouse, he’s the worst I ever experienced. Suraj isn’t as dark, but it’s more than most people.” 

Felicity, who I even forgot was in the car, jumps right in the conversation, “How much darkness do I have?”

“None. None of the shifters have dark rays.”

Dark rays? This sounds crazy! Maybe this whole sensation thing is a hallucination and I’m imagining this whole entire scenario.

I sigh and stare out the window. It doesn’t help that my body is actively working against me. Everything is so confusing and hard to understand.

____________________________

The professor’s house is still in the same bedraggled shape we left it in when we first discovered he was taken. To my surprise Mr.Wilks walks right past the wreakage like it’s meaningless. Garret follows right on his heals. They disappear into the depths of the house.

Ash and Felicity are standing silently near the door. An uneasiness hangs in the air. We are all worried about being ambushed by our foe.

Suraj hasn’t been seen since we left the hotel. I guess he’s watching the house like he promised. Though I have obvious doubts about the dude.

“Let’s see where they went.” Olivia breaks the silence as she goes forth.

My feet carry me along slowly. As I go farther away, I hear Ash and Felicity attempting to clean up the mess. 

Olivia walks down a hallway lined with framed diplomas and degrees. Plaques dot the wall here and there. They all represent the professor’s many years at the college.

Following the sound of my brother’s voice, we enter a room. To our surprise, the room is immensely larger than we assumed it to be. Two long tables take up half the spacing. One table carries what looks to be lab supplies. A shiver runs up my spine at a reemerged memory.

“I’m certain that this is going to boost your system, Diesel. It may not fix it complete, but if it gives you a kick-start then your body can do the rest.” Mr.Wilks tells me as I walk in further. 

I sit in a nearby swivel chair and cherish the rest it offers me. Olivia wanders throughout the room curiousily.

Curiousity killed the cat.

I can’t help but think those words whenever I see Olivia become beckoned by anything that intrigues her. A smile spreads across my face when I catch her pick up a jar, open it, and then slam the lid back on it immediately with a look that says she hopes no one saw her actions. 

Garret overlooks what Mr.Wilks is doing. I can’t see past my brother to see what’s happening. My feet turn the swivel chair so that I might can see, but it’s useless.

After a few minutes, Olivia walks back to where I sit. She seems nervous.

“I really hope we can fix you.” Olivia says in a low voice.

A laugh escapes me, “You make it sound like I’m a broken robot.”

She shakes her head quickly, “Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound like that-”

“It’s alright.”

“You know I’m just worried. This is so serious. You could be scarred for life. What if you can’t even shift anymore?” 

I stay silent.

“You do want to shift, right?”

“It doesn’t matter.” I whisper.

Olivia straightens, “What do you mean?”

My eyes advert from hers as I try to think of a response. 

She goes on, “Diesel, it matters. You’re a shapeshifter. Morphing is what you do.”

“What if I don’t want to be a shifter?” I say a bit too sharply. 

Her eyes narrows and I see the griffin side if her peak through, “I knew it.”

“Knew what?”

She steps closer, “I knew you were still struggling with accepting yourself as a shifter.”

I don’t reply.

“Diesel, if there is anything that can convince you that you were meant to be a shifter it is this one thing. If it isn’t you, then it’s the people around you. Look at your brother. Even though you guys argue, you’re closer then ever because you both share the fact that you possess an ability that millions of others will never understand. That was meant to happen, for you to grow closer as brothers. Ash, even though he usually isn’t easy to interpret, has shown a side of himself I never knew he had until you were taken. He really cares about his friend and I think he’s glad that he can keep your secret.”

Olivia paused and continues, “Then there’s us, we wouldn’t be dating now if you had never become a shifter. You would still be the guy I’ve a crush on since nineth grade. We met each other in our mythical forms. It wasn’t our real appearances and identities that drew us together. It wasn’t because we were both shifters either. But the fact that we both happened to be shifters is what caused us to meet that night. If we had never decided to work together as a team and figure out all the crazy stuff happening in town then we wouldn’t be where we are now.” 

It clicks together like a puzzle in my mind. I would’ve never become this close with her, and I would have never known how amazing that girl in my class, Olivia, actually was. Plus, I Garret and I would still be basic brothers. Now we have a stronger bond. Ash, who is normally carefree, has been more loyal these past weeks since he’s known what I am. 

Olivia grasps my hand, “Another thing is this: with the fact that a shifter’s powers can be made in a petri dish and syringe, you’re ability is going to be more valuable then ever. All of us who are shifters are about to be tried. If this isn’t our destiny to stop this, then I don’t know what is.”

I took a breath, “You’re right, Olivia. All along I should’ve seen the outward affects of my ability, not the inward.” 

Slowly, I leaned in and kissed her on the forhead. 

“This should do.” Mr.Wilks suddenly announces from across the room.

Garret and the professor turn towards me. My current thoughts wash away, as my eyes lock right onto what Mr.Wilks holds in his right hand.

I start abruptly, “Woah, wait. You sure about this. I mean-”

“Diesel, you’ve had a shot before.” Garret rolls his eyes.

My voice sounds a bit too desperate, “Garret, remember that time I got a flu shot and I ended up getting the flu anyway?”

My brother glares daggers at me,  “That has never happened. You’ve never even had a flu shot.” 

I try standing from the chair, but I find it a challenge to do so. When I realize it’s useless I push the swivel chair away from the professor and the needle.

Olivia’s voice says beside me, “It’s just a shot, Diesel.”

It’s ‘just a shot’ to anyone who hasn’t had blood drained from their body against their will.

With a swift motion my brother streaks toward me. He firmly holds my arm against the armrest of the chair as the professor steps up to me. My weak attempts to slip free are useless. Mr.Wilks sticks the needle into my arm. I can feel the tiny strip of metal within my arm. A sharp sting spreads out as the liquid inside the syringe is injected.

When the professor is finished, my brother grumbles, “The least you can do is thank Mr.Wilks for trying to help you.”

I clear my voice and regain my composure, “Thank you, Mr.Wilks. Sorry for being stubborn.”

He smiles in response, “It’s no problem. Anything for a fellow shifter.”

______________________

“They didn’t hold back when they ransacked this place.” Ash grumbles as he sweeps up broken glass and pottery. 

Felicity holds open a trashbag as Ash dumps in what can’t be repaired. Garret and Mr.Wilks are decidng whether it’s alright to stay a while or return to the safety of the hotel. 

Suddenly, our heads turn to stare at the door as we hear footsteps outside. Ash continues to talk since he hasn’t yet heard the person coming our way. Olivia who is beside me is on the verge of shifting.

The door opens and a blond haired man walks in. Ash stops his rambling in a heartbeat. I can sense the man’s darkness from across the room.

“Who are you?” Garret growls.

The man turns to us confusedly and that’s when we see his red eyes, “It’s me, Suraj.”

We all let out a relieved breath. 

“You said you were going to keep watch for us.” I point out.

Suraj nods, “I did. There’s no one around except for those on vacation. This beach has lots of tourists.”

Olivia crosses her arms, “You should still keep watch.”

He shakes his head, “I can tap into what my boss is saying to his workers. Plus, since I’m the one who usually keeps the insight on your group. He doesn’t know where you guys are at the moment.” 

The words you say don’t add up to me. 

“Tell me this. If you’ve been watching us, that means a lot of what’s going on is your fault.” I straight out blame him.

“You’re right, but not all of it is.” 

“Then tell me this then. If you’re truly on our side, then what are you hiding.” 

Only Olivia and Felicity will truly understand why I am asking this. We all obviously know he’s hiding something. With this strange sense of mine I can tell that there’s more than a simple secret being kept here.

Taking a step forward I growl, “Suraj, if you want a little more trust earned and you wish to gain us as an ally then you better start talking. What you’ve told us so far has only informed us of things we didn’t know of. Tell us something that will build up some trust. I know you’re hiding something.”

After he takes a deep breath to relaxe himself Suraj answers my words, “Rememeber when I said Torgny Sundén is afraid of shifters in a group? At first I was sent to watch you, but he planned for me to infiltrate you-”

“That’s exactly what you’ve done-” Garret jumps in.

“No, listen to me, please. He wanted me to get your trust. Once he did that he would use me to persuade to go to a certain place and that’s where he would split apart the group to take you down. At first I was going to gladly do that. I’ve been told lies about shapeshifters. From what I’ve been told a shifter is dangerous to the safety of the public. I finally realized that what I was told was false. If that fact was false then it added another reason as to why synthetic shifters are wrong.”

We stay silent as he pauses then speaks the words that turn my blood cold, “Another reason my boss wants to create synthetic shifters is to hunt down shapeshifters. Possibly to extinction. When I was told that I would be terminating shifters, I had already become a faux shifter. It was then that I started having doubt in my boss’s intentions.”

The words set in like stone. It’s an idea that is as equally unnerving as being able to create a shifter.

“Still, they haven’t found the link to make a synthetic shifter that can become an animal.” Suraj says.

Mr.Wilks scratches his chin, “Truthfully, hunting down shifters to extinction isn’t possible. The ability isn’t passed from parent to offspring. It occurs baised on ther person’s future.”

Garret gets back to the point, “You were sent so you could join us and gain your trust. There’s no way we can trust you. For all we no we might be under attack at this very moment.” 

“Out of all the things I’ve said yet believe me on this one thing.”

My brother steps up to Suraj, “You just said it was your purpose to trick us into an attack. A snake can’t…”

The words seem to blend into background noise. Focusing on my sixth sense, I notice something new. The darkness from Suraj is less dense. It’s still there, but it’s like watered down coke. Since his confession, the darkness emanating from him has decreased.

“Garret, he’s telling the truth.”

My sibling gives me a confused expression and I keep talking, “I can tell if he’s speaking the truth. He is.” 

Suraj might still have an evil sensation but if that much darkness can be dissapated from a confession then it is true that he intends to stop the creation of others like himself.

Olivia was right. When I questioned my purpose as a shifter I asked myself the wrong questions. I shouldn’t have been wondering how the abilty affected me. I should have been wondering how it affected those I knew and the fact it changed other’s life in a positive way. 

If anything I am going to need them, and they in turn need me. Suraj’s boss has a point to be afraid of a group of shifter’s rather than one that is all alone. 


Posse

Back To Olivia’s POV…

My eyes advert from Diesel who has obviously noticed my staring. It might be me, but I truthfully think that whatever Mr.Wilks gave him has worked already. Diesel has lost the darkness around his eyes which had been a result of being exhausted. He seems to be more alert and involved in the common conversation of our gang.

Yes, I just called us a gang. A ‘group’ doesn’t sound like a good description.

To my great surprise Diesel has even started helping the rest of us put together the place again. We’re still at the professor’s house and there’s plenty of rooms that need to be repaired from our enemy’s hand.

Suraj might be our only way to stop what is being built. What would we be doing if he had never aproached me in the hallway last night? Actually, we would still be doing what we’re doing now, but we would have no idea of the terror that is being constructed-

“I am starving. Don’t lie, because I know everyone else is as well.” Ash announces while tying up another trash bag. 

Mr.Wilks nods, “Agreed. Plus, you all shouldn’t be cleaning up this mess. It’s not like you created this chaos.”

Hunger haunts me and I don’t complain against going out to get a something to eat. My excitement bubbles up when the professor offers to take us all out and buy our meal at a local restraunt.

______________________________

Felicity chuckles from the back seat, “Ha, I should’ve known Suraj was the motorcycle type of guy.”

“At least he didn’t change his appearance again.” Diesel points out directly from the passenger’s seat beside me.

Suraj has parked his motorcycle beside my car. The machine’s burnt orange hue and chrome exhaust pipes gives the motorcycle a flashy appearance. I could easily imagine Suraj flying down the interstate at a hundred miles an hour.

Felicity hops out as I place the car in park. My sister joins the others who are headed toward the doors of the restraunt Mr.Wilks has chosen for us to eat at.

Diesel clicks the release button on his seatbelt and the belt automatically retracts. 

As he reaches to open the door, I place my hand on his shoulder, “How are you feeling?”

Diesel turns to me with a smile on his face. It’s the first I’ve seen that hasn’t been edged with exhaustion. 

“I truly feel better. Like, I’m not up to par yet, but I’m certainly doing better than when I woke up this morning.” My boyfriend replies and I can tell he is not lying. 

We get out of my car and head inside to find that our ‘gang‘ is being seated. The waiter leads us past booths and tables. I take in the well-adorned decor of the restraunt. The walls sparkle with bright, bold paintings of oceans and underwater scenes. A few even have mermaids placed into the paintings. A few seconds later we’re lead out onto a deck with a breathtaking view of an inlet. Water and marsh grass expand far and wide.  I didn’t see the inlet when we pulled up to the restraunt so it is a shock to see such a dazzling display.

We are all seated at a large table. Felcity on my left, Diesel to my right. On the other side of the table from left to right is Suraj, Garret, Ash and Mr.Wilks.

I don’t see the menu being placed before me due to the fact that my eyes stay glued to the view.



Diesel glances toward me then back at the menu and whispers, “So what do you plan on ordering?”

“Huh? Oh, yeah… um.” I grab the menu and finger through it.

I nearly gasp when I find that the cheapest meal is nineteen dollars. Most of the plates are twenty five. 

“We could split a plate if you want.” Diesel offers.

I nod in agreement, “Let’s do that. I probably won’t be able to eat the whole thing anyways. You sure you want to do that? You probably eat a lot more than I do.” 

I treasure hearing him laugh as he tells me, “Olivia, it’s no problem.”

Then he leans in and says in a low voice that even I can barely hear, “Plus, I feel bad that an expensive lunch like this is being paid for.” 

I give Diesel a smile that let’s him know I feel the exact same way as he. Our gang is made up of seven. Mr.Wilks chose this place and has gladly offered to pay as if this is an everday thing he does. 

After the waistress writes down what we want to drink, she quickly leaves to go retrieve them. As soon as she’s gone Suraj starts up.

“You may have been wondering how we might can stop Torgny from continuing his work with his scientists. I’ve been thinking hard and I have an idea.” 

Garret begrudgingly tells him, “I agree that this must be stopped, but it isn’t our place to do so. None of us are well equipped. We’ll have to call my friends again and explain to them-”

“Yeah? Where are they now? When I checked yesterday, Alex and his teammate’s left so hastily because their mission will take days to accomplish and it requires them to have no outside contact. You won’t be able to call them or receive their help till they are finished.” Suraj contradicts Garret.

“How did you know all of that?” Felicity’s eyes widen in awe 

Suraj smurks, “I was taught to spy. I have my ways.” 

Garret shakes his head, “I”m supposed to watch everyone on this trip. Just like when we had to save Diesel and Mr.Wilks I can’t take anyone into danger. That’s my responsiblity. I’m not going to let any more harm occur.”

Suraj leans in, “I understand that, Garret. But if my boss is ever going to be stopped, it’s going to be in the next coming day.”

“Why so?” Diesel inquires.

Suraj gives us a quick glance and opens his mouth only to close it as the waitress arrives with our drinks. We all then tell her what we wish to order. 

Once she takes the order Suraj picks up where he left off, “Torgny Sundén’s lab and its equipment is being moved to a better and safer location for studying under privacy. It’s being moved, but Torngy had planned for this to be part of the trap he had for you guys. I was supposed to lead you to a decoy rather than the real one. Two yachts with the supplies will be leaving Pensacola and traveling to Cuba. One is a fake, the other is the real yacht. If nothing is done to stop the real one reaches before it reaches far seas, there’ll be no way to intervene with my boss. Another reason is that if they can’t be stopped before they get too far away then the research and production of more shifters will continue on.”

That was a lot to take in at once.

We all set our eyes on Garret, our leader. His gaze is distant as he stares down at the table. It’s so strange how this trip has changed how I look at everyone. 

Garret is a leader. Ash is devoted. Felicity wishes to help. I’m still determining my own role.

Diesel’s older brother says, “I’m all for you, Syrup. Don’t think that I disagree with stopping Torgny ‘what’s-his-face’, but like I’ve said before I have a responsiblity to keep everyone safe.”

Suraj rolls his eyes when Garret says his name wrong again.

I’ve noticed how quiet Mr.Wilks has been throughout the majority of this conversation. The wisest of us all has kept his words to himself. I’m waiting for what he’ll have to say about this.

As if by coincidence he speaks out, “Garret, you’re making the wrong decision.”

We watch Garret’s reaction as he tries coming up with a comeback.

The professor goes on without a reply, “Five out of seven of us are shifters. You’re underestimating the power of that sentence. One shifter alone is strong enough to take down the president’s security. I understand that you’re worried that someone will be hurt. It’s a possibility, but if we aren’t sloppy with how we work then no one will be injured. Taking down Torgny Sundén wouldn’t be impossible, actually it is very possible considering that all we have to do to is intercede the sceientists who know how to create faux shifters.”

“Wait, five out of seven? Only four of you are shifters.” Suraj says aloud and confused.

Mr.Wilks smiles, “Even good spies don’t discover everything. I might look old, but I still have the strength that I had in my twenties.”

Garret raises an eyebrow, “So you’re saying that you think we should go through with this plan?”

Mr.Wilks nods, “Yes. Torgny Sundén is right is be afraid of shifters in a group. He should be more afraid of us then us of him.”

A moment of silence passes then the professor continues with a new topic, “When I was yound and I discovered that I could shift into a fox, I thought the ability was practically useless. What can a fox do? A fox can’t fly like a bird and is not as strong as a bear. But I learned that size does not limit you.”

He pauses and tells us, “Over the years I accomplished things that still shock me to this very day. I was just a mere fox, yet I brought down illegal monopolies and rising powers that threatened to take over. My animal is small yet I did so much. Imagine how much you can do. None of you have fully comprehended how much power you possess.”

At this moment during the coversation, we are brought back to reality with the arrival of our food. As planned, Diesel and I share a plate. This may not be a date, but it means a lot considering how Diesel can be here beside me. 

While eating we drift into a lighter conversation that everyone takes part in. The topic starts with food then changes to how nice the restraunt and its location is.

Every single one of us obviously enjoy having our minds off the current situation at hand. I even notice how Suraj’s smile is actually reaching his eyes. In the form he’s in right now, he has those types of eyes that squint when the person is truly smiling. I wish he would just in the form that he was born with. Even though he says he can’t recall memories from his life before being a synthetic shifter, Suraj might have some type of leftover resentment toward what that life was like. It may be why he is never wearing his real face.

My eyes stay locked onto the water as I think over these things. Diesel suddenly tenses up beside me. Coming out of thought, I see that his fists are clenched and his eyes widening.

“We have to go now.” He abruptly blurts out before I can say anything.

Our table’s conversation  comes to a dead halt.

Ash stirs his drink, “What?”

Deisel stands, “I mean it. We have to leave.” 

“Why?” Felicity inquires 

He sends us all a look, “Trust me this once. Just believe me. We need. To. Go.” 

We all stand and Mr.Wilks goes to pay the lunch bill. Diesel crosses his arms and taps his fingers restlessly. 

“You’re sensing something, aren’t you?”

“Yes, and it’s not good.” Diesel glances at me momentarily.

If he’s acting this way then it must be very serious. I know Diesel. He doesn’t take action unless he is certain. 

Within a minute we are outside the restraunt and making our way across the parking lot. Diesel quickly tells us to drive close together while on our way back to the hotel. No one questions his advice, especially when he gives the parking lot a worried survey.

Once we are all inside the vehicles, I feel safe again. Unfortunately, Diesel does not. His nervousness is continuing and it’s now brushing off on me. Felicity is completely silent in the backseat.

Garret leads us out of the parking lot in the Camaro. Suraj follows me on his motorcycle. His helmet makes him look like a total stranger. 

A few minutes pass by as we ride, a red light catches me and I have no choice but to stop as Garret goes on ahead of me. By this time I’m certain that trouble is behind us. 

That is until a car pulls up into the turning lane on my left side. The vehicle swerves over in front of me and comes to a stop. The driver and the passenger look me straight in the eye.

“Take a right and hit the gas.” Diesel nearly shouts.

Fortunately, it’s legal to take a right hand turn at a red light. 

“Hold on!”

I jerk the sterring wheel right and slam down on the the accelerator. My tires squeal and then thr car speeds away. 

A second later Felicity says fearfully, “They’re following.”

I thought they might.

Diesel points to an upcoming road, “Turn there then make another turn. We have to loose them.”

I turn too sharply and the momentum causes us inside the car to lean over  to the side. Picking up the speed, I take the next turn.

Diesel starts directing me on which roads are best to take as my sister freaks out from the backseat. Both her and my rearview mirror notify me that I’m not loosing my followers.

After another quick turn, I ask Diesel in my fearful state, “How do you know how to loose someone in a car chase?”

He holds on to the door’s hand, “I got chased by a cop once and tried to outrun him.”

“What?!”

“Hey, I got away! I didn’t get caught!”

My sister barks, “Can we talk about this later?”

“Take that left up ahead.” My boyfriend directs and I gladly fulfill his command.

The roads are only getting more desolate and this one is especially so. Then I find out why. It’s a dead end. 

I don’t stop the car until the roads comes to an end. When I’m at a halt, I turn to Diesel. My fear reflects off of him and my little sister. 

“We’ll have to fight.” I announce in a flat voice.

Diesel shakes his head, “No, you stay here. I’ll do the fighting.”

“You couldn’t even stand straight three hours ago. No way are you-”

Diesel gets out anyway. As a response I get out as well. When I turn to look at the car behind me, I see that the driver and passenger of the car are already coming towards us. Then unexpectedly another person climbs out of the backseat. My blood boils when I recognize the red headed man I fought with yesterday. 

From the corner of my eye, I see Suraj speed down the road towards us. He must have followed behind us while we were chased. Not a moment later, he drives around the enemy car and does a three-sixty so that he can face our opposers. 

While Suraj takes off his helmet, the red headed man sneared, “Suraj you chose the wrong side to align yourself with. Oh, and nice to see you again Diesel.”

From the corner of my eye, Diesel is glaring daggers at the man.

“You chose the wrong boss to work for.” Suraj shoots back with venom in his voice.

Wait, I thought the red head was Suraj’s boss. This isn’t Torgny Sundén?

The lanky man growls to his helpers, “Take them out.” 

The fight breaks out as fast as a streak of lightning. The two other men come at Diesel and I. Nothing makes me hesitate as I shapeshift into a griffin. From my peripheral vision I watch Diesel shift for the first time since his capture. Before I can become too distracted I dodge the man racing towards me. 

With a swift motion I flap my wings and rise in the sky high enough to jump on top of him. Adrenline pumps though my blood veins. I feel alive.

The man pulls a knife from his belt and aims it at my exposed chest. I go to snap at that hand, but he’s too quick. The hand with the weapon darts aside as I clamp my beak dowm on open space. The blade flashes back towards me. 

In a streak of white, the blade is knocked from my attacker’s hand. The knife lands in the gravel seven feet away. Still grimacing from the expectancy of the knife’s bite, I see a pure white pumagriff growling nearby. 



The next thing my enemy underneath me does is punch me in the face, but it does no affect. My elbow slams against his side as I jump up and towards my sister. Today isn’t the day to be inflicting wounds on anyone, even if they mean to harm you. 

My eyes immediately find Diesel who has also brought down the man that attacked him. It doesn’t take long for me to notice the bare spot on his forhead where his spiral horn used to be. I see a small bump there in its place though. Maybe, possibly, it is going to grow back just like a deer’s antler.

I’m about to smile triumphantly when I spot Suraj and the red headed man still fighting it out.

At first I stare, wondering why Suraj can’t easily take him out like we did to these two men on the ground. Then I realize that Suraj is a faux shifter and therefore doesn’t have the extra strength like we do. He’s just like a normal human when it comes to muscle. 

Red head pins Suraj down to the hood of the car. A millisecond passes and Suraj knees red head in the side. My friend slips away then grabs a handful of his attacker’s shirt. With a great thrust Suraj throws the red headed man down to the ground. 

Taking deep breaths Suraj backs away and turns to us. This is his first time seeing us in our other forms, and I can’t help but notice how he all gives us surprised looks.

“We need to leave while we can.” Diesel growls with his fangs flashing with each word spoken. 

My first thought is that we should turn these men in to the police department or something, but if we did that then who they worked for and what he has acomplished will be discovered as well. 

Diesel thinks like I do. We’ll have to deal with this problem another time. That other time will have to be when we stop Torgny Sundén from going to Cuba. 

It’s daytime and although we are in an area with no people the risk that we’ll be spotted is too much. As if by a silent agreement, we all shift back into humans. Suraj watches us shift for the first time ever. I wonder what he’s thinking.

While there’s time we get back in my car as Suraj jumps back onto his motorcycle. Seconds later I spin the car around and drive past the enemy vehicle. Then we’re headed towards the neutral zone and the one place we won’t be attacked, the hotel.


Destined

My heart still beats heavily and I keep my eyes fixed straight on the road ahead of me. 

“Someone’s calling you.”

I glance at Felicity in my rearview mirror, “Huh?”

“Your phone. Someone’s calling you.”

“Who’s calling?”

Diesel picks up my phone which had been sitting in a trough next to the gear shift. 

“The caller is unknown. We should ignore it.” He growls.

I shake my head saying, “No, answer it. See who it is.”

Diesel hits the green button and presses the speaker icon.

“Hello?” I finally say.

“Are you guys alright?” A voice asks loudly.

I wince, “Who is this? How did you get my number?”

“This is Suraj. I have everyone’s phone number. Is everyone alright?”

Diesel answers, “Yeah, no one’s hurt.”

A long silence passes then Suraj goes on, “I hoped this wouldn’t happen. They officially know I’ve turned against them now. Their plans will change. The boat will still be heading to Cuba, but… they’ll expect us. We’ll have to come up with a whole new idea to ambush-”

“Suraj, we’ll worry about that once we get back to the hotel.”

Felicity pops in, “Wait, do you think Ash, Mr.Wilks, and Garret got to the hotel safely?”

“I texted Ash. He said they’re at the hotel without having problems.” Diesel quickly adds in. 

Suraj sighs, “Good.”

My eyes stay fixed on the roads and I ask slowly, “Suraj, how are you driving and talking on.the phone at the same time?”

“Oh, I have bluetooth in my helmet.”

Well, that’s fancy.

Felicity chirps, “This has been the oddest vacation I’ve ever experienced.”

I’ll be happy to be back in my sleepy little town. 

The drive to the hotel takes us twenty minutes and about two u-turns. Our speed chase lead us farther away from the hotel than we had first estimated.

As we walk across the parking lot, my skin tingles as if an enemy will jump from behind a palmtree. Diesel wraps an arm around me after noticing my uneasiness. Felicity clings to my other side. 

“Did you find any complications shifting?” I ask Diesel.

He furrows his eyebrows, “No… I didn’t. Wow, I thought I’d find it difficult-”

“How do you feel?” 

“I feel fine…” 

My face turns to look at him when he trails off. I watch him stare down at his arms and flex his muscles with an expression of realization.

“I feel fine!” He repeats excitedly, a smile spreading across his face.

“Huh?” Felicity whispers dumbfounded.

My own smile grows and I ask enthusiastically, “You sure? You don’t feel tired or drowsy or weak or-”

“No, not at all. When I shifted it must have kickstarted whatever Mr.Wilks gave me.”

“I can’t believe it!” I jump up and hug him tightly.

Right as Diesel embraces me I hear, “Ahem.”

We turn to see Suraj standing nearby. He’s in another shift. He has curly brown hair and a chocolate skin tone. Those red eyes peirce us.

“Thank you for coming to our aide.” I tell him.

He shrugs, “I’m sure you had it under control.”

“It was still selfless to follow along the the whole time they chased us.” I explain. 

With a playful punch at Felicity I say, “You did good too, lil’ sis. Thanks for saving me from a stab.”

“Oh, really?” Diesel raises an eyebrow towards Felicity.

We start towards the hotel again and I go into detail about how Felicity dove in and swiped away the knife that was aimed at my chest. From the corner of my eye, I notice Suraj staring into the distance longingly. It isn’t a sure thing or not, but I have a faint feeling that Suraj wishes that he was a real shifter with superhuman strength and a actual destiny planned for him. 

The elevator takes us up to our floor. It feels like this is my thousandth time riding the contraption. Once the doors slide open, we head towards the boys’ room. This is an unconscious decision. We all know that, in order to stop our enemy, a plan will need to be formed. It will be harder now that our foe is aware of Suraj swapping sides. 

Garret opens the door before any of us can knock. I guess he heard us talking as we came down the hall. 

“Are you alright?” He asks right on the spot.

Diesel shakes his head, “We’re fine. There’s nothing to worry about.”

Mr.Wilks is standing nearby. By that expression on his face I can tell he’s deep in thought.

The rest of us go on inside and find a seat somewhere in the room. While doing this Ash is asking about everything that went down. Diesel and Felicity tell the story. Ash then complains about how he wished he could’ve been there too. 

Suddenly, Mr.Wilks announces, “I have an idea! It may work.”

We turn in his direction and give him a look that tells him to go on.

He clears his voice, “Torgny Sundén will expect us to just attack straight out in the open. Instead, we’ll arrive in a whole different way and at an unexpected time.”

Suraj stands, “Wait, my boss likely knows that I would’ve already told you about how there’s a real yacht and a decoy yacht. He’ll change things around and mix everything up. There’s no other night they can go to Cuba, but they’ll do anything to keep us away from the real yacht. Both yachts will look the same and there’s no way to tell which one has the scientists boarding it.”

“You didn’t let me finish.” The professor raises an eyebrow.

“Oh.”

Mr.Wilks goes on, “We’ll be at the docks early. Hours early. Before Torgny even arrives. From there we can figure out which is the real boat from the decoy. There is only one dock in Pensacola. Since it’s the only one, it’s pretty large. Garret, in his hippocamp form, can watch discreetly from the water. Suraj can shift into a stranger and use a pair of contacts to mask his eyes. That way, he can freely survey the docks. They know what we all look like, right, Suraj?”

Suraj winces, “Yes, unfortunately on my behalf they do.”

“Alright. While Garret and Suraj are busy. The rest of us will be on my boat. Since-”

Ash jumps up, “You have a boat?”

“Yes.”

Ash sighs dramatically, “Is there anything else we need to know that could aid us?”

Mr.Wilks scratches his chin, “No, not in particular…”

By my side, Diesel quietly grasps my hand. In return, I hold onto that hand.

The professor continues, “Like I was saying the rest of us will be on the boat. We can’t confront Torgny and his men in public. We’ll have to follow them out of the docks at a much slower pace so that we don’t look suspicoius. Garret will follow through the water. Those of us who can not fly will remain on my boat. Meanwhile the three of you who can fly will go after the boat once we are away from public eyes. Garret will meet you at the enemy boat to aide you. One of you, who I have yet to choose, will be the one in charge of shutting down the engines of the vessel…”

Mr.Wilks went on and on with his plan. I was fascinated and attentive, yet at the same time I was ready to be done with this whole situation. After a long time, the talk came to a finish. By that time, the professor had all given us roles to fufill.

Things don’t always go as planned. Events can go escew and unexpected happenings occur. 

“Do you smell that?” Felicity asks causing us to all silence.

My dear, pumagriff sister is the one with the best nose of us all. It’s five seconds later before I catch an unmistakable scent in the air.

Flashbacks suddenly hit me. I’m searching a burning house and the distant cries of a child ring out farther within. Then I’m forwarded to when I held the boy in my arms and ran from the flaming house. The smell of smoke searing my lungs. The flashback ends just as abruptly.

We all stand and run to the balcony where we find the source of the smoke. The restraunt of the hotel is shrouded in black, inky smoke. It boils up from the roof like a poisonous gas. The building is separate from the main hotel.

My mind makes the decision before I officially decide it for myself. I run out the hotel room and down the stairwell as fast as my legs can go. My shifter strength enables me to do this easily and efficiently. From behind I can hear another’s footsteps taking each each step.

“You know what happens when you see fire.” Diesel points out.

I growl, “You’re not going to stop me.”

A hear a chuckle, “I wasn’t trying to, Olivia Davis.” 

Seconds later I burst out of the door, through the building, and outside. Ahead of me, the restraunt continues to emit thick columns of smoke. 

Please don’t let me see flames. Please don’t!

A crowd stands nearby. One man is calling the fire department. Most of the witnesses stand by with fearful expressions. Three people are actually videoing the event on their phones and I want to roar in their faces for not trying to help. 

“Is there anyone in there?” I ask a lady with an apron labeled with the hotel’s emblem stitched across it. 

She wrings her hands and replies in a shaky voice, “Kayla went to take out the trash, and I haven’t seen her since. She must have gone back inside the storage room when the fire started. Wyatt must be in there too. He was in the kitchen-”

The fact that there are people all around to witness what I am about to doesn’t even cross my mind.

I head straight for the entrance of the restraunt. Smoke blocks my view and I cringe as my lungs tighten at the charred stench. Forgetting the instructions of never running into a burning building, I push myself further. 

This is the second time I’ve run into a flaming building. Except this time I have the fear of fire weighing down on my shoulders. I have yet to see my first flicker of fire, but the unexplainable terror of flames is clawing its way out of me. 

Yes, it is dumb running straight towards something that you know is going to cause you to stop dead in your tracks. As a shifter, I cannot help but take action when knowing that I have super human strength to do so. 

Like an anchor being dropped off an aircraft carrier, my body haults uncontrollably as orange and yellow flames rise. My lungs fill with smoke and I manage to at least crumple to the floor for fresh air. The fire is still visible and with all my effort the fear keeps me locked down tightly.

Why did I come in here? This was a mistake. A huge, dumb mistake! I might never see Felicity or Diesel ever again-

Suddenly, a hand grabs ahold of mine. By memory I recognize who it belongs to. My head turns and meets Diesel’s gaze. 

“Let’s do this. Together.” He says squeezing my hand assuringly.

That is the exact moment it dawned upon me that the fear has gone. Yes, I am still afraid, but that unexplainable terror that always fills me in the presence of fire no longer exists.

My gaze jumps down to our locked hands. That’s it. Somehow this ajoining of hands is what has taken away the fear. 

We turn towards the fire. The determination rises inside me as the hot glow of the fire shines into my eyes. 






Soot

We stumble out of the smoke. I want to collapse to the ground and hack up the smoke lining the inside of my throat, but of course that won’t make any difference. 

The chef and the waiter who had been trapped amongst the flames are right beside us. The fact that they’re free from the fire causes them to put on a burst of speed and join the closest group of people. Fire engines and ambulences with blindingly bright flashing lights fill the parking lot. Paramedics find the chef and waiter to check for any injuries. Unfortunately, there are two paramedicsa making a beeline towards us right now.

My hand is still locked with Diesel’s as he says, “It’s best that we go.”

He leads me through the crowd and away from any paramedics heading for us. I’m afraid someone in the crowd will stop us, but we manage to slip out of sight before anyone notices. 

Our hands don’t leave each other until we’re back in the main hotel building. My throat and lungs are filled with the wretched stench of smoke and ash. Diesel decides to take the stairs so that we might avoid more people. Right before we start up the first stairsteps, I stop and start coughing. 

“Are you alright?” He asks placing a hand on my shoulder.

We’re both covered in soot and ash. His face is smudged and his clothes are two shades darker than they were before. I’m sure I appear the same. My boyfriend looks as if his pegacorn side is showing through, but that shows how much ash is covering his arms, legs, and face. In a way the soot gives him an attractive rugged demeanor.

I swallow and straighten up taking a breath, “I’m fine-”

Suddenly, an arm wraps around my throat and pulls me backwards harshly. Something cold and sharp presses against my neck. My hands grab the arm around my throat.

“Don’t move.” A man whispers directly into my ear.

Diesel’s eyes widen in front of me and anger covers his face as he starts in my direction.

The man growls, “Stay where you are, boy, or your girlfriend gets it.” 

Diesel’s fists clench together till his knuckles are white. His face is bombarded with emotions one after another. 

The man who has a hold on me continues on, “I have a message from my boss. He says that this hotel shouldn’t be considered a safe haven. You’re in danger no matter where you are. If we lit the fire in the restaurant, we can do worse to this hotel.”

My eyes are still locked with Diesel’s. A thought enters my mind, and I don’t consider whether it’s safe or if it will cause me to be sliced across the throat when I carry it out.

My elbow jabs the man in the torso. He grunts. I take the opportunity to grab his arm and pull it off with shifter strength providing me power. Quickly, I kick out behind me before he can get his grip again. The strong hit makes me stumble backwards. 

My instincts urge me to morph into a griffin and teach this man a real lesson, but I hold back knowing how uncertain this area is. Passerbyes could appear at a moment’s notice. 

Diesel is right by my side in a flash. I give him a nod then we both turn back to the man. Our stances are ready this time. There isn’t much space here at the bottom of the stairwell but it’ll have to do.

“My boss wants you to stay out of his way or get yourself killed and dumped into the ocean. Anyways, that’s all I have to say for now.” He starts to turn away with a mailcious smile crossing his round face.

“You are not going anywhere.” Diesel tells him darkly. The way he speaks the words sends a shiver up my spine.

Malevolently, the man looks back at us, “Oh, really?”

His hand reaches down toward a device on his belt. A second later his finger flips a switch, and a high pitched noise explodes though the air. 

Diesel and I both cringe as we grab the closest object to brace ourselves against, the handrailing. The noise stabs our eardrums like knives. Both of my hands cover my ears, but the noise isn’t muffled much. When the sound eventually fades, it’s due to the fact that the man has left.

Panting, I say to Diesel, “What was that?”

“I don’t know. Are you alright, Olivia?” He replies.

Blinking I respond to him, “I’ll be fine. You?”

My boyfriend nods.

By this time I realize that we’re shouting in an attempt to hear the other. My ears still ring slightly from the pain.

“We need to find the others and tell them what just happened.” I grab his arm and go up the stairs, not without a quick glance backwards to check for anyone who may have seen what just occured. 

________________________________

“This isn’t good news. Not only that, you ran straight towards that fire. The whole thing was a setup.” Garret growls.

“We know that, but at least we saved those two people.” I retort with rasp fron my smoke stained throat.

He sighs and softens his tone, “Yes, and I’m proud that you two did that. Though now we’re faced with the fact that staying here never even was safe, and they have some type of sound machine that hurts your ears.”

Ash comes walking up at this moment, “Hey, if that noise hurt your ears then how come it didn’t hurt that man’s ears.”

We turn to Mr.Wilks to see what he’ll say. Luckily, the professor has an answer.

“The sound is at a frequency that only shifters can hear. Sensitive hearing isn’t always a good thing to have. Diesel and Olivia heard the noise but the man was human and was therefore unaffected.”

Felicity, my ‘too-smart-for-her-age’ sister, adds in, “They’ll be using this as a weapon now. Only Ash and Syraj will be the ones safe from it.”

Syraj puts his hands into his jean pockets, “That’s not the only thing they’ll be using against you guys. All shifter senses are highly sensitive and they know how to use that against you. Your eyes? They’ll use bright light to blind you. Your sense of smell? They’ll use a gas that could take your breath away like ammonia but doesn’t affect a human. Keep in mind that I was going to be trained to hunt shifters. I have an idea of the way their tactics work.”

“Can I just add in the fact that this man who approached Olivia and Diesel threatened us? That’s our current issue.” Ash points out, bringing us back to the main conversation at hand.

We all go into silence at the thought. Being told to leave the hotel, the one place we considered to be a safe and neutral place, gives us nowhere else to go. Mr.Wilks house is still a red zone. Moving to another hotel means nothing. The threat would remain the same.

“Wait,” I light up, “if we leave the hotel they’ll think we went back home. Mr.Wilks, you said you had a boat. Could it house all of us for a night?”

He smiles, “There’s plenty of room aboard.”

Everyone starts to nod. They’re catching on to my idea. Diesel who still hasn’t cleaned off the layers of soot gives me a warming smile. 

That familiar, gushy feeling from when Diesel was still my crush falls over me at the sight of his smile. 

This has turned out to be in our advantage. Our enemy will think we have retreated, but it will be quite the opposite.


Sailing

Diesel’s POV

My eyes stare down at the dark water below the dock. It’s swirling, which meaning the tide is going out. 

I glance back up at the professor’s boat. It’s so much larger than I expected. There are three levels. One below, a main walking deck with the controls, and then an upper area above that.

We checked out of the hotel an hour and a half ago. All of our luggage has been loaded onto the yacht. 

I remain in my kneeled position, hoping that I don’t appear suspicious. My fingers tap the aluminum platform as I wait for him impatiently.

Finally, the head of a white horse rises above the water between the boat and dock. 

“Everything looks fine. Is it alright up there?” Garret inquires.

I make a careful sweep of the docks around us. Dozens of commercial ships and fishing boats float in the water beside their own platforms. My hearing picks up no sounds of humans. I check for cameras as well but see none. 

I nod, “Yeah, come on out.”

Garret’s face and shoulders changes to a human’s. The rest of his body is hidden beneath the water. 

I step out of the way as my brother grabs ahold of the dock’s edge and pulls himself out of the water with no effort at all. He gives me a slap on the back and then without warning bear hugs me.

“Dude, you’re soaking wet!” I slip out away from him.

He chuckles, “That’s the point.”

We board the tall yacht. Luckily, Garret grabs the first towel he sees when we reach the deck. Ash soon comes over to ask if everything is clear.

“All’s clear.” I tell him.

Ash smiles and turns to go below deck. I follow right behind him. The steps going down are narrow and are only one person wide. A smooth gold painted handrail lines the wall on my right. After a few more steps, we reach the cabin area. Unlike the starsteps, it is not small and tight fitted. The ceiling is at least two and a half feet above us. A comfortable lounging area opens up on the left and a full kitchen is to my right. Going further, there are several bedrooms and two bathrooms. 

Now you understand the vastness of this yacht.

I’m sharing a room with my brother. Mr.Wilks and Ash are in the room beside ours. Right past that one is Olivia and Felicity’s quarters.

Footsteps resound behind me. Turning to see who it is, I let Ash go on ahead. Mr.Wilks comes down the stairs and goes into the kitchen. 

“I had a question.” I inform him as I walk into the area.

He raises his head from pearing into the fridge, “Yes?”

“Are we staying docked or going out  to sea?” 

The professor shuts the fridge door, “I’ve been considering that myself. Staying here could give us eyes on Torgny, but there are some positives to being out in the ocean.”

He keeps talking before I can add in anything, “Your car, Olivia’s, and Syraj’s motorcycle should be safe in the storage unit. It’s far across town. Torgny or his workers would have easily spotted all three here in the dock’s car lot. They’ll definetly think we are gone.” 

I grimace, “Are you sure Torgny doesn’t know that you own a million dollar yacht?”

Behind me someone replies, “I am absolutely certain that he is unaware of this vessel.”

Syraj join us while continuing, “Remember, I was the one informing him of you and anything of importance. I have to admit: During my spying, I didn’t ever pick up on the fact that you, Mr. Wilks, was a shifter or had this investment. It’s been information my boss would’ve killed for.” 

“Killed for what?” Olivia pops in. She’s walking away from the hallway, likely coming straight from her room.

We shortly fill her in on the conversation at present. 

“So? Will we stay here or leave the dock?” Olivia brings us back to the main subject.

“We’ll take a vote.” Mr.Wilks tells us.

Felicity, Ash, and Garret soon congregate with us. After a quick vote, it’s a hundred percent decision to leave the docks but with an exception. Some of us will keep an eye at the docks to inform the one’s on the yacht of what is occuring. Whoever is on watch must be a shifter or they won’t be able to travel back to the ship. 

“I’ll get the engine started. Garret, I’ll need some assistance.” Mr.Wilks commands.

“Professor, is there anything I can do?” Syraj steps up.

He nods saying, “Untie the ropes and making sure nothing is keeping us secured to the platform.”

The three of them disappear as they walk up the stairs.

“I’ve never been out in the ocean before.” Olivia points out as the rest of us move into the lounge area.

I raise an eyebrow, “But you live on a lake? You own a jet ski.” 

Olivia rolls her eyes, “That’s totally different. A lake is limited. Plus, this ship is a million times larger than my fast moving jet ski.”

“She has a point.” Ash gives me a sideways grin.

Felicity who is staring at the 65” television adds in, “Good thing we can all swim.” 

Ash drops the smile, “Actually, I can’t- Well, no, I’m just a downright pathetic swimmer.” 

“Can you stay afloat? That’s what matters.” I ask.

“Yeah, I can.”

Before we can go on, we hear a sound coming from the rear of the yacht. It’s a low humming noise that would be unnoticeable if you weren’t paying attention. 

“Sounds like they started the engine.” Felicity says as she turns on the television and discovers that Netflix has been installed on it.

Olivia stands from her spot on the black sofa, “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m going to explore this place.”

She then leaves us with a wave and goes up to the deck. I give Ash and Felicity a shrug. A second later I’m going up the stairs as well. 

When I arrive to the main deck, I see that Olivia is making her way to the front of the ship. In order to do this she must walk along the side of the yacht to go around the control center that takes up some of the deck’s space. 

I’ve forgotten what the technical term for the front part of a vessel is. Olivia probably knows what that word is. I have no doubt that she is knowledgeable with boats.

Is is starboard? Or was it something else? Maybe it’s the stern.

My pace picks up and I catch up with her. The very front of the yacht comes to a point. There is a silver starfish mounted upon that spot. A huge tarp covers what I assume are seats. With a quick motion, Olivia pulls back the dull gray tarp to reveal rich, tan chairs. 

Behind me, the control room is walled with tinted glass. Another hatch is situated near the control center. I assume it’s a second entry to the lower level. 

“We’re already out of the harbor.” Olivia points out as she comes to my side.

My head turns away from the deck, and I notice for the first time that we are indeed away from the hoard of docked boats. To the right side of the yacht is the opposite shore of the inlet where trees cover the banks. Houses dot the scenery here and there. Straight ahead of us is open ocean. The blue ocean meets the sky on a flat line.

Olivia moves to face me, “Do you think this is all a stupid idea? Going out to stop a powerful man and his workers, while being out in the middle of the ocean.”

I make eye contact with her, “It may be a crazy plan, but if nothing is done to stop Torgny then there will be worse problems in the future.”

She nods, “Makes sense.”

Without further words, her mood takes a one eighty and she starts towards the hatch I saw earlier.

Before I can follow, a door to the control room opens. Garret walks out and flags me down.

I go to him, “What’s up?”

“Mr.Wilks has the yacht fully going now. You can help him with any tasks that need to be done. The autopilot should take care of everything.”

“Alright.”

My brother keeps going, “I need to go back to the docks and watch for Torgny or any supicious activity.”

Garrer clips a radio to his belt and waves as he starts toward the yacht’s edge. 

What’s he going to do? Jump over the railing?

He grabs the crome bar of the railing and swings his body overboard. I freeze for a second and then make myself run over to the siding. Far below, I see a white tail disappear underwater. 

Now what?

I sigh as I stare at the deck for a moment then remember that Olivia went back downstairs. My eyes find the hatch. A minute later I’m climbing down a ladder. I skip the last two steps and jump to the floor with a soft thud.

Turning in a circle, I take in my surroundings. Olivia is nowhere to be seen. The secondary bathroom is only a few steps away. An adjacent storage closet is nearby. Out of curiosity, I slide open its narrow door. Inside are multiple stacks of photo albums and thick journals.

My hand grabs the first album. The inside pages hold faded photos of Mr.Wilks and other people. The backgrounds look like the deck of the yacht. I continue to flip through it, knowing that none of this is my business. There are more photos of the professor and other persons or groups of people. The farther I go I start to notice that there are captions to some of the snapshots.

“Directory #316.5 of Journal 12”

I glance past the albums and at the journals to see numbers listed on their spines. The 12th one stands out to me. I pull it out of the stacks and look for the number 316.5. I don’t pause to read the entry.

“This picture was taken on March 18th, 2005. The location was Melbourne, Australia. I had recently been studying the percentage of shifters on the continent when I met Zach Eyston, a shifter who could morph into a komodo dragon. He helped by guiding me into the direction of the Australian Shapeshifting Protection Enlistementt Association, or ASPEA for short. It’s a government funded protection to take care of the shifters’ honor and to also keep their secret from the public. As of today, August 14th, 2005, Australia is the only known country that actively honors their shapeshifting citizens. According to my knowledge, the U.S. still is unaware of the existence of shifters.”

My eyes widden and I memorize the page before closing the journal. The whole closet must be some type of documentation of the professor’s journies. This sea vessel must have taken him to many places across the globe.

“Olivia.” I call without turning from the shelves of books. 

There is no telling what amount of information in this small compartment. A few seconds later Olivia appears from down the hallway. She gives me a questioning expression.

For the next ten minutes, I show her my discoveries and let her read what I found, along with some other journal entries.

Olivia whispers in awe, “This… this is incredible. Imagine if all these were comprised together. It could change the world.”

“How’s that?” I ask.

She shrugs, “Well, maybe if this was one huge book then either shifters could learn more of their kind or show others that shifters are people too.”

My eyes turn downward, “I wish it was that easy.” 

“Me too, Deisel.”

Something deep inside tells me that Olivia won’t let the idea rest. Whether it’s now or later, she won’t let this thought die.

_________________________________

“Boat food is good.” Ash mumbles with a mouthful of mac and cheese Felicity and Olivia decided to make. 

By now Garret should be returning from watching the docks. In place, I’ll fly out and keep an eye on any activity. The growing darkness worries me. We’re out on the deck enjoying the view of the distant shoreline. The tan seats are more comfortable then I previously guessed.

“Mr.Wilks, Garret will be able to find the yacht again, right?” I question worriedly. 

He nods, “Believe me, he’s aware of our location. He won’t be lost. You have to take more advantage of that internal compass, Diesel.” 

I merely nod, but my thoughts linger towards my discovery of the history in that closet. Later on, I’ll ask him about it. 

Although, Olivia and I are itching to delve into the collection as soon as possible.

At the thought of my girlfriend, I glance over beside me. With a smile, I wrap my arm around her and let her lean against my chest. 

Syraj walks out up with a liter of coke and a bucket of ice for us. Ash has almost finished his share of macaroni. Luckily, the two sisters haven’t served the rest of the food yet. 

We all grab a glass from the table they’ve been set upon. After getting our share of food, we sit down to eat. We leave some food for Garret so he isn’t left out.

Halfway through the meal, Garret appears from around the control center. He’s soaked and is staring at the food. 

“I guess it’s time to change shifts.” I state.

My brother huffs, “Was that a pun?”

“Sure was.”

I glance down at my unfinished food defeatedly. I had hoped to finish everything.

Ash must be a mind reader, “I’ll eat that for you.”

Without any negative feedback I hand him the plate. I have no idea how he stays so slim for someone who eats his weight in food every week.

“I’ll come with you.” Olivia busts out as I stand.

My eyebrows furrow, “You’re not done eating.”

Olivia gives me a sly look. To my great surprise, she literally grabs the last portion of her macaroni and shoves it into her mouth. The food disappears in a matter of seconds. 

In one swallow, she’s finished. We’re left staring at her in shock.

“Okay, done. Let’s go.” She announces.

I’m pretty sure the feat even caught Ash off guard.

_____________________________

It’s been days since our last shared flight. Obviously, I’m thankful for this moment too. When I was held captive I was terrified I would never see another moment with Olivia. Now here I am, flying by her side. My dark wings extend out by my sides. In the wind, my mane and tail wave behind me. Olivia’s tan and brown neck feathers ruffle. Her wingtips brush mine.

The dark night sky looms overhead. Stars sprinkle the black canvas. Below us is an inky ocean. The land is not far ahead. Then shortly after that is the dock. 

“Olivia?” I ask over the whoosh of  passing air. 

“Yes?” 

I pause then go on, “Do you wonder what you’re meant to become?”

She turns to me, “You aren’t questioning your destiny again, are you?”

I shake my, “No, not at all. What I meant was-”

“You mean Mr.Wilks and how he’s used his life to further understand his kind?” Olivia answers for me.

“Exactly.”

She grimaces, “It’s up to destiny and fate to determine what’s meant for us. We may see one future ahead but a totally different one becomes clear to us. I guess it’s something that can’t be rushed.”

I nod a silent reply. The dock soon comes into plain sight, and that’s our signal to find a safe landing sight. So far the night has hidden us but we can’t trust that fact.

A sketchy alley masks us as we change back into humans. The choice of our shifting sight might seem unpleasing but that’s the point. No one is going to bother going into an alley at night.

Afterwards, we go to the dock while staying to the shadows incase any of Torgny’s goons recognize us. 

Once we’re at the docks, we separate and meander around like curious tourists. After fifteen minutes, we meet back up.

“Anything interesting to report?” 

She shrugs, “Nothing, you?”

“Same.” 

“Maybe we’re too obvious.” Olivia mumbles.

I chuckle, “No, we aren’t. There are plenty of other people out here. Late night seamen, vacationers, and your common boardwalk fishermen. There’s plenty of nightlife out here to help us blend in.” 

“If you say so.” Olivia sighs.

She goes on, “Sense anything?”

I pause and mentally reach out with my sixth sense. I’ve learned how to use the tool better.

“Nothing. Seems-”

My heart seizes up. Just like a scent, I recognize the darkness on the edges of my radar. It’s engrained into my memory how he has that certain type of unique evilness.

“Him.” I growl with a grinding teeth.

“Who? What is it?” Olvia put her hand on my shoulder.

Protectively, I put my arms her and pull her close to me. This is to make us look like a flirting couple to the public and make me feel that she’s safe. 

I lean in and whisper, “It’s that red headed man.”

“Oh.”

She knows exactly who I am talking about. Olivia herself fought him back when she freed me. 

Olivia whispers back, “But isn’t he Torgny?”

“No, I think Red is just Torgny’s worker.” 

A feline growl rises from Olivia, “We should watch him.”

“No, he’s headed right this way and there isn’t enough time to flee without him spotting us.”

She stares into my eyes, “What’re we gonna do? They think we’ve left Pensacola.” 

His darkness is only yards away now. Out of panic, I twist around so my back faces him and press my lips against Olivia’s.

At first she’s frozen in misunderstanding, then she realizes my intentions to thwart anyone who may stare. Nobody is going to stare at a kissing couple.

After a few second, we aren’t pretending anymore, but we truly kiss. My heart soars higher than the clouds as we embrace one another. Everything else around us becomes ignored in the moment. All I focus on is Olivia here in front of me.

Time melts away and we end the moment not knowing how much time has passed by. At first we just grin at each other before having our main goal slam down on us again.

Olivia slowly drops the smile as she asks, “Is he gone?”

I reach out and sense the darkness farther down the docks from us. 

“He must’ve passed us without recognizing us or he would’ve done something.” I reassure her.

Her smile returns again, and it’s clear that we’re both reminiscing.

“We need to tell the others at the yacht.”

I nod my head, “Yeah, and then we’ll see what Red’s doing here.”














Shadows

Back To Olivia’s POV…

Diesel lead us away from the direction in which ‘Red’ had gone. My skin still tingles at the thought of barely getting by without being seen, and from kissing Diesel. The area we reserve to has smaller boats that seat fewer passengers. The sound of weak waves slosh their sides and nothing but dim lights illuminate this seldom used area. Once at a safe distance away, Diesel radios the yacht. While he is doing this I ponder how we could possibly observe what Red is doing here but without being spotted.

“I’m coming out to meet you. Don’t move.” Garret commands us over the radio.

Deisel clips the device back to his waistband and he grumbles, “Sometimes I think my brother forgets that we can keep our own selves safe. Look, we managed to not be seen just minutes ago.”

I raise an eyebrow, “That was too close. If that man had just taken a second longer to take a look at us he definitely would’ve caught us.”

He nods with a bleak expression, “It’s my fault that our cover was almost blown. I should’ve detected him sooner. We have gained an advantage by having tricked them into thinking we’ve gone back home.”

Something pops into my mind right as he finishes the statement. Since our enemy no longer considers us a posing threat then that gives them the ‘all-clear’ to go ahead with the moving to Cuba.

“Diesel, what if they’re doing it tonight? Maybe that’s why Red’s here.”

“There’s no way to tell if the ship here is the decoy or the real-‘

I blurt out, “Don’t you see? They think we aren’t a problem any more so there is no point in creating a diversion. If Red is here, then that proves that the ship is in these docks. The real one.”

Diesel’s eyes widen, “We need to see where he’s gone off to.”

“My thoughts too. Since it’s dark enough to keep you camouflaged, you can keep an overhead view. I’ll stay down here to keep an eye as well.” I inform him.

He pauses, “You sure you want to be down here?”

I roll my eyes, “Since the age of nine, I journeyed around Melark at night, every night. This is nothing. I’m a pro at blending into shadows.”

Without further words we separate. He leaves to find a secluded place to shift while I stick to the shadows as I make my way back towards the inhabited part of the docks. The entire walking path is brightly lit with tall lamps. Not a single shadow is available for me to stay to. Growling to myself, I take a right down one of the narrow walkways. My only way to get to where Red has gone is by that lightened path. 

Plan B, hop the boats as a way of traveling.

My eyes sweep over the surrounding boats to search for any watchers. None are spotted. Quickly, I step onto the flat platform of one of large boats. In the distant a thumping noise reverberates through the air. A sign that music is being played somewhere. This isn’t a surprise. Tourists constantly live for a great time while at the beach. I was one of those people when I first arrived. I am only stung by the reminder of my lost vacation.

I take a breath as I square my shoulders. What I am doing now is so much bigger than a self-centered beach trip.

Smiling, I break out into a run. My skill of running doesn’t disappoint me yet. As the front of the boat comes to a point, I ready myself. Right as I’m about to run out of deck I bunch my legs and spring forward. The boat is left behind and water now lies below me as I’m mid-air. Setting my eyes straight ahead, I swing my lower body forward. The opposite boat now awaits me. With a satisfying thump I stick the landing. Now the excitement begins flowing through me. I run forward and do the action again. This time the distance between the boats causes me to strain myself. I come to another perfect landing. 

“What was that noise?”

I pause and crouch down instinctively at the sudden sound of the voice.

“Dude, it was probably the boat bumping the buoys or some crazy kids running along the dock. Stop fooling around and help me o’re here.”

My eyes catch a glimpse of the two men a few boats down from the one I’m currently upon. My first assumption is that they’re out to do some night fishing, and I’m about to continue on my jumping spree when it occurs to me that I might should see what they’re doing. Sliding farther across the deck, I keep my sight on the men as I stay low. The boat I’m spying from has a polished windshield and a classy looking exterior. Luckily, no human is on board, only myself, a shapeshifter. 

The men continue their small talking in a loud manner. A couple of tourists, three bored teens, and one lonely man travel down the dock, but they’re nothing to be concerned with.

This is a waist. I should’ve gone on.

I turn in the direction I had previously been headed in, but I am stopped when the name ‘Torgny’ drifts towards me. My breath catches and the warm night air turn chilly at the sound of that name.

“So this man. He just wants us to trail behind his fancy yacht? For what purpose? The man’s gotta have some type of point.”, one man asks with a southern drawl.

The other man is older and wears a faded grey tank top. His expression turns sour at his friend’s choice of topic.

He scoffs, “Mr. Torgny just wants someone to watch out for his ship till he reaches twenty miles off the coast. After that we turn back and the money will be in our bank account. I don’t really care what his business is. That’s the fellow’s privacy. I only care for the pleasing way it earns me good cash.”

The younger man scratches his neck. “So like, what do we do if someone does come to mess with this man’s yacht?”

Tank top guy shrugs. “We’ll take care of ‘em.”

“Seriously. What if this Torgny fellow attracts trouble like blood does to sharks?”

“Can’t you just trust me for once? You’re always doubting all my great plans-‘

“Psh! Your great plans? How ‘bout that time you thought reselling farmed fish as wild caught was good? That just near got us in jail.”

The older man jumps to his feet, “That’s not close to how dumb your idea was for charging…”

I don’t listen to the rest of the conversation due to the fact it no longer involves my enemy. Though I am more pleased now to know that Torngy’s ship will be leaving this very dock. The men are still arguing and I doubt there is anything more to learn from them. They’re only hired to be safety chaperones. 

No one has seen me so far, which proves that my skills at hiding have not decreased. Slowly, I start again in the direction I had been headed toward. The music I heard a few minutes ago hasn’t ceased. I cross the walkway and then step back on the next boat. Then I hop across the waterway again. My landing is great, but I should’ve kept a closer eye on my surroundings. Two boats down I hear a faint gasp. I turn to see a young girl about my age staring at me. A few feet away from her is a guy who hasn’t yet realized the situation. 

Okay, okay. Just act cool. I can’t make myself look suspicious. She might notify security if I’m not careful.

I stand straight up and begin meddling around the boat as if I hadn’t just jumped an enormous distance to a vessel that I don’t own. My ears stay alert to the two behind me, but the girl stays quiet and neither of them say much.

I let a good ten minutes pass before I slip away unnoticed. Now taking the warning to be careful, I continue onward. 

Far above me the stars twinkle. The constellations, Orion and Big Dipper, keep an eye on me. For a second they disappear completely then return once more. I assume it’s Diesel flying over that blots them out.

By now I can see where the boats begin thinning out. This means that the docks are coming to an end. My sharp eyes detect every slight movement. Before too long, I spot a few men boarding and disembarking a particular boat. This boat is much different than the other fabulous yachts that are tied nearby. It’s not a huge boat yet it looks as if it could a hold large amount of materials if need be. Nothing stands out about it. No shiny exterior or flashy looking additions. My focus returns to the men. To no surprise, they are boarding the vessel with armloads of boxes and crates then come out with empty hands. 

This must be Torgny’s work. Everything about it fits in with what we’re searching for.

A wide smile spreads across my face at the discovery of my foe’s vessel. For once, we have the upper hand, and neither are we the ones who are unsuspecting. If only everyone else was here right now we might could put a halt on this while it’s in action.

We could take them down in a matter of minutes. They aren’t worried with attacks which makes it easier to ambush. This could all be over with. We would finally be through and no longer worry about Torngy’s plan to create synthetic shifters.

First thing to do now: contact the others.

I stay at my location for a few minutes more to watch for anything that could aide us later. My sight locks onto the water near one of other boats close to Torgny’s. The dark water swirls and I see something swimming beneath the surface. A second later it disappears as fast as it had appeared. Confusion and worry settles inside me. Luckily, this doesn’t last long as I realize that it was probably Garret’s doing. He’ll likely get upset at Diesel and I for not staying put as he told us to do. 

Since I have no way of contacting the others, I wait. My fingers tap rhythmically on the linoleum deck underneath me. The men’s work continues without any pauses. An anxiousness blooms inside me, urging me to act upon or at least draw nearer to the activity. Against my instincts, I stay where I should be. Having myself be spotted by Red or anyone else would cause great disruption and would totally ruin our spy mission. 

Distantly, the faint sound of wings whooshes in the air. I know Diesel is nearby, and the darkness of the sky helps him blend in so well that he is perpetually invisible. A minute later, footsteps resound off the metal dock. A teenage boy walks alone.

“Diesel, over here!” I whisper in a loud tone.

Professionally, Diesel acts as if he never heard me and boards the boat I’m upon without showing any signs of suspicion as he boards the boat I’m upon. A few seconds pass as he nonchalantly comes over in my direction. When Diesel finally nears, he kneels down with me.

He starts before I can speak, “Okay, it’s obvious that we both know about the situation over there.”, he thumbs in the direction behind him. 

I shift my body due to becoming stiff, “I saw your brother a while ago. He should be out of the water by now. Has he contacted you?”

“No, I’ll do that now.”

Diesel pulls the radio from his belt and calls for his brother. A few seconds pass by before a response is given.

“Yes, where are the two of you?”

“We are in the southern area of the dock. We’re on one of the boats. We’ll come find you. It’s too risky in this area for you to be searching for us.”

Garret sighs, “Didn’t I tell you to stay put?”

Diesel sends me a grin as he says, “Yes, but that doesn’t mean we’ll listen.”

The both of us cautiously leave the vicinity of the enemy vessel. It takes us up to ten minutes for us to track down Garret. Once we find him, he gives us a talk about listening to what he tells us to do. After that we return to the task at hand. 

“Look, we could end this tonight. We can easily stop the packing of the ship.” I state.

Garret nods in agreement, “I’m thinking the same, but we need not rush. Plus, we need to catch Torgny too or he’ll only continue elsewhere. It’s vital to ‘cut the head off the serpent.’”

Diesel starts in, “Can I say something right quick?”

“Sure.” Garret and I say in unison.

My boyfriend clears his throat, “No one can get close to the yacht because they’ll recognize us, right? So which of us can manipulate their appearance?”

“Suraj.” We answer again at the same time.

“Well, if we can send Suraj in to pretend to be one of the workers-”

With a broad smile, Garret slaps his brother on the shoulder, “Yes, that’s a perfect idea. How come we didn’t think of this before? We use Suraj as our secret weapon.”

“If we hurry we can shut down this whole scheme tonight.” I speak out.

We immediately construct a plan that requires Suraj to infiltrate Torngy’s carrier. Minutes later, we head back to the professor’s yacht. 

The time has finally come for us to rise together as one and demolish possibility of faux shifters. I am more than ready to knock down this risen problem.


Interference

Syraj agrees with our idea to send him in as a mole. He might not have the strength or the acute senses of a real shifter, but his ability to change his appearance makes up for that. Plus, he knows exactly how Torngy works.

“We’ll come in here, here, and here.”, Garret points down to a map on the decks table,” Diesel, it’s best if you stay here while you, Olivia, position near this pump house.”

“Shouldn’t I be near the pump house? My senses can detect any evil that might come near.” Diesel recommends.

Garret nods, “True. You and Olivia will switch your parts then.”

Felcity has been watching with wide eyes. She’s about to open her mouth, but I stop here abruptly by telling her to find us a pen. We truthfully don’t need a pen. I only tell her to fetch the thing because I know she’s going to beg to be part of this. 

My responsibility as her older sister is keep her out of harm’s way. These people we’re dealing with took Diesel, who is one of the strongest people I know. If they could take down someone like that, then I have no doubt that they’d find my sister an easy target. I’m never going to forget the shear terror I felt when worrying whether Diesel was alive or not. The image of Diesel in his weakened state in that lab still sends chills through me. It kills me to imagine my sister finding herself in that situation. She’s so young. Too young.

Mr. Wilks has been studying our plan with furrowed brows and no words. Syraj adds in his opinions and tweaks. Ash does too and even gives us some clever ideas.

Suddenly, Mr. Wilks breaks his silent demeanor, “Stop, stop. No, you are all not thinking.”

We all go quiet and turn to him. The words in our mouth cease.

He clears his throat, “What is the number one rule of being a shifter?”

“Stay secret.” Ash answers first, which surprises me because he’s the only human among us.

“Yes, precisely. None of you are thinking. You’re too desperate and you must understand that each of your decisions will eventually at some point lead you to shapeshifting. The area of Torgny’s yacht is filled with people. Although it will be two in the morning there will still be people around.”

Syraj tenses, “Are you saying we should let them leave the harbor then attack?”

“Exactly. If Torngy is out at sea we can cut him off. If he’s in the harbor, he could easily slip away. You can still go undercover, Syraj. If we’re out at sea we can shift without being spotted. That gives us an upper hand to attack. Not only that, but we can use my own yacht to chase them down.”

Its unanimous. We all let Mr. Wilks decide the moves and vital decisions from now on. I definitely don’t know him the way Garret does, but there’s no doubt in my mind that the professor has gained experience in these things at some point in his life as a shifter. 

___________________

“Like this?”

Diesel nods, “Yes, just like that.”

My earpiece feels weird. Right as I’m about to reach towards it once more, Diesel takes my hand. I smile at him reassuringly.

“Whatever happens tonight, know that I love you so much.”

I grimace, “You make it sound like this might be our last time together.”

Diesel looks down, “We never know when we share our last moments.”

Suddenly, the serious moment falls apart as Ash shouts over the earpiece, “Love you too, Diesel!”

I growl, “Ash! Did you listen to us?”

Garrets laugh follows, “No, we had no choice. You guys totally forgot that these are on.”

I sigh, “I’m not used to this.”

Syraj comes into the conversation, “I’m pleased that you guys are enjoying yourselves, but Im trying to concentrate. 

“Sorry.” All of us respond.

Syraj was dropped off at the docks an hour ago. He already had his earpiece then. By now every single one of us has been equipped with these tiny devices. Mr. Wilks has somehow, once again, taken me by surprise. Don’t ask me why he has these things stored on his yacht. I am just as confused as you.

I should stop putting the professor in a box. He has no limitations at all.

My gaze returns to Diesel. I want to tell him I love him too, but I place a kiss on his cheek instead. He knows I love him more than anything on this earth. 

“Ready?” He asks in a hushed voice, so our earpieces dont pick it up.

I nod firmly in response.

We make our way up to the main deck. I find Felicity waiting for us.

I envelope her in a hug saying, “Be careful, Felicity. If things get serious here on the boat, just fly out of here and wait for us. I don’t want you hurt.”

Ash comes up beside her, looking sympathetic. 

“You be safe too, Ash.” I give him a hug as well.

Diesel and Ash start talking together in hushed voices. While they do this, I use the earpiece to remind the rest of my friends to be safe too. They all reply with the same words of safety.

My nervousness is growing. I wait for Diesel to finish talking with his best friend. In that one split moment, I wish that my own best friend was here to see me off. Roxanne hasn’t come into my mind in a long time, but thinking of her sends a stab through my heart. 

Diesel ends his conversation with a chuckle. I ask what he’s laughing about, but Diesel gives me a shake of the head without a clear response. I guess it’s a shared joke.

Seconds later we shapeshift. My griffin skin replaces my human self. Diesel is replaced by an obsidian pegasus with a small bump on his forehead. One day his spiral horn will return… but it might take a while. 

I leap off the yacht and into the dark sky. My eyes stay locked on the stars above as I concentrate on gaining altitude. The pair of wings mounted on my shoulders pump up and down. Not far beyond me, I hear Diesel doing the same. It’s ironic how only two months ago I swore to have nothing to do with flying or the act of. Here I am today, flying over the ocean with my shapeshifter boyfriend.

After a minute of this, I glance downward to see that the professor’s yacht is nothing more than a tiny dot on the ocean. My night vision helps me to distinguish the small object in the vastness of the ocean. 

My tail bends and helps to angle my flight. Just above me and to my right side, Diesel keeps pace with me. For now, we are here so that when the time comes we can surprise Torgny.

I clear my voice and say to the earpiece, “Syraj, anything new?”

A long pause follows, and he finally answers, “Looks as if they’re wrapping things up. They’ll start the engine and head out to sea in fifteen minutes.”

“Have you seen Torgny yet?” I ask.

“No, I have yet to spot him.”

Before Syraj left, he shifted into the form he would use as his vale. He chose deep brown skin with curly hair. I believe Syraj took this form so that his eerie red eyes would be less noticeable. Mr. Wilks had earpieces stored on the yacht but no contacts for concealing abnormal eye color.

Out of curiosity I ask another question, “What does Torgny look like?”

Syraj sighs, “He is no different than someone you would see on any normal day of the week. When I first met Torgny, I thought he was just another worker at the lab. He smiled a lot, which caught me off guard. If you wish to know what he looks like, he’s easy to identify. The man has a dark scar on his left jawbone that is similar to a bruise.”

Diesel, who has been listening in, asks, “So who is that tall, skinny fellow that we once mistook for Torgny?”

Syraj chuckles, “Oh, the man you two have been calling Red?”

“Yes.” We both answer together.

“That’s Torgnys right hand man, Agnar Larsen.”

Well, at least we finally discovered Red’s real name. Agnar Larsen. Now we can stop calling him a color.

The conversation ends shortly, and we remain quiet. Diesel and I fly side by side. Every so often our wingtips brush or we share a mutual glance. Tension has now returned with the silence.

Ten minutes pass before Syraj’s voice starts up, “We are headed out of the harbor. I repeat. We are headed out of the harbor.”

For the first time, Mr. Wilks joins in the conversation, “Diesel and Olivia, stay alert. When the yacht is in open water we’ll signal you. Don’t worry about the chaperon boat. That is Ash’s job.”

We answer saying that we understand clearly.

From my height, I can see the bright glow of the harbor. Tiny dots of light drift in and out of the docks. I assume it’s fishermen heading in from a late night or leaving for an early start. One of those pinpoints of light is Torgny’s vessel. We don’t know which it is, but we’ll know when one of those boats heads straight out to open water.

Time passes like a tectonic plate, slow and full of growing tension. I wish I could reach out and grab Diesels hand for reassurance. Considering how were actively flying, and the fact that Diesel has hooves, I doubt this will happen. 

I want to talk with Diesel to help pass the time, but if we talk then our conversation wont be private. I love how I can use the earpiece to talk with the others who are far off, but it’s definitely a problem when it comes to one on one conversations. 

Let’s review the present situation. Here at Pensacola, Florida, United States, a group of shapeshifting beings and one human teen are trying to stop a man from upgrading and using a method that can make humans gain the ability to shapeshift. Shapeshifting is meant to only be gained naturally and not by synthetic processes. Therefore, it is assumed that destiny chooses shifters. Only those with a purpose to fulfill will gain the ability, ensuring that there is no such thing as a person who will wrongfully use the ability for their own ambitions. 

To me, shapeshifting is a gift in which I am thankful for and plan to use wisely. In another’s eye, the ability is a tool for power. A possible weapon and a means of gaining in wrong, wicked ways.

If this man named Torgny gets his ship to the country of Cuba, he’ll use what research he has so far to create a synthetic shifter that can become an animal, unlike Syraj who can only change his human appearance.

“Get ready.” Syraj’s tense voice interrupts my thoughts. 

My comrades speak hastily to one another. Quick words and reminders of what to do zip across our connection by earpiece. Garret, Felcity, Ash, Mr. Wilks, Syraj, Diesel, and then I. Seven of us together have somehow become closer over these days of trials.

A long quiet moment lingers. I know what is about to go down. The only thing left to do is wait for the words that will signal when to begin.

The professor speaks, “Olivia. Diesel. Are you ready?”

We both reply with a quick yes. My eyesight settles onto a pinpoint of light alone in the ocean. Not too far behind that dot of yellow light is a small boat. The chaperon boat owned by the two arguing men from earlier. 

It’s so quiet up here. Only a constant breeze and the whooshing of our wings interrupt the stillness.

The professor asks, “Garret, are you ready?”

“Yes, sir.”

Mr. Wilks then says the word I’ve been waiting for, “Dive.”

Without thinking twice, I fold my wings and press them against my body. My head goes straight down. I free-fall. Wind screams by my ears as I stay focused on my target far below. As I dive, my speed increases with each passing second. My eyes begin to sting from the rushing air. 

The ocean zooms up towards me and I don’t realize that I’m screeching until I’m only a few hundred feet of the enemy ship.

This will hurt.

I open my wings with intensity. My wings jerk back in the act of being a parachute, and a sharp pain sears through my shoulders at the harsh force. I clamp by beak shut. 

My hind lion paws extend forward and touch the deck of the yacht first. Then my bird feet make contact. On the opposite side of the boat, I hear the angered screaming of an alicorn.

It wasn’t long ago when Diesel and I fought the pack of dogs at Lake Jah’s dam. Diesel had fought with such ferocity then. I doubt this will be no different, if not bolder then before.

Voices shout behind me and I whirl around on my rear paws. Men spill out from the lower floor. I charge, momentarily stunning the men by the unexplainable appearance of an animal on board. Also know as me, a griffin. As I near, they gain their senses and begin to take action. 

Diesel and I are meant to only be distractions. Syraj, the inside man, will be the one to make the fatal move. 

The fatal move? Sinking the entire vessel.

It wasn’t easy to convince Garret to allow us to do hand on hand fighting, but in the end, it was Mr. Wilks who made the decision to let us have this roll.

The first man I come to obviously can’t see in the darkness. He merely kicks out at me in a weak manner. I growl loudly to catch him off guard, and then with a quick move I dive down and grab his legs. With a strong thrust I shove the man towards the railing and overboard. He yells and then a loud splash follows.

Why do I have a sense of déjâ vu? Oh, I know. Probably because I did the same thing just under a month ago. Instead of knocking vicious dogs into the water I am throwing men in instead.

More men replace the one I threw over. As I knock them off their feet, a bright flood light comes to life above me. The brilliant light blinds me and it’s enough of a distraction for the men to crowd in around me. If it wasn’t for my unfamiliar griffin appearance, I likely would have been completely overcome.

“What is that thing?”

I hear this moments before I open my wings. The sudden movement sends the men sprawling backwards in fear. I screech and barrel toward the closest person. With my right shoulder, I shove the man over the railing. The other men react instantaneously.

One of the shorter men, pulls a pistol from his holster and aims it at me, holding the gun with both hands. 

I crouch low and do my first attempt at acting, “Please! Oh, please, don’t shoot me!”

Seeing me, an animal talking and pleading with a scared female voice, throws them into a tizzy. I use the pause as a chance to dive in and take out two more men. Each tumble over the railing without much effort. 

“What are you? Leave us alone!”

One man screams these words, but not without slinging a fist at me. The knuckles hit home, and I clamp my beak tight as pain spreads through my face. I don’t move an inch from my position. Instead I growl menacingly as I turn back to the thrower of the punch.

I’m so ticked off by the fact that he managed to somehow hit me that I don’t even realize I say the words until they leave my beak, “Your worst nightmare.”

It feels like the perfect thing to stay right before going berserk. My body become a living weapon as I dive in and out of the throng of men. My adrenaline masks any pain from stray hits that I receive as I attack ceaselessly. So far, I have refused to draw blood since I am only needing to dump each attacker off the deck.

The griffin half of me has completely taken over and it feels amazing.

Only the wittiest men last now. I stand fifteen feet from them. Only three are left. The first pulls out a knife. The second grasps a taser. The third loads his pistol. 

For a moment I fear that I might should take retreat, but this fear doesn’t last. A huge white wave cascades over the railing and wipes out all three men at once. Seconds later, I drag them by their feet and over the side. When the last falls overboard, I come face to face with a white unicorn.

“What have you been up to, Garret?” I ask lightheartedly. 

“Ah, just making a splash.”

I figured he’d dive back underwater, but to my surprise he jumps onto the deck. I backpedal quickly to give him room. For the first time ever, I get a full view of his hippocampus form. His scaly tail matches the silvery white of his body. It’s much longer and thinner than I had previously assumed. Garret’s front hooves hold up his upper body. Water slides off him like water on a duck’s back.



“Garret, you’ll have to shift. You can’t-”

To an even greater surprise, Garret starts slithering along the deck like a half horse, half snake. Whether it’s his wet scales or the certain way he moves, he manages to travel without any issues. 

Why is it that we always find out something new about either Garret of Mr Wilks? 

An annoyed growl rises from my throat and I follow the slithering hippocamp. Somewhere beyond us, I can still hear the commotion being created by Diesel. 

“Syraj, where are you?” I say to my earpiece. 

A moment passes and my friend answers, “I’m trying to get into the engine room, but it’s locked by a password.”

I tell Garret, “I’ll go help him.”

He hisses, “No, I’ll go. You stay here above deck. Do not go below under any circumstances.”

I notice that Garret has fangs just like Diesel in his pegacorn form. Nodding, I turn away as Garret finds the entrance to the lower deck. 

“Diesel, where are you at?”

My heart tightens when he doesn’t answer at first. A long ten seconds pass without any response. Knowing he is on the complete opposite side of the vessel, I open my wings and jump into the sky. Once high enough to pass over the boat, I dip back down and soon land on the opposite deck. My eyes easily find the black winged horse not too far away.

I now see why he didn’t answer me. Two men are trying to subdue him. One has a rope around Diesel’s mussel and the other has a rope tightened around his neck. With one quick move Diesel flares his right wings and slap the man wrapping the rope around his mussel. 

Furious, I charge forward. Ten feet before I reach my boyfriend, I trip on my eagle feet and tumble head over paws into the commotion. I end up plowing over the man holding the other rope, but unfortunately I slam into Diesels legs too. This ends with all of us in a giant heap.

I’m atop of the man while one of Diesel’s wings covers me completely. Trying to scramble to my feet, the man underneath me fumbles about until finally he reaches out and wraps his arms around my throat. Pressure squeezes my esophagus and I gasp trying to breath. I struggle to wiggle free, but he’s in that one spot that I can’t reach. Darkness starts to dot my vision and I decide to take a high risk.

I sling my head backwards as hard as I possibly can. A smile spreads across my face as the back my skull slams into the mans face. Then I immediately cringe afterwards at the pain that blossoms in my head.

My legs thrust me into an upright position, and I turn to see blood running down the man’s face as he holds his broken nose. Without warning, Diesel bends over and grabs the mans shirt in his mouth. My boyfriend’s shoulders heave as he pulls the man to the railing and overboard. 

“Nice work.” I smile.

He snorts with a shrug of his wings, and we both turn to face the last man. I see fear in his eyes, it’s obvious that he’s about to flee. Together, the two of us throw over the man before he runs off.

From beside me, and in my earpiece at the same time, I hear Diesel ask, “Ash, where are you now?”

Ash responds quickly, “The chaperon boat has returned to the harbor. I told you I had the job under control.”

“I’m not exactly sure what Ash did to convince or thwart the boat into making the decision to leave its post, but whatever he did was effective.” 

“Join us on the yacht.” I tell Ash.

“Will do.”

I turn back to Diesel, “What should we do now?”

“Syraj and Garret must have broken into the engine room by now-”

“No, we have not.” Syraj’s voice snarls over the communication. It’s obvious that the job is taking a toll on the ex-spy or he wouldn’t be snappish.

Diesel and I pass a look. We both know well that we were specifically told to stay above deck, but we’re loosing precious time. Without saying anything, Diesel and I find the closest entrance and make our way downward. 

Inside, this yacht is much more detailed than the professor’s. Glass cabinets filled with lab supplies line the hall walls. Among them are various electric monitors and blinking diodes. Inconspicuous cameras watch the hallway, and I quickly jump up at them to tear them from their mounts. 

All is quiet. The only thing to be heard is the clomping of Diesel’s hooves and my talons clicking on the tile. 

Outside, we hear the hum of an engine.

“That must be Ash.” Diesel points out.

I nod, not speaking. The feathers on the back of my neck are standing up as if something serious is about to unfold. 

My voice quivers, “D-Diesel… Do you sense any evil?”

He stands perfectly still, “It’s everywhere and all around. The walls, the floor, the air. The whole boat is engulfed.”

I whisper, “Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

“It wasn’t important. There is so much darkness clinging to this ship that I can’t detect where the evil people are actually located.”

This puts me on edge. Truthfully, I’m already on edge so lets just say that I’m starting to regret entering the belly on this ship. 

Ash starts talking over the earpiece, “Okay, I’m at the yacht. I’ll need your help to get aboard-”

“Ash?”

Diesel repeats more insistently, “Ash, what happened? Ash!”

“We need to get out of here.” I gulp.

In sync, we turn back towards the end of the hallway that we came from. At the end of the hallway, the staircase we came down leads up to the main deck. Right as we reach the bottom of these stairs, the door above slams shut with a loud bang. 

Scrambling passed Diesel, I clamber up the stairs and yank on the door handle. It does budge. This doesn’t stop me as I continue to try opening the door.

Below me Diesel attempts to contact anyone available through the earpiece. Usually, his voice echoes in my ear when he speaks, but the little device doesn’t make any noise. No one answers him.

“Something must be interfering with the communication.” I state the obvious. 

He stares back up at me, “That’s why Syraj and Garret didn’t respond.”

Without second thoughts I shift back into a human as I go back down the stairs. 

Diesel locks eyes with me, “You shouldnt have shifted-”

Throwing my hands in the air I growl, “It doesnt matter. They already know what we are.”

I run to the opposite end of the hallway with adrenaline still pumping through my veins. There’s a door there too. To no surprise it has been locked as well. I hurriedly check all the smaller doors that line the hallway, but each are sealed tight.

“Diesel, we’re trapped.” I tell him, noticing that he hasn’t yet shifted.

He bares his teeth, “Step aside. I’ll try kicking down this door.”

I do as he says. Diesel passes me and starts slamming his hooves into the steel door. When that seems to be of no use, he turns around and kicks the door with his hind legs. The door begins to dent.

While he’s doing this I start to look harder at the items that line the walls. Then movement catches my eyes. The narrow vents lining the top of the hall have a smoky substance flowing from the them. I draw nearer to the one above me. 

What is that?

The pieces of the puzzle click together, but not fast enough. I get a lungful of whatever the stuff is, and I collapse to the floor. My lungs constrict and tighten. A stinging sensation fills my throat and windpipe. 

My eyes slide over to Diesel. He’s still going, which means he hasn’t breathed the stuff yet.

“Diesel,” I choke and he turns toward me, “dont breath the-”

My warning gets cut off as I begin coughing violently. It’s around this time that Diesel gets the full effect of the gas as well. I try to crawl over to him. 

The whole time I feel like I’m breathing in acid. I always thought breathing in smoke was the worst suffocating sensation I’d ever felt, but this was like nothing I’ve ever encountered. 

By the time I reach Diesel, he has shifted back into a human. My arms wrap around him. He doesn’t do the same as he attempts to breath. My eyes are watering from the pain inside me. For the first time ever in my life, I feel a headache forming. As I sit there holding Diesel, the room starts to spin and I can’t tell which side is left or right.

“Diesel… Diesel… What are we going to do?” I rasp my words with a voice that shouldnt be mine.

He grabs my hand and squeezes tight. The pain covering his face makes my pain that much worse.

“We’ll get through this, Olivia.”


Endurance

Stinging and burning. That’s all I feel inside me. My instincts scream for an internal cleansing. Every breath I take is like trying to climb a mountain. My lungs are on fire. Beside me, Diesel is struggling just as much as I am.

I barely comprehend the sound of a nearby shutting door. All I concentrate on is the utter pain I endure with each and every breath. It’s only when footsteps near me that I roll over from my fetal position on the cold, hard floor.

Towering over me, a man stares down at me with narrowed eyes. He is absolutely unaffected by the gas. My vision slowly begins to blur with the struggle. Right before I go too out of focus, I see a dark shadow on the man’s jawline.

Wait, that’s not a shadow. It’s a bruise- No, it’s a scar.

It’s Torgny. It’s him. We’ve gone through all this trouble to find this crazed man. Unfortunately, he hasfound us.

With gathered energy, I turn to Diesel and my hand extends out towards his crumpled form.

Torgny steps closer, “Nice to finally meet you Diesel Summers. Agnar told me so much about you and your little girlfriend here. It’s too bad you poisoned my agent, Syraj, with your philosophies.”

He takes another step, purposely stepping on my hand. I hardly feel the pain through the torture and terror already inside me.

The enemy settles his eyes onto me, and I see cold darkness in their depths, “Hm… Olivia. Olivia Linn Davis is your full name. You are a very peculiar girl. A griffin shapeshifter. It’s too bad I have no use for you. My scientists could’ve used your DNA as a bass for my formula. Whatever.”

I see him pull something from his hip, and it takes concentration for my blurry eyes to recognize that it’s a pistol he holds. My throat tries to swallow some saliva, but it feels as if razors are lining my throat. Torgny gives his pistol a flat emotionless look then he returns his attention to us. We’re defenseless in our state.

“I’ll be blunt. Who’s going to volunteer first?” Torngy’s voice is full of venom and mocking.

Diesel rasps beside me, and my heart splits to pieces when Torngy points his pistol at the boy I love so much.

Torgny sneers, “Diesel, the pointless pegacorn with no horn. I see you’re willing to die for this pathetic excuse for a girl. Your love for her will mean nothing once you die. No one will care either. You are-”

By now I’ve been able to grow my fingernails into talons. Right as Torngy cocks the pistol’s hammer, I reach out with my free hand and rake my talons down his calve. He jumps away howling and bleeding which ends with him stumbling into the wall. I start to cry as I force myself into an upright position. The pain tears through my lungs. With all my might, I pull Diesel’s arm, but all he can do is lie flat on the floor. His hand is limp in my palm.

From the corner of my eye, Torngy starts at me, “You freak of mankind”

I see the barrel of the gun. It’s so close. Weeks ago I was shot in the back, but this time I know I won’t survive, especially a shot to the head. 

At least I’ll die with Diesel beside me.

Suddenly, a crashing comes from the opposite end of the hall. The door from the upper deck tumbles down the stairs like a rabid animal in a fit. Not long after that someone follows.

My heart rises in hope when I see Ash bouncing down the stairs with a triumphant grin plastered to his face.

Torgny raises his gun towards my friend. Ash sees this and grabs the unattached door as a shield. Gun fire rings out, and bullets ricochet off the metal and lodge into the nearby walls. Torgny keeps shooting until his clip runs out of bullets. At this moment of weakness, I gather my strength and once again drag my talons across his leg. Ash knows I’m giving him an opening and opportunity. 

Like a superhero Ash runs straight at Torgny. My friend grabs ahold of the malevolent person and throws him to the floor with an intensity that I never knew Ash possessed. Torgny hits the floor with a loud thud. Ash grabs his pistol and throws it a safe distance away. Magically, Ash pulls a pair of handcuffs out and puts them on Torgny.

“What did you do to my friends?” Ash screams at him from the top of his lungs.

Knowing the threat has passed, I lie back down. My eyes stare unmoving at the ceiling. 

This gas must only be harmful to shapeshifters. Ash and Torgny have no reaction.

Ash’s face comes into my sight, “Olivia? Diesel? Are you guys okay? Please say something!”

“Ash… it’s in the air…” I cringe as I manage to voice the words.

Diesel chokes out, “Take her, Ash.”

Before I can stop him, Ash seems to understand and scoops me up. I lock eyes with Diesel as Ash carries me away.

“No! Get Diesel.” My voice sounds like a whisper.

Seconds later I find us above deck. Ash sets me down gently and he quickly returns below deck.

I breath in the sweet, cool air. The pain inside me amazingly eases with each breath. I then gasp in greater gulps of air greedily. Like water to a flame, the burning goes away. I breath so quickly that I begin to go lightheaded.

A few seconds later Ash pulls Diesel from the depths of the yacht. Being heavier than me, Diesel couldn’t be carried out. His eyes hang half closed. and he’s limp as well. 

I go straight to Diesel’s side, “Listen to me. Just take deep breaths.”

He does as I tell him to, and it doesn’t take long for him to realize the relief fresh air brings. Before long Diesel is able to sit up, but not without having a little trouble.

“What happened to you guys?” Ash asks stunned by our weak state.

I answer hoarsely, “Torgny locked us in and filled the hall with some type of gas. I think it only affects shifters.”

“It’s scary to see you guys like that.” He says shakily.

“What do you mean?”

Ash grins, “You two are shifters. It’s unsettling to see strong people fall.” 

I finally stand and wobble as I do so, “Thank you, Ash. If you hadn’t come in time we would both be dead. You-”

“Save that for later.” He turns away, but I see that pleasing glimmer in his eyes.

I start to wonder how he even got on the boat and how he unhinged that steel door earlier.

Nearby, I hear wingbeats reverberate through the air, and I turn towards the sound. Moments later a white cougar with wings lands on the deck. I run towards my sister.

“You shouldn’t be here, Felicity. Go back!” I command hastily.

She hisses back, “We lost connection with you and Diesel. I had to come for you.”

I hug her even though she’s in her mythical form. The memory of Torngy’s pistol aimed at Diesel flashes in and out of my mind.

Abruptly, Diesel starts from behind me, “Wait, where’s Garret?”

I turn back around. He’s right. Neither Garret nor Syraj have shown up yet. Fear for them blooms inside me. 

“Mr. Wilks will be here with his yacht any second. We don’t have much time left. He alerted the coast guard already. If this boat isn’t sinking by the time they arrive and we haven’t left…”

Our plan was to throw everyone off the boat then sink the vessel. Meanwhile, the professor would call the officials so they could arrive on the scene soon after we leave. This would ensure that the men on this vessel would be detained.

Right on time, Mr. Wilks pulls up with his own yacht. The men from Torgny’s yacht are still in the water below. Quickly, Ash heads below and brings Torngy out. At first, I expect my defeated enemy to say something but he keeps his mouth shut. 

“I’m going to go find Syraj and Garret.” Ash informs us as he disappears once again.

Felicity starts to follow, but I grab her wing telling her about the harmful gas.

By now Diesel has recovered enough to stand. Since none of us go below deck, we decide to inflate the emergency raft for those in the water. When the yacht starts to sink, they’ll have no where to go, and we’re definitely not letting them onto the professor’s yacht. The coast guard will handle them.

Long after we inflate the raft and set it into the water, including Torngy, we have yet to hear from anyone who’s below deck.

Diesel starts to get impatient, “I’m going below deck to find them-”

“No, you can’t do that.” I stand in his path.

He pauses, “Then I’ll hold my breath.”

“Diesel, listen to me. There’s already enough people down there. The coastguard will be here in a matter of seconds and we haven’t the time-”

Something hard slams into my back. The surprise sends me sprawling forward and onto my knees. Glaring behind me, I turn around and spot a familiar evil face thirty feet away. Beside me on the deck, a red and white life saver ring mocks me.

Did he literally throw a life saver at me?

Felicity is by my side in a heartbeat. Her sharp teeth are bared in a snarl. Those soft cat ears are flattened against her head.

Red, whose real name is Agnar Larson, smirks like a playground bully ready to steal some kid’s lunch money. 

Diesel’s hands clench into fists. It’s only been days since Red- Agnar- held my boyfriend captive. The hatred between those two has only increased.

Red steps forward, “Diesel. I thought you ran back home. You’re not as weak as I thought you were. I like a challenge.

I stare him down, “You’ve already been defeated.”

There’s no telling where he has been this whole time. None of us spotted Agnar before now. Maybe this was part of his plan. The man could have something up his sleeve.

My body morphs into its griffin self. Feathers cover my upper half and golden fur covers my lower half. Wings spread from my shoulders. Beside me, I see Diesel who has already shifted into a dark pegacorn. To my opposite side, Felicity stands her ground. I had hoped she wouldn’t join the fight, but Felicity won’t be backing down. My sister has always been insistent when it comes to dangerous situations such as this. There’s no time for me tell her to back down.

In this one split second moment, I realize that I am just like Garret. I tell my sibling to avoid the danger even when the sibling is persistent. 

Agnar Larson stares us down. My right foot takes a step forward. I lock eyes with Agnar. Then I see his eye color which is crimson.

I pause, “You have red eyes… only one person has red eyes.”

Agnar’s face starts changing until it morphs and contorts to Syraj’s face. This is the same face Syraj told me was his true and original appearance. If it wasn’t for those piercing scarlet eyes, Syraj would appear to be an average man of Asian decent.

Diesel hisses, “You were Agnar the whole time.”

“No, wait. Agnar didn’t have red eyes when we fought in the lab.” I whisper to Diesel.

Diesl turns to me saying in a hushed voice, “He could’ve had contacts in. Plus, you didn’t meet Syraj until after you freed me.”

This can’t be. I truly trusted Syraj. With my life too. My anger starts to burn and boil inside me from the betrayal. It doesn’t help that this is the second time a friend has turned against me.

How dare Syraj trick and stab us in the back!

I charge towards my once trusted friend. Fury fuels me, and it blinds me with its ferocity. In my maddened state, I don’t see the blade in Syraj’s right hand. Right before I reach Syraj, Felicity appears out of nowhere, knocking me off balance and causing me to avoid the knife. 

Felicity tells me hastily, “Wait, Olivia! You and Diesel saw Agnar at the harbor while Syraj was on the professor’s yacht. Syraj and Agnar are two separate people. This is a trick to mess with your mind.”

I straighten up. My sister was right. Syraj was with both her and Mr. Wilks when we left the dock. Agnar was at the harbor just a few minutes later when Diesel and I took watch. It proved the two were not the same person. Once again Felicity’s intelligence has proved itself. 

“You trickster!” I round on Agnar, not Syraj.

He laughs hysterically. While doing this his face changes once more, this time dark hair and brown eyes replace the face from before. Then I realize who he’s shifting into.

“Stop it!” Diesel growls, running forth and kicking the knife from the man’s hand.

Agnar chuckles with an all too familiar voice, “Huh? You don’t like seeing yourself in the mirror, Diesel?”

If Diesel wasn’t in his mythical form, I probably would’ve found no differences between this doppelganger and my real Diesel.

I’m not sure if Agnar Larson has been a synthetic shifter this whole time without us realizing it or if he recently underwent the process. 

Didn’t Syraj say he lost his personal memories when he went through the process? Agnar still remembers us from before. Agnar must have been a synthetic shifter this entire time! Apparently, Syraj had no idea of this too or he would’ve told us.

“Why are you toying with us?” I question our enemy.

Agnar changes back into his normal appearance and snarls, “Why not? You’ve taken out all the crew. Why shouldn’t I have my share of fun-”

Without letting him finish, Felicity races toward Agnar and flips him over the railing before I can even tell her to stop. Stunned, I stay where I am while.

Did I just witnessed my little sister throw a grown man overboard all by herself?

“I was tired of his jabbering. He’ll find the life raft with the others on it.” Felicity cracks a smile.

Right at this exact moment, Syraj- the real and faithful Syraj- and Garret stumble up and out of the doorway we came out of earlier. Garret’s face is pale, and it’s clear that he’s being affected by the gas below. 

“We have to get out of here, now!” Syraj yells, and I have no opportunity to tell him what just occurred.

Diesel, who has shifted back to a human, runs over to his brother, “Where’s Ash?”

Garret squints, “Ash? What do you mean? He’s up here, right?”

Diesel whirls around to race down the stairs but Syraj blocks him. 

Syraj growls, “You can’t go down there.”

“Why?” Diesel stand his ground determined.

Garret comes up to his brother, “We ran into trouble and could never get into the engine room. There was only one way to sink the ship. It’ll blow any second-”

“Ash is down there!” Diesel screams.

Diesel tries shoving by them, but the two grab him and pull him away from the entrance. Their combined strength is enough to hold him back as he struggles to free.

Felicity and I stare at the scenario in fear. With quick words, I tell Felicity to go back to the professor’s yacht. She turns to fly back over, and I easily see that my sister’s on the verge of crying.

There is no warning. A loud booming noise fills the inside of the ship. The vessel rocks from side to side until finally the whole yacht jolts forward. A whooshing sound starts emanating from the open doorway. Then like a fire breathing dragon, fire explodes from the entryway. Flames shoot into the air, roaring.

The sight of fire stuns me. My muscles lock into place, and there is no way for me to move. 

Diesel continues to pull against the two older boys. Finally he relaxes and collapses to the deck. Sobs wrack his body, but there is nothing I can do for him in my fixated state.

I can’t believe it. Ash… he’s gone.


Without

“We have to get out of here.” Garret shouts over the roaring flames. 

Syraj pulls Diesel to his feet. Finally, Diesel starts to move. Then he sees me staring at the orange and yellow column of fire. Returning to his normal self, Diesel runs to me and takes my hand. My fear of fire washes away as if it was never there.

“They’re right. We must leave before the yacht either burns or sinks.” Diesel tells me.

I stand to my feet. We both shift together. His hand becomes a hoof as my own hand becomes an eagle’s foot. 

Turning from the fire, I jump into flight while letting go of Diesel and hoping that I won’t freeze mid-flight.

I don’t dare turn back to the fire until I land beside Mr.Wilks on the yacht. The orange glow of the raging fire illuminates the professor’s face. 

“Is everyone accounted for?” He asks me.

Speechless, I turn back to see flames fulling engulfing the cripled vessel. Beside the enfurno is a small jet ski floating innocently in the water. It had been Ash’s transportation. Farther off, the crew members float on the fully loaded emergency raft. 

The flames keep me grounded. Even from this distance my unexplainable fear holds me tight. 

A hand rests on my shoulder, but I know it’s not Diesel. Diesel’s touch drives away my fear of fire.

“I’m so sorry. This is all my fault.” Syraj whispers. 

I manage to choke, “It’s not your fault. Ash was only trying to help you two.”

We should’ve listened to Garret and never gone below deck. This is what we get for all those times we stretched the rules and ignored his words. 

My mind can’t comprehend that Ash is gone. He’s always been here. Ash was there for me when Diesel was taken. He was there to cheer me up and give me hope when I needed it the most. Even Felicity was comforted by Ash in our lowest of times. 

It’s only when something or someone has been taken from you that you realize how much it meant. If only I could have told Ash how much I appreciated him.

We all stare at the half sunken vessel. Nothing stops us from watching the chaos. I try not to think of Ash being on that ship somewhere when the explosion took place. I hope… I hope it was quick. 

The tall flames curl and lick at the night sky. The orange light reflects off the water’s dark surface. A bright ominous glow surrounds the entire vessel. Smoke boils into the sky, and I can smell its pungent scent on me and in the ocean breeze.

An eerie growning rises from the roar of flames. The inside of the boat collapses in on itself. I don’t think much of it until I notice how wild the flames are. A certain area of the fire isn’t spreading. It’s just staying put. 

Suddenly, something explodes out of the yacht. A ball of fire shoots into the sky. Uncontrollable flames surround the sphere. I expect it to fall but instead it begins to stay aloft.

Something that appears to be wings protrude from the flying flames. It takes a long moment for me to realize that it’s not just a ball of fire, but a bird similar to a giant eagle. Flames replace what should be feathers. Red, orange, and yellow colors engulf the bird creature.

Banking sharply, the eagle turns its flight path straight towards us. Everyone around me runs out of the way, but I can’t move from my spot. While Diesel passes me, he grabs my arm. Now unglued from my location, I let him pull me out of the way. 

Seconds later the bird approaches our yacht. Instead of landing, it hits the deck harshly and rolls across the open area. With a finally somersault, the human-sized bird crashes into the outdoor table. Flames whoosh around it then settle down once more. 

It’ll burn the deck. The yacht will catch on fire!

I start feeling that uncontrollable fear inside me, and if it wasn’t for this I never would’ve realized that Diesel let go of my arm. From the corner of my eye, I see him step forward slowly. Directly in front of me, the flaming bird stands straight up on its two feet. With a sweep of its yellow eyes, the bird smiles.

I recognize him now.

Ash?

The wild flames cause no harm to the deck underfoot. Again, I take in the fact that every feather has been replaced by fire. This still has me frozen to my spot. 

Gradually, the bird’s flames start dying down. While this is happening, a human body begin to morph. A wispy thin layer of ash falls to the deck. From bird to boy, Ash now stands in front of us.

Ash isn’t dead. He’s alive! In the catastrophe Ash must’ve become a shifter. In this case he’s… a phoenix, which is probably what saved him from the explosion.

We all run up to him. In our concern and worry, we completely surround Ash who has a stunned expression fastened to his face, but it doesn’t take long for him come out of the trance. A grin spreads across his face. The same one he wore seconds before as a phoenix. 

Our questions bombard him, “Are you alright? Are you hurt? Do you feel okay?”

Ash interrupts us, “Guys, I’m not sure what just happened or how it happened but…”

“But what?” Diesel prods.

Ash points out to sea, “The coastguard is coming.”

We spin around to see that it’s true. About three quarters of a mile away, a large boating is speeding towards where we are. Alongside us is Torgny’s sinking yacht. 

Only a shifter can see that much detail far away.

Garret, Syraj, and Mr. Wilks hurry off to the steering wheel. We’ll have to get out of here fast, before the coastguard arrives.

_________________________

A few hours later, we find ourselves in the lounging area below deck. Outside the window, the sun is just now rising. The stars are dwindling as the light grows brighter.

This will go on my list of craziest days ever…

Ash is feeling fine. Considering how he’s acting his whimsical self and doesn’t seem troubled by nearly being incinerated by an explosion, I’d say he’s doing great. 

From what I’ve observed so far, Ash has no physical changes, except for one fact. His brown eyes now have tiny flecks of yellow in them, but luckily they aren’t too noticeable.

“I just realized that this is our last day at the beach.” Ash points out randomly.

By now Felicity has fallen asleep on one of the recliners. The remote control rests in her hand. She never got around to turning on the TV to watch something. My sister looks more peaceful then she has on this entire trip.

I sigh, “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’m glad to be going home soon. This has been a treacherous beach trip. I’d do anything just to be back in my boring, normal routine. “

Mr. Wilks hears me and says, “I’m so sorry about this whole situation. You deserved a nice vacation, but you all put yourselves in harm’s way. Thank you for doing this.”

“There’s no point to thank us. This was all meant to happen. If we had never come down here, Torngy would be on his way to Cuba to make his formula better.” Diesel explains.

Ash shrugs, “I don’t know about you guys, but I came away with something good.”

“That’s only because you became a shifter.” Garret chuckles tiredly.

“I can’t wait to get home and test out this whole shapeshifting thing. All those times I wanted to be like Olivia and Diesel. This is gonna be so much fun…”

Oh, dear. We’ll have to give Ash the talk about hiding his second half. This is going to make the rest of summer vacation interesting.

With Torgny out of the picture, we are all in a great mood, but that doesn’t stop us from falling asleep in the lounge room. 

We’ve all been up since yesterday morning. Even I, who only needs three hours of sleep, am worn out. Fighting crazy henchmen, choking on gas, thinking my friend died, and then have said friend become a phoenix will make anyone exhausted. 

In the end, we fulfilled our purpose for being here. The group of us came down to Pensacola at the right time. If we had come too soon or too late, we would have never discovered Torngy’s invisions and stopped them. 

Since all of these problem have been dealt with, we simply want some sleep and rest. 

Well… the only problem left is to figure out how I’m going to cope with Ash, who is made of the one thing I fear most. 

Fire. 


Home

My sister tosses her duffle bag into the trunk. A second later, I shut the trunk of my Toyota Camry. A soft thump resounds as it closes.

I turn back to Mr. Wilks and Syraj, standing side by side. Syraj has chosen an appearance that makes him look as if he was the professor’s grandson. If I was a stranger, I would assume that they were be related.

“This is it.” I say softly.

The other three boys stand near Diesel’s Camaro. They all wear solemn expressions.

Mr. Wilks smiles, “Don’t look so depressed everyone. This isn’t a goodbye. We’ll see you again.”

Felicity sighs, “True, but it sure feels that way.”

Diesel asks, “What do you plan on doing once we leave?”

The professor chuckles, “Good question. First, I’ll clean up my house from when those men came in and destroyed the place. Afterward, I’ll have roughly two months till college starts again. I haven’t been on an expedition in two years. The yacht needs to see the world again.”

“You’ve been everywhere though. Where would you even go?” Garret jokes.

The professor nods, “India. I’ve heard some rumors of a shifter there for many years.”

This catches my curiousity. Before he can further explain, Ash asks Syraj what he plan on doing. My attention turns to the synthetic shifter.

Where can someone like him fit in? He isn’t human, nor is he a shifter. Syraj is in between those two worlds. He is neither and both.

Syraj shows a large and uncommon smile, “I’m going with Mr. Wilks to the far away land. When we come back, I will have decided what to do. Maybe I’ll try finding my family. I might have forgotten their names and faces, but they’re out there.”

“That’s good, Syraj. You deserve something after all this- this craziness.” I tell my friend.

Syraj lost his memories when he went through the process of becoming a false shifter. I can only imagine how difficult it is to try remembering your loved ones and recollecting nothing.

We all stay quiet for moment. Then without thinking I find myself walking forward and giving Mr. Wilks and Syraj a hug. 

I wonder how these two are going to get along.

I have a strange feeling that the two are going to become really close. 

Everyone says their individual goodbyes and farewells. While everyone has their attention focused on Syraj, Mr.Wilks pulls me aside.

“Is there something I can do for you?” I offer, confused as to why he is directly confronting me.

Out of nowhere, the professor hands me a chocolate brown leather satchel. Speechless, I take it. To my surprise, it is heavy.

He looks me in the eye, “I could tell that you and Diesel had been in that dusty storage closet with all my catalogs. Don’t say anything. It’s fine that you were looking at them.”

The professor pauses, “Old books aren’t a good parting gift. I regret not telling you more about shifters, because that was your ultimate purpose for coming all this way to meet me. This bag has some of my journals from when I used to travel the globe. Unfortunately, I couldn’t fit all of them. You can get the rest when I see you again one day.”

I’m speechless as I stutter, “Th- Thank you, Mr.Wilks. I’m honored to have these.”

He smiles, “They were written for a reason. It was time that someone got some use out of them. Just promise me something?”

“Yes?” 

The respected man becomes dead serious, “Guard these books as if your life depended on it. The information in these books would have been something Torgny would’ve killed for. No one, beside shifters, can know about these.”

“I promise, Mr. Wilks. Nothing will happen to your journals.”

____________________________

Five minutes later the group of us start towards our own vehicles. Right as I open the driver’s door to my car, Syraj comes up to me.

“Olivia, you don’t realize it, but you helped me change a lot in these past days.”

“How?”

Syraj hesitates, “It’s… hard to explain, but I guess I saw something in you. You’re more human than some people in this world. People like Torgny. There’s a lot of good in you. Your intentions are good, but I guess that’s why destiny chose you to be a shapeshifting griffin.”

I laugh, “Thank you, Suraj. I know you’re still getting used to all of this. When you come back with Mr. Wilks, I hope you find your family. I truly mean that.”

“What if I don’t get a second chance?” 

“Syraj, everyone deserves a second chance. Especially, you.” I give him one last hug and wonder what his future will bring him.

“Bye, Olivia.”

“Goodbye, Syraj.”

_________________________

Hours and hours of driving. We stop at random convenient stores in the middle of the boons and then get right back on the interstate. Various weather, slow traffic, two misleading GPS directions, and four replays of a new album gets us home. 

Felicity has spoken every word in her mind about our wild beach trip, and all the other little things we should accomplish this summer. Her motormouth does not cease for hours.

After my sister is quiet for a grand total of twenty minutes, she turns to me saying, “I’m really glad we still have a whole summer left. I would not want it to end with us leaving the beach after fighting men on a yacht.”

My smile can’t be contained, “I could not agree more.”

Two hours later, we pull into our home’s driveway. The lake behind our house sparkles in the light of the setting sun. My house looks like a welcoming environment. I am overjoyed to be home again. 

Mellark, Missouri. I’m here at last. This is the safest place in the world to me, and I’m thankful that I can call this home. 


Epilogue

Ash acts as if he’s been allowed to join an exclusive club.

“This is the coolest thing ever. Watch!” Ash explodes into a ball of flames and then turns into a bird.

Diesel’s dark wing rests on my shoulder. If it wasn’t for his touch, I’d be in a terrified trance. His presence comforts me too. I’m so thankful we’re back home where we’re safe. The memories of seeing Deisel in that lab still haunt me. They always will. I cherish our every moment together.

Next to Ash, Felicity is jumping around in her white pumagriff form. Her eyes are wide with excitement.

“So nothing burns when you shift?” I ask Ash the phoenix.

He pauses, “No, not really. I think if I wanted to burn something I could do it, but most of the time my fire is harmless.”

Felicity reaches out and pokes his fiery wing. She laughs when she pulls her paw back, unsinged. Ash is the same height in his phoenix form as when he’s a human. 

We decided to meet out here in the thick woods near Ash’s farm and Diesel’s house. There is hardly anyone out here. Ash and Diesel are physically the closest neighbors out here. 

We have to keep a special eye on the surroundings though. Ash’s glow could draw any unwanted attention. It’s even harder at night when the woods are dark.

It’s dangerous to shift during any time of the day. Diesel and I are darker shaded creatures and that causes us to blend in with the night. On the other hand, Felicity and Ash are lighter, and brighter, creatures who could probably get by with flying in the brightness of the daytime sky.

Nevertheless, it’s much safer to be in our mythical forms in the safety of night.

Ash swings his head around, “Not only can I shift, but I’m stronger too. My dad asked me to move some bags of feed today, and I lifted them like a feather.”

I laugh, “Welcome to the wonders of shapeshifting, Ash.” 

________________________________

A Third Person’s POV…

It has been two days since Olivia finally returned with her friends. With much hard research, I found out the group of them had traveled to a place called Pensacola in the state of Florida. 

Their little vacation was the longest I had seen Olivia absent. A real problem for me. I’ve known everything little detail about Olivia’s life for years. Now I’ll never know what happened while she was away.

I have contacts though, if I find it important to discover what happened on her little beach trip. 

Olivia isn’t an obsession, but others might say that she is. I’ve gone under the radar for years without her realizing I existed. She has no idea that I know of her every adventure, mistake, fears and motives, likes, dislikes, and relationships. 

I never intended to become wrapped up in Olivia’s life. That only happened when I discovered her amazing secret. As the years passed, I only found her abilities more fascinating. Then in the past two months, I discovered that there were others with abilities like hers. Diesel, Garret, and Felicity were mythical creatures. It wouldn’t be a surprise to me if Olivia’s friend, Ash, became a shifter as well.

My knowledge if Olivia’s life is not an obsession. It’s preparation for the futute.


~Author’s Note~

Dear Readers,

Thank you for keeping up with this story. It took me an entire year to write these chapters. This book isn’t the best, but I tried my hardest. Thanks for being faithful throughout each slow update!

Yet again, it’s because of you that I’m here today writing this author’s note. Thank you for your votes and comments. (Those comments especially.)

Like always, writing and imagining a plotline always gives me a new perspective. It keeps me going some days and allows my imagination to extend. When I’m at work, I’ll do nothing but think about ways to try making a story better.

I’m a senior in highschool now. My days of writing started when I was fourteen. Age doesn’t limit your writing. I always try encouraging others to write. Social status, your grades, popularity, and wealth don’t prove whether you can write or not. Your story is worthy of being written.

If you think that you can’t write, then think again. We all start somewhere. As you write your grammar will become better. Practice makes perfect. 

Look at me. I make mistakes all the time. I probably made a mistake while writing this author’s note. *Does a mental face slap.*

Back to the point. If you’re trying to decide to start a book or even give up on the book that you’re writing, then don’t be discouraged. Right after you finish reading this chapter I want you to begin your book or pick up on that chapter you are having writer’s block with. I believe in you!

~Samantha Gettys 😄

(P.S. I almost forgot to mention one thing. Yes, there’s a third book. And yes, it will have slow updates. The third book is Part-Time Phoenix. I’ll have the first chapter posted on my account, but nothing more. Thank you again for your support!)
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