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Reed. That’s my name. Just Reed. When people want to get to know someone, that is usually the first thing they ask. What’s your name? But my name is not who I am. Actually, who, is not even the right question. The real question is, what am I?

I’m not even certain, sometimes, what the real answer to that question is.

The facts that are indisputable are, I was born to a woman, who was part of a science project. She knew going in that they were going to create a baby within her who would be special. That would have powers like the superheroes found in comic books. I don’t know if my mother really cared about the powers. She cared about the money she was going to get for taking part in the program. Yeah, she was a real winner.

Even though I know this to be true, my heart still pangs now and then at the thought of her. There were times in my memory where she was gentle and loving. The problem is that they were few. What it boils down to is that my mother, the creator of my life, well, one of them anyway, was an unhappy, angry, drunk.

My father, on the other hand, was not unhappy. He was simply angry. All the time. He went into the ‘science thing’ with my mother for the money as well. I know we are all so surprised to know that. Funny, though he knew what the project was, he didn’t realize he’d be saddled with a brat that he’d have to spend his hard-earned money on.

There was no getting around it. That was part of the deal. The scientists would pay my parents quite a chunk of change to use my mother as a living Petri dish to create me, this special baby. But they, my mother and father, had to agree to take care of me.

I suppose they did as they agreed. They housed me. They fed me. That is the good part. The rest, well, that is a reality I faced. They fed me just enough to keep me alive. They housed me in a dirty, bug infested, cold in winter, hot in summer trailer. I was a thin urchin of a child running about in rags that were either too big or too small. The clothes all seemed to be the same mush of brown and grey colors in my memories of those times. Maybe they used to be reds or blues, but by the time I got them from the charity groups and the donation bins, the color had been sucked out of them, leaving only the faded memory of what they may have once been. Shoes? Well, shoes were sometimes not provided at all. To this day, I can run faster and steadier on bare feet than with the best of shoes. So, that’s a perk, I suppose.

I honestly don’t know how I survived my infancy. Maybe, back in those years they tried to be good people. I don’t think so, but maybe. By the time I was three and four, I stayed quiet as much as possible. I stayed hidden in my small room, or outside, away from the humans that pretended to be parents. The repercussions of being seen and heard were painful. I can still hear the sound a belt makes as it zips out from around a waist and through the belt loops. It’s a sort of ssszwip sound. I also know the song a belt makes as it swishes through the air and lands on bare skin. The sound brings back the memory of the pain, and the humiliation of my pants being down around my little ankles as the leather bit into flesh.

When they beat me, I didn’t cry though. I didn’t make a sound actually. I’m quiet like that. More sound meant more pain and terror. Tears would cause you to be given something more to cry about. So, I didn’t cry, and I didn’t make a sound. I was a fast learner in many ways. This being an important one.

Then it happened. The day I cannot forget. The day that I can’t decide if I am happy about or ashamed of.

My birthday is not one I like to celebrate for many reasons, but mainly, because my fifth birthday was the day I became what I am. I am not one of the good guys from the comic books. I am not a hero like you may see on the news.

What I am, is a killer.
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Chapter Two
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“I’ll get us a table,” I said to Ash and Lark, as soon as we entered the restaurant. We ate at the pizza shop a lot, thanks to Nora working there. We came in and she brought home food several times a week. There were loads of options to choose from. They had dough items like pizza and Stromboli. They had sandwich items like subs, and they had salads. They even had kid options like nuggets and fries. They were a good one stop shop. Especially for our small group that had lived on junk food and garbage for most of our lives. This place was a step up.

I always felt off when I came in this restaurant when Nora wasn’t working. She loved working at the place. I asked her once what it was that she liked, and she shrugged at me and said that it was everything; the smell, the dim lighting, the old-fashioned furnishings and multi-colored lights, even the blood red carpet. She loved it all. That was good enough for me. If it made her happy, fine by me. The wages were standard, but the tips, according to Nora, were great.

“What do you want?” Ash asked as he headed toward the counter to place our order.

“Not hungry. Just a soda.”

I was feeling jittery. We’d just dropped the girls off at the coffee shop around the corner to talk with Star. It had been decided that the girls would meet and try to figure out a future for us. However, until Star opened up to us about who she was and how she became like us, she wasn’t getting in. I know Eve was having trouble with it, as her brother Lark seemed to be paired with Star. However, if she was honest, I don’t think she was feeling all that great about Star either.

All of us hero types had apparently been paired with another by the SaneCorp scientists. Was this done intentionally? Was it done with a purpose? Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe it was a side effect. Maybe they did it for a reason I had yet to understand. Either way, we were all paired. Ash had Eve. Lark had Star. I had my Nora. This was a happy gift from our creators. I am not sure they realized what they had done, but I would always be thankful that they paired me with Nora.

Lark and Star were a new pairing. One, because Lark was not made like Ash, Eve, Nora and I were. He got his gift from being created the old fashion way, too soon after Eve was born. He got the leftover chemicals that were used to make Eve. He soaked them up while he was gestating.

He did have powers, but they were nowhere near in strength like what the rest of us had. His gifts, I genuinely think, were a happy accident. Had his mom and dad not gotten busy so soon after Eve was born, he would not have been given anything. As it was, he could hear lies. That was very handy in my opinion. Accident or not, he had a useful gift. He could also talk telepathically with Star. Was that his gift or hers? Not sure. I was waiting to find out.

Star, on the other hand, was made in the laboratory, but she was not made like us either. In fact, none of us actually knew how she was made other than with trial and error and most likely a lot of luck. She received the gift of strong winds. She also could read minds.

From what I could tell, she could not read everyone’s mind, but she could do it. Mine and Ash’s she seemed to be able to tap right into. I’m not a fan of that at all. Her and Lark thought they were able to communicate back and forth within their minds, so they had to have some type of real connection. They matched well. Even if she was a lying traitor as I expect her to be, they matched well.

If Star would only talk to us. That was all we were asking, which doesn’t seem like a lot. I figured if she didn’t want to, fine, she could take a hike and live out her best life without us. If Lark wanted to, he could head on out as well. I’d only known the guy a few weeks. I didn’t care one way or another if he stayed or not. It would upset Eve though, which none of us would want.

I glanced at the clock. How long ago had I left Nora with Eve? We, being me, Lark, and Ash, were only one short block away from the girls, but it felt like miles. I didn’t like letting Nora out of my sight. It wasn’t a controlling thing, as I am sure many people believe. It was a deep fear that if I was not with her, something bad would happen. I was working on it. The problem was I did trust her. The world and people within it, not so much. They’d proved time and time again that they sucked.

Lark set a tall fat cup in front of me and plopped down in the chair across the table. “Ash is getting a pizza for us to snack on while we wait.”

I just gave a single nod, so he knew I’d heard him. I glanced out the glass door and tried to see down the street and maybe around the block. I couldn’t see anything but afternoon, moving toward evening, sun drifting through the glass.

“Can you not?” Ash said as he sat down.

I lifted an eyebrow at him.

“The tapping. You gotta stop tapping your hand and fingers on the table. It’s annoying,” he said.

As I hadn’t realized I was doing it, I just stopped and put my hands in my lap. I glanced out the windows again. “You hear from our girls?”

“It’s been like ten minutes. Give them a few to get settled in,” Lark said. “Relax dude. Everything’s fine.”

It didn’t feel fine. The hairs on the back of my neck were tingling. I stood up and headed toward the door. I didn’t care what they wanted to do. I was going to go over and sit outside the coffee shop until they were ready.

“Where are you...Reed, wait,” Ash said, with a very clear annoyed huff in his tone. I halted and waited for Ash to tell the owner of the shop that we’d be back for the pizza in a bit. The moment he turned toward me again, I was out the door. I wasn’t waiting for either of them. They could come or not.

I wasn’t hustling so much as walking at a fast clip. Something just felt wrong. Maybe I was too stuck in my head and making trouble where there wasn’t any, but I couldn’t help it. I just needed to be sure Nora was okay. Then I heard Lark inhale abruptly. He lifted a foot to take off running and I was already running with him before his foot hit the ground again.

“What is it?” Ash asked as he kept pace with us.

“The girls. Star is screaming for me,” Lark said.

I knew Lark and Star could communicate with their minds. Apparently, they could do it from a distance too. I wished Nora and I could do that, too. Then I could just check in with her from afar instead of hovering over her, which I might add she hated.

Although Ash and I couldn’t hear Star like Lark could, the fact that she’d connected to him and was screaming for help, made my blood run cold. We all, without another word, put on a real burst of speed to get to the coffee shop, and our women, as fast as we could.

It felt like only a few minutes, but when we rounded the corner, it seemed like forever. The once quiet little street was now filled with chaos and looked like a scene from the end of the world. Aside from the cars parked all wonky in the parking lot by the shop, like they had come to a fast and screeching halt wherever there was space, there were also ice shards scattered in tall spikey clumps around the building and in the entrance. There were giant ice balls that I had a good feeling were not just ice.

Then there were the very evident dark green vines with giant black pointy thorns sticking out of the ground and running through the doorway to the coffee shop. The wind was swirling in a brown circle as debris smashed into objects and the ground all around.

Then it all went calm. The wind settled and, with it, all the stuff that it blew about fell to ground, where it then lay still. Even the people seemed to slow. Maybe that was because I was zeroing in on them all. Some were running. They were not racing in one direction either. Some were just townspeople running away toward safer shelter. Others looked like soldiers racing to war toward the building. Some were in black outfits, racing around the far side. It was chaos even without the noise and commotion of the wind.

“Eve!” Ash screamed. His voice broke with the force of the sound as it echoed in the quiet of the lot. Ash set his features, his eyes squinted, and his mouth drew down in a firm frown. Then, as if coming to a decision, he nodded once to no one in particular, then jumped forward, snapped his fingers, and shot fire at everything. He did not choose any one thing in particular. He just began to burn the world down. I understood the need.

As we continued forward, men began to pour from the open door of the building. I scanned the crowd climbing over and under the deadly vines and running, until I saw Eve being lifted into a helicopter on the far side of the shop. She was unconscious and limp when she was passed from one person to another within the dark belly of the machine. I again focused on the crowd and finally found my Nora. She hung limply over the shoulder of a man in black. Her arms and legs hung lifelessly as I watched and prayed for a sign of movement. Of life.

I felt a rage boil in my belly. I took a deep breath and tried to calm the storm that was growing in my mind. The world didn’t want to see what would happen, what I would do, if she was dead. I homed in on the men in the black suits heading away from the building, not inside, like the soldiers were.

SaneCorp. They didn’t need fancy little name tags. All I had to see was the black outfit and the muscles. SaneCorp had a type, and they stuck to it. “Ash! Lark!” I yelled and pointed toward the helicopter. Ash locked in and began to burn his way over to it.

“Where is Star!” Lark yelled over the noise.

I didn’t care where she was. I had a feeling she was the reason for all of this. All of it felt like a giant set up. From the second we’d found that girl, everything had felt off. I knew it, Nora and Eve knew it, and Ash knew it. Lark was the only one that didn’t want to know it. I had a feeling even he had an inkling, but he wasn’t ready to face it.

Lark went running toward the coffee shop. He ducked inside and was out of sight and for me, out of my mind.

Ash was making his way toward the helicopter. He needed to get closer to do any damage. Fires raged all around us. The heat was so intense, I found myself squinting from its waves. Cars began to burn, then explode and take flight. They came crashing down around us, only to ignite more flames and cause more destruction.

People screamed in fear and some from pain from where they got in the way of Ash’s power. He continued to blast everything in his path with red burning flames that ate everything it came in contact with. Where a moment before all had been silent, that was not the case now. The burning and screaming and crashing were everywhere.

After focusing in our general area, I took action. Unlike the others, I didn’t need to do anything but open my mind for my powers to ignite. This is who I am. This is what I was made for. I couldn’t even help myself at that moment. There was no stopping what was about to happen.

This is me. I am the reaper.

I closed my eyes and opened myself up to my gift. I felt it awaken, and flow through my veins. As I did, silence fell over the entire area. The shop, the parking lot, even the street. All the SaneCorp men and soldiers that stood between me and my Nora, except for Eve, Ash, and Lark, dropped simultaneously to the ground, or the floor, depending on where they stood. Yes, just like that. The screams and running feet, and gunfire ceased. All that remained was the cracking of the fires Ash created. All the rest lay dead where once they’d stood. Easy. All I have to do is focus, breathe, and death follows.

I’m a killer after all. I did what I was created to do. I killed everyone that I could see, all because they stood between me and my family, me and my Nora.

SaneCorp knew what would happen. That is why they tried to separate us. I understood it now. They separated us and they used Star to do it. They knew that if I was in the equation they would lose. Case in point, they lost the moment I was within sight of them.

I have never shown my powers to my group. Not really. They knew about it, or they thought they knew about it, but I’d never fully used it. Maybe a small push here and there, but nothing to the extent I’d just shown. I opened my mind and my body and with a simple inhale I pulled all the air from the people I’d targeted. Every bit of oxygen, every speck of air, down to the smallest molecule, I zipped it out of their bodies and suffocated them before they could even comprehend it was happening.

Yes, I am that good. Yes, I am that powerful. I focus and pull, and people die. Once all the soldiers and SaneCorp men lay unmoving and dead, I made a direct beeline to the Helicopter and to my Nora. As I walked, I put out the fires that Ash neglected to extinguish.

I didn’t look at the people lying dead all around us, because I didn’t care about them. I didn’t care who they were or what their intentions had been. I didn’t care. I also didn’t glance over at Ash.

I was certain he was running to get Eve, as I was Nora, but I didn’t look to see. I didn’t want to see his face and his expression or emotions. Maybe that makes me a coward in some ways. I can handle disdain. I can handle hatred and disgust. Fear though, is another thing all together. I didn’t want to see fear of me on his face and in his eyes.

I know I don’t show it, and he probably wouldn’t even believe me if I told him, but he was one of the few people in the world that I would call a friend. That I cared if he lived or died. That I cared how he felt. If I saw fear in him now, it would hurt. Aside from my Nora, I don’t let anyone in close enough to hurt me. This is why. Once people know what I could do, they fear me. Who wouldn’t? I feared myself in some ways.

I got to the door of the copter before Ash, and gently lifted out Nora and cradled her close to my body in my arms. Her skin was paler than usual, and there was a purple haze around her eyes. Her little bowlike mouth hung open, but I could feel her breathing on my neck. Her skin was warm against my own. I felt her heartbeat, strong, as I pulled her close to my chest.

“Thank God,” I whispered. My knees suddenly felt weak and my eyes had a harsh stinging burn to the back of them. I crushed her against me in relief at the life I felt within her still body.

I turned with her in my arms to run, as Ash ducked under us and picked up Eve just as gently. I needed to get Nora home so I could look after her. Ash needed to stick with me, as friend or not, I’d leave him if he didn’t.

“Get the cameras on your way out,” I ordered. Although it had been mayhem, we didn’t need any video proof of what we could do.

“Already done,” Ash said from right behind me. Now all we really needed to worry about was any bystander cameras that may have been out there filming the whole thing. That was harder to take care of.

“What about Lark?” Ash said as we made our way around all the obstacles in the parking lot.

I shrugged. That was all the answer I had to give. I didn’t really care at that moment. In fact, I didn’t give a real thought about him at all. I will say that I understood Lark wasn’t the cause of this, but I also knew, all the way to my bones, that Star was. I’d known it when I dropped Nora and Eve off. I felt the wrong, but I still let her go. I should have spoken up. Why didn’t I?

I snapped my head to the side as a clatter broke the quiet. Two men stumbled their way out from the door of the coffee place. I didn’t think twice. I didn’t hold back. I just focused in on them, pulled with my mind, and the two men fell to the ground. Dead on the spot. They were close enough for me to see their eyes shrivel up inside their heads and fall away as all the air was sucked from their bodies.

The human body generally has an oxygen saturation level of anywhere between ninety-five to a hundred percent. I pull it all out of them with a speed I can’t even name. Every bit of it, all the way to the smallest of molecules. The effect is that the person, or whatever my attention is on, suffocates within their own bodies, in a sheer moment. A millisecond. I like to think that they don’t feel much pain when I do it, but I don’t actually know. If they do, it’s fast, at least. Then there are other times, I hope they feel every pull, break, and tear of their body as it gives way under my force.

I have watched the effect of my powers many times on many different living things. Aside from their eyes shrinking into little hard marbles and dropping back into their heads, the skin and muscles shrivel down to the bones. Hair and fur fall away in a wave, as if the roots just let go. Depending on age and size, sometimes the skin tears and rips. Any liquid, such as blood or water, will either leak out or get trapped under the shrinking flesh. They look like wet bodies that have been dead and decomposing for years. I do all of this in seconds. With nothing but a thought or maybe a command from my brain.

That is me. That is my gift from the scientists. They made me who I am, and what I am, is death. Nora, she keeps me sane. Nora keeps the darkness within me at bay. Nora was not only my savior, but also the savior of the world. Why? Because the world won’t know what to do with me, if she, my life, my heart, my love, is not okay.

On the outside, I was sure I appeared calm. Strong. In control. But no one can feel my bones shaking in rage within me. They can’t hear the chaos in my brain telling me to destroy it all. Take it all down! Yeah, Nora, better be okay. SaneCorp better hope and pray she is okay.

I finally saw Lark as I raced across the street with the intent of heading toward our car. He came bursting out of the coffee place, with Star cradled in his arms. One pale thin arm hung weakly at her side. The other was gripping Lark’s t-shirt. She was awake.

I glanced down at Nora, her eyes closed, her long eyelashes lay like fans against her skin. Her face was relaxed and calm, but unmoving. Except for the even rise and fall of her chest, I wouldn’t know if she was alive. I looked across to Ash as he kept pace at my side. His face a mask of rage and fear. I matched those feelings on the inside, regardless of what I showed on my face. I then lowered my glance to Eve. Like Nora, she was quiet and calm in her stillness.

Our girls were completely unconscious, with barely a movement from them, while Star was awake and aware. She held tight to Lark. That was another dark mark on the growing list I had on her. I gave just a quick glance to try to see her face. I wanted to see what it showed.

What I saw there, gave me pause. Fear marked all her features. From the tight muscles of her entire body gripping firm to Lark, to the pinched features of her face. Her lips were pressed in a harsh line. Her face was pale but there were bright red patches at her cheeks. Her jaw muscles were defined and sharp, telling me her teeth were clenched. Her eyes were shut tight, little lines were pressed deep and evident at the corners and in the space between her eyebrows above her nose ridge. Her head was bent low over her neck. Raised lines of strain lifted and ran from her ear to her neck. She almost seemed to be trying to make herself smaller so as not to be seen. She was afraid. She was likely a little hurt too, but fear was the main emotion coming off her in waves.

Maybe it makes me a bad person, but I was a little glad she was afraid. I knew this mess was her fault. She should be afraid. Of SaneCorp. Ash. Of what the world would do if they had unlocked our secrets. Most of all, though, she should be very afraid of me.

I turned and refocused my energy to getting to the car and then home. Nora would be okay once we got home.
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Nora was not okay. Neither was Eve. Ash and I had laid the girls in the back seat, where I buckled them in to keep them from rolling about. Then we took them home. It was a silent ride as both Ash and I seethed internally. The girls didn’t make a sound. They didn’t move an inch on their own.

Star and Lark had settled into their own car and headed out with us.

Once we got to the house, Ash headed off with Eve to their room, while I took Nora to ours and laid her down on the bed. I stood over her a moment and just took in the situation. Aside from her breathing, and heart beating, she had not moved a single muscle. It was a little creepy how still she was. Even in sleep we appear alive. We breathe and adjust and maybe toss and turn. Nora though, did not. It was like she was frozen. If you didn’t look closely, you would not be sure if she was alive or not.

I ran my palm along her cheek. It was warm and soft just like always, which gave me a bit of relief. Had she been cold, I’m not sure what I would have done. I sat on the edge of the bed and just watched her. Waiting for her to wake up.

I don’t know how long I’d been sitting there, when Ash gave a single quiet knock on the door frame. I glanced over at him and waited for him to speak. His red eyes were big, and circles of dark were beginning to show through the thin skin underneath. His hair was standing up and going in all directions as if he’d been running his fingers through it again and again. It would not surprise me if that was exactly what had happened. He was always moving. You could tell when he was agitated, because he moved and fidgeted even more than normal.

I didn’t have long to wait to find out what he wanted as he immediately blurted as soon as I turned to look at him, “I’m worried.”

I looked back at Nora and her unmoving and unflinching face and said, “Yeah. Nothing from Eve either?”

He only shook his head in answer.

“Get Lark on the phone,” I ordered.

Ash didn’t reply. He just pulled his phone from his pocket and made the call. I could have done it, but it would not have been a good conversation, and we needed answers. I’d let Ash and his calmer demeanor try first. “Hey,” he said into the phone. “You need to come over.”

After a moment he said, “I don’t give a fuck about what Star needs. You get your ass and her over here right now, or I will come get you.”

“I’m not threatening you. I’m telling you. You better be here in ten minutes, or will we come find you.”

Ash ended the call and very slowly and calmly, put his phone into his back pocket before he said, “He’s on his way.”

“Nicely handled,” I said. Then I turned away and went back to watching Nora. I heard him step away and head back to his and Eve’s room.

Lark and Star did not arrive in ten minutes. It took them twelve. They were lucky they arrived when they did, as Ash and I were about to walk out the door to make good on his threat. If the situation had been different, I’d have been proud of Ash for his actions, but in this instance all I could do was agree with his methods. I was right behind him as he opened the door to head to their place, which was down the road a few miles, when they pulled into the drive.

Lark opened the door to the old rusted out lemon of a car we had bought on the fly a couple of weeks back. Lark unfolded himself from the driver’s seat and turned to look across the top to where Star was slowly making her way out of the car as well.

Lark really did look a lot like Eve. The more masculine version obviously, but he was what I would call too pretty. I know Nora and Eve wouldn’t say that, as I’d heard them talking about him, but I did. I’d seen him toss his head to the side to get his hair out of his face and then smile with these big white teeth that, honestly, annoyed something in me. He was tall, even more so than Ash and I were, but he was fairer in coloring than we were. He had Eve’s green eyes though. When I looked at them, I remembered he was Eve’s brother, and decided I would force myself to be nice to him. It would be hard, as right then I wanted to suck the life out of both him and Star. It would be easy to do.

Star, from my perspective, was cute. Nora had once said she was beautiful, but as I saw Nora that way, and even Eve didn’t compare to my Nora in my eyes, so for Star, I would stick with cute. She was tiny everywhere. Tiny hands, tiny size, tiny ears. Then she had this long wavy hair that, okay, I can see why that would be called pretty, but I happen to have an affinity to white.

I snorted to myself at the thought. It wasn’t an act, as I loved Nora’s white hair. It was unique, full, and soft. It would get little waves in it if it got wet and she let it dry naturally. Nora, with her icy blue eyes and white hair, was truly beautiful to me.

I watched Star with a hard focus as she stepped gingerly around the car, where she met up with Lark. They joined hands, Star gripping Lark’s tightly, then together they turned to head our direction. Star had an uneven gait as though she were in pain. She held one arm tight against her ribs. Her eyes were squinty, and her mouth pursed. She had a red blotch on one cheek, and at her chin. I knew those would be bruises soon. A part of me softened. She was hurt and afraid. I shook the softness away and focused on the issues.

Eve always said she could feel the two of them talking together in their minds, as she was able to sense the energy zipping back and forth between them. I didn’t have that power, but I could tell right then that they were talking. My stomach lurched. I could feel it begin to warm with a feeling of rage. I was used to that sensation. I was always close to rage, and I lived in a constant state of anger. Rage was just the next step. I took in a slow breath through my nose and even slower let it out from my mouth. I thought of Nora. I knew I had to calm, as Nora didn’t need me to lose my shit right then.

I glanced over at Ash and could see he was also taking in Star’s careful movements, and he was softening toward her. Nora and Eve needed us to be strong right now. We didn’t have time for soft.

I had so much I wanted to say but it would come out in anger. Since I didn’t want them to leave, I turned on my heel without saying a word and went back in the house to wait for them. I again took several breaths to try to settle the hot bubbles churning in my gut while I waited.

Ash led them in, and we all chose our seats in the living room. Ash in the chair, with Star and Lark on the little couch. I stood, arms crossed, next to the chair as in solidarity with Ash. I needed to be able to move around. I know my standing over them made them anxious, but I was better if I didn’t feel confined to a seat. I needed to move around so I could use up some of my energy, rather than sit and continue to gather it.

I glanced at Ash and waited for him to speak. Oh, I had a lot to say but he was more...diplomatic than me. He might be able to get more answers.

“The girls are not waking up. It’s been hours now,” he said.

I glanced outside at the darkness. How many hours had it been? I realized suddenly it was almost midnight. I chuckled a bit which had everyone turning to look at me. I set my features back to normal and internally enjoyed the idea that we had dragged Lark and Star out at almost midnight.

“Well?” Ash asked. “Do you know why they aren’t waking up?”

Lark and Star turned to look at each other and I knew they were discussing the situation between them. Something about that set me off like no other. “No,” I snapped. It was just one word but the tone of it and the gravely sound it came out with, got everyone’s attention. “You will talk where we can all hear you, or you won’t talk ever again.”

“Reed,” Ash said. “We need their help.”

I turned to look at him and asked, “Do we?” I was holding on by the very skin of my teeth to my temper and in this instance my power. “I don’t think we would be here but for her, so I am not sure we need her, and I know Lark won’t stand with us. He won’t stand with his own sister over her. So, do we need them? What can they possibly do to help us?”

“Maybe you should go check on Nora,” Ash said gently.

Yeah, he was so damn diplomatic sometimes.

“Reed, please.”

I looked at his face, which showed so many emotions. Rage, like me, but also fear and sadness, and anxiety. He was afraid for his girl as I was my Nora. He also had the baby Eve carried to worry about. I took a deep breath and let it out on a very loud sigh. “Fine,” I said and stepped out of the room.

Nora was exactly as I’d left her. Barely alive. I decided to tuck her more comfortably into the bed. When we had gotten home, I’d only laid her down and waited. I decided I should get her more settled. I took off her shoes. They were a very old and well used but loved pair of black Converse. The shoelaces were grey with age and frayed in areas from time and wear. I didn’t take off her clothes as it felt wrong to right then. I know she wouldn’t have minded, but I opted to wait a while longer on that.

After I took off her socks, I realized she felt a little cool. She was a water type, well, a frozen water type, but her body had never been cold. In fact, it seemed to stay a little warmer than others, as if to make up for the actual ice in her veins. The cold of her body now, worried me.

There was a folded blanket at the foot of the bed, that I pulled out from under her feet, shook out and draped it over her from her neck to her toes. I tucked the edges around her to keep her snug.

She still hadn’t moved. It was as if she were unreal. Doll like. I sat down on the side of the bed and put my hand on her chest, just over her heart. I could feel her chest rise and fall very slowly. I could also feel her heart as it beat strong under my hand. That, above all the other things, calmed me some. Not a lot but enough that I was able to breathe as I waited for her to awake.

I sat there for some time. I evened out my own breathing to match hers and counted the beats of her heart. It was all I could do. “Come on, baby. Wake up for me,” I whispered.

Could she even hear me? Did she know I was there? I didn’t know, but I hoped so.

“Reed,” Ash said from the doorway. I’d heard his footsteps and knew he was headed in my direction, so I was not surprised when he spoke.

I didn’t answer him. I instead turned my head from where I watched Nora, to look him in the eye. I tried to keep all emotion off my face and my anger and fear in check. I lifted my hand from her heart and instead, reached under the blanket to take her tiny, and very cold hand into my own.

“It’s not good,” he said. “You are not going to like what I have to say.”

I wanted to be sarcastic and respond with a duh, but my attention was suddenly caught by a sharp pain on the side of my pointer finger that was holding Nora’s hand. I stood up and yanked the blanket off her arm.

“Dude, what are you doing?” Ash asked.

I ignored him as I focused on Nora’s hand as I turned it over and pried her long fingers open. There, in the center of the palm of her hand, was a tiny capsule with a sharp needle on the end. I carefully picked it up as I turned around to show Ash. I held it up for him to get a good look.

“What the hell is that?” He all but shouted.

“Exactly my question,” I replied. I closed my fingers gently around the little bullet shaped needle, tucked Nora back under the blanket, and then strode out into the living area where Lark and Star waited.

I had questions and I didn’t care what they wanted, they both were going to answer them, and I would know if they were lying. I didn’t need some special power to read minds or emotions, I was certain I could see it in their face and in their body language if they were not being honest.

“I want answers to a few questions,” I said very calmly. I tried to keep my voice very even, but I was not able to do it one hundred percent as even I could hear the raw rage I was trying to contain as my voice shook as I spoke. “I wouldn’t lie to me right now either. You all like to think I am
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