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Prologue

A Third Person’s POV…

“Secrets are powerful things that can be used against the one who keeps them.”

Those are the freshly typed words at the end of the laptop’s document. The compact computer holds countless photos and schedules of a particular person. More documents include data and accounts of the person’s whereabouts. 

The person behind the screen knows each and every word within the laptop’s memory system. They only created the files on the computer for when the right day came. 

Private investigation had been the graduate’s intended field. After being denied by agencies countless times and finding no income from people needing private investigators, the young adult gave up years ago. 

Needing something new to turn to, the person fell into a routine of discovering new investigative technigues. 

Unfortunately, the jobless citizen came across the wrong person during the wrong time. 

A few years ago, an article was posted online about the fact that people in Mellark, Missouri were seeing an abnormally large fish in their local lake. 

Wanting to stretch their skills, the person traveled to the town to track down whether the statement was true or, more hopefully, discover if the statement was false. If it was fake news, then it could be a way to uncover a scheme to draw people into the small town. That’s what this jobless investigator hoped. They wanted to reveal the lies and unthruthfulness in society. 

Instead, the invesigator accidentally discovered something else that should’ve never been found out.

The fact that shifters exist.


Quaint

Melark, Missouri has been my home since the day I was born. The town is small and is pretty down to earth. Crime is fairly low. If it wasn’t for Lake Jah, which was created during the 70’s, this town would have no major income. We would be even smaller than we are currently. 

The closest high school is two towns over. My sister and I go to the tiny private school in town, Lakeview Private Academy. I’m not a prissy girl with her makeup on fleak and glares down her nose judgingly. There are only two girls like that at my school, but even they have a good side at times. In fact, I’ve never worn makeup, and I only wear jewelry on days when I feel like it. Private school doesn’t uplift us to a higher status. 

Look at me. I’m completely normal. Sort of…

Thankfully, summer hasn’t come to an end yet. I’m not ready to return to school and sit in a plastic chair for hours on end. The fresh air and hot summer sun is a hundred times better then being cooped up inside.

Not only that but this quaint town becomes a summertime buzz. Visitors from up to fifty miles away come to spend their weekends in a lake lodge to enjoy all that the lake has to offer. The town makes profit off visitors by selling t-shirts and trinkets with the lake’s name embroidered into them. 

Summer is an exciting time for those of us residents. A local farmer’s market opens on main street each Saturday morning through June and August. There’s usually an annual quilting show in August. 

July fourth was last week. It has always been a huge event that draws people in like a magnet. Hundreds of families will gather along Lake Jah’s shore and watch fireworks shoot into the air. The fourth is one of those nights that I stay home and avoid night activity.

If you’re just now joining my story, then I’ll give you a brief definition of my life. 

I am Olivia Linn Davis. My initials spell out as O-L-D. I have a sister named Felicity who will be going into fifth grade this coming school year. She’s ten years old. 

Diesel Summers is my amazing boyfriend. We’ve been dating since the end of May. Last month him and I along with his best friend, brother, and Felicity went to Pensicola, Florida. Our vacation had an unfortunate turn of events. Some crazy situations happened, but it’d take too long to explain.

The group of us who went on that wild beach trip are close. Not only do we share a special relationship but we also have an uncanny attribute in common.

Each of us are shapeshifters. A shapeshifter, or shifter for short, is someone who has the ability to morph their form into a specific creature. If that in itself isn’t freakish enough, we all happen to be able to turn into mythical legends.

My boyfriend has the ability to turn into a black pegacorn. As you would expect, it wasn’t easy for him to adjust to that ridiculous fact. Diesel has accepted his ability and fate now. At the moment, Diesel is more pegasus than he is unicorn. During an uncontrollable accident, Diesel’s alicorn horn snapped off while trying to escape from a group of crazies. That spiral horn is halfway grown back. 

Felcity is a white pumagriff. She’s an albino mountain lion with ivory wings. She first morphed in May. 

Garret, Diesel’s older brother, is a hippocampus. To be short, Garret is a water horse with a horn.

Diesel’s best friend and neighbor is Ash. He is special, especially since he’s the newest shifter but the most original member of our group. For weeks Ash had yearned to be a shifter like us. He was the one and only human in out tight group. On our beach trip last month, Ash was caught in an explosion. In the fiery accident, Ash became a phoenix. A phoenix is like a giant eagle with wings of fire.

Thankfully, we’re all back home from that vacation. I haven’t even told you the story of that trip yet it’s evident that the trip was disastrous.

Like I said earlier, Melark is a quaint, down to earth town. The traffic is tame. Danger is rare. Scamming is unheard of.

I love my hometown. My secret has always been safe here. It’s a good thing I grew up here in this town specifically. There’s plenty of woods surrounding Melark which is great for a shifter like me. The skies are free of air traffic for those of us shifters who fly.

Every day and night that I use my gift I remind myself to be thankful for my homeland and its protection.

By the way, the creature I shapeshift into is a griffin. Yeah, that half eagle, half lion creature. 

I have one weakness and one special side-ability. 

That side-ability requires me to only have three hours of sleep each day. My unfortunate weakness? I have an unexplainable and uncontrollable fear of fire. 

Remember Ash, my phoenix friend? Yeah, he’s a living flame. Being around him isn’t easy when he’s in his other form.

There is one way to cease the fear that rips through me at the sight of fire. If Diesel and I hold hands or at least touch each other, my wild fear completely fades.

My life has many aspects that can’t fully be explained. For instance, why can we shift, and why into creatures that don’t exist in reality today? Other shifters are normal animals found in nature. 

Another question is why the group of us all happen to be shifters? Shapeshifters are supposed to be rare and far apart in distance from each other. So how is it that we’re all shifters? All of us.

We become shifters for a purpose. Ash just recently became a shifter which means his destiny will likely bump paths with our own.

I’ve been a shifter since I was nine years old. Many years passed before I ever used my ability to ward off evil. The same could be for Ash.

But then again, Diesel was only a pegacorn for a few weeks before he began using his gift for good.

Back to normal life… This summer has been the best yet. Not specifically because Diesel is my boyfriend or because I have fellow shifters at my side to make me feel as if I fit in. No, the true reason is because I have more people in my life. Diesel, Ash, and Garret have proved themselves to be loyal and amazing friends over and over again.

Diesel isn’t a friend though. He’s much more. Don’t get me wrong. Diesel will always hold a special part of my heart.

My other friends, Cellcy and Wonona, are still my most trusted friend. The two of them don’t know of my secret. It’s best for both them and I that they aren’t caught up in this craziness. 

Unfortunately, we’ve been slowly growing apart since Roxanne left. She was the one who knitted us together as one. Don’t think I’m neglecting my friends, but Cellcy and Wonona have been less… communicative since last month. I think they suspect I know more about Roxanne’s leaving than I let on. They know she was like a sister to me. If anyone, I would know the reason why Roxanne moved away without a word.

Sadly, I’ve learned how easy it is for someone to exit out of my life. Roxanne, her brothers, Mr. Wilks, and Suraj are all out of my life. Of course, they’ll be in my life again one day, but that will be so many years from now. More than I can estimate.

This is why I am so thankful to have friends that I can share my secret with. It’s a bond that can’t be shared with anyone who is unaware of the existence of shapeshifters.


Woodland

“I’m up for a round.” Ash replies, shrugging his shoulders. 

Felicity literally shivers with excitement after my explanation of ‘Ultimate Hide And Seek’. This version of Man Hunt involves us to use the thick woodlands between the town of Melark and Diesel’s house in the countryside. 

We will choose a seeker who waits about ten minutes for the others to go hide. The expanse of land we’re hiding on is huge. Which is perfect for us who have heightened senses. 

The rules of the game are that you must run as a human to your hiding place. Only when you arrive there are you allowed to shift unto your mythical form. If you aren’t found after ten or fifteen minutes, you can move from your location. The seeker can use his human or mythical forms. Sometimes the game can take an hour or more to play.

This will be the first time Ash and Felicity will be taking part in Ultimate Hide And Seek. I’m excited to see how this will turn out.

Diesel crosses his arms while smiling, “So who’s going to be the hunter.”

Felicity raises her hand, “Is this game a way to practice? You know, like, if we’re ever being chased?”

I pause then answer, “Um… that’s a morbid way to think of it as. Just think of it as a fun game but with super powers.”

“Alrighty!” My sister nods.

Continuing, I tell the group, “Diesel should be the seeker this round since it’s Ash and Felicity’s first time.”

“What happens if you’re the last to be found?” Ash questions.

Diesel grins deceptively, “You win. Plus, you will earn your place as seeker of the next round.”

I wish Garret could’ve joined us. It’s too bad that his daytime summer job causes him to miss out on nighttime games like this.

Before I realize it, Diesel sets a ten minute countdown on his phone. The game begins.

Spinning on my heals, I race into the trees. My skill at running has never let me down. I’m faster than anyone else in Melark. 

Low growing limbs pass by me in a blur. At my speed, I barely make a sound. This is good. Less contact with the forest floor means I’m less likely to leave a scent trail.

In the distance, a coyote barks twice. Crickets and cicadas fill the night air. Overhead, a half moon hangs in the sky. Tiny pinpricks of stars dot the sky. Then suddenly the tree canopy snuffs out the sky’s silent beauty. The temperature is perfect. This summer night in warm, not suffocating and hot.

Ahead I spot the perfect place to hide. The forest is filled with evergreen trees in these parts. Their branches start at the very base of the trunk. The trees are perfect for hiding in. Their branches are thick and are strong scented. 

This place is about half a mile or more from Diesel’s location. I’ve never used this area when him and I did our own hiding games. He won’t directly come here since I’ve haven’t hidden at this spot before.

I pull my hair up into a ponytail then start towards an average sized fur tree. To not spread my scent on the branches, I step gingerly into the greenery. Once I find the trunk, I start to make my way up it. Using the branches as steps and handles, I climb ten feet up. Once I am pleased with my height, I find a steady branch to sit upon and then wrap my arms around the tree. My face presses against the flaky bark. 

The tangy, sharp scent of sap and greenery fill the air. Hopefully, this strong smell will mask my own. 

Then I don’t dare make any movement.

There have been times when I’ve sat still like this in a game and seen all sorts of wildlife. It’s humbling and aweing to observe wild animals without them being aware of your presence.

By now Diesel has probably started searching for us. I expect that Felicity and Ash have found a spot as well.

Felicity is young but that doesn’t limit her brain. She’s smarter than anyone of her age. My sister will be able to discover advantages in these woods.

Ash, on the other end, is whimsical and light hearted. Don’t let that deceive you though. I’ve heard from Diesel that Ash makes good grades. Ash doesn’t go to school with us. He goes to the public school two towns over. 

School grades mean nothing in the wild. Even with that fact, I have no doubt in Ash. In the last few weeks, I’ve learned that my friend knows more about nature than I ever considered. Ash can tell if a tree is deseased or if an ecosystem is stable. He lives on a farm with his dad. Ash is an only child, which probably contributes to why him and Diesel are so close. I’ve never heard Ash mention his mom, but I don’t dare ask incase it’s a sensitive subject. 

Ash is the only other person I know whose initials spell out a word. His full name is Ashton Randell Myller. That spells out as A-R-M.

I come out of thought as I realize the length of time that has probably passed. Taking a risky chance, I pull my phone from the pocket of my shorts. My thumb presses the main home bottom. The screen flashes to life with an extreme white light, and this causes my pupils explode. 

Cringing, my eyes slowly adjust and I’m able to see the time, 10:30pm. I’ve been here for twenty minutes which means I’m allowed to shift.

After a few seconds, I put away the phone. 

Should I stay here or move from this location?

Staying here could promise safety or bring trouble, but moving could bring the same. 

While I’m brainstorming my options and how they should be weighed, the sound of faint footsteps make their way towards me, My breath catches. I don’t dare move a muscle.

The branches of my tree are thick which is good but an annoyance when you’re trying to see the creator of those footsteps. This may be nothing to worry about. It could simply be a nocturnal creature walking about. 

Staying as silent as a human griffin can be, I wait to see what will happen. 

A few seconds later I catch the scent of Diesel, specifically in his alicorn form. Not long later I catch a glimpse of him through a small gap in the branches. I tighten my hold on the trunk. If I caught Diesel’s scent, he could very well pick up mine. Hopefully, my boyfriend doesn’t single out this tree. 

A long minute passes, then the footsteps fade away.

I definitely have to move now. He’ll realize I’m not in that direction and circle back. This will lead to my discovery.

Without a sound, I make my way down the tree. As my feet touch the ground, I check for any signs of Diesel in case this was meant to draw me out. My instincts guide me out cautiously. 

All seems fine.

I go straight into a full run. The trees pace me in a blur. Obstacles block my path, but they are no problem for me. I’m faster than anyone in Melark. In fact, I run faster than any normal human.

This isn’t the body I need to be in though. It’s time to shift.

My eyes search the tree canopy above, but the limbs block all openings to the sky. Desperation fills me as I continue on. Finally, the trees part enough that I have a clear view.

Using my momentum, I shift mid-run and jump into the air. My wings spread forth from my shoulders. With much power, my wings pump up and down. 

A victorious smile spreads across my face. The emotions of excitement and exhilaration flow through me like adrenaline. I let out a triumphant scree. 

This doesn’t mean I’ve won. I’m only pleased by the fact that I can easily avoid Diesel when in the air. I’ll spot him sooner and therefore get away faster.

My gaze goes down. To the east, I can see Diesel and Ash’s houses. Below me is woodland. Northwest of my location is Lake Jah. It’s distant and only portions of the lake can be spotted. My house at the lake is roughly fifteen minutes from Diesel’s house.

To the west of Lake Jah is the glimmer of Melark’s street lights. If I was to fly further north beyond the lake and town, I might could see the quarry where Takolize drilled for oil. 

I can only see so much at my altitude, but from my time living in Melark I know exactly what is where. Melark has woods, but if you were to go farther west those trees would dwindle out and become replaced by flat grasslands.

I climb higher so that I can view the woodlands easier. If I stay high enough, Diesel might not spot me. 

An orange glimmer of light catches my eye. I swivel my eagle head to the right. Not too far away, a warm light shines through the woods. Then it fades suddenly.

That has to be Ash. What is he up to? He’s supposed to be hiding, not giving away his location.

Ash must’ve shifted into his phoenix form which naturally throws off light. 

He knows it’ll draw attention.

Unless, that’s what Ash is planning. Maybe he has an idea. 

I soar high above and wait to see if Diesel will emerge from the maze of trees. As expected, I see the faint outlines of a dark figure flying over the treetops. The pegacorn is almost completly camoflauged against the darkness.

I stay a few hundred feet above Diesel. The temptation to dive down on him pokes me. I swat away the idea. I would be caught by him, but then again it would be satisfying.

I remain on my flight course while observing silently.

Diesel makes his way toward where Ash’s firelight was last seen. It doesn’t take him long to pinpoint the area and disappear into the forest. 

Diesel didn’t even see me. He either never saw me in the first place or was too focused on finding Ash to notice me.

I watch patiently to see what might happen. A few minutes pass without any activity. Then suddenly a bright light explodes in the undergrowth. Like a streak, it shoots out of the forest. Not too far behind, Diesel wings after the phoenix. 

My eyes settle on the fiery bird. For a millisecond I smile at the exciting chase, but then a creeping sensation tightens in my chest. Like a malevolent punch, my muscles uncontrollably lock and tighten at the sight of fire. A gripping fear fills me.

My wings become stiff. If it wasn’t for the warm rise of air below me, I would be falling from the sky. 

The beating of my heart increases. 

The fire. It’s the fire!

Images of flames sweeping across my skin and consuming my body fill my mind without my permission. Fear and utter terror control me.

Just close your eyes!

I slam my eyelids shut and breath. My intake of air soon slows down along with my heartrate. I realize that I’ve been shivering. 

My weakness is fire, and it hasn’t always been this way. I used to play around the campfire as a child with no care at all. Sometimes I’d go too far and become too comfortable near the licking flames. 

It was only after I saved a young boy from a house fire that my terror was unlocked. Now I’m crippled whenever I see fire. 

Currently, I don’t dare open my eyes. My wings are no longer tight which is good since I won’t have to worry about dropping from the sky. 

Through my eyelids I can still see a faint orange and yellow blob. Ash and Diesel must still be in the sky. 

I need to land or I’ll have another episode.

Facing straight down, I slowly crack my eyes open. I’ve lost some height, but that’s no problem. My gaze stays locked onto the trees below until I land in a triangle-shaped clearing Once I have all four feet on firm ground I let out a sigh of relief. 

Get your head back in the game.

I shift back to a human. The feathers on my upper portion and the feline fur on my lower half absorb into my body. My lion tail shortens. The pair of wings on my shoulders retract and disappear. The face of an eagle morphs into my human features. 

Lastly, my black talons turn back into dull, round fingernails. I stand straight up on my two feet. 

The internal compass within me directs me to where I saw the boys last. With griffin strength and a human body, I start a steady jog through the woods.

_____________________

Every so often I dare to glance up toward the sky. Sometimes branches block my sight, but then every so often I catch an orange smudge in the sky. 

It doesn’t take me long to reach the spot where Ash shifted into his phoenix form. There is no physical way to tell if someone has morphed in a specific location. The only way to tell is to pick up there scent. 

It’s clear that Ash had been here right before he went airborn.

Ash knew he’d draw attention to himself by doing that. So why did he?

It doesn’t take for me long to catch Felicity’s scent and spot a large paw print in the soft dirt. Her trail leads off toward the opposite direction of where I came from.

After a lengthy search I find Felicity near a small brook, the perfect place to mask her scent. Her ivory fur makes her glow in the night.

“How did you find me?” She slinks out from under an aged log.

My sister is a pumagriff. An albino pumagriff to be accurate. She looks like any other mountain lion besides her hue and those powerful wings on her shoulders. 

Felicity’s thick tail flicks back and forth as I step closer. Defeated, I sit on a slanted rock that situates near the water’s edge. The next few minutes pass with me explaining how I froze mid-air. 

She jumps across the tiny stream saying, “Olivia, this is my fault. Ash and I- We ran into each other in the woods and decided to go opposite ways instead of pairing up. I guess he decided to fly to draw Diesel away from my direction.”

I sigh and stroke her wing assuringly, “This is neither your fault nor Ash’s. He just wasn’t thinking.”

Felicity’s bright eyes lock with mine, “Olivia, I know you’ve been trying to deal with your fear of fire. Diesel helps, a lot. But tonight, this shows you that he can’t always be there when there’s fire around.”

“I know.”

“We need to find a solution.”

I jump up growling, “Felicity, I’ve tried everything. Nothing works!”

She stays silent.

“I’m sorry. It’s just…”

“We’ll find something. What are sisters for?” Felicity purrs.

For a brief second, I forget our age difference. In times like these I’m thankful for her support and the fact that this girl is my sibling. 

“Thank you.” 

Pleased, the pumagriff simply smiles.

I go on, “Don’t tell Ash and Diesel about this.”

“Um… why? This is important.”

My eyes dart away, “Just don’t. Promise?”

My sister pauses then replies, “Promise made.”


Onyx

I wake at seven o’clock sharp. The morning sunlight filters through the small spaces between my bedroom curtains. Not a sound can be heard. 

Feeling energized and fully awake, I rise from my bed and go straight to my dresser. I quickly changed into a blue tank top and shorts. Then a pair of socks.

A minute later I travel to the kitchen and quickly down a bowl of cereal. Waisting no time, I tie on a pair of comfortable running shoes. 

By the time I’m out the door, the sun can be seen on the opposite, eastern side of the lake. The orb’s brightness blinds me whenever I face it.

My lungs inhale the fresh air. I begin my morning run.

When I was young I was known to be the neighbourhood runner, I still hold that reputation. I rarely take runs during the school year, but I have regular morning runs during my summer break. In fact, I’ve become closer to my neighbors by simply doing this each summer. From waving at the old couple four houses down, to exchanging conversation with the residential security officer, and meeting a few other fellow joggers. 

My life has strikingly different halves. I seem so normal and seemingly average to everyone who is not a close friend or relative. I’m Olivia Linn Davis, a teenage girl living at 253 Lakedrive. This is a good reputation to uphold.

Under this human skin of mine is an abnormal creature with no true place to fit in. I’m not even an existing animal. No, I’m an unrealistic hybrid between an eagle and an African lion.

The older I get, the more thankful I am for this wild gift of mine. Plus, I require little sleep and never need coffee. 

I don’t mind living this double life. Actually, this way of living isn’t troublesome at all. During the very beginning, the situation wasn’t easy to adjust to though. 

Here I am, jogging happily along the roads next to Lake Jah. My parents never expected me to become a shifter, but it’s a good thing they chose this safe town as their home. A bustling metropolis or an area with no nearby woodlands would not have been good for a griffin. Or pumagriff.

My turning point comes into sight. An old tree separates the lanes of traffic. Its twisted limbs hang over and shade the roadway.

The road continues on, but I always turn around at this specific point. 

I pause to stare up at the oak tree towering above me. There’s no need for me to rest, but I enjoy taking in my surroundings. Every morning is a beautiful one, even when the weather is rainy. Beauty can be seen in all aspects of nature.

A gentle breeze bends the highest of the tree branches. The individual leaves shiver in the air. 

With one last sweep of my eyes, I turn away and head back home.

____________________________

“Olivia! Where’s the volleyball at?”

“It’s in the laundry room!” I shout back.

My parents are at work currently. Felicity wanted to invite some friends over today, and my parents agreed to have them over as long as I stayed with them. 

Technically, I haven’t stayed right with them. I’ve either been in my room or washed the dishes while they played video games or hung out in Felicity’s room. 

It sounds as if they’ll be heading outside. I might as well join them. 

Quickly, I put my phone on charge then go out into the backyard with the girls.

Felicity has invited four of her friends over. This brings bittersweet memories back of when Roxanne, Cellcy, Wonana and I used to hang out like this. Ever since Roxanne left, I have lost connection with my other two best friends. The summer has slowly caused us to become severed. 

Snapchatting them every day isn’t the same as being together in person.

At the moment, the sun is high overhead. It’s around one o’clock. Boats and other watercraft fill the wide lake. The blue water sparkles in the bright daylight. 

The grass in the backyard is warm and dry. There’s no need to wear shoes in the grass as I join the girls in a game of Russian volleyball. To be short, the game is played in a circular formation. The rules are different, and sometimes a player ends up sitting in the middle.

After a half hour of playing this, a new diversion draws the girls’ attention. They start doing a cartwheel competition across the lawn.

I check on them once more then return inside. As I slide the glass door shut, my phone rings in my bedroom. My sensitive hearing picks up the distant tinkling noise.

By the time I make it to my room, I realize that I’m too late. The phone’s screen shows one missed call from Diesel. I tap the icon to return call him. 

One ring later, “Hey, Olivia.”

“Sorry, I missed you.” I smile even though he can’t see me.

Diesel chuckles, “That’s fine. You’re here now.”

“So why’d you call?”

“Well, I was wondering if you were free tonight?” 

I joke, “Is that even a question? I’m always free at night.”

Diesel laughs for a few seconds then answers, “You have a point, but this is different. In a way that doesn’t involve us being mythical creatures.”

“Oh, I see. Where do we meet?” 

“Actually, I’ll come pick you up around six. Is that fine?”

While walking out of my room and into the living room, I reply, “Sure, sounds great!”

“Awesome! See you then!”

_________________________________

Diesel promptly arrives at six o’clock. His red Camaro looks sleek and recently washed. I’m impressed, which is probably what he intended.

I hop into the passenger seat before Diesel can turn off the engine or open the door for me. 

“Where are we headed to? Shall we defeat an oil thief? Perhaps, sink an enemy’s yacht?” 

Driving away from my house, Diesel laughs, “That sounds exciting, but we’ve already been there and done that.” 

“Oh? Really?” I ask playfully.

“Yes, I’m true to my word. Instead of nearly getting ourselves killed by a tycoon or getting caught up in trouble, we will simply have dinner.”

I retort sarcastically, “Ha! Don’t ever call food simple. In fact, it is far more exciting then being a shapeshifter.”

We both laugh at that.

___________________________

Clouds are building on the western horizon as we arrive in the neighboring town of Clareville. This town isn’t too different than Melark, but it is more visited. The distance between Melark and Clareville is roughly ten miles. There are more restraunts residing in this area. A better variety too. 

Diesel takes me to an Asian bistro along main street. My first thoughts as we enter is whether we’ll be seated or not. Every single table occupies happy costumers. The tiny lobby is filled to the max with those who want to be served. 

I give Diesel a nervous glance. 

He gives me a sideways smile and says, “Good thing I got reservations.”

The rest of the night goes great after this. Our seating is perfect and the food is awesome. By the time we finish, it’s somewhere around seven forty-five. There’s still a line when we leave, but only a few people remain waiting.

Diesel and I walk from the restraunt to the nearby town park. Concrete paths, gurgling water fountains, and wooden swings fill the park. A group of middle schoolers play soccer blissfully in the grassy expanse. We choose a swing to sit in together.  

A few minutes pass before either of us speak. Our eyes stay set on the energized tweens.

Diesel breaks the silence as he pulls something from a pocket on his cargo pants, “I wanted to give you something.”

Without waiting for me to reply, he opens a small rectangular box. Inside it is a necklace made with black beads.

“What is this?” I ask, keeping my eyes on the jewelry.

Diesel shrugs and replies shyly, “Well, I can’t always be with you so… I got this for you…”

He hands me the necklace. I take it and stare at the design in awe. The middle of the necklace has a oval stone with a small pegacorn engraved into it. Smooth circular beads make up the rest of the necklace. As I hold it longer, I begin to wonder how he obtained it. Surprisingly, the stone beads feel cool against my fingertips.

“This is really cool, Diesel. Thank you. What is this made of? Obsidian? Onyx?”

He smiles, “I forgot what it’s made of, but I’m glad you like it.”

“Thank you!” I repeat with more enthusiasm and an added hug. 

Diesel helps me put on the necklace. I’m still amazed by its intricacy and craftiness. When he clasps the lock, I yet again notice the necklace’s cool stone. 

Before I can ask further about the piece, Diesel takes my hand and pulls me from the bench. We start walking around the park, but this doesn’t last long. Moisture fills the air, a sign of coming rain.

Ten minutes later, we’re frantically running through the pouring rain toward Diesel’s car. Water runs down my face and into my eye as I scramble for the handle of the passenger door. The whole entire time I’m laughing hysterically at Diesel’s grumbling and annoyed growling. His frustration is hilarious.

I fall into the leather seat and slam my door shut at the same time he does. 

“The ran ruined everything. I’m so sorry, Olivia-”

I wheeze, “What are you talking about? Seeing you drenched in a downpour has been the highlight of it all!”

My eyes sweep towards my boyfriend. Diesel’s dark hair is plastered to his head along with his shirt which is soaked through, sticking to him. I look no better with my tangled hair and wet skin.

A smile spreads across his face, “Really?”

“Really.” I nod once.

Diesel chuckles a reply. Then pulls out his keys and starts the engine. The car hums to life. We pull away from our parking space.

I immediately reach towards the radio. My fingers click the various buttons to find the perfect station with the right song. In return, Diesel clicks the buttons on the back of the steering wheel. As soon as I find a station, he abruptly changes the channel to annoy me. 

This goes on for a minute longer. My patience cracks and I hiss for him to stop. Then it’s him who is the one laughing hysterically. 

The time is around eight thirty when we make it back to my house. Our clothes haven’t dried yet, but we pay no attention to that.

The rain hasn’t let up either. Streams of water trickle down the glass. My  driveway reflects the outdoor lights lining the walkway to the door. 

“I guess there won’t be any flying tonight.” Diesel brings up.

“That doesn’t matter. You’ve already made my day ten times over. You took me out to supper, gave me this awesome necklace, and I saw you attempting to outrun rain.” My heart swells at the memories. 

Diesel leans closer, “I’m glad my embarrassment brings you joy.”

I straighten, “How about you come inside and get dry before you go home? My parents always welcome you. They adore you. So does Felicity. And my cat.”

Diesel’s smile melts me, “That’s very nice of you, but I ought to be getting home.”

“Alright.” I nod and reach for the handle.

“Wait.”

I turn back to him. Caught off gaurd, I’m met by a kiss. 

A moment later we separate with Diesel saying, “I love you.”

“Love you too.” I give him a hug.

A few seconds later I dash across the expanse between his car and my front door. The whole time I’m aware of the necklace around my neck.

I’m never taking this off. We can’t always be together, but this will have to do until we can. 


Cryptic

The rain last night basically ruined any night flights. It definitely won’t stop me from my morning run though.

A fog hangs in the air as I leave the house. My nostrils inhales the humid air. Then I start across my lawn. Meanwhile, the soggy grass squishes with my every footfall. 

Gray clouds cover the usual blue sky. A yellow orb hides behind the clouds in the east. The sun is trying to peak out from the cloud bank.

A wave here and a friendly smile there. My morning is wet, but it is yet again an average run, which is great. I stayed indoors all night. Those hours were filled reading, binge watching, and scrolling across my phone’s screen. 

My favorite tree comes into sight. Within seconds, I reach the trunk. The bark is dark from the nighttime rain. The leaves above send droplets to shower me. 

I smile and sigh, giving the tree one last glance. Something happens to catch my eye. 

A tiny slip of paper lays on the moss at the bottom of the trunk. Out of curiousity I pick it up. The paper is flimsy and damp due to the fact it has been on the ground.

I read: “OLD friend, please meet me at the place of my mistake. ~Rocks”

A laugh escapes me, “Ha, I wonder who dropped this note. It makes no sense.”

Hm… why is the word ‘old’ capitalized? It’s a coincedence how my intials are O-L-D.

“Wait.” I whisper to myself.

A note. Plus, the writing is familiar and a memory appears in my thoughts. My blood turns cold. Something clicks in my mind. I reread the paper. 

“OLD friend, please meet me at the place of my mistake. ~Rocks”

My words feel unreal, “Rocks. When I was little I called Roxanne that-”

Goosebumps prickles my arms and neck. My stomach is gone. It has dropped below sea level. I crumble the peice of paper and jam it into my pocket. I turn on a dime and run, not jog. 

The whole time I fly home all I can think about is the piece of paper in my pocket. Its mere presence seems to burn me.

___________________________

I shut the door of my bedroom. By now I’m shaking all over. Without thinking, I sit myself atop my bed and pull out the note.

“OLD friend, please meet me at the place of my mistake. ~Rocks”

“No, there is no way this is Roxanne. She and her family left here to start a fresh life with new identities. This can’t…” 

The more I looked at the note the longer I become unsure.

The sweeping letters, the nickname reference, and my initials would be nothing random. 

I begin to suspect the possibilites that this may not be Roxanne but someone else. Those suspicions subside though. No one knows that I called Roxanne by the name Rocks. Even when I did use that name it was years ago. Fourth grade to be exact.

“It says to ‘meet at the place of my mistake’. Roxanne drugged me at her house. When I last saw her, she said that was her greatest mistake.”

Nothing stops my next decision. Using my talons, I shread the note. Then I check on my sister who, to no surprise, is still asleep.

I go to her bedside and shake the sleeping form, “Hey, Felicity. Will you be fine if I go out for a while?”

Felicity sighs, “Yeah… where are you going?”

“To see an old friend.”

___________________________

My jet ski glides to a halt next to the dock. I haven’t set foot on this dock since that night in May. I gingerly step onto the place of memory. 

Roxanne’s former home rests uphill from my position. No one has moved into the house or even set a foot upon the property since the family’s leaving. The grass is knee high and twisting weeds grow rampant in the flower beds. 

The summer air is warm but it feels like a cold autumn day to me. I’m so nervous. My stomach no longer exists. I can’t control the slight shaking in my fingers.

Quickly, I secure the jet ski to the dock. Then I journey up the slope. My legs are stiff and every movement is a struggle. Every step is like a mile.

I never thought I would walk here again. 

With much tension and discretion, I reach the rear entrance of the house. The sliding glass door is unlocked. 

I ready myself in case this is some pycho trap planned by a crazy. Cautiously, my arm pulls the door open. Then I enter without a sound.

The house is untouched. All the furniture is in its perfect spot. Nothing has changed since that night. The only difference is the stale, uncirculated air filling the house. This is the only sign that this house has not been inhabited. 

Unconsciously, I shut the entry. My heart beats like a pounding hammer. The pulse reverberates in my ears. The house is so quiet.

How dumb can I be?! Diesel would’ve been here in a second if only I had called him first. 

Nothing happens. So I go further into the house. My steps are the only noise in the eerily silent building. The hair on the back of my neck tingles.

If anywhere, she will be in the livingroom. Unless I actually am delusional. Maybe no one will be here. That would be great! 

I step into the living room. My breath catches in my throat when I see who sits on the couch. 

“Olivia.” She greets solemnly.

“Roxanne.”




Crashing

At her request, I sit beside Roxanne on the couch. The last time I sat here in this very spot she betrayed me. That has been long forgiven though.

At first I’m silent and unmoving, but my emotions overcome me and I give her a quick hug. At first Roxanne is a little reluctant, but she soon returns the embrace.

“Roxanne, why… how are you here?” I stutter as I sit back.

My friend stares into my eyes with a look I’ve never seen before. It seems like an expression you use when you’ve realized an unpleasing fact about someone.

Roxanne takes a breath, “Listen very closely. This is important. I wouldn’t be here right now if it was a minor issue.”

My mind goes blank at this quick, straight-to-business reply.

“A few weeks ago… My family was approached by a man with some questions. He talked with us together then he spoke with me in private…”

I swallow, “What is it? What did he ask you?” 

She pauses then continues on in a hushed tone, “Olivia, the man asked me what I knew about you.” 

My heart skips a beat. 

“He asked me about your life and some personal questions that confused me at first.”

By now Roxanne is stuttering uncontrollably. She can’t even make visual contact with me anymore. In nervousness, she bites her lip. Roxanne’s hands clench into fists. 

I start to speak, but Roxanne suddenly blurts out, “Olivia, I know what you are! He told me, explained to me.” 

The world crumbles around me. I shut down like a broken lightbulb. I stand up and back away hesitantly. My arms cross and I pinch the bridge of my nose. 

How is this possible? Someone knows about my secret! Oh dear, what does Roxanne think of me now? How much does she know? Maybe this is a mistake and I misunderstood her…

“Tell me everything.” I say with a flat voice. 

Roxanne clears her throat, “This man had previously contacted Takolize, who is in prison by the way. This dude learned from Takolize that… you were a sha- Anyway, he learned that I knew you well. Then he asked me what I could tell them about you. When he realized I knew nothing, he began to tell me how you were some kind of creature.”

Who is this person? I’m in danger. My whole family is in danger!

“Olivia, is it true?” She prods.

I make eye contact with her. I stay silent. 

“Is it?” 

A cringe passes through me a moment before I respond, “Well, I don’t exactly know what this guy told you, but the answer is… yes.”

“What are you? He, like, said you are a shift shaper. Or a shifting shape. No, a shapesitter.” 

“A shapeshifter.”

“It’s true.” She whispers to herself.

My mind is going wild with all the other dangers lurking, “Roxanne, what can you tell me about this fellow? I have to keep my family safe. Please help me. I’m begging you.”

She becomes more controlling, “That’s why I came. I wanted to warn you. You saved me even after I betrayed you, Olivia. I’m here to help or at least be an informant.”

I step closer, “Roxanne, you won’t be helping me. You’ll be saving me and my family.”

_____________________________

“So wait… explain this again.” I tell Roxanne. 

She sighs, “This man, who happens to be Japanese by the way, and his cohorts have been scratching around for information for months. They learned some info from Takolize, and hoped to gain something from me as well. I know they’re aware that you live in Melark. I have no idea if they know any specifics about you, like where you live or what your appearance is.”

My response slowly comes forth, “Do you know… what they want?”

She sighs, “No, I’m so sorry. I wish I did. I didn’t even get the man’s name, but I expect that it was oriental though.”

I stand from the recliner and walk across the livingroom. My mind is swirling with thoughts. This is what my family and I have always feared. Discovery. 

In all this turmoil, I ask Roxanne, “So how have you and your family been?”

Roxanne seems momentarily surprised by this question, but answers nonethless, “We’ve settled in well actually. The town we’re at has been good for us. Our false IDs have worked fine.” 

Without stopping, she changes the subject, “What I want to know, Olivia, is how I never realized you were keeping something from me. Why didn’t you tell me about this- this shapeshifting thing?”

Feeling my guilt, I turn away from her. Roxanne’s gaze burns into my back.

She let’s a sliver of anger enter her words, “I thought I was the one to keep secrets from my friend, but it looks like I was wrong.”

I have no reply. Instead I step over to the nearest window and stare out blankly at the scenery. Tension is growing like a cascading avalanche. If Diesel was here now, he could probably use his ability to sense this to some degree.

Roxanne cracks, “Tell me! How long have you lied to me? Why, Olivia!” 

I whirl around and snap, “I did it for the same reasons you kept your secrets! To protect my family from risks and to protect you from this craziness. Don’t think I haven’t wanted to tell you this entire time. For seven years I kept this gnawing secret, and I had no one to share it with, besides my family.” 

Roxanne’s anger subsides, “Seven years?”

“Yes. And I apologize for withholding.”

“No, I was wrong to accuse you. I should’ve understood. Actually, I do understand since I treated you the same way.”

I let a slight grin slip, “Except I didn’t lock you in my basement.” 

“Olivia, you don’t even have a basement.” 

I then tell her everything that I have hidden from her all these years. I explain to her how I became what I am. Then I tell her the trials and issues I deal with when existing as a half-mythical creature. Afterwards, I relish in telling her the positives: little sleep, having great senses, stronger in general, and getting to fly. 

“You could’ve trusted me with this, Olivia.” Roxanne sighs.

I shake my head, “It was never a trust issue. The fact that you would be caught up in all this was what stopped me.”

Roxanne furrows her eyebrows and shakes her head. While doing this, her eyes settle on my necklace. 

“Where did you get this?” She points.

“Oh, Diesel gave it to me.” 

Her face lights up, “So you two are still together?”

I nod with a smile.

Suddenly, my phone starts ringing in my pocket. Within seconds, I have it out, answering. 

“Hello?”

Felicity replies, “Where did you go? I’m starving and it’s nearly lunchtime.”

“Be there in a minute. Just hold on.” 

We then hang up. I turn back to Roxanne.

Not waiting for me to start, she says, “Go on home. I’ve got some food here. I can’t leave this house and risk being seen. Don’t worry about me.”

I nod, “Okay, I understand. Thank you again, Rocks.”

“Hey, what are friends for?”


Termination

A Third Person’s POV…

“So I received this weird message in another language. Can any of you decode it?”

With one click, he sends the request along with a copy of the strange message that was received ten minutes before. His own message leaves the laptop, streaming in different directions across the internet. 

About a quarter of an hour passes before he checks his message board again. Four people have responded so far to his request.

He reads through the replies to find that most of the fellow hackers share the same uncertainty. Finally, one of his trusted confidants notices the message.

“This message you received was sent in Japanese characters. I translated the words for you. Here’s what it says: I am offering you 50K for the laptop. I’ll be in contact soon.”

He rereads the message then stands in pure shock. Someone knows about his laptop. Out there, somewhere, somebody is aware of what he possesses on this computer. 

Without replying to his buddy, he quickly grabs everything together that he possibly can. The little cabin he has resided in for roughly three years suddenly seems uncomfortably quiet. It doesn’t take long for him to gather all that’s needed for an abrupt evacuation. He has prepared for an emergency such as this. 

The heavy backpack does nothing to slow his rate as he scurries towards the door. Before leaving his three year home, he takes in one final view of the place. Then out the door and to his car he goes. Minutes later, he drives down the road, glancing back in the review mirror at his small home. 

Whoever sent that message knows what I’ve been doing all these years and wants what I’ve accquired. 

By the time he reaches his safe house, all lingering fear dissipates. Surely whoever sent the offer expected him to send a counter reply which would send a ping on his location. Of course, there will be no conversations with this anonymous person. Plus, most of the time peculiar pop-ups such as these were usually false alarms. It was sent in Japanese. Maybe his friend misinterpreted it, or someone could be playing a prank.

This safe house of his is simplistic and holds no style. A small gas stove sits in the corner next to a tiny sink. Over in the other corner, a low twin bed sits. A defeated sigh leaves his chest. 

Regaining a composure, the computer geek starts doing the one thing he knows best, working his laptop. The portable PC became his life ever since he discovered Melark, Missouri’s hidden charm. If it wasn’t for a confidant’s financial support, all his work would be currently nonexistant. 

With his years of experience comes knowledge as well. It takes him only a matter of seconds for live video of his first house to become visable on the laptop screen. 

Three cameras outside and three inside. Long ago, he himself installed those cameras as an extra guard and for entertainment. Today, they are being put to real use. 

Half an hour passes lazily. Nothing of importance is revealed by the video feed.

This has been a major waste. I’ll drive back tomorrow morning. 

As unexpected as the earlier message, the live footage shows a hoard of men dressed in black storming to his front door. Stunned, he watches as the men don’t even think to knock but swiftly bust down the entry to the house. The men’s faces are partly covered by black clothe. 

No, this is impossible. I’m in more danger than I thought! Who are these people?

The men spill into his once comfy home. Their movements are brisk and harsh. Some men go off camera, likely to search the rooms. The men smash and overturn furniture whenever possible. 

They want this laptop. This one sitting right here in front of me. I didn’t even reply to the message and they still tracked my location. That means I’m still-

Feeling like hunted prey, he logs out of every tab on his computer, except for one. 

Two messages are created. One of them, he sends to his trusted confidant. Attached to the sloppily-typed message is an extremely valuable file. The next message is sent to a totally different person. He attaches the same file from before.

In this second message, he says: Someone’s coming. I don’t know who. They want this info. Run while you can. 

As soon as he hits the send button, the young man dives deep into the laptop’s system and wipes out the entire memory. Every single file, every document, every gigabyte of storage is erased from existence.

All my work is gone in just a matter of seconds. If I lose this laptop, at least whoever is following me won’t obtain its stockpile. My friend will have the laptop’s basic files in the message…

There is no time for him to waste. The man slams his beloved computer against the porcelain sink. The device splits apart in dozens of pieces. Plastic shards, tiny keys, and wires fly everywhere. 

The safe house is no longer safe. In fact, it is far from that. He once again yanks the bag onto his shoulder and makes toward the exit.

Before he can even reach for the door knob, the whole entry slams open in a huge crash. Wooden splinters bounces across the floor. Following this event, darkly dressed men block the entryway. One in particular storms in through the door frame. 

“The laptop. Now!” The new man screams in an Japanese accent.

The young hacker stumbles backwards far enough to step on the remains of his laptop. The sad leftovers crunch under foot. It is then that he’s thankful for destroying the electronic along with the memory. 

At least it was the one last thing I could do to protect Olivia Davis.


Verge

By the time I return to my house, it’s an hour until lunch. No wonder Felicity called me with such exasperation. She likes to begin making lunch early.

Preparing a meal is the least of my problems as I walk through my back door. Roxanne just told me that someone is trying to track me down. My whole family is in danger, not just myself.

“Felicity? Felicity, I’m back.” 

She doesn’t answer at first which isn’t out of place, but my nerves are on edge so I fear the worst. My instincts direct me toward the kitchen. Two steps in, I find someone. The person is not my sister. The figure has their head stuck in the fridge.

“Who are you?” I release a lion growl. My talons are on the verge of extending.

The intruder straightens and turns toward me, “Olivia? Chill out. It’s only me.”

I sigh in relief, “Ash, why are you in my refrigerator?”

He shrugs, “I’m hungry. You were taking too long. Where did you go anyway?”

My words catch in my throat, causing me to pause so long that Ash stills and becomes serious. He opens his mouth, probably to ask if everything is alright, but this is the moment that Felicity walks in.

“So I found this cool new recipe that we should try out.” She smiles blissfully unaware of the tension within my heart.

Ash sends her a quick grin, but keeps his focus on me. He sees that there’s something up. It doesn’t take long for Felicity to notice all this.

“What’s wrong, Olivia?” Ash asks concerned.

My eyebrows furrow, “We need to talk. All of us together. This can’t wait.” 

Three of us are here. The two missing members of our gang will and must be present for what I need to say.

Whoever is following me precisely wants me for some reason. In the long run, my fellow shifters are going to be affected or targeted. I protect my family. Both related and non-related.

I go on, “We can’t wait for Garret and Diesel to get here. It’s best that we go to them.”

“Garret might be working. He won’t be home until four o’clock.” Felicity adds in. Of course, she would remember that Garret works a job. My sister is the most information retaining person.

I nod while replying, “You’re right, but at least we’ll be there when he comes home. At least Diesel will be there already.”

“Can’t you tell us what’s up? Something at least?” Ash prods.

I shiver, “I think we’re about to be compromised.”

Half an hour later all three of us are jogging up the steps to Diesel’s front porch. In the driveway, my simple Toyota is parked next to my boyfriend’s flashy Camaro. Ash’s small pickup sits on the opposite side. By the looks of it, Mr. and Mrs.Summers aren’t home. Most likely, they are at work. 

It doesn’t take long for Diesel to answer the door. His hair is messy along with a wrinkled shirt. The appearance is disheveled but Diesel’s eyes are bright at seeing us. Without waiting for him to begin greeting, we all enter through the doorway.

The Summers’ place reminds me of a modern country home, which it is. Mrs.Summers either has a great taste or has somehow perfectly replicated a magazine article on how to decorate. There is a perfect balance between refined and rustic. 

Ash and Felicity plop down on the couch. Diesel hesitantly steps up to me, but I’m too nervous to even make eye contact.

“How soon can Garret get here?” I break the silence.

Diesel sighs, “I have no idea. Maybe… No, he told me ealier that he won’t be back until late this evening.”

“This can’t wait.” I breath.

Felicity sighs irritatedly, “Olivia, if this ‘can’t wait‘ then just go ahead and tell us. We can fill Garret in later. Diesel is here, and you said you would explain once we arrived. Tell us!”

After her mind is spoken, I proceed to tell the three of them this morning’s events. From the incripted note all the way through to where Roxanne told me I am being searched for. 

By the time I finish, Diesel is walking back and forth across the room in deep thought. Felicity’s eyes are wide open in realization of the danger. Ash has no expression upon his face.

“Wasn’t it Roxanne’s brothers who shot you in the back?” Ash asks aloud.

“Yes, but they didn’t know that it was me.”

I often forget that being hit by a bullet led up to me meeting Ash. It was him and Diesel who had to extract the lead piece. 

Diesel speaks up at this moment, “This is beyond our control. Olivia, you’re the main person in danger. Maybe you and your family can leave Melark before you’re found. Cover your tracks.” 

“Do you know if they want you for you or if they’re wanting just a shapeshifter?” Felicity adds in.

I shake my head and fall back on the nearest recliner. If these lurking people don’t know who I am exactly, then they don’t know of my fellow shifters yet. A clear answer, something Diesel has said, starts revealing itself.

Ash tells Diesel, “There could be a way to manipulate-”

My voice interrupts him, “I have to leave. My family and I need to leave Melark before it’s too late. For all we know, this enemy could be at my house this very moment.” 

This won’t be an easy task. It will require me to tell my parents how I found out this information which will lead me to telling them the true reason why Roxanne left. The explanation won’t be easy, considering they have no idea I’ve nearly died more than once in that quest alone. 

My current situation is more terrifying than my prior adventures. This time the target has been set closer to home, family. 

“Felicity, we have to call Mom and Dad. There’s no time to waste-”

My sister jumps up, “If we tell them everything over the phone, they’ll freak!”

“Of course, I won’t outright tell Mom and Dad that their daughter is being hunted. I’ll tell both them to meet us somewhere and then I’ll tell them-”

“Meeting us somewhere? That in itself is supicious.” Felicity barks back.

I growl, “It’s safer than going back to our house. We don’t know whether these people have yet to find our address or not.”

Felicity goes quiet with understanding. She seems to shrink in the tension afterward. 

Diesel comes to my side, “Olivia, do what you have to do. Keep your family safe. If you leave, I’m coming with you.” 

I tighten my fist, “No, you can’t do that. Your own parents won’t know where you went or why. They don’t know you’re a shapeshift-”

“That doesn’t matter. Garret and I have been thinking about telling them one day in the next few months.” 

“Seriously?”

He nods back with as smile.

“That’s great! I hope it works out- Wait, you’ve distracted me. Diesel, you still can’t leave your family just to go with-”

Out of nowhere, my phone vibrates within my pocket. Standing, I cross the room and check the notification. An email icon pops up on my screen. It’s from a strange address with random numbers and letters. Without thinking, I tap on the email to open it. My phone’s screen instantly turns black.

Great, I just received a virus email.

Then my screen flashes back to life. Green letters lay on a black background.

The words form to read as: Someone’s coming. I don’t know who. They want this info. Run while you can.

My heart drops as files with personal information about me start appearing on my phone. Everything you could ever want to learn about me shows itself upon the screen. Everything.

Blurry photos of a griffin and data bases filled with information on Olivia Linn Davis pop up. I feel my breath leave my body as evaluations on my abilites and what I have accomplished as a shapeshifter fill my vision. 

‘Someone’s coming. I don’t know who. They want this info. Run while you can.’

“Whover sent this has this information. But…” 

The other three come up behind me to see what the problem is. With no thoughts, I pass my phone to one of them. Whoever takes it starts viewing the screen as well.

Everything is numb. I suddenly feel like there’s no escape. Someone out there has the information that the enemy is wanting. Is the enemy playing as someone sending a warning? Is this person just another threat added to the one already existing? How in the world did they accumulate all this information about my griffin side?

I was never safe in Melark. Someone had to have known about me for a long time. Now, there is a real threat after me. If someone has all this info about my life then whoever wants me will get it from them. I have no choice but to flee.

By now the others are gasping and quarreling over what is taking place on my phone. 

“This is bad!”

“Who did this come from?”

“Impossible! Olivia has always been safe about guarding her secret!”

I don’t take in enough imformation to think upon who is barking what comments. 

My mind goes in autopilot, “Felicity, we must hurry! I don’t know who has this information, but if my pursuers discover it then we have no chance. We have to get Mom and Dad out of town before it’s too late.”

I snatch my phone from Ash and run out the door with my sister in tow. Diesel follows close behind. It’s not until I reach my car that Diesel intercedes. 

“I’m coming!”

“No, I’m not putting anyone else in danger.” I retort too sharply. 

Diesel straightens, “I love you, and you won’t be going through this alone.”

Ash is suddenly there too. His friendly presence comforts me. He is the one person who can help me stop Diesel from coming with me.

My eyes make contact with Ash. With all my heart, I hope he understand what I want him to do. After a moment, he gives me the slightest of nods. Ash is with me.

I return to Diesel, “Please, don’t. You have to think about your own family-”

As I’m getting in the driver’s seat of my car, he intercedes, “Garret can handle things here. I’m going to be right here at your side through it all.”

My eyes tear up but I jerk my head in the opposite direction. Felicity is ready to go in the passenger seat. I shove the key into the ignition, starting the car. 

“Please forgive us.” I mutter.

Confused, Diesel pauses at the unexpected statement. This gives me enough time to shut the door and put the car in reverse. He stays with the car as if he’s thinking about jumping inside. 

Keeping my eyes ahead, I trust that Ash will do his part. 

Seconds later, I’m driving the car like a maniac down the gravel driveway. Diesel’s house becomes a distant patch in the review mirror. Diesel isn’t in sight.

Instinctively, my left hand reaches up to touch the necklace around my throat. Felicity stays eerily quiet beside me. She knows Ash helped keep Diesel there. 

Please forgive Ash and I. 

Diesel may not understand it until later. I love him too much to let him come along with me. I refuse to let him get in the crossfire of this danger.


Stopped

Diesel’s POV…

Olivia’s car starts backing up. Whether she wants me to or not, I’m going with her. She’s being stubborn by not leeting me help her.

A hand grasps my arm and I turn to face my friend, “Ash, what are you doing?” 

“Olivia said you shouldn’t go with her. You need to respect that.” He says, suddenly very calm.

I shrug him off, “She isn’t thinking. It’s just her and Felicity by themselves. My abilities to sense evil could help protect them.”

“Olivia knows what she’s doing. Neither of them are going to walk into a trap without thinking first.”

Ignoring him, I look back towards Olivia’s car. If I run fast enough, I might can reach her in time. She’s being irrational by not letting me go along. 

My mind makes the decision before I realize it. I start down my driveway after the car. 

Before I go even fifteen feet, a pair of arms wrap around me. A weight rams into my body. Then Ash and I fall into the gravel below. We hit the ground hard, with me taking the impact. My teeth clench from the rocks biting into my skin. 

“Get off me! What are you doing?” I roar. 

Ash huffs, “She’s trying to protect you, Diesel.”

“By having you tackle me? That makes perfect sense.” I try to get up, but Ash doesn’t move.

“No, she sees her family in danger. If the people searching for her discover that you’re a shifter too, then your family will be in the same situation.”

I can’t blame her. If I was in her footsteps, I would be making the same decision.

I grind my teeth and finally shove Ash off my back. He rolls into the grey gravel, getting grit and dirt all over himself. 

I could jump in my car right now and-

Ash starts up again, “You’re thinking up a plan. I can see your gears spinning. Think first. Instead of acting irrationally, come up with an idea that will help Olivia.”

“Wise words coming from you.” The sharp words escape my mouth before I can stop myself. 

A hurt expression crosses over my friends face as a reaction to my lashing comment. Ash deflates and then straightens up without a reply. 

“I- I’m sorry. It just came out and…”

Ash shakes his head, “It’s fine, man. I get it.”

My most trusted friend is famous for his easygoing and joking attitude. Most of his remarks are off-the-wall, random. When a problem with serious attributes rises, no one will turn to him for advice. People sometime associate a light attitude with immaturity. Not in this case though. Ash might seem like a youngster, but he has a good head on his shoulders. Unfortunately, I let my emotions speak out for me.

I wipe my pants off and sigh, “You say I should come up with a helpful idea. How is that gonna work? If Olivia is pushing me back so that I can keep my own family safe, then how am I going to help?”

Ash shoots me a mischevious grin, “You forget who you’re talking to. I’ve got my own tricks up my sleeve. Well, I don’t exactly have sleeves. This is a t-shirt I have on so-”

“Ash.”

“Okay, okay. Listen. Here’s my idea…”

Ten minutes later, I am somehow agreeing to his scheme. By this time, the sky is starting to turn grey with clouds. Birds dart amongst the trees beyond my house. A calm breeze ruffles the leaves on the plants.

“Just listen, Diesel, we could easily divert these people with a false lead. Once they realize they’re chasing an invisible rabbit, it’s likely that their next choice will be to either move on or search elsewhere. Either way, this will give Olivia and her family more time to skip town.” 

I scratch my chin. My eyes narrow as I consider my friend’s plot. It could work but on the other hand… it won’t be easy to pull off. The plan Ash has described could backfire so easily. 

Whoever is searching for Olivia will have eyes watching all of Melark. The enemy could easily appear to be a common resident or anyone actually. In this case, our enemy is unseen and mysterious.

“Okay, let’s do this. I’ll do anything that I can to help Olivia.”

That excited smile of Ash’s spreads across his face. Before I can even add in my own personal ideas, Ash starts running toward my family’s supply shed. 

I really hope that we’re doing the right thing.


Chaotic

Now for the first time: Ash’s POV…

Diesel has agreed to my askew plan to distract Olivia’s evil pursuer. It’s the best diversion that I have ever come up with. Actually, it is the only diversion I’ve come up with.

“If we’re going to draw the attention of this enemy, then it needs to have a hidden message. Something that only they would catch onto.” I tell Diesel who has joined me in my raid of the supply shed. His family’s supply shed to be precise. 

Diesel pauses, “Hm… Okay, that isn’t going to be an easy one.”

I stopped my search for a moment, “Wait, the people searching for Olivia only know she is a griffin, right?”

“They might know she is a griffin or they might only know she is a shifter. We know so little.” 

My mouth keeps going, “Either way. If they do know she is a griffin, then they likely don’t know what she looks like in that form.”

My friend throws his hand up so I’ll stop, “So we put out something that makes them think a griffin was there.”

“Exactly!” I shout and whirl back around to rumage in the drawer of a work table. 

After a second, I give up on the drawer and close it. A different scent rolls across the room.

I still can’t get used to these super senses. Everything smells, looks, and sounds more-

Something clatters behind me, and I move to face Diesel once again. Instead, I come face to face with a horse’s nose.

“What are you doing?” My voice sounds more annoyed than I expect. 

The alicorn unfurls his wing. In the process he knocks over a rake and a shovel. As he tries to avoid more accidents, he steps backward and kicks down a five gallon bucket. 

My friend’s hoof stomps the ground, “Pull out one of the feathers from my wing-”

“What? Why?”

“You said we needed something to make it look as if a griffin had been at the scene. A feather is perfect.”

Sighing, I step back only to bump into the work table behind me. My eyes divert back to the black pegacorn. Most of the space in here is filled with my friend’s mythical form.

“If I’m going to pull a feather off you, I’m doing to outside. Now, get out.” I motion with my hands toward the double doors. 

Diesel carefully steps out and walks into the backyard. Trees border the yard. Out here in the country, there is no reason to worry about the nosiness of others. Everyone is too far from their neighbor to get involved in their business. Diesel’s and my house are the only two houses within sight of each other. 

Diesel spreads out his huge right wing, “Pull out one of the lesser feathers. I need them to fly- OW!”

In my hand, I hold one of his feathers. Even for one of his shorter feathers it is a foot in length. The feather itself has a flat black hue. Unlike a bird’s feather it doesn’t shimmer or shine. 

When I look back up, Diesel is glaring me down while still in his mythical form. The ebony fangs sticking out of his mouth suddenly seem more foreboading than usual.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were going to yank it out?” He snarls through gritted teeth.

I shrug, “Hey, you asked me to remove a feather. There was no point in doing a countdown and dramatically bracing ourselves.” 

Diesel snorts and stomps the ground once in irritation, “Anyways, will one feather be enough?”

I pause and mumble, “I think so. There aren’t any native birds that are black and have feathers a foot long.”

“True.” Diesel nodded, “Plus, I don’t want to pull out another feather. My wing is sore.” 

_____________________________

Diesel and I walk casually down one of the streets in Melark. I won’t admit it to my friend, but I’m feeling pretty nervous. This plan of mine could turn south so fast. If I show my insecurity, then Diesel will stop us here and restart the whole plan. 

“Did you call Olivia?” I ask in an attempt to break the silent tension. Out of habit I pull on the straps of the backpack upon my shoulders.

He answers after a few seconds, “Yeah, I did. She’ll be leaving Melark really soon. I told her that we’re going to do something to divert her pursuers.”

I raise an eyebrow, “How did Olivia respond to that?”

Diesel grunts, “She didn’t like it. She claimed I was doing the opposite of what she wanted, which is to stay low and unknown. I explained that no one is going to see us. We won’t be in any risk. I told her to stay focused on leaving town”

“Good. We’re doing this for her. Remember, she’s my friend too- I mean she’s my friend. To you, she’s your girlfriend. I wasn’t implying that-”

With a sigh, Diesel cuts me off, “Ash, I get what you mean.”

I shut my mouth. I then mentally bang my head against the wall. People always say that I need to work on the filter between my brain and tongue. I guess this is a condition that comes with being an only child. Whenever I’m around someone my age, I just let everything free.

Our destination is now in sight, which is a small grove of trees in the center of town. This is about two blocks away. Our present conversation is left behind as we turn left down a nearby street. A serious emotion automatically arises.

I take in a quick breath and pull the bag from my back, “Okay, so we’ll hang the feather and note from a noticable tree limb. It’s three o’clock on a weekday. There’s plenty of people out on the streets. If we’re right and the enemy has eyes on Melark, then it won’t take for long our item to be noticed.”

We have taken the huge alicorn feather and tied a string to it with a slip of paper. Our little note says: ‘Face me cowards. Meet me at Starling Road at 6. ~Olivia’

Obviously, we wrote this message, not Olivia. No, there won’t be any real meeting. If this anonymous enemy finds this note, then they’ll likely focus on being at Starling Road around six. The location is a short distance from town and in the opposite direction of where Olivia’s family is headed. None of us will be there to meet them though. It’ll be a false lead. By the time they realize it’s trick, Olivia and her family will safely out of Melark. Neither Diesel nor I will have shown our faces during the scheme.

The problem at hand is getting the feather in public so that our enemy can spot it. That is the easy part. The hard part is making sure that no random citizen finds the ominous message by accident. 

“So why are you creating the distraction?” Diesel prods.

I roll my eyes, “Because, if I do accidently get spotted then I’m less likely to be recognized than you.” 

“Why?”

“Your dad owns the saw mill south of the Lake Jah. If they don’t immediately recognize you or already know your family then they’ll later realize how much you look like Mr. Summers, the owner a major business in this town.”

“Yeah, you have a point there.” Diesel admits with a shrug. 

I let a small grin slip out, “Just be ready to plant the message when everyone’s distracted. No one will even take notice of you when they realize what’s happening.” 

Diesel snorts and tells me, “Please don’t make me regret this.”

“Have some faith in your friend.” I give him a thumbs up.

Without waiting for a reply, I keep talking, “We must not wait any longer. A quest awaits us. Our destiny is calling our name-” 

With an exasperated growl, Diesel barks, “Ash! I get it. You have places to go and things to do. Go on now. I’ll wait for your signal.” 

Not staying a moment longer, I sling the bag onto my shoulders once more. With a short nod, I turn away from Diesel and head in the direction of the fire department.

It takes me roughly ten minutes to walk across town. The clouds from earlier have become more thick. Now that I have these weird shapeshifting senses I can smell rain looming in the air. 

It has almost been a month since I first shifted. Everything about this ability is still so new.

Diesel hasn’t been a shapeshifter long either, but he seems to be acquainted to all the attributes that come with the gift. I wanted to be like Garret, Felicity, Diesel, and Olivia so bad. I’ve always been one of them, but now that I actually have an animal form… I’m not sure what to do.

The Melark fire department comes into sight. I know what I have to do. 

Luckily for me, someone has left one of the huge garage doors open. The pale concrete outside the building is still wet from washing one of the fire trucks. 

This is either going to be a failer or a success.

When I was just a boy, my elementary school had a short feild trip to this particular fire station. We learned about how the men here work and prepare for emergencies. They gave us a tour and even showed us a room with a huge control panel mounted on the wall.

I’ll be going by memory to find that room. Hopefully, I can get there without being spotted first.

Cautiously, I step through the open garage door. My sense of smell, hearing, and sight work together. Wet footprints lead past two fire engines and through a simple doorway. The slight smell of rubber tires and old equiment drift through the air. Without a sound, I head for the door. From what I remember, the panel room is somewhere in the depths of the station. 

Before I reach the doorway, I pause to listen for human activity. Nothing happens at first but I suddenly pick up voices from further inside. A casual tone then a short series of laughing errupts from somwhere inside. It sounds like it’s coming from a break room.

On our tour, we had to walk right past the firemen’s break room. There’s no way I won’t be spotted-

A loud, abrasive ringing fills the air. I instictively jump back, but I realize that reacting is practically useless when the noise is all around. Footsteps hammer down the hallway toward me. With little time to spare, I press myself up against the wall beside the doorway. 

A line of five men and two women rush out. They don’t even notice me as they make a bee-line toward the largest of the engines. When the last of them leave the doorway, I slip through before someone notices me. 

That was unexpected. It was also the perfect distraction to help me get inside!

I enter a long hallway lined with picture frames and official-looking certificates. The loud alarm still reverberates through the air, but at least it isn’t as loud as it was in the garage. 

The perfect distraction came when I needed it. Now I just need to get to that room.

I have no doubt that there will still be some firefighters staying here. It is practical to keep some people here in case a second emergency would arise. My cautious actions are still in use.

Quickly, I go down the hallway as I stay on high alert for others. A smile grows on my face as I spot the panel room. A glow starts to spread through me. My joy drops like a weight when I find the door locked.

Of course the door is locked! I should’ve known!

Growling, I sweep my eyes back up the hallway. When I start walking, I find the office two doors away. Stacks of paper and files cover a glossy mahogany desk. The room is small and the desk takes up most of the space. My gaze darts straight toward the board hanging behind the desk. Dozens of keys hang on hooks. My keen eyesight centers on the hook with Anex Room labeled beneath it. 

Bingo!

I trip on my own feet, but I manage to get across the room in two leeps. My hand lands on the key and rips it from the hook.

Voices filter in from the hallway, “…We’ll need to check the supplies before our shift ends-”

I’m dead if they find me in here! Well… not dead. They’re only firemen doing their job. But still! I’m an intruder inside their office. 

Without thinking, I dive beneath the desk, pulling the chair back in place. The voices ominously come closer, until they pause right outside the door. 

I cringe while hoping that the two of them remain in the hall. My heartbeat sounds loud in my ears. If everyone had shapeshifter hearing then they probably would’ve heard my heartbeat, because that is how loud it seemed to be beating.

Man, up! This isn’t such a bad situation. It could be so much worse.

I can think of a few worse situations. One of them would include going beneath the deck of a yacht and being incinerated in a wave of fire… I still haven’t told anyone the exact detail of how I became a phoenix. 

My hiding spot below the desktop has proven to be a good decision. The voices slowly fade over a course of two minutes. 

This mini mission has taken too long already. It doesn’t take me but a second to climb out from my shelter and fly back to the panel room. I jam the key into the door a little too harshly. I have a faint fear that the key is the wrong one, but the weight lifts from my shoulders as the door slides open quietly.

I glide into the closet-sized room and shut the door behind me. When I turn back around, I see that not much has changed about this room since my tour so long ago. More items fill the floor, but they are no big deal. A huge control panel still covers the wall. Tiny, colored diodes blink across the black board which is filled with buttons and switches. It looks like something you would see in a movie instead of your local fire station. 

It takes me almost a minute to pinpoint the area that controls what I need. Finally, I find a faded label that says ‘Tornado Siren‘. One switch turns on the alarm but another controls how long it will announce a warning. These manual adjustments are merely for when they have tornado drills, which is the first Saturday of each month. Today isn’t Saturday and it’s partly cloudy. Some people will brush off the warning, but many people will assume it’s the real thing.

Okay, once this thing starts up I won’t have long to get out of here. 

There is still one more thing that I need to do. The bag hanging from my shoulders keeps my second mission in mind.

I fumble with the switches. I set the alarm on its longest length of time. Before hitting the initiate button, I take a deep breath and let it out slowly.

I push the button. 

Less than a second latter, the eerie tornado siren begins its loud screaming. I shoot out of the room and lock it behind me. The key still rests in my hand. If I can return to its hook, then the fire men will assume that the siren is simply malfunctioning. 

My shifting strength allows me to reach the office and hang the key back. I pause though. If they get the key, they’ll have that door open and the siren off in just a few minutes. I need the siren to go much longer than that. An idea comes to mind. I take the key and open a drawer in the desk. The single key drops in with a pile of pens, paper clips, and other office supplies. 

They’ll think that one of their own threw this in here. It’ll take them a while to find this tiny treasure.

By now, shouting can be heard in another part of the building. It echoes down the hall and can barely be heard over the siren outside. 

I quickly run out of the room and down the hallway. My fleeing causes me to pass right by the panel room and in the opposite direction of how I entered. A back door meets me as I turn a corner. 

I hadn’t used this door to enter the building because it was locked. Fortunately, I’m able to get out this way.  As soon as the door opens, the full force of the siren slams down upon me. Its roaring fills my head. The accute hearing definitely gets overwhelmed. I don’t slow though. I run away from the station as if a pack wolves are after me. 

At least I’m out of there now. There is one more thing that remains for me to do. It’s the exciting part. It includes my favorite thing, fire.


Attention

Remaining in Ash’s POV…

When the tornado sirens went off, it caused a huge distraction. Diesel was able to successfully place the feather and note on a tree limb. The locals were so busy running indoors and staring at the sky dumfounded that they never noticed Diesel’s actions. 

So much effort was put into distracting the town just so my friend could place that note. Now we have to center everyone’s attention toward the trees that grow in the center of Melark. If not, then the enemy with eyes will never discover our false message. 

So here I am. My location is currently on the rooftop of a hardware store that rests beside the grove of trees. There is a panoramic view of the trees below, which in reality is a tiny park. My advanced sight centers on a black feather dangling from a small branch. I chuckle under my breath and a shiver of excitement courses through my body. 

Backing away from the edge, I pull the supplies from my backpack. My items are set up in a neat row.

The tornado sirens were shut off roughly two minutes ago. The firemen must have eventually found the key or busted down the door to the panel room. The siren sang for a good ten to fifteen minutes.

Olivia’s hunter won’t ignore the sudden and unexplainable siren. They’ll realize something is up. Whoever he or they are will have their attention upon the town now. 

My supplies consist of various fireworks. I have them up in a certain order. Some of the fireworks are made to be bright and explosive. On the contrast, some of the fireworks are made to solely be loud. I make sure that I will be using them evenly throughout the performance. 

Diesel and I found a few forgotten fireworks in his supply shed. I found a few old ones at my house as well. In total, we have an assortment of twelve total fireworks. It sounds like a promising amount, but a single fireworks lasts for only a few seconds. 

Once they are lined up and ready to go, I pull my phone from my pocket. I tap on my friend’s profile image then lift the phone to my ear.

“You’re ready?” Diesel answers.

“Yeah, it’s time to rock ‘n’ roll. Let’s light it up!”

He stops me, “Hold up, Ash! I know you have small urges to be a pyromaniac at times. You’re literally a phoenix. But listen, make sure you have an easy way to exit. Once those fireworks explode there’s going to be policemen arriving to investigate the disruption.” 

A smile crosses my face as I speak into my phone, “Don’t worry. I’m thinking ahead. Now, are you ready to begin?”

“Yeah, go and do your thing. Remember to meet me at the old salon.” He gives me an authoritative tone.

“Cool.” I press the end call button before the conversation can go further.

One last time, I make sure no one can spot me on the rooftop. I might be over-excited about the fire part, but I assure myself that all is well first. 

I approach the line of positioned fireworks as I morph my right arm into that of a phoenix wing. Long feathers made of orange flames extend from my arm as my bone structure changes. Not a second later, I have a fiery phoenix wing. The rest of my body is still a human teenager. Warm light glows from my wing and onto my shirt.

My flames usually don’t burn or cause harm to anything surrounding me, but I’ve learned to turn the harmless flames into a real and distructive weapon. Luckily, I can do this at will.

Gingerly, I inch the tip of my wing toward the first firework in the row. Blistering heat radiates from my now harmful flames. It triggers a memory but I shove it down quickly. I can feel the heat and yet it doesn’t hurt at all. 

A lick of fire ingnites the first firework. Right when it reaches the base of the rocket, I move to the next fuse so that it can be starting. The loud fizzing fills the air, and then a scream resounds from the first rocket as it shoots upward. A thrill surges through me. A second and a half passes before the deafening boom jolts the block. My sensitive hearing gets pierced. 

Car alarms, two screams, and a cascade of yelling follows the loud explosion. There isn’t much time to waist. I can’t get caught. Steadily, I continue lighting one fuse after the other. The rockets shoot consecutively in order. My excitement bubbles over at the same time that my growing dread does. 

Each loud explosion causes more commotion down on the street below. I can’t hear much over the booming. Neither can I peek over the rooftop without being spotted.

By the time the last firework explodes, my ears feel numb, and the lights from police cars are now flashing off the windows.

Run! Run!

My wing automatically shifts back to a human arm. Ashes fall away my arm as the flames die away. It’s good to see my normal limb once again. 

The backpack feels light on my shoulders as I sprint across the rooftop toward the rear of the building. The rungs of the metal ladder comes into reach, but I stop short when I catch sight of two policemen approaching. They haven’t noticed me yet. The officers are searching for a way to come onto the roof.

Great! Now there’s no way to get out of here without being found. 

I can’t decide if breaking into the fire department or being searched for by the law is worse. Probably, being trailed by cops is the worse situation.

The flat-topped building I stand on has a neighboring building on the left and then the grove of tree on the opposite side. The building next door is about ten feet higher. 

Shifting definetely isn’t an option. It’s daylight. It’s the center of Melark. Too much attention has been drawn to this area. This rooftop will be magnet for eyes. A flaming bird is not going to help the situation. 

I have only one route. One way to get out of this pickle. 

My gaze narrows onto the neighboring building. Red brick covers the side. From this perspective, it looks similar to a foreboading wall.  Stepping back a few paces, I take a deep breath. In then out. 

With shifter energy coursing through me, I break out into a full on run. My hair blows back as I race toward the brick face. I strain my muscles to go faster and push harder. 

One… two… three!

I launch myself into the air and throw my arms up. A pulse of shock hits me as my hands grasp the building’s edge. My shoes scrape against the brick in an attempt to push me up further. As I hoist myself, I glance back down at the ten foot drop. 

Diesel and Olivia never told me I could jump like this. How could they have forgotten this cool detail? I can scale walls! I’ll have to confront them about this matter that they so elegantly forgot to mention.  

I chuckle as I pull myself onto the roof. My pace doesn’t slow. I stand up straight and keep going. The next building over is only a four foot drop down. Then I race over to the next adjoining building. My adrenaline mixes with my inhuman strength. 

Finally, I reach a building that should be far enough away from the activity. This rooftop even has a similar ladder that goes to the ground. It doesn’t take me long to climb down. My feet then lead me away from the building. 

I have to meet Diesel at the old salon. That’s on Canopy Street which is-

With my mind elsewhere, I don’t pay attention as another figure runs out in front of me. I have no time to stop, causing us to collide into each other. My own self crashes to the ground and rolls twice twice. The other person is simply shoved to the ground.

With gritted teeth, my forearm immediately erupts with a stinging, burning sensation. Blood oozes from a nasty scrape the size of lightbulb. 

I quickly turn back, “I’m so, so sorry! I wasn’t thinking and ran into you- I’m so sorry. Are you alright?”

The person I plowed over is a girl who happens to look my age. She has chocolate brown hair and equally colored eyes that cause my words to catch in my throat. 

She stutter, “I’m fine. A few bruises won’t hurt me. I should’ve been paying attention better-”

“No, it’s all my fault. Accept my apology.” I scramble to my feet and offer my hand.

The girl looks at my hand as if its a foreign object. After a moment, she cautiously allows me to help her up. I can feel my cheeks heating up.

Her eyes spot the skinned area on my arm, “We need to get that cleaned.”

A new and unfamiliar excitement fills me at her concern. It’s a sensation that I’ve never felt before. Then like a crashing wave, I’m reminded of Diesel waiting for me at Canopy Street.

He can wait though.

“It’ll be alright.” I change the subject, “What were you running for?”

Her face becomes flush, “I- um- Well, I’m just trying to get out of the house some.”

I can tell she’s telling a false story when she refuses to make eye contact during her statement. I’m about to ask if something is wrong when I catch sight of a police officer in the direction I had been running from. He hasn’t spotted us yet. 

The girl and I glance back at each other. Whoever this girl is, she wears the same worried expression as I am. 

The words leave my mouth before I even process them, “Follow me! I know somewhere we can go.” 

I lead us west toward where Canopy Street is. Our pace stays even until we both feel comfortable with the area. The further we get from my firework display, the slower we become. We gradually decrease to a walk.

“Okay, so what’s your deal with running from the cop?” She asks outright.

I steal a glance toward her while I wonder what lie I should come up with. She seems like a nice person. The funny feeling inside me makes me want to trust her. It would be so easy to come up with some fake story though…

This day has been a wild one. One of my friends is being hunted by a creeper and I just crashed into this girl, destroying any chances of her liking me back. 

“I like fireworks.” I blurt out, not even caring about the after effects.

Surprisingly, the girl lets out a laugh,“So you’re the source of that racket a few minutes ago. Trouble maker much?” 

I simply chuckle and then go on, “I told you why I was running. Now tell me your reason.”

The smile fades, “I was running because I saw someone I once knew. I’m just… avoiding acquaintances.”

“Huh?”

She smirks, “It’s a long story.”

“Oh, okay. I get that. Hey, I never got your name. I’m Ashton, but everyone calls me Ash for short.” 

She smiles. Not one of those prissy, flirty types that some girls do. Instead, it’s one of those smiles you receive when you’ve shared something special with someone.

Her eyes flick down. I don’t realize that she’s staring at my arm until I follow her gaze. The blood on my arm has dried, but it’s clear that the skinned area has decreased over the past five minutes. 

She definitely notices this fact. Her head tilts to the side as if she’s processing something.

“Hehe, I guess it wasn’t that bad of a scrape after all.” I say in a voice that doesn’t sound persuasive. Inwardly, I cringe at my unfortunate words. 

“Yeah…” Her voice sounds as if she isn’t convinced. 

We’re still walking and I can see the old salon in the distance. The current situation slams down on me. Diesel will be wondering what took so long.

But this girl… 

I fully face her, “I never got your name.”

“Oh, yeah. Sorry about that. My name’s Roxanne.”

I smile, “Roxanne. That’s a nice name- Wait, did you say Roxanne?”

An expression of dread and fear crosses her face. A stab of pain hits my gut when I see this. 

Without warning, Diesel’s voice shouts from down the street,“Ash! What took you so long? I thought you were never going to get here-”

He cuts himself off when I turn to face him. My friend catches sight of Roxanne beside me. 

I whirl back around to Roxanne who has stiffened like a stick. From my peripheral vision, I see Diesel jog forward.

He comes straight up to my new acquaintance, “Roxanne, it’s so good to see you. I haven’t seen you since you left with your parents that night-”

“It’s great seeing you too, Diesel, and I know you’re wondering why I’m back in town-”

I jump in, “We already know. Olivia came straight to us when she got word from you.”

“Wait, why would she come to you and Diesel?” Roxanne asks bewildered.

Diesel and I share a glance. Diesel is Olivia’s boyfriend and I’m her friend. Roxanne must not know what we are. Olivia probably didn’t mention that part to Roxanne earlier. If she had, then it would be obvious why Olivia shared her grave news with us. 

Roxanne’s eyes dart between the two of us. She’s placing the pieces together. It’s clear that she’s noticing a missing detail. Her eyebrows furrow as she glances at my healing wound then back up at me. 

A short huff escapes Roxanne, “Ha. You’re a shapeshifter too. Both of you are, aren’t you?”

Well, at least we don’t have to explain that we have freaky powers.


Return

Back to Olivia’s POV…

This has been the most complicated day of my life. It started with me finding an encripted message. Then I received word that I’m being followed by a mysterious person. Now I’m getting my family out of town.

Felicity and I couldn’t own up to the truth. It would have taken too much time to explain the details to our parents. We needed that precious time so that we could be leaving town. 

Very grudgingly, we came up with a story to help us get our parents out of town. We’ll tell them the full truth once we’re settled in. 

“Are you certain that no one is allowed into our community?” Mom prods as we leave the office of a hotel. 

I nod, “Yes, they said everyone had to evacuate. We asked if we could come and access the house, but they said it was too dangerous to be allowed.”

Felicity adds in, “They said that there were multiple gas leaks along the pipe. I guess that’s why we kept smelling that funny odor outside.”

“What? I never smelled gas.” Dad says confusedly as we walk together. 

“Maybe we could only smell it because of our sensitive noses. We would’ve said something if we realized we were the only ones smelling it.” I respond with more lies.

This shouldn’t be easy. No, not at all. Telling a false story to my parents shouldn’t come so naturally. I never ever lied to my parents until my shapeshifting life became complicated.

I’m also surprised that Felicity can easily play this out. For her, it’s as simple as riding a bike. This should be no shock though, considering how smart she is for her age. 

We came up with a reason to leave the house. Our false story is that there was a gas line inspection and multiple leaks were found. The situation was so dire that there was a forced evacuation of the entire community. The road to our neighborhood has been barricaded.

Here we are now. We’re about fifteen miles out of town. This is the nearest hotel that has vacancy. The vacationers who are drawn in by Lake Jah keep most, if any of, our local hotels filled. 

I wish we could be so much farther from my home town. Fifteen miles many be enough to throw off whoever is following me, but no amount of distance will assure me that my family will be safe from an invisible enemy.

Diesel called me earlier. He told me that he and Ash are setting up a distraction for my pursuer. I have no idea how they pulled that off, but I don’t like the idea the least bit. I pushed Diesel away so that he could keep his own family safe. Now those two boys are risking themselves for no reason. 

I can’t blame them too much. If the situation was different, I would do the same for either of them.

“Okay, you and Felicity will have this room. Your mom and I will be in the room next day.” My dad hands me the keys to our room.

Mom and Dad leave us alone as my sister and I slip off into our hotel room.

“I can’t believe we pulled this off.” Felicity breathes out, relieved. She sits down on one of the queen sized beds. 

“Me neither.”

She straightens, “We need to tell them the truth.” 

I simply nod without a vocal response. My thoughts go back to what Roxanne told me. Whoever is searching for me has been looking hard. Why would someone want to find me so much? Is it because I’m a shifter or maybe the type of shifter I am?

My sister raises her head, “Wait… I totally forgot. Are Mr.Wilks journals safe?”

A moment of shock hits me, but I reassuringly say, “Don’t worry. The journals are safe. I made sure they were in a good hiding spot weeks ago. The whole house could burn down and no one would find them.”

Roxanne! She’ll still be at her house. Her cellphone number changed when she left Mellark. I have no way to text or call her. She won’t know that I left town. I hope she doesn’t think something bad has happened.

“Oh, no.” I mumble.

Hearing the low tone in my voice, Felicity glances back at me, “What is it?”

“I never told Roxanne that we left town. She’s still at her house thinking that I’m at home.” My hand runs across the back of my neck. I happen to run over the gift my boyfriend gave to me, a black beaded necklace.

“Well, you can’t go back now.” My sister shrugs simply. 

“Yes, I can.”

She glares at me, “This is the whole point as to why we left town. You can’t go back. It’s not safe.”

I narrow my eyes, “My point for leaving town was to get my family out of harm’s way. I’ve faced a crazy tycoon and a man hoping to synthesize shapeshifting. I can avoid-”

“Just so you can go and tell your friend that you’re fine? Yup, that totally makes sense.” 

“Felicity, you have a point, but there’s something you aren’t realizing. This pursuer, who proably has a team backing them up, has gone through a lot of trouble to find me. They won’t stop now. If they somehow tracked down that single person who unknowingly stalked me for years, then they can find me here in this hotel.”

My sister remains quiet after my monlogue. 

“What I’m saying is… I have to go back. My family is safe and out of the way. This enemy has to be stopped. It might even be good that I return. They won’t focus on you guys here. They may not even know that we left home.”

Felicity growls, “Going back to Mellark is not safe. Even if you meet this enemy, what are going to do? Fight him in the streets? We know nothing about your stalker or how strong his reach is.”

I smile slowly, “I may not know the enemy, but I have my crew to back me up.”

Diesel and Ash are always by my side. Garret is as well, but from what I know he is working right now. Diesel’s older brother is a born leader, and the eldest member of our group has always been ready to provide aid. Usually, Felicity would be along with us. This situation is different, and I can’t have a family member involved.

______________________________

I spoke with my parents about returning to town. They first assumed that I was planning to go to our house, where the gas leak ‘supposedly’ still remains a threat. I assured them that I only wanted to visit my friends and maybe drop by to see Diesel. This is the truth. I amgoing to see my friend, Roxanne.

They believed my explanation and allowed me to go. Usually, I wouldn’t have to ask my parents to let me make such a simple visit, but I checked with them just in case.

On my drive to Melark, I stop at a quiet convenience store on the shoulder of the highway. Only three vehicles are parked on the cracked asphalt known as a parking area. My Toyota’s fuel gage is in the red zone. I can’t push my limits, especially in these uncertain times. I glide in next to a gas pump then turn the engine off.

As I walk into the store, the lingering stench of a cigarette floats in the air. The refrigerators filled with cold drinks draws my attention. I might be a shapeshifter, but the summer heat can still stab at me. 

When I leave the store with my cold, sweating drink, I’m ready to fill my fuel tank and leave this ghosttown. As I place the nozzle into my car, another vehicle stops at the opposite side of gas pump I’m using. A familiar scent drifts toward me as the driver’s door opens. 

I turn right as a voice states, “Olivia?”

A thrill shoots through me to see Garret standing there dumbfounded. I smile at the older and larger version of Diesel. Unlike the rest of our creature forms, Garret does not have the ability to fly. He is the only one of us who can breath water and rule the aquatic element. The perks of being a hippocampus.

He is just the person that we need. Garret has experience in being a shifter due to the fact that he has been one for many years. I trust him like a brother.

Yet… Garret doesn’t have a single clue what has happened today. He doesn’t know that Roxanne returned or that someone is searching for my whereabouts. Garret also has no idea that his little brother and his bestie have set up a distraction for an invisible enemy. If I tell Garret about the ordeal, he will send me straight back to my parents. Garret is our leader, but he always chooses safety first. 

A smile erupts on his face, “Hey, I didn’t expect to see you here. I’m on my way home from work. What brings you way out here?”

“Oh, I was just visiting a friend. I hadn’t seen them in a while and thought I should see how they were.” I squeeze out a new series of lies. Out of nervous habit, I finger the necklace Diesel gave me.

Garret nods as of this is unsurprising, “Well, that’s good. You and Diesel are always together. It’s good to get out some. Speaking of my brother, I sent him a text earlier, but he didn’t reply. Have you spoken with him recently?”

An opportunity.

I pull the nozzle from my gas tank, “Yeah, I did actually. He invited me over for supper.”

I inwardly growl at my lie. This one is more believable than the last. I shouldn’t be so good at this. 

Garret nods some more, obviously trusting my words. As soon as we get to Melark, I’ll tell him the truth. I make it an unconscious promise. Garret is one of those people that is easier to ask forgiveness from than permission. He’ll be mad, but the emotion will subside. For now, our oldest member has to remain oblivious.

It looks like I’ll be going to Diesel’s house before I can check in on Roxanne.

________________________________

Only a few hours ago I left Diesel in the dust of his driveway. Now I am here again. This won’t be easy to explain, but I have to hope that this will be settled so that we can move forward. We need to come up with a plan. I might be the one who is in immediate danger, but my friends are shifters too. If discovered, they could very easily become targets.

As friends, we help each other. As a family, we fight for each other. 

Fortunately, Diesel and Ash are here. I have already spotted the scarlet sports car and small pickup. I feel relieved that they are here and safe. It’s good to know that their distraction, whatever it was, has allowed them to come home. At least they aren’t running around town causing trouble. 

It’s nearly five o’clock. Mrs.Summers is currently home from work, but Mr.Summers always comes in later. Like I expect, the tempting aroma of food drifts through the air. My keen sense of smell detects supper before I even approach the front door.

Food can wait though. I’m here now. Garret needs to be aware of the storm upon the horizon.

We walk towards the door, side by side. The summer air out here is so calm. Crickets sing in the grass, and cicadas harmonize in the distant trees. I hate to split this peace.

“Garret, I came here for a reason. A problem has- Forget it. I’m not going to ‘beat around the bush.’ Just listen…”, I sigh and glance up at Garret who has risen an eyebrow, “Someone is searching for me. I don’t even know where to begin. There is so much to explain. It all began this morning-”

Instead of pounding me for an explanation, Garret wraps an arm around my shoulder and says, “It will be alright. We can fix this. Don’t forget who my professor is. He taught me how to evade someone with too much curiousity.”

Oh, Garret. You have no idea. 


Surrounded

Garret and I walk up the stairs of the Summers’ home. The steps let out a slight creak. As we reach the top, Mrs. Summers runs us down and tells us that supper will be done soon. She isn’t surprised that I’m here, and it feels good to be accepted as the family. It’s so common to see me that the boys’ mother simply gives me a delighted nod.

After the notification, the two of us walk down the hall toward Diesel’s room. We can hear multiple voices coming from the inside. My ears catch the sound of… a third voice? My steps slow for a moment then I continue my usual pace.

I enter the room first. Diesel leans against the wall on the far left. Ash is sitting on the twin-sized bed. The last person, who I detected seconds before, has found a place in the swivel desk chair.

“Roxanne? What are you doing here- How did-?”

Diesel jumps toward me, “What are you doing here? You left me in the dust and now you come back-”

“We found Roxanne after I set off the fireworks in town-” Ash is cut immediately off by Garret.

“Wait! You shot fireworks in town? And this is Roxanne? Didn’t she leave with her family weeks ago? Wasn’t it her brothers who shot you, Olivia?”

Roxanne screeches at me, “My brothers shot you? What is this guy talking about? Who is he?”

This is a huge mess…

It takes us a good half hour to settle everything down. Garret and Roxanne exchange acquaintances. Diesel and Ash fill us in on their cringe-worthy distraction plan. Neither Garret nor I approve of their idea, but nothing can be done about it now. It has already been done. Apparently, Ash ran into Roxanne after his ‘pyro moment’. According to Roxanne, she left her house because she hadn’t seen me for hours and decided to make a reminiscent trip into town. Then it’s my turn to explain my purpose for coming back.

I finish off with, “And that’s why I had to return. Whoever is following me has searched for me like a criminal, they won’t stop just because I jumped town.”

Garret growls, “I had no idea the situation was this complicated…”

We all become quiet in thought. My worry for Roxanne has eased. I’m happy that she’s here instead of by herself in that lonely house. Neither do I have to explain that I’m in league with shapeshifters like myself. She figured that out when she met Ash and Diesel earlier.

My eyes stare down at the floor as my fingures trace circles over my necklace. The weight of the world seems to bare down on me. I wish everything was as easy as calling the police, but it isn’t. I’m a shapeshifter followed by a shadow with an unknown purpose. Even if law enforcement is brought into this, I still have no physical proof or evidence that someone is after me.

I almost flinch when Diesel’s fingures interlace with mine. A guilty emotion settles on my heart when I realize how little I’ve thought of him during all of this. I love him so much and yet he has slipped my mind.

“I’m sorry.” I say barely above a whisper. 

He leans closer, “For what?”

“For… getting you wrapped up in this and all the complication.”

“Olivia, you would do the same to help any of us. Don’t worry about us. We’ve got each others back. I do, especially.” He sends me a grin.

I can’t help but smile back at his loving face. My heads rests on his shoulder as I realize that the others have started a whole new conversation.

Roxanne is saying, “…so that means if Diesel and Ash’s plan worked then these people will be at the road at 6 o’clock.”

“That’s correct.” Ash nods.

Diesel joins in, “The whole point for that was so Olivia’s family could leave town during the distraction time. We made the fake meeting time late so that the attackers would be focusing on the rendezvous. We knew it would’ve all gone wrong if we actually met up.”, He then whispers to himself, “I should know from experience.”

“Well, it’s good that 6 o’clock has passed. I’m glad none of you decided to personally confront Olivia’s pursuer.” Garret states.

“We still need to stop-” I’m cut off as Diesel abruptly straightens and lets go of my hand. My heart shrinks slightly.

Ash catches onto this, “What’s wrong Diesel?”

“Where is mom?” Diesel faces his brother.

“She’s downstairs making supper. She said it would be done soon.”

My boyfriend becomes a mask of seriousness as he flings open his bedroom door. His footsteps resound down the hall. A sinking feeling drags at me.

What’s going on? Wait… oh no. His ability to detect darkness must have picked up something. 

I desperately follow him. By the time I reach the bottom stairstep, Diesel is in the kitchen shouting for his mom. No one answers.

The smell of food washes over me as I enter the kitchen. The room looks perfect. Diesel’s mom somehow manages to keep everything spotless. A casserole sits atop of the oven. Steam still rises from it. This is the worst time for me to remember that my last meal was at breakfast. 

Diesel searches every corner of the bottom floor, “I can’t find her…”

“Is there some kind of evil nearby?”

He shakes his head violently, “I felt something when we were upstairs, but now…”

“Now what?”

Diesel meets my eyes, “Darkness. It’s everwhere. All around us. I can’t pinpoint anything.”

Suddenly, the back door is knocked off its hinges. Diesel wraps his arms around me and pulls us to the floor. A moment later a series of small objects fly through the air where we had been standing. I gasp as I spot darts lodged into the wall. 

My eyes instinctively go back to the doorframe. A can is thrown into the room, rattling across the tile. Grey smoke emits from both ends of the can. I don’t dare breath the gas.

Not waisting time, both of us scramble to our feet and run back up the stairs. The smoke slowly pursues us like a zombie.

By the time we’ve reached the others, I have unconsciously shifted into my griffin form. The fear must have sent me into an automatic defense response. My wings bang against the walls as we make our way down the hallway. Our group joins together in this tight area.

Diesel lets out a series of coughs. He must have gotten a breath of the fumes. A flash of memory erupts through my mind. An image of seeing Diesel and I collapsed inside the depths of a yacht passes my vision. Neither of us had been able to defend ourselves after breathing the gas specifically made to disarm shifters. It was the most helpless I had ever felt in my life.

Luckily, Diesel doesn’t show the signs like that time in the yacht. It must be tear gas. I’m glad it isn’t the weakening substance. 

“They’re here! We have to leave!” I spew out my words as we face the others.

Roxanne is staring at me in bewilderment. This is her first time seeing me as a griffin. It must be shocking for her, but we have a problem on our hands. A serious problem to be precise. 

Garret asks hastily, “How many are there?”

Diesel replies, “We have no idea. Mom is gone. The backdoor has been kicked in. They’ve thrown in some type of tear gas.”

“Where do you sense darkness?” Garret prods.

“Everywhere. It’s all around the house. I think we’re surrounded.”

Roxanne shivers, “There’s no way out! We didn’t outsmart them in time. This is all my fault- If I had only warned you sooner-”

A growl rises from my throat, “Roxanne, it’s nobody’s fault. There’s no time for this. We have one more option left.”

“We do?” Ash raises his head.

“We can still fly out of here.”

Diesel jumps in, “We can, but Garret and Roxanne can’t.”

“We’ll carry them out.” I state.

Shouting can now be heard from outside and footsteps are thrumming downstairs. Fear slices through me. Our time is running out

“They have my mom. I’m not leaving.” Garret growls in a headstrong voice.

“Me neither.” Diesel agrees.

“Let’s just get outside first. Then we’ll-”

Ash grabs Roxanne’s hand and drags her back into Diesel’s room. We go in as well. Diesel opens his window and let’s the pair crawl out onto the rooftop. 

Roxanne hesitates beside Ash, “Wait, you never told me what creature you turn into.”

“It doesn’t matter. Just don’t freak out.” 

Ash’s body begins to contort. Fiery feathers protrude from his skin. His whole body forms into the shape of a giant bird of prey. It takes him only a second to shift into a human sized phoenix. I notice that Ash’s wingspan is enormous. With a flap of his wings, Ash rises into the air and grabs ahold of Roxanne with his feet. The two disappear from our sight.

Wait…

I glance over at Diesel across the room. We aren’t in contact or holding hands. Usually, I have to be linked with Diesel in order to evade my uncontrollable fear of fire.

How am I not terrified of Ash’s flames?

I’m still in my griffin form as Diesel motions for me to exit the room. I run across the floor and use my stamina to jump through the open window. My wings open right as I exit the house. It takes only a few flaps to gain height. 

My eyes stare down at the yard beyond. Men in dark surround the whole house. Diesel feared this, but it is almost unbelievable to see so many figures surging toward us. I barely manage to twist myself in midair before three dart-like projections zoom by. My heart races as I pump my wings furtively.

The sight of Ash flying high overhead brings me a fraction of relief. Neither Diesel nor Garret have taken to the air yet. A spike of fear surges through me. I won’t feel true relief until we have all taken to the sky.

My ears still pick up the dreadful sound of the men’s yelling. I make sure I am at a safe height before I begin hovering. While I keep my position, I survey the area. 

They knew what to expect. We never even detected that these fiends were coming until it was too late.

The mode of transportation used by the enemy rests almost a quarter of a mile away. My eagle eyes easily pinpoint the five vans. From what I can tell, the vans are strongly built. It would take a semi-truck to stop one of those things.

Whoever is running this operation has money.

The fact that the sun is about to set does not help us. Ash has become easier to spot, even if he is far out of range. Actually, from where I hover, Ash appears to be one of the first stars in the twilight. 

I send my focus toward the Summers’ home. Diesel hasn’t left the house with Garret yet. My heartbeat races inside my chest.

Please! We have better chances of helping your mom if you get away from the danger first. 

My irritation is quenched when I realize that I would also choose my mother before ever taking flight. Blaming the brothers is selfish of me.

What is wrong with me?! I should be trying to find Mrs.Summers. Not waiting around like a lost child.

I tilt my body forward and fold my wings. As expected, gravity does its part. The wind roars by my ear tufts while I make my nose dive. The feathers along my face are pressed flat. 

Diving is one of my favorite aspects about flying. It’s still the most dangerous action though. If I don’t open my wings in time, I’ll end up as a crumpled pile of meat on the ground. 

Screeching, my wings spread wide open. The pressure jerks hard against my shoulder joints. I grind my beak through the pain. 

A circle of men are conjoining in the backyard. I have spotted a figure sitting on the ground among them. It’s obviously the boys’ mom. 

Swooping in like a deranged bird, I extend my talons toward the closest man. One of his comrades shouts a warning, but I manage to rake my talons across his back. I use all of my skills to rise back into the sky before I become a target. A masculine scream slices the quiet below.

I twist mid-air to see that everyone’s focus has centered on me. If the brothers are planning something, then maybe they’ll understand I’m being a distraction. 

I begin to circle high above the group. More men round the corner of the house. If I can stay out of their range, I might keep their attention. It’s me they want anyway. 

A long minute passes and my comrades do not show up. Worry scrapes at my insides.

What if they already left and I’m here for nothing?

My eyes dart down to Mrs.Summers, who is still sitting on the ground with her hands behind her back. I’m not sure where the brothers are but if I’m fast enough… 

The element of surprise has expired. I can try another approach though. Quickly, I swerve toward the woods. Some of the men are so desperate that they follow me. 

My talons brush along the top most limbs until I find what I want. I land on a sturdy branch and slam my weight upon it. As the the branch cracks, I grab ahold of it. My talons pierce the barks as I regain my height once again. The branch is solid on my grasp.

This will have to be my weapon. 

My wings take me to my admired altitude. A portion of the men still think that I’m somewhere in the forest. Their weak human eyes haven’t seen me so far up. 

I don’t think twice as I dive for the second time. The four-foot long branch is held like a baseball bat. I can imagine Ash saying something sarcastic about this later. It’ll be great if he does, because that means I survive this. 

The earth speeds toward me. I prepare myself to swing the primitive weapon. As I kick my kind feet into a pair of men, the branch swoops down upon two neighboring fiends. I hear a satisfying crack, but I have no time to determine what exactly made the noise. 

When my weight slams down, I’m still on the men I ‘kangaroo-kicked’. Meanwhile, I continue to practice my skills in branch waving. 

More men converge on my every side. I use my wings to beat off a few opposers. Every second is valuable. I only stop my defensive maneuvers until I bump into a quivering silhouette. My eyes dart toward Mrs.Summers. I don’t hesitate to reach out and cut the plastic zip-tie around her wrists. My razor talons cut through with one slice.

I haven’t had anyone sit on my back since my sister was young. The last time I took her on a flight she fell off. I’m not even sure if I can do it anymore, but if I can get Mrs.Summers to trust a griffin then I’ll fly us out of here. 

Something hard abruptly contacts with head. I real back as pain spreads across my skull. Something wet trickles down my brow. My eyes become slits as I glare. A gruff man stands three metters away. The butt of his gun is about to pound me for the second time. I retract a millisecond before I am hit again.

“Get on my back.” I shout to Mrs.Summers.

In her already frazzled state, she hesitates. I command once more. This time I am pleased to feel a weight settle on me.

I swing the branch once more, striking a nearby man. My hind paws help me turn, yet the added weight has slowed me. I’ll need all four of my feet. 

I pass the branch to Mrs.Summers, who to my surprise accepts the makeshift weapon. As soon as the branch is out of my grib, I take off into a sprint. A few men block my path. I ram through them with the help of Mrs.Summers. 

My sprint turns into a run. All the while, I mutter over and over, hoping that my bird feet don’t trip me up this one time. I settle my eyes on an open strip of land. If I build up momentum, I can-

A trio of darts whiz by my face. I had forgotten all about those tiny projections. My guess is that the darts are tranquilizers.

“Are you alright?” I yell over the commotion at my tail. 

The brothers’ mother leans forward, “I- I’m fine. Just get me out of here. Do you know where my sons are?”

I don’t answer her. Mostly because I don’t want to, and also due to the fact that I’m concentrating on fleeing. 

A few more darts shoot by without hitting either of us. I’m gradually gaining speed. My moment of take off is coming soon. 

Four… three… two… one!

My legs spring me upward but something web-like wraps around me. I’m violently pulled down, making sure I don’t land on my passenger. We both become tangled in the mass of ropes. The wings on my back became restrained by the mess. Each of my movements makes the situation worse. My talons make a few desperate rips, but the men will reach me in a matter of seconds.

I hiss, “You can crawl out Mrs.Summers! Run! I beg you!”

To my greatest relief, she climbs through the small opening. She sends me one last glance before running.

The men don’t even pay her any attention as she makes a break. They tackle me instead. My hind claws manage to rip through fabric and meet skin. The same goes with my talons, but all of my attempts to thwart the attackers is in vain. 

I roar and screech my fury into their faces. Even with the net constricting my movement, I kick and buck with all my strength. With each of my defensive attempts, another man appears to help the others. 

It takes half a minute for them to wrestle me to the ground. My wings feel as if they’re about to snap. The position I’m forced into shouldn’t be physically possible. Throughout the tussle, I hear a specific pair of boots trudge closer. 

A Japanese accented voice stills the mad frenzy, “This should do. Hold down that griffin.”

My eyes dart upward to the unsettling voice. If I’m not scared enough, I’m truly terrified by the sight of a curved sword inches from my face. Its shiny surface stares me down like a challenging serpent.

The man sneers, “This katana won’t be killing its first shapeshifter.”


Vicious

Diesel’s POV…

I seriously cannot believe my eyes. Olivia, my Olivia, somehow reached Mom and is now sprinting across the yard. A mass of angry men are in pursuit of the pair. I’m even surprised to see Mom swinging what looks like a tree branch.

My voice sounds venomous as I spin toward Garret, “I told you she wouldn’t leave us.”

He grabs my shoulder, “I thought she would go on. Our idea would have worked perfect-”

“It doesn’t matter. Olivia thought faster, resulting in her getting Mom. We need to help them.”

“She charged right in with no plan.” Garret mutters under his breath.

My brother thinks that every situation has to be dealt with by comprising a logical scheme. It’s a smart and satisfying procedure, but there are situations when there is no time to process a decision. 

With all the men focused on my girlfriend and mother, I jump out onto the roof. My shoes skid a few inches across the grey shingles. A quick flailing of my arms steadies me. I direct my eyes back toward the pair. The two them pass around the corner of the house, causing me to lose sight of them.

“Come on, Garret!” I roar as I start running on top of my house.

His footsteps aren’t far behind as I easily jump up to the second slope. Adrenaline starts flowing through me as I continue my pace. I only stop when I reach the edge of the house. My eyes widen at the wild scene below.

Olivia is on the ground with a net enveloping her every side. My mom is nowhere in sight. Before I can move, the men tackle the helpless griffin. Screeching and roaring fills the air as the foes wrestle her. I almost fall off the edge of the roof, but Garret jerks me backward.

“I’m going down.” The words leave my mouth the same moment I begin shifting.

Black hair grows across my skin while my bone structure morphs into another creature. A pair of midnight wings explode from my shoulder. The last thing to appear is the spiral horn on my forehead and needle-like fangs in my mouth. 

I unconsciously paw my hoof as I speak to Garret, “You can’t fly down. So get on my back.” 

He doesn’t hesitate, but I can see his unacceptable expression. The second that Garret’s weight settles, I shoot off the roof of the house. The descent to the ground seems like a decade but simply lasts three seconds. 

I clomp across the earth toward my incentive. By now, an oriental man has approached the downed griffin. The enemy points a funny looking sword at my Olivia. A growl rises from my throat and bile fills me at the sight. They would all pay for this.

No one notices my charging until it’s too late. I ram my shoulder into the man, sending him airborn. He hits the ground with a loud thud. The men holding down Olivia all look up at me. I realize that they aren’t all men. A few feminine faces stare back.

Garret slides off my back two seconds before I rear up on my hind legs. The furious neigh that leaves my throat sends some of the individuals backpedaling. The insistant and loyal members stay stedfast. 

I slam back down on the ground. My next move involves me to chase away those who remain. Garret appears from nowhere and shoves himself against a man aiming an unusual gun. The masked person misfires, sending a dart shooting through the air.

These guys have tranquilizers!

My left wing lashes out toward the last person atop of my girfriend. Meanwhile, Olivia has been cutting through the netting. In my peripheral view, I can see her struggling to move in the mass of ropes. 

“Are you alright?” My voice breaks.

Olivia grumbles, “Yeah, but I’d be better if I didn’t feel like I was pounded by ten people.”

There it is. The attitude I can’t help but love.

“Where’s my mom?”

“There was a small gap in the net. I told her to run. Thankfully, she did.”

A sigh of relief escapes me, but we are nowhere close to getting out of here yet. These individuals aren’t giving up. They have started to circle. Garret has slapped away the tranq gun, but the it isn’t much of a victory.

A slimy voice comes from behind me, “I thought there might be more of your kind.”

My instincts help me whirl around in time to face the opposer. A millisecond later, the blade of his sword connects with my spiral horn. If I had been slower, the weapon would have hit something other than the horn. 

I shove myself forward, causing him to step away. My enemy appears to be of Asian decent. His eyes glare me down, a pure hate boils in their depths. I mirror his loath. 

Growling, my voice sounds deeper than normal, “Who are you?” 

He totally ignores my question, coming at me another time. I rear back before he can slit my throat. Olivia squeals behind me at the attacker’s sudden moves. By the sound of it, she is almost free of the net.

The curved sword swings back around. I use my horn to block the blow. My head vibrates with a brutal clang. Another commotion has become stirred up behind me. A second neigh resounds somewhere in the crowd, and I know for certain that Garret has shapeshifted. He’s the only other horse-based creature among us.

The fellow with the sword glances behind me at my brother. The distraction is perfect. I stomp forward and flick my wing out, knocking him off his feet. Before I can paw at the sword, he whirls around and slashes me across the chest. 

Reeling in reverse, a stream of blood oozes from the weapon’s bite. I grind my teeth from the stinging pain. The cut isn’t fatal, but he managed to create a good wound. A rivulet of blood begins trailing down my right legs.

I snarl and reveal my fangs. The man seems satisfied by our fight. He eyes me up and down like I’m his prey. It’s almost as if he is thrilled by the encounter.

Finally free of the ropes, Olivia jumps to my side. Her fur and feathers are standing at all ends. She glares down our enemy. Garret continues to create a racket behind us, but I don’t dare turn away from this man. 

“Are you alright?” I ask Olivia for the second time.

She glances toward me, “Yes, and you?”

After asking the question, Olivia spots the gash across my chest. I merely nod in reponse. My attention stays trained on the one who gave me the wound. 

The swordsman starts, “I’ve never seen three shifters together before. This is rare… and exciting.” 

Olivia tenses up beside me and then hisses, “You hunt shapeshifters.”

It wasn’t a question. My heart locks up at the statement. A shapeshifter hunter. Someone who hunted our kind. How had we caught the attention of this nightmare?

Garret has mentioned once or twice that there are people who specifically search for shifters. I think he kept quiet about it so we wouldn’t worry. I can understand why. It’s a terrifying thought, but I sure wish he had told us more.

Our friend, Syraj, was going to be trained to track shifters, but luckily he went rogue before that ever happened. I wish he was here instead of sailing the world with Mr.Wilks. Syraj would know what to do.

Has this man ever caught a shifter? What does he do when…?

I focus myself on the figure in case he tries another move. Garret comes up to my other side. His white coat seems to almost glow in the dim light. The place where his hind legs should be is a long fish tail that can also allow him to slither across the ground. My brother scruntches his eyes at the leader. We’ve taken out his henchmen and henchwomen. He is completely cornered now. This man has no chance against a griffin, a hippocampus, and an alicorn.

A sneer escapes the foreigner, “My friends seem a little tired. I will introduce myself then. My name is Daichi. Surrender now or face a vicious death.”

What?! 

“No way!” Olivia snaps. 

Garret retains his silent composure, but his slight tensing alerts me of his stunned reaction. This blunt man just saw us take out his crew. Does he think he actually has the upper hand? We’ve fought enemies before. We won’t stop now.

A long moment of silence hangs in the air. My ability to sense evil has helped me to pinpoint each of these men, but Daichi’s darkness is like a poisonous liquid that overwhelms the entire atmosphere. I feel the waves sweep around and cascade over us in invisible waves. It seeps into the very soil under his feet. I almost question if the grass will wilt from his very presence. A quick blink and shake of my head proves that I’m merely sensing something invisible and not actually seeing it. 

A new and stinging blast of darkness emits from Daichi. I have no time to react or shout a warning. The man becomes a streak as he darts forward. It’s as if he was holding back before. Now he moves fluidly.

Olivia barely dodges the swift blow. I jump toward Daichi but find myself ducking under a swipe. Garret joins us in the fray. 

A new fight begins. This time Daichi is like a whirlwind. He is fast and acts without hesitation. Each move is influenced with the pure intent to kill. Every stab and slice he makes is aimed toward vital organs. It is a true miracle that none of us are run through. 

The three of us all receive minor cuts and nicks. Even with three shifters, Daichi doesn’t act hindered by the odds against him. Instead, he seems to be acquiring a thrill from our futile attempts to take him down.

Finally, Garret is able to dive in and send Daichi sprawling to the ground. The sword, which I think is called a katana, clatters across the gravel of the driveway. I gallop toward the weapon and stomp down on it. Pleased by the victory, my fangs are bared toward the fiend.

“I am not leaving until one of you dies.” He hisses at us.

Another wave of darkness washes over me. This time it feels like a mudslide. I haven’t been around enough evil to use my weird gift, but I believe evil intentions and modivations produce different sensations. The darkness within a person is always easy to detect. If I take more notice, then I can observe what the evil intentions are.

For example, a field could be filled with white flowers. Yet when you walk up to the field, you notice that not all the white flowers are the same kind. They share that one color but have nothing else in common.

The evil intentions I sense now are that of destruction and death. It is like the noxious smell of ammonia. The evil is so stronge, which shows how intent Daichi is on murder.

Daichi jumps up in one quick movement. He brings his arm up from his waistband and flings two projectiles toward Olivia. Everything becomes slow-motion as I try warning her. The air feels thick, and I immediately know that I won’t reach her in time. 

Olivia glances up right as someone jumps in front of her. The flying objects strike the person as he blocks Olivia. A pair of sickening thumbs wack against the body. My strides stay steady until I reach the pair. 

Olivia is already down on the ground beside him. Ash’s groaning sends rapid fear through me. I can’t tell where the wounds are yet, but it’s not good. The metallic smell of blood is coating the air. It’s stronger and fresher than the blood seeping through my own cuts and scratches.

Where did Ash come from so suddenly? He left with Roxanne. Just like Olivia, he came back to help. I should’ve known he would…

I jerk my head upright, searching for Daichi. He is nowhere to be seen, neither are his side-kicks. The backyard is vacant and so is the front yard, The air is absolutely silent, betraying the fact of what just occurred. There is no one else but us. My eyes find Garret who gives me an unsure shrug.

The fellow is going pay for this. We’ll make sure he never hurts anyone again.




Inflicted

(A special request from @Lightlord1109 who wanted a chapter with Garret’s perspective. Oh, and this is the second version of this chapter. I had the first version of this chapter almost finished and then Wattpad failed on me. Not the first time I have been crushed by Wattpad’s glitches. Anyway, I’m trying out Google Docs now. So here we go!)



Garret’s POV…



My eyes sweep over the desolate yard once more. Daichi and his crew has disappeared as fast as they appeared. As I shift back into my human skin, the cuts and bruises covering me become clearly visible. 



The others though…



Automatically, I turn around to check on my younger company. A dead weight drops inside me when I spot Olivia and Diesel kneeling beside Ash. All three are in their human forms. In a flash, I’m there. The iron-like odor of blood clouds the air. The blood doesn’t scare but who it comes from does.



Ash is flat on his back. I can only guess that the two knives I am seeing were thrown by Daichi. One knife has impaled his left hand. Its sharp blade can be seen sticking straight through the palm of his hand, which is shaking uncontrollably.



The second knife has struck him right beneath his left collar bone. Blood is seeping from around the wound. His shirt is slowly becoming darker by the second. I’ve never seen my young friend look so pale.



“Ash. Ashton, can you hear me?” I speak right into his face.



He groans and replies with, “Yeah… yeah. I’m fuh-fine. Stop yelling.”



Olivia has silent tears streaming down her dirty cheeks. Meanwhile, Diesel appears as if he’s in a dream. A nightmare, actually. I have to keep it together. For everyone, I have to act as the leader. My role is an automatic reaction.



I grab my brother’s shoulder, “Go inside and grab some towels. Be careful. Those people may still be nearby.”



Diesel doesn’t hesitate at my command. He utters no words either. Once more, I scan the area for danger, but no one else can be seen. The sun set over ten minutes ago. The calm atmosphere is betraying the havoc that just occurred here. 



Olivia sends me a glance as if she just noticed that I’m here. Suddenly, I start to wonder how Ash came to be here. He had flown away with Roxanne, and I never even considered that he would return. Like any loyal shapeshifter, Ashton is no different. 



As the oldest member of the group, I feel a certain responsibility toward protecting my group of shifters. Diesel is already my brother, but I feel that same sibling protectiveness toward Olivia, Ash, and Felicity.



I’m so glad that Olivia made Felicity stay with her parents.



Diesel was kidnapped when we went to Pensacola, Florida. A few days later, Ash was below the deck of Torgny Sunden’s yacht during the explosion I helped create. Now Ash has two knives buried in him.



This may not be my direct fault, but of course I feel that way as the eldest member. Sitting here and seeing Ash in pain, breaks my into pieces. I feel utterly helpless as my friend bleeds into the dirt. 



This won’t happen again. Even if it means that I’m the one to get hurt.



Diesel comes running back with his arms full of towels. I doubt we’ll need that many. Nonetheless, we use them to wrap Ash’s wounded hand and shoulder. Maybe we can slow the bleeding.



“Shouldn’t we take out these knives?” Olivia pauses us.



I nod, “Yes, but we have no way to tell if a blade has hit an important blood vein. I don’t want to chance it. We… we need to find a doctor.”



Diesel blanches, “A doctor? I never thought I’d hear you say that. You’re always abiding by the rules. Now you break-”



“You know as well as I that this is beyond us. Even if Ash doesn’t bleed to death, we’ll still have to stitch him up. We’ll worry about hiding our secret later.” My voice sounds strained under the pressure, but I swallow then go on, “Take my truck keys and drive over here.”



I toss my brother the keys to my truck. Diesel goes back into silence once more as he heads away.



“Let’s get him up.” I indicate for Olivia to help me with Ash. 



My normally aloof friend moans in agony as we pull him into a sitting position. Hatred toward Daichi fills my heart. The shapeshifter hunter claimed that he would kill one of us today. There’s no question that the murderous man will show up again. 



I thought we were enough to stand against Daichi, but we aren’t. The police can’t help us. No one knows shifters exist or care to help us anyway. The weight bares down on me. Finding a trustworthy doctor is another factor to add on the list. 



I look up and spot two figures running toward us. Fear shoots through me, but I calm down when I recognize the two as my mom and Roxanne. Mom screams as she comes up to us. She wraps her arms around me but quickly centers her attention on Ash. 



Roxanne joins Olivia’s side. I’m unfamiliar with this Roxanne girl, but I’m touched by how concerned she is about Ash. To my surprise, Ash lights up when he sees her. He actually forces a smile through the pain. I have to respect him for that. 



Diesel arrives with my truck. I tell Mom and Roxanne to sit in the cab. Meanwhile, Olivia and Diesel lower the tailgate and help Ash get into the bed. 



Once everyone is situated, I climb into the driver’s seat. My mind is spinning. Should I go to the nearest doctors office? No, they would be closed. Should I go to a hospital? The closest hospital is over fifteen miles away. Maybe that emergency care down on the highway is still open-



As I change the gear into drive, my mom interrupts my thoughts, “Garret, who were those people that attacked us? Some bird-lion creature came and saved me, and then a burning bird dropped off Roxanne. I just met her today. I’m sure she’s just as frazzled as I am.” 



I sigh and focus on steering the truck down the driveway. When I reach the road, I take a right turn. Roxanne is as still as a stone beside the window. Her eyes are staring out of the windshield. 



Suddenly, she stutters out, “This- this is all of my fault. If I had warned Olivia sooner, maybe this could have all been avoided-”



“Roxanne, you did your part. Don’t feel guilty.” I tell her.



Mom starts in again, “Garret, don’t just sit there and not say anything. Explain what’s going on.”



After a moment, I swallow and slowly reply, “Diesel and I planned to tell you and Dad. We never meant for this to happen this way. That ‘bird-lion’ and ‘burning bird’ you saw… that was Olivia and Ash. Diesel and I share the same… ability. We can change our appearance.”



It’s nothing as simple as changing our appearance. Explaining this isn’t as easy as straight up saying that we can alter our entire body structures and take on super strength and acute senses.



My mom stays silent for a long moment until she finally whispers, “You mean to tell me… that my sons can turn into animals.”



The grip I have on the steering wheel tightens, “Please don’t ask me how it’s possible. None of us really understand it.”



“How long have you been this way?” She asks me.



“Since I was sixteen.”



“And Diesel?”



“Since May. So almost three months now.”



Mom turns cold, “Why didn’t you tell us all along? You know we always support you two.”



“Mom, we’re freaks, okay? I wanted to feel normal and not always have this pinned to my back like a neon sign. Even Diesel had no idea until he became this way too.” 



Roxanne leans toward my mom, “If it makes you feel any better, I didn’t find out until today either.”



We’re all quiet for a long time. Every few minutes I make a turn. I always drive easy so I don’t jar the three passengers in the back. I want to drive as fast as I can so we can get help for Ashton, but speeding might make this situation worse. 



By the time we reach the emergency care office, any traces of sunlight are completely gone. Mom has also called Dad to let him know he should meet us here, not to go home. I haven’t explained who attacked us yet, but she knows the potential danger. For once, she’s trusting me with the problem. 



“I’ll go in and talk to someone. Stay here, okay?” I tell Diesel and Olivia who are ready to jump out of the bed.



It takes less than thirty seconds for me to walk inside. Only two people sit in the lobby and one tired receptionist lounges behind the counter. Her eyes are glued to the computer screen until I step up.



“I need the doctor. Right now.” 



She eyes my bruises and cuts then simply nods, “What is your purpose for coming in today and what is your name?” 



I lean toward her as close as I can and whisper venomously, “I’m not a patient with a sore throat. My friend needs the doctor right now or he’s going to be in worse trouble than he already is. This an emergency.”



My hushed tone helps with my attitude. The receptionist stands up and walks through a rear door. I silently hope she takes me serious and doesn’t think I’m crazy.



A minute passes before a middle-aged woman in a white lab coat and scrubs walks through that door.



“I’m Doctor Rosemund. Sir, this better be for a good reason.”



I indicate that she should follow me. At first she seems hesitant but soon follows me outside. Diesel and Olivia have Ash sitting on the tailgate by the time we walk up. My mom and Roxanne stay to the side. They seem queasy about the amount of blood on Ash, who is still shaking. 



Doctor Rosemund gasps beside me when she sees Ashton’s wounds. I don’t blame her. It still sends a jolt through me to see a knife impaling my friend’s hand and shoulder. 



“I- I can’t. I’m not licensed to remove or treat wounds that should be dealt with at a hospital.”



I turn to her, “But you know how to help him, right.?”



She tenses up, “Well, yes… This young man has obviously been attacked. The police need to be called and informed about-”



“Ma’am, we don’t have time for this. He needs help and we’ve already lost precious time. Please understand.” 



Doctor Rosemund glances at each of us as we expectantly look at her. Her tightened expression slackens after a moment.



After a few second she says, “Bring him in through the back door. Don’t make a scene.” The doctor then mumbles under her breath, “I hope I don’t regret this later.”



Diesel practically drags Ash through a door that Doctor Rosemund holds open. The rest of us slowly file through. The narrow hallway we enter is eerily quiet in the fake lighting. Disinfectant fills the air, and I’m certain that only the shifters among us can smell the odor. Being here causes the hair on the back my neck to stand.



Keeping ourselves a secret from modern society involves many rules. One of those requires us to never go to a doctor or hospital. It’s too easy to have a blood test done with us knowing.



Mr.Wilks once showed me what shapeshifter blood looks like under a microscope. Compared to human blood, our blood is physically different. The entire composition of it is alien. The only thing human blood and shifter blood has in common is the scarlet color. 



Doctor Rosemund tells us to stay inside one of the private rooms while she cares for Ash. Diesel insists on staying with his friend. The doctor allows him to come but refuses anyone else to join.



I sit in a simple, plastic chair. My mom, Roxanne, and Olivia find a seat as well. Leaning forward to rest my elbows on my knees, I press my face into my palms. It kills me knowing that Ash has been hurt so severely. I wish I could do more than just sit here uselessly.



Anger and disgust toward Daichi swirls through me. He will pay for hurting my friend and threatening all of us. This man isn’t an amateur. There’s no telling how many people he has harmed… or killed. 



This enemy is like no other. He found us so quickly and attacked with no remorse. 



How can we evade a person who was able to stand up against three shifters at once?



Roxanne stiffens, “Olivia, you told us someone contacted you, saying you should leave town quickly.”



“Yes, but there’s no way to determine if it was a trick set up by Daichi or someone truly wanting to help.”



I turn to Roxanne, “What’s on your mind?” 



“Well,” She sighs then continues, “if someone warned Olivia about the danger, maybe that person will know something about Daichi that we don’t.”



She’s right. We might have a chance at winning this war. But that’s only if we can find a ghost that may not even exist.


Illusion

Olivia’s POV…

My instincts are telling me I should not be sitting here in this room. Even though I’m surrounded by my friends, I want to fly from this building. 

As shifters, it’s a clear rule that visits to the doctor’s office are dangerous. It would be so easy for medical equipment to pick up on our abnormal DNA. We don’t really get sick anyway, but it’s obvious that being stabbed is a whole different scenario. 

It has been fifteen minutes since Doctor Rosamunde left with Ash and Diesel. Garret and his mother sit across from Roxanne and I. Apparently, Garret told his mom that we’re shifters. This isn’t how Diesel and Garret wanted to break the news. They wanted to it be a very relaxed and calm environment where they could clearly explain.

Mr.Summers should be here soon. I’m not sure how the two brothers will explain this whole deal to their father.

My white-knuckle fiists are still clenched in my lab. Smudges of blood dot my jean shorts. I’m not sure if it’s my own small cuts or from Ash. Out of habit, I touch the smooth beads of my necklace.

Diesel and I stayed in the truck bed with Ash. His moans and shutters are still haunting me this very second. Fear riddles my whole body. Fear for Ash, fear of this new enemy, and fear of the unknown.

My anxiousness gets the best of me, “I’m going to step out right quick.”

“Okay, be safe.” Garret replies with no emotion. His facial expression is drawn and difficult to read.

Roxanne sends me a simple, tired glance as I walk out of the room. She wasn’t even if the fight, but I’m know that she’s more tired than I am. My ability to stay up twenty-one hours a day really helps in serious situations such as these.

The door clicks shut softly behind me. Instead of thinking about fresh air, I turn my attention toward finding Diesel and Ash in this facility.

The sterile hallway seems to burn my retinas. To my left and right, the walls are off-white, almost grey. The scent of disinfectant fills the unmoving air. It causes my arms to prickle with tension. An unnerving feeling fills me. I remind myself that we’re here to get Ash some help. We’ll be fine.

The only other smell is that of blood. It’s so faint yet still leads me to a room. Hesitantly, I press the handle and push the door. A sigh of relief escapes me when I find the doctor mending Ash. Diesel is right by his friend.

Without word, I ease on into the room and stand beside Diesel. Doctor Rosamunde sends me a raised eyebrow, but continues to stay silent. My eyes stare at Ash who is on his back and staring hard up at the ceiling. The doctor stays steady as she closes the wounds and applies gauze.

A few minutes pass before she starts, “This will do. Make sure you use clean bandages and take it easy. It wouldn’t be good to rip these stitches.”

Ash slowly eases into an upright position. His left hand is completely wrapped in gauze as well as the area around his collar bone. It’s obvious that he’s still in pain. His jaw is clenched tightly.

“Thank you.” Ash meets the doctor’s gaze.

She nods and cross her arms, “You’re welcome, but this isn’t where you get up and leave.”

Ash sends us a worried expression. Diesel straightens as if preparing to stand up to somebody. I wait to see what’s coming next.

“You all came here looking as if you’ve been rolling through briars. This young man had not one but two knives stuck in him. You refused my request to go on to the hospital and contact the law. Now here we are. I deserve an explanation for this madness.” Her eyes are shooting daggers at us.

Should I speak or let one of the boys speak? 

Diesel sighs and opens his mouth to speak. Before he can utter a word, Ash cuts in on him.

“We were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. It’s all a huge mess to be honest.”

The doctor isn’t satisfied, “You were clearly attacked by someone, and you refuse to call the police. I can only assume you are doing something illegal.”

“No, you’re wrong. We didn’t do anything against the law.” I’m surprised to hear myself speaking out.

Diesel backs me up, “She’s right. We’ve done nothing wrong. There’s just a lot that has happened to us today, and we’ve had our share of bad luck.” 

I wish that I could blurt out, ‘Hey, we’re actually being hunted by a homicidal guy who wants to annihilate shapeshifters. That would be us by the way.’

This will not be a logical statement to add to the conversation, especially at this moment. Doctor Rosamunde shoots us a look saying she wants to know the whole story.

To my surprise, she says, “I have other patients to check in on. Stay right here until I come back.”

The second she’s out the door I open up, “Ash are you okay? What exactly did she do?”

Ash grunts, “Well, she gave me a shot in the hand, and now it’s super numb. Like, I could slam my hand against the wall and I wouldn’t feel a thing. She was more hesitant about up here though.”, he points up to his shoulder, “I guess she didn’t want to use too much numbing agent near my heart.”

My eyes slide over to the two bloody knives lying on a metal tray. A needle, an empty syringe, and a second almost full syringe rests beside the weapons. I hold back a shiver, knowing Ash did not deserve this.

“Why did you do it? You could have died saving me.” 

Ash begins to shrug but winces halfway through. He doesn’t say a word at first. I pin him with my stare. Diesel stays silently observant by my side.

Finally, Ash tells me, “You’re my friend. You didn’t see what was about to happen. I didn’t think twice. I just… jumped in.” 

I wrap him in a hug, “You’re the craziest person I know. This is my fault and I promise to make this up to you.” 

“Olivia, no it’s-”

I cut him off by ignoring him and asking Diesel, “Why is it that I wasn’t afraid of Ash’s flames when he left your house?”

Diesel is caught off guard by my sudden change of topic, “Uh… l.”

“I didn’t sense any uncontrollable fear. There was nothing. All gone.” 

Diesel is up to date now. A sudden expression of delight flows over his face. He starts nodding and grinning as if there’s a hidden joke.

“This means it works. I can’t believe it actually works.” Diesel says and then wraps me in a tight hug.

“What?” I rasp in his death grip.

Ash, who is still sitting on the examination table, adds in, “You actually made it? Didn’t you have second thoughts?”

Diesel smiles, “Yes, I had my doubts, but I’m glad I went through with it.”

“Woah, woah. Hold up. What are you two talking about?” I step equal distance from both of them.

“Your boyfriend had that necklace made for a higher purpose.” Ash points to me.

My black beaded necklace has been covered by my shirt in all the chaos. I pull it over to the front side of the fabric 

Diesel turns to me, “When we’re in contact, you don’t experience your fear of fire. I know I can’t always be where you are. The necklace can though.”

“So what are you saying? What makes the necklace so special? It’s just rocks…”

Wait… no. No way! 

I reach up to the necklace. Its constantly cool surface is as smooth as glass. There’s only one other thing that I’ve held that was cool to the touch.

“No, no, no, no, no, no. I can’t. I can’t.” I pull the necklace over my head.

Diesel’s gladness drops like a rock, “What are you doing? Keep it on.” 

“Please tell me that this isn’t what I think it is.”

My boyfriend sighs, “Yes, it’s from my horn that broke off.” 

The necklace in my hand suddenly seems alien to me. These aren’t onyx stones. They are nothing that has been mined from this earth. The entire piece of jewelry has been cut from the alicorn horn that had once been Deisel’s.

“Do you see why I didn’t tell you at first? It’s odd to say that you’re… um… wearing part of me.”

This has to be the understatement of the millenia. I have been adorned with this thing for days. This whole time I’ve been unaware that this thing was once a piece of Diesel.

After I continue my silence, Diesel steps forward, “Okay, I was desperate. I was terrified you would be alone in a situation involving fire. This necklace is just like having me there with you.”

“Yeah, except that it is- was you. I can’t have this.” I shove the tinkling beads toward him.

“…what?” 

“This isn’t right.” I stutter.

Ash raises his good hand, “Olivia, give it some thought. Wouldn’t it be cool if we could both actually be in mythical forms at the same time? I’m finally a shifter and I have to be careful about shifting around you, unless Diesel is there to literally lend a hand. It’s not easy when my friend’s weakness is what I am, fire.”

“Is that why you stayed in human form when you came back to help us?” I ask. 

“Yes, I didn’t know you had the necklace though. Even if I had known, there was no way to be certain if it would work.” 

Diesel rests a hand on my shoulder, “We know it works now. Let’s try it out again just in case.”

I’m stilling holding the necklace in my left hand. With a nod from Diesel, Ash shifts his right arm into a fiery wing. I watch as the flames lick and swirl in the air. No fear or out of control emotions fill me. For the first time in months, I can gaze at fire and feel like a normal person. 

“It’s gone…”

Suddenly, Diesel’s gift doesn’t seem so appalling. He has somehow turned a unicorn horn into beads and a pendant for a necklace. The original origin is still unsettling nonetheless.

I lock eyes with Diesel, “When you gave this to me, you weren’t intending to give me jewelry. You were giving me freedom from my fear.” 

Diesel swallows then replies, “That was the ultimate purpose. I’d do it over again if I had to.”

Ash’s wing becomes a human arm again as he slides off the table saying, “How about we don’t do that. The last time you broke a horn you were scary sick, like freaky sick. Plus, the horn you have now is still growing to its full length.” 

“The Ash we know is back.” Diesel laughs.

“Ha, I never left.”

I roll my eyes at the two boys. 

Ash steps over to the two dirty knives on the tray. He grabs them then walks over to the room’s sink to wash them.

“What are you going to do with those?” I prod him.

Ash turns back toward us, “They’re pretty cool. They’re true weapons now that they’ve been used. I can add them to my collection.” 

I growl, “Yeah, they were used. Used on you. Do you not realize that you could have died? Bled to death or hit in worse places? Like- I don’t know- the heart?”

“Well, I am here. I am still hurting, but I’m ready to show this crazy dude not to mess with us.” 

“Are you seriously going to keep the knives you were stabbed with?” 

Ash grins evilly, “So? You have a necklace made of Diesel’s alicorn.”

Touché.

Ignoring the doctor’s orders to stay in the room,we all join the others down the hallway. I slip the necklace back over my head when no one is looking. It stills feels so wrong, but Diesel wants me to have it so that my terror will not exist. I can live with that.


Stalked

Remaining in Olivia’s POV…



“What about those people who helped us at the beach?” Ash asks out of nowhere.



Garret sighs defeated, “I already called Alex and his teammates. They’re not even in the country. Alex said they won’t be leaving England for the next two weeks.” 



“Great.” Diesel grumbles in his slouched position.



For the past ten minutes, we’ve sat here while Mrs.Summers talks with Mr.Summers, who arrived not long ago. I can tell by Diesel’s demeanor that he’s uncomfortable. Telling Mrs.Summers about shifters hasn’t helped him feel any better, and now the two brothers will have to repeat the same explanation to their father.



Ash is now staring silently at his bandaged hand. It’s hard to read him at times. He is either bored or without words. Roxanne is beside him. She seems to be in a vow of silence, because I can’t remember the last time that she spoke. I can imagine that this whole shapeshifting business is chaotic and hard to understand. Her parents must be worried about her. Roxanne will have to return home soon. She needs to go home. This situation has gotten way out of hand. Since her family is already under hidden identities, Roxanne will be perfectly safe with them.



My attentions slides back to Ash, “Won’t your dad be worrying about you? You haven’t been home in hours. Have you called him?”



“I sent him a text letting him know that I’m spending the night with Diesel.” 



So he’s not going to let his dad know that he almost died tonight. Ash has only one parent. I’m sure he needs his dad just as much as his dad needs him. The secret keeping probably bothers Ash just as much as it does for any of us. 



My thoughts are suddenly interrupted as the door to this small room opens. I’m suddenly very aware of the tight space. Ash sits beside Roxanne who I am on the other side of. The two brothers are staying close together. Claustrophobia has never been a problem for me, but it might be soon.



Mr.Summers walks in with his wife. Diesel and Garret become rigid with tension as their parents enter. This is the moment they’ve been waiting for. It will be either a good or bad outcome.



Directing his total attention to his father, Garret stands, “Did mom tell you?”



“Yes.” His father replies solemnly.



Diesel stays seated, “We’re sorry. It’s confusing to explain. We were planning on telling you-”



Mr.Summers raises a hand, “No, that’s fine. I… I myself have some explaining to do.”



Roxanne and Ash exchange a quick glance. Meanwhile, the Garret and Diesel go completely silent. The whole room is silent. Only the air condition can be heard over our breathing.



With a quick, knowing glance toward me, Mr.Summers tells everyone, “I haven’t been truthful about everything that I do at my job. I work at an IT department in Clareville. My tasks require me to fix glitches and help people with their laptops.”



I have an uneasy feeling about where this is leading to. The fact that technology is being brought up isn’t a random coincidence.



“For the past two years,” he goes on, “I’ve been in contact with one of my friends from college. He asked for some financial aid with a project he was working on, but I had no idea what it was until today.” 



Diesel speaks up, “What are you talking about?”



Mr.Summers sighs then turns to me, “You received a message today, didn’t you? Well, I also received the same message but with a different context.”



“H-how?” 



“My associate sent me a copy of what he had been working on. My wife says that you were all attacked. Whoever threatened you probably caught up with my friend.” 



Garret narrows his eyes at this, “What did he send you exactly?”



“Everything.”



Diesel whispers, “So you found out what was happening before you got here?”



“Yes, but I had no idea anyone was in immediate danger. Come to find out, my friend has been collecting this data on Olivia for a while. There was more recent data on the rest of you too.”



Ash growls, “That dude was a stalker.” 



Mr.Summers shakes his head, “It seems like it at first glance, but what the data reveals is that he has been protecting everyone’s identity. If it wasn’t for this man, no one would be sitting here now.”

I almost spring out of my seat when the door suddenly swings open. The doctor, looking displeased, stands in the doorway. My sense of smell detects a faint odor drifting in. I can’t place it.

Doctor Rosamunde shoots a glare to Ash, “First of all, I told you to stay in the room until I came back.”

Well, it took you long enough.

“Second, I need everyone to leave. I hate to do this,  but you all have to go.”, the doctor sends one more stern look before an apologetic expression replaces it.

“Wait, why?” Ash comes out of his chair.

This is our only safe haven. We have no where safe to go.

The doctor bites her lip, “I have no idea what you are all caught up in, but if it involves the Asian fellow standing at my receptionist’s desk then you might should leave.”

Diesel’s eyes widen, “No way!”

“How did he find us?” Roxanne squeaks.

Dr. Rosamunde nods, “There’s the rear entrance that you entered through, and there is also an exit in the break room.”

No one needs insisting. We all get up and out of the room. The group of us get clogged in the narrow doorway.

As Ash passes the doctor, I hear him say, “Thank you for helping me, but I need to pay-”

“Just come back with your health insurance information later. I’ll trust that you’ll keep your word. Now leave, and be safe.” She sends him a genuine smile, and I suddenly realize that she knows that the ‘Asian fellow’ is the one who injured Ash.

Mr. and Mrs.Summers leave through the rear exit with Garret while the rest of use the exit through the break room. When I step out into the fresh air, a sigh of relief escapes me.  Being inside that building had really bothered me.

My eyes meet the dark sky above the four of us. The night has always been a friend. A friend who hides our secrets.

“I think it’s time to do what we do best.” Diesel smiles.

Ash, Diesel, and I shapeshift all at once. Roxanne allows Ash to carry her when we take flight together. For the first time ever, I can fly alongside Ash without the fear of fire overcoming me.






Vulnerability
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Ash’s POV…

My wing is killing me. It’s all I can do to stay in the sky with my friends. Diesel flies about fifty feet to my right. He’s a silent shadow. A black pegacorn is hard to spot at night, even if you’re right next to him.

Olivia flaps her wings at a higher altitude. For the first time ever, she is actually flying near me without having to be in contact with Diesel. This may sound weird, but the griffin flying over me has a wild fear of fire. What’s even more odd is the item that destroys the fear.

My bright flames cut through the darkness. Unlike my two friends, I’m extremely easy to spot at night. It’s very annoying, and I feel like a lighthouse. 

Roxanne is resting between my shoulder blades. Usually an extra weight would have no affect on me, but I have underestimated myself tonight. My left wing and shoulder throb with each heartbeat. I was dumb to think that I could ‘wing-it’. Now I wish I had caught a ride with Garret and his parents.

Gradually, I descend to the ground. A small opening in a group of trees greets me. By the time my talons meet the dirt, I am clenching my beak to keep the pain in control. 

“Why did we land?” Roxanne jumps down.

I fold my wings and shrug, “I’m too much of a target when I’m lit up like a firework.”

As I say this, Diesel and Olivia land nearby. My alicorn friend clomps over, his tail lashing. The griffin beside him swivels her tufted ears forward like a cat. 

The trees around us are cast in an orange and yellow glow. The source, myself, emits the brightness. Flames.

This is so cool but…

I morph into my human form within two seconds. A sheen of ash falls to the ground. The light dies, and the darkness surrounds us.

Roxanne blindly reaches out toward me until she bumps into me. For a moment, I see myself in her. It was only a few weeks ago when I was the human amongst a group of super shifters. Now here I am as a mythical creature. 

I always complained about being the human in the group, but I would have been happy even if I had stayed human. My friends could be aliens and that would make no difference. I am in their gang and that is what matters the most.

Except… now that I am like them I have a responsibility to keep, and it is important that I keep them safe in return. They’ve helped me and it’s right that I do the same.

Wow, when did I start becoming so sentimental and stuff? I’m probably dehydrated.

“How about you two fly on and meet back up with Garret and Diesel’s parents. I won’t be far behind.” I tell all three.

Roxanne raises a questioning eyebrow. A flutter goes through my chest and I glance away. Yeah, I’ve definitely changed in the past few weeks.

“We’re not leaving you alone. You shouldn’t have even flown anyway.” Olivia throws the comment at me. 

I shrug then wince as pain slices across my body. Diesel snorts when he sees my failed attempt to hide the throbbing. 

“Okay, yeah, I don’t feel superior right now, but-”

My phone suddenly rings in my pocket. The others send me annoyed looks as I pull the phone out in mid-conversation. The number is unidentified. Pressing the answer icon, I then turn on the speaker phone.

“Hello?” I say tentatively.

“Ash? I haven’t heard from Olivia in hours! What’s going on? Our parents have no idea what has happened today, and it’s killing me knowing that we-”

Olivia, who is still in her griffin form, steps up to my phone, “Felicity, I’m right here. Everyone is fine, but a lot has happened. It’s good that you didn’t come. How do you have Ash’s number?”

Olivia’s sister pauses for a long moment then says, “Oh, I…  I know everyone’s cell number.”

Felicity has to be the smartest ten year old that I know, but she is also the only ten year that I know. Of course our puma shifter would memorize our numbers. If she has a special ability, it’s probably being really smart.

Olivia seems unconvinced by her little sister, “Whatever you say. Now listen, Diesel’s house was… compromised. So you, Mom, and Dad could still be found by Daichi.”

“Who’s Die-cheeze?”

I add in, “He’s the bad guy. He stabbed me.”

“What? You got stabbed? Also, am I on speakerphone?” Felicity rattles off.

Olivia jumps in, “Felicity, keep an eye out for danger. This is serious. This guy following us is out for blood. He wants to kill anyone who is a shifter.”

“I’ll stay alert.”

Diesel steps forward, bumping me with his massive wing in the process, “We need a defense, but we know nothing about how this guy works.”

Roxanne nods, “Mr.Summers might can contact that friend of his. He’s our answer.”

Olivia turns to her friend, “First of all, you’ve helped us and done you’re part. This is dangerous. You need to go back to your family-”

“Hey, you forgot that you’re talking to someone who knows how to vandalize a town and not get caught.”

Diesel whistles, “Ooh, burn. Too soon, Roxanne.”

Felicity’s voice comes from my phone, “Mr.Summers know someone who can help? What? Wait- Diesel, does your parents now know your a shifter? Ugh, I missed out on so much by not coming! Thanks a lot, Olivia!”

I am standing in the woods beside a black pegasus, a griffin, and a girl I met a few hours ago. It’s also ten thirty at night. We’re all arguing. Meanwhile, ourselves and our families are being threatened by a real life killer.

This is a memory to not let go of.

Olivia begins filling her sister in on all that has occurred in the past hours. Without a warning, the call cuts off. We stare at the screen for five seconds then my phone starts crackling with static. Out of sheer surprise I drop my phone. It goes black a second before it drops into the leaves below us.

“What just happened?” Roxanne whispers.

“Felicity’s end of the line cut off first.” Olivia shutters, “Did she say who’s phone she was calling from?”

“She didn’t say but it was probably one of your parents.” Diesel replies grimly.

Picking up my phone, I announce, “My phone had plenty of charge. It’s never freaked out like that before.”

Olivia gasps, “The call was traced! My family is no longer safe.”

“That means they’ll know our location too.” Roxanne add in.

I turn to Diesel, “Go with Olivia. She needs you. Roxanne and I will be fine. We’ll meet up with your family.”

The pegacorn snorts, “Ashton, splitting up is-”

“Everyone knows that it’s bad! Just go help Olivia protect her family!”

The two of them are winging through the sky seconds later. Roxanne and I stare at them as they fly off. It’s best they go on without us. My lack of performance would have slowed the pair down.

Roxanne slowly turns to me, “So, bird boy, what now?”

“Daichi should be booking it towards us at the moment. We should get out of here.” I sweep my eyes across the woods, “Let’s see if we can slip away. Neither of us want to face that guy anytime soon. Especially me.”

___________________________

Felicity’s POV…

My connection with Ash’s phone ends abruptly. I first assume that he hung up, but it takes only a millisecond for me to realize the obvious. There has been an outside interference.

Diesel’s house was compromised without explanation. We never were safe to begin with. Neither were our phones. I drop the electronic device like a dead weight. The screen shatters on the ground. Mom won’t be happy, but there are bigger problems at hand.

I have been sitting on a bench outside the hotel room. During my phone conversation, Mom and Dad have been watching the news on the television. They still think that our street is blocked off due to a gas leakage. We brought them here to the hotel in an attempt to protect them, but we should have known better than to lie. 

Without hesitation, I burst through the doorway. My parents send me a bewildered expression. 

“We have to get out of here!”

My parents jump up and start asking what is wrong. There’s no time to explain the details as I drag them outside. For a moment, I feel the urge to shift in order to pull them faster. I’m always too small as a human.

Before the three of us can even reach the car, a group of dark figures surround us. They appear from the shadows and merge closer. There are so many of them. Too many to count. We’re outnumbered by a huge amount. A wave of fear sweeps over me. I wish Olivia and the others could be here now.

To my surprise, these foes are the only ones in the area. Their superior must have cleared out the area of any civilians who would witness this attack. Which means that I can use my abilities.

In seconds a white feline body replaces my former self. The feathery wings on my shoulders open and shield my parents as I growl at the malicious people surrounding us. My eyes scan every person until they fall on a specific man. A gleaming sword is held in his grasp. The glint catches my eye. After a moment, I meet my gaze with the man.  An evil so sinister resides in his pupils.

Yeah, I really wish my big sis was here right now. 


Withdrawn
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Olivia’s POV… 

My wings ache. No matter how hard I fly I can’t go fast enough. The image of the hotel is ingrained into my memory. I know the exact location. My mental compass directs me there, but I want to be at the location this exact moment.

Unfortunately, teleportation is not my special ability.

My eagle eyes zoom in on the distant town. Felicity and I should’ve known that there was no such thing as a safe haven. Leaving our home was useless- and stupid. We should’ve never lied to our parents. 

The lurking dangers have jumped from theirs shadows, and they have struck.

Diesel flies near my tail. He has always been the better flier, but my determination makes me push myself to the limit. For once, the alicorn is the slower of us.

Relief does not enter me when I finally catch sight of the hotel. It has been over ten minutes since Felicity’s interrupted phone call. So much could have happened since then.

I make a dive towards the parking area. It’s some time after eleven o’clock. No local civilians care to be out this late. Not a single figure can be spotted. Weak street lights spread a hazy glow over the faded pavement.

When I land my talons grind against the cracked asphalt. I wheel around toward the hotel room. It takes me a few mere seconds to reach the entry. My heart sinks at the sight of an open door.

“Mom! Dad! Felicity?” I yell their names as I barge into the small room. The television is still on. This sound is the only noise that greets me. 

No, no, no!

A tightness fills my chest as I jump back outside. Diesel has landed near my parents’ vacant car. He meets my gaze. A bleak expressions rests in his eyes.

“Tell me! Do you sense any evil nearby?” I practically beg him. 

Diesel’s fangs stick out as he speaks, “None. There are traces on the ground like a scent trail, but it’s all over the place.”

I open my mouth to ask a question, but the scent of my sister washes over me. In the furthest parking spaces, a tiny pile of white rests on the pavement. In a blink, my legs take me to the spot. A sickening feeling hits me at the sight and smell.

The pile of white is made of ivory feathers, both downy and stiff. My legs collapse at the gagging smell of blood. The scent rises from the ground like death itself. Not a single spot of red dots the white fluff, but the iron-like odor hangs in the air like a ghost.

Tears burst out of nowhere. I don’t realize that I’m sinking until my beak meets the earth. All I feel is pain and sorrow. It’s all I know.

My eyes drift to the feathers that were once Felicity’s, “She- she-”

“Olivia, don’t say it. There’s still hope that they took her alive.” Diesel assures me from behind.

“You don’t know that!”, I screech at him, “Daichi kills shifters. He has no reason to keep Felicity alive.”

Diesel grunts, “There are no… bodies. They’re still alive, Olivia.”

I hiss, “Daichi probably took their bodies. He’s horrible and malicious like that!”

Standing, I grab a handful of the feathers. Something suddenly cracks inside of me at the sight. It splits me down the middle and tears me in half. I look from the feathers in my grasp to my own talons.

This all began with me. I was a shifter who brought the attention of that hacker. Then from there Dauchi discovered me. This all began with me being the origin. Now my family is probably dead. Diesel and Garret’s family is on the run. Roxanne and Ash are equally in danger. I caused all of this pain and suffering. It began because of my careless mistakes. Now I’m going to make it end with me. Daichi should have never harmed us.

“Diesel.”, I say flatly, “This ends tonight. We’ve been hurt enough. We have never faced anything like this ever before. It must end now.”

I slowly turn back toward him and I continue, “Today has been full of rabbit trails and misguided paths. Everything we have tried to do has proved futile. Daichi took my family, whether dead or alive. He’s done this before. He will never stop the murdering. I’m not going to run anymore. I’m going straight to him.”

“That’s exactly what he wants you to do. Don’t you remember what happened to me when I fell for a similar triick a few weeks ago? Plus, you can’t go barging up to him like you would with a normal person. You can’t do it alone, and we have no idea where he is.”

This all began with me. I’ve brought too many people into this.

“You’re right.” I turn back to the ivory feathers which drift into the breeze, “Is there anyway we can find a scent trail?” 

Diesel makes a round through the parking area, searching for any clues or scents. I do the same, but there is nothing to be found, besides the feathers and blood.

Diesel whispers, “It’s like they up and disappeared. They must’ve took them in a vehicle.”

I shake my head then pause, “Wait… up and disappeared?”

“Yeah.”

“Why didn’t I think of that? Stay here. Actually, no, go hide. I’ll be right back.” I turn away from the alicorn as I morph into my human form.

In a few heartbeats, I reach the hotel’s tiny office. My hand grabs the handle, but it doesn’t turn. The neon ‘Closed’ sign catches my eye. I groan in complaint. Then without waiting I jog to the nearest hotel room. 

I pound the door with my fist. The doorway shakes and I begin to wonder if it will fall in. I retrain my own strength. Inside, a series of muffled shouting meets my pounding. After twenty seconds, a middle aged man cracks open the door.

“What’s this about? What do you want?” He growls.

I step forward, “Please, can you help me? Did anything suspicious happen here about twenty minutes ago?”

He rubs his unshaved stubble, “Yeah, a helicopter came and woke me up. I don’t know why in the world it came here. I guess someone needed a ride to the ER-”

“What did the helicopter look like? Did you see anyone?”, I force my questions upon him.

The man tenses, “No, I didn’t even get out of bed. I have to wake up at four. Now goodnight-”

When he goes to close the door I firmly press my hand on it. As he pushes harder, the man gives me a questioning look. The more he tries the more I use my griffin strength. 

“Please, is there anything that you can tell me?” 

For the first time a sympathetic expression passes over his face, “No, I don’t know anything useful. I heard shouting. It sounded like someone said ‘Montgomery Airport’.”

A smile spreads across my face, “Thank you, sir. That’s all I need.”

I finally leave the poor guy alone. It doesn’t take long for me to locate Diesel who has been hiding behind a group of bushes.

A unicorn’s head meets me, “He sounded irritated. Did you learn anything?”

“No, I didn’t.”

_________________________

Ten minutes later we’re back in the sky heading toward a rendezvous point with our friends and Diesel’s family. I stay a few wing lengths behind my boyfriend. I look to the north where I know the small Montgomery Airport lies. Its flood lights are a tiny glow in the distance.

I glance from Diesel’s dark figure and back to the airport. If I tell him what I learned, he’ll say we should go get the others first. That will take way too long though. Plus, I dragged them into this mess anyway. They’ve been hurt, because of me. If I had confronted Daichi instead of running from a shadow, maybe this could’ve ended long ago. 

It truly is my own fault.

Like a silent missile, I veer away from my boyfriend. The trees come rise toward to me as I leave him. He has no idea that I’ve left until I touch the ground. He’ll look for me in flight, not on the ground.

I’m sorry, but this is my responsibility.

My body changes back into a human. This body is better for running then that of a half bird-lion. It’s also way faster when I channel my extra strength into running. 

Without pausing, I make headway in the direction of the airport. The speed I use would make an Olympic runner jealous. 

I’m coming! Just hold on a little longer. 

__________________________

I’m successful in losing Diesel. He never appears, and I know him well enough to know that he would’ve come with me had he known my plan. My extreme speed allows me to reach the airport in little over ten minute. 

Staying cautious, I stay behind a grove of trees. The airport is owned by a private company. I’ve only ever seen it from a distance. The property is flat and uncomfortably open. There are no means of cover. 

Huge flood lights fill the entire vicinity. They make the place appear as if it is daytime. My eyes land on the two huge hangers. One has its massive bay doors closed while the second building has its open. Beside the open building rests a helicopter. It could easily fit ten or more people inside. 

My helicopter knowledge needs updating, because I could never tell you what type of helicopter it is. Other than the fact that it is large, but not huge.

So far I have seen no people at the airport. It’s almost eleven thirty at night. I hope that I’ve made the right decision. An unsettling feeling begins crawling up my spine. I run my fingers through my hair then touch the necklace around my throat. The same necklace that protects me from own fear yet is made of something I’d rather not think of. 

Okay, focus. How am I going to get over to the hangers if I have to run across this huge open space?

That has an easy answer. I will simply fly there. Once my shifting is complete, I raise my eagle head and snap my beak together. Daichi will pay for the evil he has done. 

Then Diesel’s words drift into my mind: “That’s exactly what he wants you to do… Plus, you can’t go barging up to him… You can’t do it alone…” 

I wing myself into the night sky once more. My legs hang in the open air as I rise to a higher altitude. The massive lights now shine below me. The hangers are within diving distance.

I’m suddenly hit with a deep feeling of loneliness. This is the first time I’ve ever done anything without Diesel, Ash, Felicity, Garret, or even Roxanne who has helped us a lot today. 

For years I thought I was the only shifter. I was perfectly fine as a loner. So much has changed in the past three months. Now it feels like pieces of me are scattered when I face danger.

Doubt about my decision begins to curl around my heart. Can I do this alone? Daichi has already proven himself powerful by fighting three of us shifters all at once. 

My wings continue to keep me positioned in the sky. The lion tail at my hindquarters sweeps back and forth in indecision. 

I’ll be very careful…

I angle myself downward and press my wings against my body to reduce air resistance. The wind brings tears to my eyes as I freefall. The hanger with the open doors is my target. It zooms up toward me. My instincts tells me the exact moment when to fling my wings open. The air catches my wings and causes my shoulders to protest in pain, but this always happens when I make a sharp dive. 

My talons click on the flat sheet metal rooftop. I tentatively look over the edge and down at the helicopter I had seen from the tree cover. Its blades sit silent and still like a sleeping predator.

Unconsciously, my ears swivel in 180 degrees as I search for sounds. It’s eerily quiet. The feathers along the back of my neck begin to rise.

The night air is warm, but not hot or humid. A breeze can be felt where I’m perched. It’s calm. Too calm.

I won’t walk into this blind. Daichi needs to know that we- I can’t be underestimated. There’s no point in trotting through the front door. 

My feet carry me across the tin rooftop, taking me to the rear of the structure. The opposite side of the hanger is dark and uninviting. I silently glide down to the ground. My hind paws make contact with a muffled thump. 

Instinctively, I recheck for any danger. The coast is still clear. My eyes dart over to a narrow door twenty feet away. On my left side, dense woodland spans out for as far as can be seen. It will provide easy cover if required. 

Before thinking twice I shapeshift into my human self. Tail, wings, beak, claws, and talons are absorbed until no trace of them can be seen. I keep a composed posture as I step toward the door I have been eying. The area is unlit, but my night vision aids me.

As I reach out toward the door handle, an arm wraps around me and a hand covers my mouth. My natural reaction is to jab the person with my elbow. They merely grunt in protest. This person is stronger than I expected. 

Suddenly, my survival mode allows me to piece everything together. A familiar scent washes over me. I smell a wood-like musk.

“Diesel!” I spin around in his arms.

His eyes meet mine and he says deadpan, “Thanks for attacking me.”

“Well, you did a bad job about letting me know your presence. How did I not hear you?”

“I snuck up on you as you shifted.” Diesel grimaces as he rubs his ribs where I jabbed him. 

“How did you find me anyway?”

Sending a displeased look at me, he crosses his arms, “When I realized that you had left me, I searched for you. My power to detect evil works both ways. The lack of darkness alerts me of a shifters presence.”

“You’re getting better.”

Ignoring my praise, Diesel’s face falls, “Why would you not tell me your plans? We’re a team- a couple actually. Why?”

A knife cuts into me to see his disappointment. Throughout today I have been so caught up in all this mess that I haven’t confided in my own boyfriend.

“Diesel, this situation started with me. Too many people have been hurt. I’ve never felt pain like this before. Your mom was in certain danger. Ash nearly died right in front of us. Our homes are no longer safe. Your parents, Garret, Roxanne, and Ash have nowhere to go. My family could potentially be… be…”

I growled angrily before continuing, “This ends now. I’m going to finish what started with me as the origin.”

Diesel exhales slowly, “Olivia, you know you’re wrong. You can’t go up against Daichi alone. We have all been through so much today. There’s no need to blame yourself. We- all of us- we don’t leave anyone behind. We have each others back. I especially have your back. I’m so sorry I haven’t been there for you today.”

“Don’t apologize-” 

Before I can finish my sentence, Diesel has his arms around me and his face is an inch from mine, “Please forgive me for not… not being more supportive.”

“I haven’t been there for you either. That’s why I feel so guilty.” My gaze doesn’t leave his dark brown eyes.

Then without another word the two of us are kissing. The entire world around us falls away. Suddenly, it’s only Diesel and I. Nothing else exists. 

No fear. No pain. No doubts about what comes next. 

Everything inside me wants this moment to last forever. I want our world to be a normal one. If only we could be two average high schoolers with no homicidal maniac out for our blood.

We draw back from each other. Neither of us say anything at first.

Diesel sighs, “Now’s not the time for this. I didn’t mean to-”

“I’ll always have time for you, but you’re right. We have a situation at hand.” My head turns back to look at the door I had planned to enter through.

When I face Diesel again, he says, “I guess it’s a good thing that I called in the calvary. They’ll be here any minute now.”

“What?” I guffaw.

He chuckles, “What did you think I meant when I said we all had each others back? Plus,” Diesel grows serious, “I think I may have figured out something.”

“And that is?”

“Daichi knows that you, Garret, Felicity, and I are all shapeshifters. He gained most of his knowledge from that hacker, right? The hacker knows everything about us, but we have one shifter who he may have never known about. Luckily, Daichi may not know this either.”

“Ash.” My eyes widen at this realization.

“They probably don’t know that Ash is a shifter. He was human until a few weeks ago.” Diesel allows a short-lived smile to appear.

Hope rises inside me, “Ash could be the element of surprise that we need.”

“Did someone say my name?” A voice speaks nearby.

We both turn to see Ash standing at the edge of the woods with a smug grin covering his face. A few seconds later Garret walks up beside him. He’s followed by Roxanne who stands at Ash’s other side. The brothers’ parents then approach with an expression of total determination. 

Diesel tells me, “We don’t let anyone walk alone.”


Phoenix

Ash’s POV…

Fire was interesting before I became it.

No one, especially my dad, understood my fascination with fire. As I became older, the interest lessened. This was mostly because I suppressed the curiosity. It still ‘flamed’ up every so often though.

Being a phoenix suites me very well.

I guess this makes me an official pyromaniac.

_________________________

Our group huddles in a circle. Diesel is beside Olivia who is beside her friend, Roxanne. I’m right here next to Roxanne. On my opposite side is Garret then Mr. and Mrs. Summers. 

Garret has always been our leader. It’s built into him to direct us. Sometimes we have our own ambitions that get in the way though. At the moment Garret is chastising Olivia for attempting a solo rescue. The rest of us agree with him about the suicide mission she was about to be part of.

After the quick lecture, the seven of us concoct a half-decent plan to infiltrate the hangar that we are standing behind. It’s very possible that Daichi will be waiting for us.

By the way, those nasty wounds he gave me still hurt!

Daichi will get what’s coming to him. What comes around goes around, right?

My friends all split apart. We’ve decided that a broad attack will work best. Olivia and Diesel change into their mythical forms, flying above the hangar. Garret also morphs and ‘slithers’ away. 

The brothers’ parents momentarily stare at the show of abilities, but they quickly break out of their trance and go to create the distraction we need.

Oh, this is probably the first time they’ve seen their sons shapeshift… I imagine the family is going to have a long talk after all of this is over… If we even survive in the first place.

I’m the last to change forms. Standing beside me, Roxanne watches with wide eyes. In seconds my flaming feathers grow and spread a warm glow over the area. No damaging heat radiates from the fire that I create, but I can choose if I want to make them destructive.

“How do you do that?” Roxanne asks as she observes.

With a shrug of my wings as I reply, “Well I kinda focus on becoming a phoenix and it just happens. Like poof!”

She shakes her head, “No, that’s not what I mean. I meant to ask how you- the group of you- work together perfectly. Everyone comes to a compromise so easily and split apart knowing exactly what to do.”

“Well, this isn’t our first rodeo. You wouldn’t believe the things we’ve gone through. Takolize was only the first. We’ve faced enemies since then.” I dare to send her an encouraging smile.

Roxanne steps closer and cautiously touches one of the feathers, “It’s because you, Olivia, Diesel, and Garret are all shifters. Even Felicity too! That’s why I wouldn’t fit in.”

My eyes dart over to hers, “Being a shifter isn’t everything. Hey, it’s only a physical attribute. What makes a difference is the person inside.”

She sighs and steps a few feet away, “Easy for you to say.”

The talons on my feet clack as I waddle over to her. Once I’m in front of her I say, “Look, I know how you feel and where you stand. It was only a few weeks ago that I was the human among these weirdos. Being a normal person made no difference to them. They have always accepted me, even before I became this. Which I should be fortunate for, because I’m already odd enough without having flames covering me.”

I’ve managed to get a smile to cross Roxanne’s face. A heat not caused by fire bursts inside me.

“So tell me. How did you become a phoenix?”

The question totally catches me off topic. My first reaction is to shrink back as the memory rises. 

“What is it, Ash?” Roxanne reaches out toward me.

I don’t meet her gaze as I say, “The others don’t know the whole story behind how I gained my abilities.” Straightening up, my voice sounds strained, “We were trying to sink a yacht. Yeah, that sounds bad, but just listen. There was some confusion and I was below deck when our explosion detonated.”

“…really? How did you get out?” 

With a controlled tone, I tell her, “I didn’t get out. The whole ship blew up. I remember every second clearly. There was so much fire. It was everywhere- all around me… and on me too. There was a long moment where I knew nothing. Then the intense heat suddenly went away. I’m not sure if the fire consumed me or it became part of me or I became the fire around me. Unlike my shifter friends, I did not wake up in my new form. One moment I was human and the next I was flying out of the inferno.”

“Ash… that’s… I’m sorry that happened to you.”

I sigh, “It happens.”

Roxanne steps closer, “Thank you for telling me.”

Smiling big, I allow the words to slip from my mouth, “Considering the fact that I like you, you’re really easy to talk to.”

Did I literally just say that?! My stupid, idiotic, self-centered, dumb, big mouth had to open-

Before either of us can recover from the awkwardness I have created, my acute hearing picks up on a distant commotion. The fire along my body flicks and coils as I focus.

“Mr. and Mrs. Summers are in place now.” I tell her as my eyes stare into the distance.

“Okay, now this is where we do our part.”

A sly smile creeps along my face at the excitement building inside me.

_________________________________

Mr. and Mrs. Summers do their part perfectly. To say the least I’m impressed. One of them has hot-wired a nearby work truck. This is what I heard a few minutes ago. Together, they have driven right up to the open hangar. Whoever is driving honks multiple times then hits the horn for a long moment. The noise blares loudly, hurting my own ears. It’s the flawless, random distraction we all planned together. 

I’ve stayed hidden on the rooftop so that my brightness doesn’t give away our surprise. Roxanne stays near the right wing of the hangar. She’ll wait there until we’ve freed Olivia’s parents. Then she’ll direct them to where we’ve planned to meet afterwards. I made sure Roxanne found a safe place to hide until it’s time for us to flee the scene. 

As the truck drives through the open bay doors, the sound of tires squealing echoes from the inside. At this exact moment, Diesel and Olivia appear from the night sky, diving down toward the hangar. The pair look like missiles as they disappear inside.

A few moments later I catch sight of Garret running across the pavement. He’s fast in his human form. There’s no way the average person could run that speed. When our leader reaches the hangar, I watch as his body erupts into a hippocampus form. It has been so long since I’ve seen his mythical creature. Most of his mane covers the large gills on the side of his neck. The white unicorn’s lower portion is a long scaly tail.  He can actually slither across the ground, but it looks extremely unnatural.

But we already look unnatural in the first place… We’re a bunch of freaks! I’m so proud of us.

Get you head in the game, Ashton!

I have to wait for a signal before I make my surprise appearance. While I wait, the screeches and shouting coming from below concerns me. My close connection with the others makes me want to help them this very second, but I must wait. As I stay at my position, my hearing picks up on a few words.

“Where is she? Where is my sister?”, Olivia’s roaring screech reverberates through the air. I can hear the fury of a lion in her words. A few neighs and the sound of conflict begins.

My wings itch to spread and send me air born. A warm light glows off the metal roofing around where I stand. Any moment now I’ll finally have my chance to fight with my shapeshifter friends as my phoenix self. I’ve always been a human or in my human form whenever a fight occurred.

The minutes seem to drag along. The conflict continues. I’m unable to see any of what is happening. Some more words are shouted, but they’re lost in the commotion.

Suddenly, a pure lion roar mixed with Diesel’s screaming neigh explodes forth. A grin grows on my face. The signal has been given.



Without much thought, I dive over the roof’s edge. My fire brightens the area as I swivel my wings. An odd sensation blooms inside my chest. Ignoring this I take in everything that I have been missing out on. 

Dozens of darkly dressed people fill the interior of the giant hangar. They all wear the same outfits. Some have hoods while others wear bandannas or masks to hide part of their face. 

Meanwhile, Diesel and Olivia fight from both the ground and air. Garret slithers across the ground, unfazed by being flightless. Mr. and Mrs. Summers fight hand in hand. They are less effective than the others, but they make a good pair. 

My arrival distracts many of the darkened figures. This gives the shifters the perfect chance to gain some ground. Quickly, I search for any signs of the victims we’ve come to save. I catch sight of Olivia’s parents on the far side of the hangar. Olivia must have released them when she first arrived. They’re fending off the enemy as well.

Except… I don’t see one particular person. The weird sensation I felt a minute before seems to have grown. It must be adrenaline. Maybe adrenaline acts differently when I’m a phoenix.

“Have you seen, Felicity?” I shout down to Olivia below. She responds with a quick no as she kicks away an attacker. Immediately after this she snaps out a man’s arm.

Felicity holds a special place in my heart. She’s like the little sister that I feel obligated on protecting. I especially became close with her on the Florida trip last month. If anything happened to her, I’m not sure what I would do.

If Daichi killed- if he hurt her there’s nothing stopping me from-

What I mistook as an adrenaline rush begins heating up inside me like some type of internal candle. I hover a moment longer. The battle below me continues with neither side winning or losing. There are so many masked foes.

When I circle the hangar, my eyes catch sight of a splotch of white near the rear of the building. To my relief I see that it’s a lone pumagriff who is crouched low. A circle of men are surrounding her. The fear in Felicity’s eyes is evident.

Without a second thought, I twirl midair as I streak towards her. Anger and hate towards the masked people fills me. It suddenly adds fuel to whatever is happening in me.

The energy inside my body builds and coils. Something deep within myself fights in an attempt to escape, but I can’t let it out. Not yet.

Swooping over the chaos below, I skid to a landing beside Felicity. My massive wings open and shield the pumagriff. A whimper comes from her. The half-dozen henchmen draw toward us like viscous dogs. Some distant memory tries to surface. I instantly shove aside the distraction.

“If you want her, you’ll have to get through me.” I screech at the attackers.

Then the energy building inside me suddenly makes sense. Why haven’t I realized sooner? I know exactly what’s coming. It won’t be long until the flames on my body become real ones. Even now the heat is starting to flow through my veins.

Whispering back to Felicity, I tell her, “Count to ten then run as fast as you can away from me. As far as you possibly can. Tell the others to leave too. Just trust me.”

An expression of confusion crosses her pale feline face. There’s no time for me to explain further. Felicity isn’t dumb. I know she’ll do what I’ve asked.

Nothing distracts me as I  also count to ten. There is so much happening. It’s a storm of extreme madness. Mythical creatures fight back against dark figures. Screeching, roaring, neighing, and shouting fill the air. Where I guard Felicity, the masked men and what looks like a few women ease toward me. 

They’re right to be wary. These fiends will learn to never come near any of us again.

I sense the exact moment when Felicity darts away. The enemies’ eyes follow her, but I spread my wings wider and clack my beak to divert their focus. 

Three… two… one…

Like a breaking dam, the heat bursts forth from me. My flaming feathers suddenly grow brighter. I’ve practiced using real flames very few times, but as I allow the fire to truly ignite I know that what I’m doing now is greater than any of my practice attempts. Something has erupted inside me. I’m a living volcano.

When I glance at myself, my feathers are red, orange, and yellow. I encourage the heat even more. The flames jump excitedly as if they are a living creature. A heartbeat later my inferno becomes different. Blue and even green tongues of fire begin forming.

Daichi’s six goons shrink back. Some of them raise their arms to block themselves from the intensity. By now they have backed away at least fifty feet. Some of them appear slightly blistered from the roiling heat. Everyone in the hangar has focused their attention entirely on me. Thirty people surround me at a distance. Everyone’s attention is on me. I spot none of my fellow shifters.

Felicity must have successfully told the others to clear out. Good!

A man at the edge of the wide circle shouts out, “Forget this! Just shoot the thing.”

Many instantly respond to his command. In seconds they have their pistols trained on me. Not even one of them hesitate to pull the trigger. Out of instinct, my eyes slam shut. Multiple gunshots reverberate through the air. Their loud echoes fill the entire building. 

Nothing hits me though.

After a long minute of thunderous gunfire, the shots begin to cease. As I open my eyes, a woman shoots one final bullet at my chest. The bullet disintegrates into fine ash as it makes contact with my cobalt flames.

None of the bullets have hit me! They all burned up!

Raising my head higher, I grin and say one word: “Run.”

In a split second they all turn on a dime, fleeing as fast as possible. With a single blink the hottest flames finally consume me. My entire body is made of blue and green fire.



Stretching my wing toward a docked helicopter, the paint along the siding begins melting off. The metal itself starts bending under the relentless heat. It creaks as the the side crinkles.

I suddenly remember the helicopter I saw outside earlier. With a few flaps my wings, I glide outside. The most loyal henchmen have decided to guard the helicopter. A few feet from it, stands Daichi with his arms crossed. Some of his people are crowded at his back. Dachi’s face is tightened into a furious snarl. My eyes narrow as I glare him down.

Pure evil resonates in his voice, “You’ve been a shifter this whole time. I should’ve seen it. The weakest of you ends up being the most powerful.”

“You’re murdering ends now!” I allow my own anger to be voiced.

“As if I’d ever surrender to my prey. You’re a fool if you assume that you have a victory. In the end, I always win.” 

With a jerk of Daichi’s head, a pair of henchmen step forward from the swarm behind him. They force someone forward. I’m appalled to see that it’s Roxanne. Daichi harshly grabs her arm, pulling the girl close to him and his newly unsheathed sword. The deadly blade hovers inches from Roxanne’s throat.

“No! Let her go!”

The man has the audacity to start laughing, “How about you tone down that heat of yours and face me as a man?”

When I hesitate, Daichi tightens his hold and presses the blade against Roxanne’s skin. In that moment I don’t think as I morph. The powerful flames extinguish. A fine layer of ash drifts to the ground as my human body fully forms.

“Good thinking.” Daichi’s voice sounds pleased.

Suddenly, Olivia lands a dozen feet behind me. I recognize the familiar tone of anger in her voice when she growls, “Don’t you dare hurt my friend.” 

Daichi responds venomously “Stay out of this griffin! This is between me and the firebird. Now, Ash, come to me. Don’t try anything either. You know I don’t bluff. I’ll kill her in one movement.”

I take one step forward then a second. His crew begins to train their weapons on me. Behind me Olivia’s presence feels like the only support I have in a sea of potential death. Slowly, I edge away from my friend and toward the maniac who might kill the girl I have a crush on. 

“Nice, nice. Just like that. Come closer, shapeshifter.” 

The distance between the two of us grows closer and closer with each of my steps. My focus stays locked on Roxanne who has grown pale. Terror fills her eyes. The blade still rests on her throat. A part of me breaks at the sight. 

At last I stop a wing’s length away from my most hated enemy. The murderer stares me down like a contagious disease. I mirror the expression.

“Let her go.” I hiss through clenched teeth. 

His grin sickens me, “Get down on your knees, beast.”

“Ash, no!” Olivia shouts from where she still stands. By now Diesel and Felicity has joined her side.

I don’t speak a word as I do what Daichi has commanded. My whole body is rigid as I get down on one knee then both. Fear tries taking control of me, but I contain all of my emotions.

I’ll accept this fate.

The katana still hovers at its position near Roxanne’s throat. Daichi knows that he’s won. He has won this disgusting hunt of his. It makes me hate him so much more than I already do.

Defeated, my hands hang limp at my sides. The air around us is still, and the world is utterly quiet. The calm setting doesn’t match up with the actions that are soon to take place. The cracked asphalt digs into my knees, even though I have cargo pants on.

Then it dawns on me. I remember that I’m not weaponless.


Rising

Continuing in Ash’s POV…

The next few seconds slow down like one of those intense scenes in a movie. Daichi draws back his sword, pushing Roxanne to one of the goons. He locks his eyes on me as he pulls his katana further back. His steps are quick as he nears. My eyes stare at the flashing weapon coming down upon me.

I grasp one of the knives in the pocket of my cargo pants. There is no chance to save myself, but at least I can wound Daichi. It will be the last thing I do.

This is for everyone that I love!

My right hand moves as fast as lightning as I pull a knife from my pocket and shove it up at Daichi. I keep my grip steady, but I close my eyes knowing that his weapon will meet my body the same time mine does his.

Instead of being struck, the resounding noise of metal hitting something hard and solid meets my ears. The knife in my hand has already met its target. When I dare to open my eyes again, I see Garret in his hippocampus form above me. The long, pearlescent horn on his forehead has blocked Daichi’s sword. The two of them are eye to eye.

“I swore that you would never hurt any of my family again.” The coldness in Garret’s voice makes me shiver.

For the first time ever, I see pain and even fear in Daichi’s demeanor. He glances down to the knife that is lodged into his side. The man keeps a grip on his katana as Garret continues to hold him back.

“What goes around does indeed come around,” I say in a flat voice as I stand up from my knelt position.

Daichi blanches, “You- you used my own weapon…”

“It is one of the same daggers you threw at Olivia in an attempt to kill her. You can have that one back.”

My attention moves over to the masked followers of Daichi. Felicity, Olivia, and Diesel join my side as we face them off. Roxanne still stands in the midst of the malefactors. A few of them eye us with uncertainty while others simply glare back at us.

Flames erupt from my body as I morph back into my phoenix self. This time the fire is orange and harmless. My friends are right beside me where any heat could hurt them. It would kill me if I even singed a them slightly.

“Hand her over,” I raise my head in warning.

The enemy group across from us hesitates as if they can’t decide what the best option is.

Olivia steps up by my left, “You should do what he says.”

“That’s not happening,” One of them hisses in response.

“We’ll see about that,” Diesel growls on my right.

Without warning, Daichi’s men all pull their weapons out once more. Before I know what I’m doing, I yell for my friends to stand back as I spread my wings. In an instant, my flames become scalding blue and green hues. Gunfire erupts like thunder in the night. When I watch the bullets touch my fiery feathers, they disintegrate like they did earlier. Ashes fall to the ground with each impact.

When I glance backward, Diesel, Olivia, and Felicity are crouched behind me. They’re shielded from the onslaught of flying lead. For their own safety they stay a distance back, but I know some heat still flows toward them.

Meanwhile, Garret and Daichi have moved away from the crossfire. The two are head to head in a sword fight. Well, what looks to be a sword fight to me. I can’t tell exactly. The white hippocampus is using his long horn as a sword to fight back against Daichi’s katana. Although our ultimate enemy has been wounded by ‘Yours Truly‘, Daichi still puts up a relentless fight.

The shooters finally cease fire when they realize that I’m just as bullet proof as I was ten minutes ago. This doesn’t stop them though. They all converge toward us like a wave of darkness. My eyes catch a glimpse of Roxanne before I am forced to focus on the goons coming at us.

Everything becomes a blur when we ,the shapeshifters, begin fighting back the enemies. I keep my attention on smacking any henchman that dares to strike at me. Far to the side, Olivia bites and slashes with catlike fluidity. My gaze passes over Felicity’s snowy coat. She also uses feline fighting tactics, but unlike Olivia I worry for Felicity due to her inexperience. 

A pair of men suddenly block my path. Snapping my beak, I shove both of them to the ground. The feathers on my body have returned to their usual warm color. They’re harmless. The likelihood of bumping into one of my friends with hot flames is way too dangerous.

My pegacorn best friend easily knocks down a man that was attempting to pull at his mane. When two more jump on his back, I glide over and use my talons to drag one off. The same man from before jumps right back up, throwing a punch at my head. I allow my feathers to heat up for a split second, burning the attacker’s fist.

“Thanks for the help!” Diesel snorts as we back up against each other. 

One of the women in masks pulls some type of ninja move on me, but I just launch myself into the air to avoid her. As I’m in the air, I take in my surroundings. The four of us shifters are in the thick of the fight. Garret and Daichi are still battling out like archenemies. Daichi seems slower but is just as swift as always. It’s been a long day, and Garret still doesn’t give up. I can see red splotches on his white fur and scales, a sign that our leader hasn’t avoided every slash.

On the opposite side, Olivia and Diesel’s parents fight together in unison. They may be human, but they won’t let that stop them one bit.

There’s just one person that I don’t see.

“Diesel! I have to find, Roxanne!” I shout down.

He throws his head up, “I’ve got this handled. Go find her!”

Guilt stings me as I leave behind my friends. I know that they’ll understand, but it feels wrong nonetheless.

My wings take me in a quick circle above the airport. Besides the wild battle near the main hanger, nothing catches my sight. We are the only ones here. Everyone present remains together in the same spot near the landed helicopter.

That’s it! Why am I so bird-brained sometimes?

I tilt my wings toward the aircraft. My feet extend outward as I come in for a landing. The curved talons screech against the windshield of the chopper as I slide down. Nasty, uneven scratches are left behind. Peering inside, I see one man with a gun trained on Roxanne who looks scared out of her mind. Rage builds inside me. It takes effort to not release the energy.

When my feet touch the ground, I’m in my human form once again. I crouch down and ease along the side of the ‘copter while the fighting continues on the opposite side. My hand brushes the smooth paint. The man holding Roxanne knows I’m coming, but I stay out of sight until I can make the move. At this exact moment, I’m under where the side-door is.

What do I do? What do I do? Maybe it’s best if I to just open the door and surprise- No, no, no! Roxanne could get shot. 

Out of nowhere, a series of loud thumps and whacks resound from inside the helicopter. I immediately forget the logical planning and swing open the small door. The sight that meets me isn’t one that I expected. Roxanne has managed to knock out her captor. He lays crumpled in the floor. She has stayed seated and looks completely calm. My mouth hangs open in absolute shock.

Roxanne chuckles, “Make your enemy underestimate you and then take advantage.”

“I was coming to save you.”

“You forget who I am. I’ve got tricks up my sleeve too.”

A smile crosses my face, “You’re sounding like one of these masked people.”

Roxanne shrugs with a nod, “Been there, done that.”

______________________



We quickly move to the opposite side of the helicopter where the conflict has begun to lose energy. The alicorn, griffin, and pumagriff have pushed back the opposing side. Most of the masked fiends have grouped together. Some bear wounds, but they all wear tired expressions. They appear as if they no longer want to continue the fighting. The shapeshifters stand side by side like one of those dramatic, triumphant moments in a movie or graphic novel. 

While the two sides face each other, Garret and Daichi are still locked in a fight. The white hippocampus blocks the sword with his horn and steps backwards. Daichi shakily takes a jab, but misses his target entirely. His wound has weakened him incredibly. 

“Stand down. You’ve lost this fight,” Garret glares down our enemy who is now out of breath. 

Before I can see what happens next, Olivia rushes towards the two of us and embraces Roxanne in a quick hug. Instead of being in her griffin form, Olivia has changed back into her human skin as they embrace. The two friends pass a few hushed words. Mostly, Roxanne ends up having to reassure Olivia that she hasn’t been harmed during her brief kidnapping.

When Roxanne mentions how Daichi snatched her, Olivia turns to look at the murderer. Fury fills her eyes that have narrowed into feline slits. If Olivia ever looked at me in this way, I would be terrified. 

The whole scene becomes silent as Olivia walks straight towards Daichi. Her stiff posture expresses the anger building up within. I watch my friend walk up to the killer who has ceased his fight but refuses to surrender. Garret steps back to allow Olivia to address Daichi, but the hippocampus keeps a wary eye on the man.

Olivia begins speaking with an eerily calm voice, “Daichi, you’ve hunted shifters with no remorse. You’ve threatened my friends and family. You’ve hurt those who I love. You are the monster among us. People like you are the reason why shapeshifters are afraid to live their lives freely.”

Daichi stares back at Olivia with a blank expression that sends chills up my spine. He eyes her with a look that I can only describe as predatory. Even now Daichi seeks a way to destroy Olivia.

My friend’s voice becomes cold as she finishes, “You will never kill anyone ever again. Today was the last time that you will ever harm a person.” 

Before anyone can utter a warning, Daichi thrusts his sword forward at Olivia. With swift feline agility, Olivia dodges the blade and punches Daichi with a force that sends him stumbling backwards. Our most hated enemy crumbles to the ground and collapses into unconsciousness.

When the leader falls, I turn to look back at those who had aligned with him. The masked men and women remain frozen with shock for a long moment. Slowly, a murmuring begins passing through them. One by one each individual removes the mask or clothe that has hid their face. An odd sense of relief ripples throughout the group as they stare at their fallen leader

Suddenly, I begin to see individual people with their own distinct differences and personal lives. They no longer seem like faceless attackers but actual people. 

One of them steps forward and speaks shakily, “You- you’ve freed us from this man’s tyranny.”

Diesel hisses, “What makes you think we believe you?”

“Daichi forced us to do his biding. We had no other choice,” Another steps forward to support the other.

More and more of them begin speaking at once. Some try explaining how Daichi either tricked or blackmailed them into working for him. 

Roxanne whispers to me, “This is more complicated than I thought it was.”

When I look at Roxanne, I see empathy pooling in her eyes. It wasn’t long ago when she had been the one who was forced to do something against her will. She knows exactly how these people feel.

“Well, around here, nothing is as simple as it first seems,” I tell her with a sense of relief, knowing we no longer stood in the face of danger.

She glances at the mythical creatures surrounding us and then faces me with a smile, “You’ve got that right, bird-boy.”






Togetherness

Olivia’s POV…

When I wake in my bed, I roll over and stare at the sunlight that filters in through the curtains. The world seems perfect in this calm moment. One of my neighbors is cutting grass as usual. I can hear another neighbor walking their dog while someone else complains about their mail service.

Life has been a mess since Daichi’s defeat. My parents were definitely upset by the fact that Felicity and I had outright lied to them about the psychopathic killer that had been hunting us. They’ve set down new rules for us to abide by. We have to restrict the amount of time we can spend as mythical creatures for the next month. If anything even remotely odd happens, Felicity and I have to tell our parents about it. This is mostly a new caution, but our parents have been very clear that they’re displeased with our lack of trust in them.

Although our family issues have been a bit rocky in the past week, we’re all thankful that we didn’t die at the hands of a professional murderer. None of us complain about petty problems with that thought lingering on our mind

Meanwhile, Garret and Diesel have been acclimating to a life where their parents know that they are shifters. Instead of splitting the family apart, the four of them have become closer together.

Ash… Well, Ash nearly broke down when he realized that Roxanne had to return to her family. I spotted the two exchanging numbers, which probably isn’t allowed due to the fact that Roxanne is supposed to be living under a different name anyways. Don’t worry though. I imagine that we’ll be seeing a lot more of Roxanne very soon.

As for all us, we have had to deal with an organization that Garret contacted to arrest Daichi. Since Daichi was far too dangerous and knowledgeable of shifters, a special group of agents had to handle the arrest. 

As you can imagine, Diesel demanded Garret for answers on this secret organization. The two brothers followed up with an argument like old times. Finally, Garret threw his hands up and announced that he was under no circumstances allowed to discuss the agency. This only sparked more questions among all of us gathered together. 

We’ll uncover all of Garret’s countless secrets one day… maybe.

There is one more thing that I must mention. As we took one more look around the airport, we discovered that there was someone else that Daichi had been holding prisoner. It was the same man who had been spying on me for years. Daichi kidnapped him in hopes of getting information on me. After a long discussion, I discovered that the man had been protecting my griffin existence for multiple years. I still call it that creepily spying…

I pull myself from my thoughts and prepare myself for the day. Twenty minutes later, I step out my front door and begin my usual daily jog. It was only a week ago that my entire life crashed around me. My family and closest friends came into harm’s way. We somehow survived the whole ordeal, and I’m beyond thankful to still have those I care for.

As I jog along, I wave at multiple neighbors. They are blissfully unaware of what I am and what I have experienced in the past few months. It’s for the best that I keep my two lives separate. In the end, it’s will always be better that humans remain blind to the existence of shifters. As you know very well, not everyone has a positive view on people like my friends and I. 

My run takes me to an aged tree that grows in the very center of the road. It is here that I found Roxanne’s note. This is where it all began a week ago.

We overcame that enemy. Even when there was no hope, none of us gave up once. I’m proud to know that I was part of that victory.

Instead of seeing this tree as a place of bad memories, it stands as a reminder of what has been accomplished. Every time I see it I tell myself to stand as strong as this tree. 

______________________________

Two days later…

Mr. and Mrs.Summers have decided to host a party, but I think they just want us to come and enjoy time together. We all need some normalcy after our experience with Daichi.

My parents are invited as well which isn’t surprising. Now that Diesel’s parents know shifters exist, they have more reason to become acquainted with my parents better. Mom and Dad have raised two shapeshifters so far. I imagine that Mr. and Mrs. Summers want a little advice in dealing with their sons’ abilities.

Diesel and Garret have slowly settled into not masking their second halves around their parents. It has been a new and odd experience for both the parents and the brothers. There is nothing to hide anymore, and Diesel has already told me plenty of times how much of a relief it is.

When I arrive at the Summers’ home with my family, I can already smell the charcoal in the air. It’s evident that Mr.Summers has decided to use his grill tonight.

Diesel walks out to our car as we park. As always, a huge smile spreads across my face at seeing him. Every time we meet I get that giddy feeling that I had when he was merely a highschool crush. I make sure to open my own door before Diesel does it himself. The first thing I do is go and give him a tight hug. We haven’t seen much of each other over the pass few days. He gives me a peck on the cheek, and I feel my face heat up at the touch.

My parents and sister walk up behind us. Everyone exchanges simple greetings before we head inside the Summers’ home where more greetings are passed. Garret meets us at the door, directing my parents into the livingroom. 

If you can’t tell, my parents have visited the Summers multiple times, but this is the first time with no secrets between any of us.

Mrs.Summers bounces into the room with her usual lively attitude. She and my mom quickly hug. Meanwhile, I hear Mr.Summers yell for some help. Diesel sends me an apologetic smile before leaving to assist his dad. 

“Looks like trouble has arrived,” A voice speaks behind me.

I wheel around on him, “Excuse me? I’m fairly certain that doesn’t just apply to me alone, Ash.”

He smirks and elbows me jokingly, “Lighten up, Olivia. You have to learn to go with the moment. That’s why you’re always so serious.”

“I am not always serious. There’s just… a lot that interferes with my positivity. By the way, when did you get here? How do you always pop up at random times?”

Ash crosses his arm with a smug grin, “It’s just a gift. Oh, and I happen to live a stone’s throw away, and I practically live here because Diesel is too nice to send me packing.”

I laugh at this, because Ash always has a way with intertwining truth with humor. Felicity soon walks up beside us. The two of them begin talking as if none of last week’s craziness ever occurred.

Everything is back to normal… but not quite. 

Garret steps up beside me as Ash and Felicity dive into their own conversation. He chuckles, “Sometimes I wonder how things would have been if Ash hadn’t become a phoenix.”

“He would still be the same person he is now, but he would still be complaining about not being a ‘super cool shapeshifter with superpowers’.” My own smile widens and then falls slightly, “I don’t know what we would’ve done if Ash hadn’t been there to help us. Actually, we would’ve been even worse of you hadn’t been there, Garret. You saved Ash’s life.”

The older version of Diesel wraps an arm around me, “I would do anything for you guys. You’re all part of my crazy family.”

“So… I’m guessing you have to go back to college next month?” My own voice betrays my disappointment.

“Yes, but don’t worry. I’ll be back on my breaks. You won’t even notice that I’m gone.”

I roll my eyes at this, “How could I ever overlook that my favorite hippocampus is gone? Of course, I’ll miss you!”

My own arm around him tightens for a moment. As I do this, I glance over toward Ash and Felicity who are still talking. My parents and Garret’s have gone into the backyard. Those of us inside soon find ourselves outside as well.

I pause as I step out into the grassy expanse. It hasn’t been long since this area was filled with Daichi’s goons.  Although those people were being forced to fight, their actions caused us a lot of trouble and pain. 

A relieved sigh escapes me as I make my way over to the two long picnic tables set up. I remember the first time I set foot in the Summers’ back yard. It had been in May when Diesel and I were simply trying to figure out who was vandalizing Melark. Back then, Garret simply seemed like the average older brother, and Ash was nothing more than Diesel’s goofy best friend. Felicity’s shifter abilities hadn’t manifested yet. 

Over a month later, our whole world has changed. Garret turned out to be a shifter the whole time. Felicity became a pumagriff. We all went on a crazy beach trip that involved mad science. Ash was caught in an explosion, becoming a phoenix. A murderer tracked us down like prey, but we stopped him before he could accomplish his task. 

So much has changed in our life over the past weeks. Although our life has been far from normal, we have all learned more about each other and our owns selves. Garret has his secrets, but he is the leader we have learned to look up too. Diesel accepts what he has become and focuses solely on the things that must be done. My sister is still learning yet there is intelligence within her that will help her incredibly in the future. Ash has proved himself to be a faithful and trustworthy friend until the point of death. He can be a little peculiar at times, and I find that sometimes we need that comical break.

My thoughts are interrupted as Mr.Summers calls us over to grab a plate. Diesel joins my side after we get our share of food. We sit together at one of the picnic tables that have been set up in a long row. While sitting there, the reality hits me. All of us are here together, happy and without anything keeping us apart. I never imagined that this scene before me would ever happen.

I’m perfectly fine that it is this way.


Newbie

Diesel nudges me with his elbow, and I instantly look up. The book bag on my back no longer feels heavy as I spot Ash coming our direction. A huge, goofy grin is plastered on his face. I can’t help but smile back at my eccentric friend. 

Ash had been going to a school in a neighboring town, but after much convincing his dad transferred him to the private school in Melark. This had been our goal ever since the incident with Daichi back in July. Diesel and I finally accomplished that goal.

Today is the first day of our junior year of high school. This is always an exciting and depressing day. Everyone sees their friends again after many weeks apart, but this also means the end of summer and the beginning of another long school year. In my situation I get to see my two friends, Wonona and Cellcy, who I neglected see over the summer break. Over the summer we’ve had to deal with lots of shifter related issues, and although I trust my two friends I can’t pull them into this second half of my life. I am a part-time griffin. That fact in itself is crazy enough, and we haven’t gotten started on the wild stuff yet.

Ash practically bounces up to the two of us while saying, “Okay, okay. So I have to make like super good grades here, right? Because it’s a private school and all.”

“Not exactly. You’re already smart Ash. You just don’t act like it sometimes,” Diesel tells his friend.

“Um… I’m not sure if I should be offended or not,” Ash pauses in thought.

We all walk side by side as we head to our first class. I explain to Ash where everything is located and the certain people he should avoid, especially the flirt of the school, Diana. Being extroverted, Ash introduces himself to literally every person that he passes in the hall. Diesel and I drag him along so we aren’t late. When we all sit down in our English class,  the three of us compare our schedules. To my surprise, we have multiple shared classes.

“You’re going to regret wanting me to come here. You won’t be able to get rid of me,” Ash laughed and leaned back into his seat.

I roll my eyes at this, “Are you sure that won’t be the other way around? Diesel and I will probably be getting on your nerves before the day is over.”

“Psh, the two of you are cool. Just don’t get all romantic around me. I’m not into that kind of stuff.”

“Says the guy with the hugest crush on Roxanne,” I mumble, but forget that he too has superior hearing. From the corner of my eye, Ash’s face has reddened. I obviously hit home with my statement. A sly grin crosses my face as I give him a knowing look. He immediately glances away and starts talking about something random. It’s clear that he wishes Roxanne were here now. She had been going to this school before her family was forced to leave town.

By the end of the day, we’re all mentally tired of school, but our shifter strength still has us energized. Felicity, who walks from the nearby elementary building, meets us in the parking lot. Wanting a break from being inside, we head over to the local park. Luckily, none of us have received  a massive amount of work on our first day of classes.

The late August heat radiates off the parking lot like an oven. The trees provide good shade from the sun’s merciless rays. Someone has been cutting grass, and the familiar smell fills the air. The park has a few visitors, but we walk over to where fewer people are. If it wasn’t for school starting today, this would be like any normal summer day.

As we’re joking around, Ash’s phone starts ringing. I quickly catch the sight of Roxanne’s name before Ash blocks the screen.

“I knew it! You did get her number before she left,” I step towards him as his phone continues to ring.

“So?” He quickly shoots back at me.

Diesel chuckles, “We had our suspicions. This only confirms it.”

Ash sighs and finally answers the video call. Roxanne’s face immediately appears on the screen. A bright smile covers her face as Ash greets her. Diesel, Felicity, and I crowd around Ash where Roxanne then tells us hello and asks how we’re all doing. Although Ash seems perfectly pleased that he’s talking to Roxanne. I’ve come to learn him very well. Inside, he wishes that Rox was here right now instead of wherever her parents were forced to move away.

“…but yeah, I haven’t started school yet,” Roxanne finishes as my mind returns to the current conversation.

Ash asks her, “Why is that?



She pauses as if trying to figure out the correct words to use, “Well… ever since last month I’ve been begging my parents to return to Melark. You can already tell how that topic went. Not good at all. Anyways, I made some suggestions and ideas. It’s still taking some time, but it might be possible…”

“What might be possible?” Felicity chirps.

“I have an aunt and uncle who live in Melark. Maybe by mid-October I can move in with them”

Ash says, “But… that means being away from your parents and brothers. Why would you choose that?”

“Because… Although I am with my family and I love them very  much, it’s hard living under this different identity. Moving back to Melark where I grew up and already have a life… It would be much better than this.” Roxanne sighs and continues, “Obviously I’m still going to visit my family whenever possible, but it’ll be a little difficult at first.”

“We’ll do whatever we can to help you adjust,” Diesel smiles reassuringly.

Roxanne seems lifted up by his words, “Thank you, Diesel.”



Ash instantly breaks the moment like ice, “Okay, so when did you say you were coming back? October? Sooner? I can’t wait.”

He can hide it as much as he wants, but Ash has a crush on my best friend. Now that I think of it… I have a crush on Ash’s best friend. Actually, is it considered a crush if we’re dating? Felicity talks to me later when we’re at home. She thinks the the two of them will be dating within a month of Roxanne’s return to Melark. 

I guess only time will tell.


Epilogue

The wind roars past my ears tufts as my eyes stay straight ahead. I can both feel and sense the presence of those around me. Diesel is on my right. Felicity stays to the left. Ash is just a few feet above me. A smile spreads across my face as we all dive in unison.

It’s unclear why and how all of us, including Garrret, turned out to be shapeshifters that can become mythical creatures. According to what I was taught by Garret, mythical shifters are a rarity among the already rare gift of shifting. So how is it that all five us became some type of mythical? Apparently destiny has something greater in store for us than battling a tycoon, sinking a yacht, and fighting a homicidal murderer. I still can’t decide if that is an exciting or terrifying fact. So I guess I have to say it’s both of those.

The phoenix above me suddenly adds more speed, shooting right passed us in an obvious attempt to show off. Flames crackle as he dives away, but the fire doesn’t activate my fear like it once did. Even now I’m subconsciously aware of the necklace Diesel gave me weeks ago. Without it, I would still be a prisoner to my uncontrollable fear of fire.

Felicity smirks at Ash’s display and then pursues him by doing a loop in the sky. I even out my dive. Diesel automatically does the same as he stays right by my side.

I start, “I’ve always been the one to say destiny has a path set ahead… but is it bad that I still question what’s in store for us?”



The black pegacorn shakes his mane while replying, “No, there’s nothing wrong about wondering and questioning what your future has in store for you. Everyone has their doubts and fears. You taught me to not be afraid of what I’ve become. Now it’s my turn to tell you to not be scared of what’s to come. Embrace the gift that you’ve been given and use it. I guess that’s the whole reason why we became shifters in the first place. We’re supposed to use that gift to do what must be done. If we neglect that ability then… that’s considered failure.”

“You’re starting to sound philosophical like Felcity when she falls into one of her educated rants.”

Diesel laughs at this for a long moment and says, “I’m just trying my best to encourage and reassure you.”

I smile at him, “Thank you. I truly appreciate it.”

My eyes dart over to where Ash and Felicity are still flying together in the sky. They both twirl and spin as if they’re competing to see who the fanciest flier is. Being in the sky where there are no boundaries is a freedom like no other. It’s obvious that they feel the exact same.

I turn back to Diesel, surprised that he is still looking at me, “What is it? Is there something wrong?”

“No,” His fangs poke out as he smiles, “Everything is absolutely perfect.”

An odd question leave my mouth, “What are you thinking about?”



The alicorn stares high above where the stars twinkle to their own music, “I’m thinking… about how this all began. You and me. Our group grew… Ash joined us, then Garret and your sister. Even Roxanne is one of us in a way.”

My gaze stays on him. Even though we’ve been so busy over the recent weeks, I still feel the same way I did when Diesel was still just a mere high school crush. Instead of thinking he’s a cute guy, I’ve come to admire him for who he is on the inside. Physical appearances aren’t what always matter.

“I love you, Diesel.” The words slip through my beak before I can process what I’m saying. And guess what? That’s absolutely fine. There’s no need for me to think before I talk to Diesel.

He faces me once more and tells me with sincerity, “And I love you more, Olivia.”

A pair of flaming wings cuts us off, “Gross, just go ahead and kiss already!”

I pause my fight and begin to hover as I shout back, “Hey! You’ll understand this one day.”

“I actually ship you and Diesel,” My white pumagriff sister smoothly glides by.

Flapping my wings rhythmically, I nod back to her, “Thank you!”

We begin a more even flight once again. The phoenix and pumagriff continue to taunt each other about their flying skills. I can’t help but smile at the harmless argument. The flaming bird and white puma are easy to spot in the night sky. Diesel is dark in hue, but I can easily see him by using my night vision.

He turns to me, “Hey, want to race back to my house?”



“Will they be alright?” I glance over at Ash and Felicity.

“Felicity is smart, and Ash sees her like a baby sister. They’ll protect each other if something happens, Olivia.”

I look at them for a second longer then instantly increase my speed as I shout back at Diesel, “It’s on then! I’ll win this time!”

Diesel passes me within fifteen seconds. I push myself to go faster, but I end up laughing joyfully, which slows me down that much more. Competing means nothing to me. Just being here with those I care about is all that matters.

It will continue to be that way for as long as we’re fighting whatever evil comes our way.


Author’s Note

This final book is dedicated to every ‘Part-Time’ fan. You are the reason why this wild, crazy story even exists. Thank you for all that you’ve done to support this trilogy! Contrary to popular opinion, I actually do read every comment posted. All the comments that you’ve left make my day over and over again. 

It’s because of you that I want to keep writing more Part-Time books, but I neither have the time nor enough ideas. This is why I ended the book in a way that it doesn’t actually conclude the group’s story. There is a lot more in store for Olivia and the gang. You can decide what happens next :)

Now I am going to go a little deeper than I usually do in an author’s note…

I started this series while I was still in high school. It has taken me a few years to fully complete the series. While writing the chapters, I often fell off the face of the earth where Wattpad wouldn’t see me for days. There were times when I wouldn’t post for weeks and weeks on end. A lot occurred in my personal life during the making of books 2 and 3. Multiple life changing events happened to me. There are mistakes that can be seen in the grammar and the plot-line of the stories. (Hey, I bet you can even find some typos in this note.) That doesn’t bother me though. It’s somewhat cringy when I reread a chapter, but I’m pleased that I at least finished the Part-Time Trilogy after so long. I owed it to you guys!

I’ve just finished my freshman year of college. Finding time for writing never becomes easier. So I once again want to encourage you to begin writing your story now while you still can. Ignore those who have negative opinions about your story, because guess what? It’s not their story anyways! It is your story.

Wattpad has changed my life for the better, and I hope to write something worth publishing one day. This will be far in the future though. I also want this to be your dream too, if you are also interested in writing. If I don’t ever become an author, I want to at least be pleased to know that I’ve helped someone become a Wattpad writer and future author.

No, I’m not giving up on writing. There is something in progress right now that I will be working on during the summer of 2019. You won’t see it until the book is fully completed though. I am taking advantage of one of my last free summers. Part-Time Griffin was written in one summer, and I hope to write one more Wattpad book before my life becomes overcome with adult responsibilities.



Again, thank you for helping me make this possible. Part-Time Griffin started out as a random idea that I was simply going to write for fun. I’ve learned that if your heart is not in the story, then there is no joy in the writing of it. The book instead becomes a project rather than a pastime. Find something that you love and go for it! The rest will follow.

See you soon!

~Samantha Gettys
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