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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    I had lived the last century of my life being reminded of the fact that I was unkillable, not even by my own hand. But what if I could die for someone I loved? Would I throw it all away to save them? Would I make the ultimate sacrifice to defend them to the death? 
 
    Pointless questions for someone who isn’t capable of death. 
 
    But what if I could die? Would I do it? 
 
    If I was again faced with the horror of holding someone I loved in my arms while their life faded away forever, what would I sacrifice to end that nightmare? What would I give to save my love? 
 
    Anything. 
 
    My immortality. 
 
    My life. 
 
    Everything.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Disclaimer 
 
      
 
    Warning: This book contains adult content that may not be suitable for all audiences, including adult scenes and slight harem elements.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    1: Stressful Secrets 
 
      
 
    Heidi Stockton 
 
    January 14, 2735 – Current Day – Late Morning 
 
      
 
    Heidi combed through Rose’s black hair in the guest bathroom at Sam’s house, before beginning to braid it, with the little girl’s hair being so thick that her tan scalp was barely visible even when it was parted. After completing two braids, both of which ran along the sides of her head before they tapered off in the back, Heidi looked up to meet Rose’s vibrant red eyes watching her work in the mirror. 
 
    “Do you like it, sunshine?” she wondered, using her special term of endearment for the little girl. Some might not consider it to be appropriate for a super with vampiric abilities, but it fit Rose’s personality perfectly. She was truly a ray of sunshine for everyone. 
 
    Rose nodded, her expression slightly reserved. “It’s pretty.” 
 
    “Yep,” Heidi agreed. “You look adorable.” 
 
    Her expression brightened a little, but she didn’t respond. Heidi knew why Rose wasn’t in her usual cheerful mood, but she was doing her best to keep her young friend’s mind off it – not by avoiding the subject, but by instead maintaining a happy composure despite Rose’s uncertainty. 
 
    “Are you ready to eat?” Heidi asked with more enthusiasm, sincerely looking forward to the job she had been given for the next week. She reached out her right arm automatically as she made the offer, with Heidi’s appreciation towards her little hero leaving her feeling like she was never doing enough to express her gratitude. 
 
    After all, how could she possibly repay Rose and her parents for saving both her and Lexi from their endless torment? 
 
    As far as Heidi was concerned, she would never be able to do enough. Because until they had intervened, her and her sister’s lives had pretty much been over, with no hope of escaping a true hell so long as their captor lived. 
 
    Being freed from their makeshift prison was like being brought back to life, though not without some deep scars that might never fully heal, even if both of their physical bodies were in good shape thanks to Heidi’s unique regeneration bestowal ability. 
 
    But at the very least, even if it would never be enough, Heidi could do this for Rose. And she would do this for her. Forever. 
 
    Rose turned her head slightly to look up at Heidi, her crimson eyes hesitant, though not for fear of hurting her older friend at this point, knowing she would be okay. The source of concern came from something else entirely. 
 
    “Do you think daddy is mad at me?” she asked quietly. 
 
    Heidi immediately shook her head, going with the same story she had originally told her. “No, not at all. I wanted to do this.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes tightened. “I know that’s not true,” she whispered. 
 
    “But it is true,” Heidi pressed, being aware now that Rose could read her most recent thoughts when feeding. She had been shocked to discover that fact only a few days ago, having never considered she should be careful about what she was thinking while Rose was eating. Among other things, Heidi had made a sincere effort to not curse in front of Rose, but she hadn’t applied that same filter to her unspoken words. 
 
    Rose made a face in response to Heidi’s comment, prompting the older girl to continue. “Okay, look. Yes, your mommy and daddy obviously asked me to do it, but that doesn’t change the fact that I wanted to do it. And no, I don’t think your dad is mad at you. Why would he be?” 
 
    Rose’s shoulders dropped slightly. “I don’t know,” she admitted in a whisper. 
 
    Heidi sighed. “I mean, you can’t control it when you’re reading people’s thoughts while you eat, right?” 
 
    Rose nodded. “It just happens,” she agreed. 
 
    “So then, that’s probably why,” Heidi replied. “Your dad probably just wants to protect you from his sad thoughts. I mean, he has seemed a little bummed recently.” 
 
    Rose sighed. “Yeah, but I already know about Eden.” 
 
    “Eden?” Heidi repeated in confusion. “Who’s that?” 
 
    “Oh. She is daddy’s other daughter…” Her voice lowered as her expression dropped. “The one who died.” 
 
    Heidi grimaced. She had only learned about Sam’s previous family a few days ago too, when he and Freya decided to disclose about the mysterious people who have been tormenting him. Heidi was a little worried about it now as well, but not enough to make her or her sister stop hanging out with them. She took a deep breath as she tried to recover, her heart aching for Sam, wishing she could be someone who could comfort him. Wishing she could be someone to help him through his pain, much like he had done for her. 
 
    “Well, even if you know about her,” Heidi continued, “that doesn’t mean your dad doesn’t want to protect you if he’s having sad thoughts. Maybe the anniversary of when they passed away is coming up or something. I mean, I’m not sure how long it’s been since it happened, but even if it’s been ten years, it isn’t easy to get over that kind of thing.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened in surprise. “Oh. No, it happened a really long time ago.” Her expression dropped again. “It still hurts daddy like it happened recently though.” 
 
    “A long time ago?” Heidi repeated in confusion. As far as she was aware, Sam was still in his twenties, so she couldn’t imagine how it could have happened longer than ten years ago. Did Rose just misunderstand her? 
 
    Rose nodded in response to Heidi’s spoken words. “Yeah. And he was alone for a long time afterwards.” 
 
    “How long?” Heidi asked carefully, wondering if there was something wrong with Rose’s understanding of time. 
 
    The little girl shook her head, reaching over her shoulder to grab one of her braids, examining it for a moment before responding. “I’m not sure. Daddy has never thought of the exact amount of time while I was eating, but the picture he has in his mind – the one that represents time – makes me think it’s been about a hundred years.” 
 
    Heidi’s eyes widened in shock. “A hundred years?” she repeated in disbelief, lowering the arm she had offered to Rose. She knew that couldn’t be right, which meant either the little girl just misunderstood how Sam was viewing time, or else she meant something like a hundred weeks, which would be about two years. And yet, she knew Rose was intelligent for her age, since Heidi helped tutor her, so then the misunderstanding must reside with Sam and how she was perceiving his thoughts. 
 
    After a moment, Heidi began considering the idea of asking him about it directly, though she wasn’t sure how to bring up such a sensitive and painful subject. As she began contemplating how she might phrase the question, her thoughts were interrupted by Rose’s angelic voice – the little girl’s crimson gaze looking up at her innocently. 
 
    “Is it okay if I eat?” Rose wondered, her jaw popping as the skin around her eyes began to gray. “I’m really hungry today. More than most days.” 
 
    Heidi nodded somewhat absentmindedly, holding her arm up again, only wincing slightly when Rose sank her sharp teeth into the crook of her elbow. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    January 14, 2735 – Current Day – Late Morning 
 
      
 
    I stood in the breakroom, leaning my palms against the counter as I impatiently waited for a fresh pot of coffee to brew. Honestly, I wasn’t sure why we still had this old piece of junk when we had an automated deli not even ten feet away. If our office could afford the deli, then why not a vending machine for hot drinks too? There were plenty of affordable dispensers on the market that could practically make any drink desired in a matter of seconds, yet we still had to wait several minutes like we were from the dark ages! 
 
    Why was I so pissed about it? 
 
    As if a couple of minutes was too long… 
 
    I knew why I was irritable though. I couldn’t keep my thoughts off the reason why for barely a few seconds at a time. It was so bad that I had hardly gotten anything done today so far, and yet I knew this was where I needed to be right now. At the office… 
 
    Away from Rose… 
 
    But not because I didn’t love her. 
 
    Quite the opposite. It was because I wanted to protect her from my emotions right now, knowing she might not fully understand how I felt. She didn’t seem capable of controlling her mind-reading ability yet, which meant she’d see my most recent thoughts if she was feeding from me, or even around me while eating. 
 
    Which was why I had asked Heidi to take over that part for a few days, since she was willing anyway. Freya was completely onboard with my decision too, with all of us having conflicting emotions about the revelation that the DNA used to help create Rose – that small fourteen percent of her DNA – came from the man who was probably responsible for my mother’s death, along with all the other abhorrent events in my life. 
 
    Although, I knew the blame could only go so far, considering how much time had passed, and yet even from his grave it seemed like he was still indirectly making me miserable. At this point, we didn’t technically have hard evidence that the shadow organization was also involved in this illegal cloning, but that single link was enough to assume as much. Really, we could be completely wrong, but it just seemed too coincidental. 
 
    But that wasn’t exactly why I was angry. 
 
    I was pissed because, despite all the horrible things they had done – despite the fact that I hated them with every fiber of my being – I also had a reason to be thankful. 
 
    Because we had Rose in our lives thanks to their evil, selfish, dastardly activities. 
 
    Granted, it wasn’t like they created Rose and handed her over willingly. She came to us only by a series of selfish acts by evil men, thankfully managing to find her way to us without her spirit being broken from what she had to endure along the way. If anything, she was far from being emotionally damaged. 
 
    Quite the opposite in fact. 
 
    Her endlessly cheerful and excited attitude, coupled with her willingness to listen to the adults in her life without complaint, made for a perfect child that no one would ever think had a dark past. 
 
    But now I didn’t know what to do. 
 
    The entire reason Freya and I decided not to track down the cloning facility, and destroy it, was because we didn’t want to put Rose in danger by revealing she was still alive. Yet, if that facility was actually connected to the organization who had been stalking me all my life anyway, then they might already know about Rose. 
 
    And that pissed me off too… 
 
    It also terrified me. 
 
    I couldn’t lose another daughter. If it wasn’t for my immortality, I wouldn’t have survived the first time – I would have taken my own life in my grief from losing both her and my wife, and I had remained in that state for a little over a century. Supposedly, people could move on after a few years, though of course they never really got over it entirely. 
 
    But with my memory? 
 
    Even now, despite all the wonderful experiences I’d had in the last year and a half with my new family, my daughter’s death was still my strongest memory, eternally seared into my mind as if it was a physical presence haunting me. 
 
    I hated it. I hated that I could still see her so clearly. Maybe I could move on if I could forget her tormented face – if I could remember all the good times instead. 
 
    But I couldn’t. All I could ever see were the last moments of her life. 
 
    My nine-year-old daughter’s appearance had been fairly normal, except for a tiny heart-shaped birthmark below her right eye, as well as one physical characteristic that was almost as unique as Lily’s pyrogenesis – her teal eyes. Truly a vibrant teal, being neither green nor blue, or any shade in between that I’d ever seen on another person. My daughter had been born with beautiful teal eyes, and it used to be my favorite color… 
 
    Now I couldn’t even stand to look at anything with a similar shade. 
 
    Aquamarine, keppel, seafoam green, turquoise – if it was close enough to teal, it was painful to see, because I saw my daughter’s eyes instead… 
 
    So I was pissed, because this connection between the two operations meant that Rose might be in danger, not to mention the implications it had for Freya – that she was on their radar too and probably had been for some time. 
 
    At this point, we only had a few conclusions to draw upon. The fact that they wanted to clone Freya’s superpower indicated they must be after either recreating her immortality, or at least her regeneration ability. 
 
    But for what reason? 
 
    It wasn’t like creating immortal clones would benefit their creators directly – they would still die themselves no matter how many clones they made. So then, did that mean they were trying to create an army? Was it as simple as them attempting to create immortal warriors who would help them conquer the world? And how would they get their warriors to completely obey? 
 
    Or were their goals something else entirely? 
 
    We honestly didn’t know. 
 
    But what we did know was that we needed to figure out a way to end this, and soon. 
 
    We also knew that this new information indicated it might not be as easy as killing a few people. At this point, it was safe to assume the shadow organization was much larger than we initially anticipated, and it had its abhorrent fingers in many more criminal activities than the mercenary business we originally theorized. 
 
    So I was pissed. 
 
    Pissed that I had a reason to be thankful for them, while simultaneously pissed that defeating them would be more difficult than we ever imagined, not to mention being furious that they posed a threat to my family – a threat to Rose. 
 
    I stared at the pot of hot black coffee that was now full to the brim. 
 
    So much for having to wait a couple of minutes for it to brew. It had already long since finished, and yet I hadn’t moved a muscle from my spot, having no one around to pull me out of my thoughts. I knew I would be interrupted soon though, since surely someone would be taking their lunch anytime now. 
 
    And the interruptions were also partially why I came to work in the first place. I had hoped to distract myself from my swirling hurricane of emotions, but I knew deep down why I was really so angry. 
 
    It originated from another sensation. 
 
    One of hopelessness. 
 
    How could I keep my family safe against this threat? How could we eliminate them from our lives forever? 
 
    The creature we were after didn’t just have a single head we could cut off and kill. Instead it was like an ant hive, or some other organism that could survive even after losing most of its members. And yes, while an ant hive might be destroyed after losing its queen, I wasn’t sure that was the case for this organization. 
 
    After all, many companies could lose everyone at the top and yet the machine they had created might still function, with all the lower peons already knowing what small part they needed to play. In fact, many companies worked with a more decentralized structure. 
 
    So was there any hope to destroy them? Or any hope to escape their sights? Would disappearing off the map even be enough to keep my family safe, or would they still find us? 
 
    I didn’t know. And honestly, even if they left us alone for a while, I didn’t like the idea of one day coming face-to-face with an army of Freya’s clones. The thought disturbed me on so many levels. 
 
    Because it could happen. 
 
    They had already succeeded once, so what was to stop them from doing it again? 
 
    Thus, we had to stop them. We had to end this. All of it. 
 
    But how? 
 
    That was my dilemma, and it had continued to plague my mind ever since I discovered this new connection between Rose and the man who may have started it all, or at least was responsible for getting me on this organization’s radar. 
 
    When the door to the breakroom finally opened, I sighed and stood straighter to begin pouring myself a cup of coffee. I saw in my second-sight that it was Nancy taking her lunch. She always kept to herself, so I didn’t pay her any attention like usual. 
 
    She had brown hair and brown eyes, along with an overall plain appearance. It wasn’t that she was unattractive, but more like she just didn’t care about dolling herself up despite her clear interest in fashion magazines. I suspected she could be attractive if she wanted to be. 
 
    Granted, it was undeniable she was a world away from someone like Lily, who looked attractive without extra stuff like makeup. When Lily had been a model, she had professional makeup artists apply it all over her body for photoshoots, but she usually didn’t wear it outside of her job since it didn’t react well to her frequently heated skin. 
 
    But I liked Lily’s natural beauty, and the rare occasions when she wore something special like eyeliner, such as when she dressed up for Halloween, was a special treat. 
 
    A very special treat. 
 
    Needless to say, when Lily had asked me ‘Trick or Treat’ last Halloween, I had certainly taken the treat without hesitation when the orange and purple latex maid outfit made it obvious it was an offer, rather than a request. 
 
    The brief memory of the way the shiny purple stockings hugged her thighs, along with how the slick orange material wrapped around her waist and chest, not to mention how alluring it made her citrine eyes appear, all made me briefly wish she was still working at the office with me. 
 
    Just so I could see her. 
 
    Just so I could say hi, or maybe even sneak a hug while no one was looking. 
 
    However, all that also made me long for something even more. 
 
    It made me wish I could keep her forever… 
 
    I took a scalding sip of my coffee, sighing heavily as it burned my throat on its way down. It wasn’t that I was ungrateful for what I had going on in my life, but my thoughts obsessively returned to all the reasons why it wasn’t perfect. It was one of the many psychological problems I had developed over time. 
 
    Even without the threat hanging over our heads, I probably still would have found myself depressed about the fact that Lily would die one day. Mortality hadn’t bothered me so much with my first wife and daughter, but after losing both of them, the reality that almost everyone I loved would die eventually now haunted me like so many other issues. 
 
    I took another deep breath. 
 
    I really needed to get back to work. As I turned around, deciding I had spent way too long on a coffee break, I was surprised to find that Nancy’s gaze wasn’t locked onto her tablet screen like usual during her breaks. Instead, she was standing next to her seat, eyeing me patiently. 
 
    I blinked at her for a moment in surprise. “Oh…hey,” I said awkwardly. “Did you need something?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not really. I was just wondering how Lily’s doing,” she replied, completely at ease. “She was the only person I really talked to here, and she doesn’t have any kind of online account where I can connect with her, so I have no idea what’s happening in her life. I don’t even know why she quit, or what she’s doing now. And I never thought to ask for her number.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said in surprise. I knew Lily used to have a few accounts when she was younger, but she got rid of them when she saw how it affected Freya, who became jealous easily with those she obsessed over. 
 
    From the basic details that I had gathered during a brief conversation on the subject, I discovered that Freya had never tried to control what Lily did. However, the busty model, who garnered a lot of unwanted attention, wasn’t oblivious to how her overly dedicated friend reacted to people commenting on pictures she posted online. In the end, Lily decided she didn’t need social media in her life, a decision that made Freya love her all the more. 
 
    And, unlike what Lily had originally told me, her decision to get out of the modeling business had also partially been a decision made for Freya’s benefit – not just because Lily considered it to be a toxic environment. 
 
    Granted, I didn’t blame her for withholding that information. 
 
    Out of all the possible secrets to disclose, the fact that she partially revolved her life around an obsessive friend, who also had feelings for her, probably wasn’t at the top of the list of things to share on a first date. 
 
    Or a second date. Or a third… 
 
    You get the idea. 
 
    Granted, I was sure most people would prefer to know that kind of thing upfront, but ironically those types of secrets were what others tried to hide. 
 
    As I considered how to respond, I realized that Nancy’s comment was an indirect request for Lily’s number, but I didn’t feel right about giving it out without her permission. Thus, I carefully formulated a reply. 
 
    “Well, she’s doing fine,” I conceded. “And, if you want to write your number down, I can pass it on. She doesn’t talk on the phone a lot though,” I added, wanting to give Lily an excuse in case she didn’t want to socialize with her former coworker. Granted, I could also just try saying I lost her number or something, which might work for a little while at least. 
 
    Although, knowing Lily, she would probably talk to the woman either way, even if it was just once in a blue moon. It wasn’t like she didn’t like her coworker – she just had her hands full with giving all her time to the other people in her life. 
 
    And time was a limited, finite commodity for virtually everyone. 
 
    An invaluable resource that most took for granted… 
 
    Something you could never get back once it was gone forever…even when you were immortal. 
 
    Nancy’s nod pulled me out of my thoughts, as she finally sat down. “Sure. I’ll shoot you an email later.” 
 
    Well, so much for losing her number. 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed simply, giving her a small nod in response, before moving to leave, coffee in hand. “Enjoy your lunch.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I heard her reply, already beginning to flip through a digital magazine on the tablet she pulled out of her purse, while eating a strawberry from a fruit salad she was working on. 
 
    For some reason, the scene made me smile, though I wasn’t sure why. Maybe because she looked content? Happy even? Satisfied with what she had going on in her life? A state of ‘being’ that I wished I could maintain. Yet, instead of feeling jealous by the sight, I found myself briefly at peace. 
 
    Briefly. 
 
    I continued on back to the office, determined to try to get something done today and keep my mind off my more depressing thoughts. If only it was so easy as my coworker Nancy made it seem.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    2: Dangerous Accidents 
 
      
 
    Heidi Stockton 
 
    January 14, 2735 – 6 Hours Later – Early Evening 
 
      
 
    “Be careful, Rose!” Heidi called out to the little girl when she began scaling an icy tree in Sam’s backyard. 
 
    “I will!” she cheerfully responded, having brightened up more after eating earlier. “I want to see daddy drive down the road!” 
 
    Heidi uncomfortably glanced both ways, knowing that the fence surrounding Sam’s backyard wouldn’t do anything to hide Rose’s dangerous activity from the prying eyes of nosey neighbors. The last thing she wanted was for someone to call the police because they witnessed a child climbing an icy tree. 
 
    Not to mention, while Rose did have a coat on, she wasn’t dressed warm enough for this weather – at least, not for a normal person. Even despite Heidi’s thick winter coat and two layers of pants on top of her leggings, she shivered when the frigid wind pierced her clothing. Her hands were freezing inside her gloves, since they had already been outside for almost an hour playing in the snow. Yet Rose didn’t have gloves on…or shoes… 
 
    “Hey Rose,” Heidi spoke up hesitantly, not wanting to ruin her fun, but knowing it was necessary. “Please come down. I know you want to see him come home, but…” Her voice trailed off. 
 
    Rose paused for a moment, almost to the top already, before carefully making her way back down without question. She did look a little disappointed as she ran barefoot in the snow back over to Heidi, but she didn’t complain verbally. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sunshine,” Heidi replied, feeling bad. 
 
    Rose shook her head. “No, I know you’re cold. We can go inside.” 
 
    “Thank you for being so good, sweetie,” she said sincerely. “I know you wouldn’t get hurt if a tree branch broke under the weight of the ice, but the neighbors might call the cops if they saw you.” 
 
    Rose nodded while grabbing her abandoned boots out of the snow. “It’s okay,” she said simply, before heading for the backdoor. 
 
    Once they got inside, Heidi realized she probably should have insisted they go in sooner, because it felt like she might have begun to develop frostbite on her exposed skin. Not that it would cause permanent damage or anything, given her ability, but she had the same desire to protect her body from harm just like anyone else. 
 
    Sam was the only person she had ever met who didn’t seemed fazed by physical pain at all, with him not even flinching whenever Freya bit him. Heidi wanted to get to that point too eventually, hoping that having Rose feed from her arm would help her build up a tolerance to it. 
 
    The first thing Heidi did was strip off the layers of clothing, leaving her only in black spandex leggings and a spandex long-sleeve shirt underneath a royal blue jersey. She then immediately went to work making dinner for everyone. She would have started cooking sooner, but she knew Sam would wait until Lily and Lexi got home from birthday shopping before he ate, and Freya wouldn’t be eating, so there was no point. Granted, her own hunger was beginning to make her wish she had started sooner. 
 
    As she began pulling out the ingredients she needed from the fridge, she paused to grab a jar of peanut butter from the pantry, getting a spoonful in her mouth before she resumed what she had been doing. Given how skinny she was, no one would believe she ate as much as she did. 
 
    Within a few seconds, she was going for another spoonful of peanut butter, still not satisfied after the first. 
 
    It took her a moment before she realized Rose was standing at the edge of her vision, looking a little distressed. 
 
    Heidi stopped what she was doing and turned to face her. “Everything alright, sunshine?” she wondered seriously. 
 
    Rose’s expression pained. “I’m…hungry. Again.” 
 
    Heidi’s eyes widened in surprise. “I thought you ate until you were satisfied earlier.” 
 
    “I did,” Rose admitted. “I don’t know why I’m hungry again.” 
 
    She sighed, pulling up her slick sleeve in response. The stretchy black material was tight when bunched up on her upper arm. “Well, you can eat again if you want to. I was back to normal several hours before we went outside. Really, I could probably handle you eating three or four times a day if needed.” 
 
    Rather than respond, Rose’s head snapped towards the front of the house, reacting to some unheard noise. “Daddy’s home,” she whispered. 
 
    “Better hurry then,” Heidi replied, moving closer to her. “So I can get back to making dinner for everyone.” 
 
    The little girl nodded, and then accepted the outstretched arm, pressing her lips against Heidi’s pale skin. She sucked in a deep breath with her eyes closed, as if enjoying the scent, before slowly opening her mouth, her jaw widening a little like usual. 
 
    However, just as Rose bit in, her forehead abruptly split down the middle, and a slitted crimson eye forced its way into view, seeming unfocused before the slit abruptly contracted. 
 
    Narrowing. 
 
    Staring straight at Heidi. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    January 14, 2735 – Current Day – Early Evening 
 
      
 
    I pulled into my driveway knowing that only Heidi and Rose were home right now. Lily had sent me a message earlier, reminding me that they were going shopping for Heidi’s upcoming 21st birthday on February 2nd. 
 
    Lily’s birthday was coming up too, in March, which meant I needed to start putting some thought into what I might get her. This birthday was a big one for her since she would be turning thirty. 
 
    It was strange to think that so much time had passed already – the year and a half we had spent together had gone way too fast. She had been twenty-eight when I first met her, only to turn twenty-nine just after we had begun having sex successfully. And now she was about to be thirty… 
 
    I just wished I could stop viewing her age as a countdown… 
 
    Not to mention, Valentine’s day would be arriving even sooner, which meant I had three people to think about for that. I was especially looking forward to figuring out something special for Rose for Valentine’s day, already having a basic idea of what I would do for Lily and Freya. 
 
    As I got out of my work car – briefly noticing that my emerald green Mustang was in the garage, which meant the ladies had taken Lexi’s car to the mall – I automatically focused my second-sight to see inside the house. 
 
    The moment I did, I stopped in my tracks when I realized it looked like Rose was about to feed from Heidi’s arm. 
 
    While Rose’s mind-reading range didn’t seem to be very far yet, I didn’t want to risk getting too close and having her catch glimpses of my thoughts. They had been anything but pleasant for most of the day, though I had to admit I was doing a little better today than I had been yesterday. 
 
    I tried not to focus too heavily on Heidi, but it was hard not to when the spandex leggings she was wearing left little to the imagination. Even despite how thin she was, her shapely butt was well defined by the slick material. Not to mention she was wearing a silky jersey, with the shiny fabric promising to be even smoother to the touch than the spandex. 
 
    I really wasn’t staring though. 
 
    Those were all just fleeting observations I made in a split second. The only reason I was continuing to focus on her was so I would know when it was safe to go inside, patiently enduring the bitter wind nipping at my skin. I hadn’t really considered retreating to my car yet, since barely a couple of seconds had passed. 
 
    However, my brow furrowed when I noticed Rose’s forehead begin to change its shape slightly. My confusion then instantly shifted to shock when her forehead split open without warning, revealing the hidden third-eye that resided within. 
 
    I bolted for the door without a second thought, desperate to stop Rose from using her mother’s ability before she saw something traumatizing. I knew from Freya that Blaze had only hurt Heidi by breaking most of her bones once, having only threatened worse, but I still didn’t want Rose to see that. I didn’t want her to see any of it. 
 
    A couple of astral limbs bolted out of my body too, rushing to intercept Rose even as I went for the door. But it was too late. 
 
    The moment Rose’s third-eye had appeared, it was too late. 
 
    Just as Freya had once done to me when seeing Lexi’s traumatizing memories, so Rose also did to Heidi, uncontrollably jerking away from the shock, with her dagger-like teeth still deep in the crook of Heidi’s arm. 
 
    Heidi shrieked so loud, I could hear it through the door, the noise hitting my ears like a semitruck once I finally yanked the door open and rushed inside. My astral limbs were already wrapping around her arm to stop the bleeding, to prevent the gore from gushing any more blood than it already had. 
 
    Rose was curled up on the floor seeming oblivious to Heidi’s screams, appearing as if she was still lost in the young woman’s mind. 
 
    Without hesitation, I dropped to my knees and scooped Heidi into my arms, getting a better hold of her elbow with my astral limbs. Her scream cut short the moment I had her in my lap, her entire body shaking violently as she shoved her face into my chest as hard as she could, gritting her teeth while a pained noise came from her throat that sounded like some combination of a grunt and whimper. 
 
    “Heidi!” I said urgently. “Should I call an ambulance?!” 
 
    This should have been a no-brainer, and it would have been if it were anyone else, but I honestly didn’t know with her. I wasn’t fully aware of what her limits were. I knew this would take a few hours to heal, but that didn’t mean she still couldn’t bleed to death before she had a chance to fully recover. For all I knew, Heidi could be in danger of dying right now, even if I was stopping almost all the bleeding. 
 
    “Heidi!” I repeated, when she didn’t answer me. 
 
    I then yanked my phone out of my pocket with an astral limb, not wanting to take the chance. I knew this kind of injury would be difficult to explain, but it was better to deal with that hassle, and she be alive, than the alternative. 
 
    “I’m calling an ambulance,” I announced, placing the phone in my physical hand so I could dial the number. 
 
    “No,” Heidi managed through gritted teeth, her body still shaking violently. Even her jaw was beginning to tremble, her teeth chattering like she was freezing. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked seriously, having dialed the number anyway, my finger hovering over the send button on the screen. 
 
    “Yes,” she reaffirmed, the sound of her teeth growing louder. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Rose began squirming on the floor as the vibrant third-eye disappeared back into her forehead. It hadn’t been out for even half a minute, but I knew it had been plenty of time to see all of Heidi’s memories. It had still been focused on her, as if it couldn’t look away. 
 
    “Rose,” I croaked out, trying to reassure her by wrapping an astral limb around her waist. 
 
    She bolted upright onto her rear the moment her forehead returned to normal, her crimson eyes bursting with tears. “I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry!” she pleaded, crawling over to us, staring at the gore of Heidi’s arm with a horrified expression. 
 
    I didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t sure if there was anything I could say. It wasn’t like I could just tell her accidents happen – no big deal. Because it was a big deal, and Rose knew that. She wasn’t stupid. 
 
    And it truly had been an accident, which meant the fault really resided with me. If I didn’t have such little control over my own thoughts, then Heidi wouldn’t have been required to take up this responsibility in my stead. And ultimately, in attempting to protect Rose from my unstable mind, I had inadvertently forced something worse on her – the pain of having seriously hurt Heidi, never mind the pain of seeing her thoughts. 
 
    “I’m so sorry!” Rose repeated, rapidly deteriorating. 
 
    I reached out to grab her, doing most of the pulling with an astral limb while my fingers gripped her shirt, pulling her against Heidi’s hip. Rose covered her eyes with her small hands, beginning to sob incessantly, continuing to apologize incoherently. 
 
    Heidi was crying too, trying to take deep breaths to get ahold of herself. Finally, after a moment, she spoke up, her voice strained. 
 
    “Rose, sunshine. I need your help.” 
 
    My daughter’s hands flew away from her eyes in a flash, her face covered in tears and snot, her eyes wide with shock even as her body continued to hitch with uncontrollable sobs. 
 
    “Rose,” Heidi continued. “Go get me the…” She sucked in a sharp breath. “Get the maple syrup.” 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    I just stared at her in absolute confusion, not even beginning to comprehend what I was hearing. Why in the world did she want syrup? 
 
    Rose was on her feet in a flash, yanking open the fridge door so hard that it slammed against the counter, the entire appliance rocking violently as the back end came off the ground before settling again. She was then back just as quickly, uncapping the bottle and holding it up to Heidi’s lips like she knew exactly what she was doing. 
 
    And then it hit me. 
 
    Something so obvious, that I felt like a complete idiot the moment it registered. 
 
    Heidi wasn’t like me. 
 
    No, in fact, there were no other supers like me. No regenerating supers like me. There was a reason why other regenerators could die, whereas I could not. I didn’t need an outside source of energy to heal. As Nick had once pointed out, my energy and matter were coming from some unknown source, seemingly appearing out of nowhere. Whereas, for other supers, they had to get it via consuming food – either that or their metabolism would start eating away at their own body to try to repair the more vital parts. 
 
    That meant a regular regenerating super couldn’t recover from having most of their body destroyed. And they might not even be able to recover from having most of their digestive track destroyed, being required to use their muscles and fat to fix that first, possibly killing themselves in the process, before they had any hope of eating to heal. 
 
    I also suddenly realized why Heidi was so skinny, even though there were times when she had eaten the most out of all of us. Why had I not realized the obvious sooner? 
 
    I knew why of course. 
 
    I was trying not to get too close to either of the sisters, afraid that my curiosity might become something else if I wasn’t careful, but I was quickly realizing I couldn’t afford to not know these kinds of things. What if Heidi had been unconscious? 
 
    Shit, now that I knew, I could shove food down her throat manually using my astral limbs, but if I hadn’t known? 
 
    I would have been helpless to aid her, and depending on the situation, she might have died. All because I didn’t have the self-control to draw a clear line in the sand and stick to it, instead keeping off the beach entirely. 
 
    Why in the hell was I so weak? Did I really have so little self-control? 
 
    Not anymore. 
 
    Never again. 
 
    I was going to learn everything I could about all of them, and I was going to learn how to control my thoughts and desires. Because all of our lives might depend on it one day. We couldn’t afford for me to be so weak-willed. I was only strong because of a gift I had been lucky enough to be born with, but I wasn’t strong where it counted. 
 
    No, I was weak as shit where it counted. 
 
    But not anymore. 
 
    I was going to do every damn thing in my power to beat my weak will into submission. 
 
    To hell with this shit! 
 
    Despite my internal self-loathing, I kept my composure neutral. My only physical reaction was pulling Heidi more tightly against my body, determined to make this work. 
 
    As Rose began gently squeezing the sugary liquid into her older friend’s parted lips, Heidi reached up with her good arm to squeeze the bottle more, gulping down half of the entire thing as fast as she could. I was sure a normal person would have vomited from the effort. In fact, I once knew someone who had done something similar on a dare, when I was much younger, and they did vomit after only drinking a fourth of what Heidi had just swallowed. 
 
    After a moment, Heidi sucked in a few ragged breaths while gently pushing the bottle away. Once she had caught her breath, she spoke again. 
 
    “Peanut butter,” she whispered, keeping her eyes closed. 
 
    Rose immediately dropped the syrup bottle and was snatching an open jar of peanut butter that was already sitting out on the counter, a spoon sticking out of the top. I carefully set the leaking syrup bottle upright with an astral limb as she made her way back, already pulling out a giant scoop of the calorie packed substance. 
 
    As I glanced at Rose’s now determined expression, I realized only after the fact what Heidi had just done. She was giving Rose a physical way to apologize, a very real form of atonement, a material method to make it better. Heidi could have just as easily ask me to retrieve these things for her, and I probably would have been able to do it faster, but she asked Rose. 
 
    In my daughter’s grief for what she had done, Heidi gave her a purpose. An outlet to make things right again. 
 
    Shit, Heidi might know Rose better than I did. She clearly understood her, knowing how her mind worked. And really, now that I considered it, her caregiving rivaled Freya’s, who had actually seen into Rose’s mind, whereas Heidi had not. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how Heidi and Rose’s relationship would develop as Rose grew older, but I felt confident about one thing – Heidi’s repeated commitment to stick with Rose, no matter what, was going to be her salvation from a possibly dark future. At the very least, it would be a huge buffer. 
 
    Freya, Lily, and I would all certainly be there for her once she was old enough to venture out into the world on her own, but I was well aware that she might go through a phase when she didn’t want to rely on us. But she wouldn’t be alone, because it was doubtful she’d ever go through a phase when she wanted to have a go at life without her friend. 
 
    Heidi would always be there – always welcomed, with no limitations. 
 
    I tightened my embrace ever so slightly on Heidi’s knees and shoulders, feeling her trembling begin to lessen. There was no noticeable change in the gory wound though. I suspected her healing ability worked too slowly to notice a change from minute-to-minute. 
 
    Once Heidi had stomached as much peanut butter as she could, followed by a little more syrup to wash it down, Rose found herself again with nothing to do, prompting me to ask her to begin cleaning up the blood. She complied without hesitation, and I saw in her expression that she truly did react well to being asked to do something to help fix her mistake. Honestly, I should have realized it when she insisted on helping to clean up the blood after our first meeting. 
 
    Having Rose shoulder the responsibility for her actions was going to do more for her conscience than anything else would – a fact that Heidi obviously understood. 
 
    I focused on Heidi again, examining her entire arm. “Can you move your fingers?” I wondered quietly when I noticed her hand was limp. 
 
    She shook her head, her eyes still tightly closed. “N-No. The nerves are…” She sucked in a deep breath. “Severed.” She then sighed. “I can kind of feel my pinkie finger, but that’s it.” 
 
    I considered that for a moment, truly not having any idea how advanced Heidi’s healing ability was. “Are you sure you don’t need surgery or anything?” I asked, knowing some regenerators could still end up with permanent damage. They might break a leg, but if the leg wasn’t set properly, then it would still heal crooked – just faster than a normal person. Likewise, sliced nerves wouldn’t heal right on their own without being surgically put back together, in which case, being a super-fast regenerator could have its drawbacks. A doctor might have to rebreak their leg in order to set it properly. 
 
    As far as regenerators were concerned, my power was rare even without the seemingly infinite supply of matter and energy that originated from an unknown source. 
 
    Heidi didn’t get a chance to respond to my question though. Instead, it was as if her body answered for her. 
 
    Unexpectedly, her arm began spasming underneath the grip of my astral limbs, and she shrieked. Rose immediately grabbed her friend’s face in her small hands, pressing her forehead against Heidi’s temple, both of their expressions agonized. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Rose repeated, her volume all but gone. 
 
    Heidi sucked in a ragged breath once the spasm stopped. I tried to see through the layers of flesh, muscles, and blood in order to determine if anything had changed, yet still I couldn’t detect anything noticeable. Honestly, I couldn’t even really tell what was what to begin with. Everything looked the same to me. 
 
    Heidi responded to Rose after another moment. “It’s alright, sunshine. Accidents happen,” she replied weakly. 
 
    Rose didn’t respond, her eyes tightening, her forehead still firmly against Heidi’s temple. 
 
    Heidi spoke again. “Did you do it on purpose?” 
 
    Rose pulled away, looking appalled. “No!” she exclaimed, her eyes tearing up again. “I’d never hurt you on purpose.” 
 
    Heidi peeked at her through her eyelashes, her lavender eyes a little unfocused. “Then don’t beat yourself up about it, sunshine. I’ll be back to normal in a few hours, and then maybe we can snuggle on the couch and watch a movie together. Or play dolls, if you want. And tomorrow, you can drink my blood just like normal. No big deal.” 
 
    “B-But,” Rose attempted, really beginning to cry again. 
 
    “Rose,” Heidi said more firmly. “I knew something like this could happen eventually. I just wasn’t expecting it so soon. But that didn’t stop me from feeding you.” 
 
    “You did?” I asked in surprise. 
 
    She glanced towards me, taking a deep breath. It seemed as if the pain had lessened significantly after the spasm. “Yeah, sis said Freya did something similar when she first met you two. So, I knew when Rose’s vampire eye finally showed up, it could happen. It’s just that Freya said she didn’t even know she had the extra eye until she was almost my age.” 
 
    I nodded slowly, wondering if the difference in diet was the reason why, considering that Freya had been borderline emaciated most of her life while Rose was feeding regularly. I figured I’d ask her about it later. In the meantime, I decided it was time to get Heidi more comfortable while her arm healed. 
 
    I glanced at the oven, noticing for the first time that it was on. I turned it off with an astral limb, and then asked Rose to put away the ingredients her older friend had gotten out to make dinner. When Heidi looked up at me with a confused expression, I smiled warmly at her. 
 
    “How does me ordering some Chinese food sound?” I wondered. “That’s your favorite, isn’t it?” 
 
    Her lavender eyes opened more fully. “Only because of the endless buffet,” she admitted, seeming a little bewildered. “Mexican is my favorite.” 
 
    “Then how about that?” I offered. “There’s a place nearby that delivers.” 
 
    “O-Okay,” she replied, sincerely having a deer-in-the-headlights expression now. 
 
    “And Rose can help you eat,” I added, seeing that my daughter was finished with putting everything away. “But in the meantime…” I slowly stood up to my feet, with Heidi firmly in my arms. “Let’s get you more comfortable upstairs in bed.” 
 
    Heidi and Lexi were still mostly living at Freya’s old house, with them sleeping on the couches downstairs whenever they stayed over at my place, since Lily’s house was currently under construction. However, I wanted Heidi to have the option of some privacy while she was healing up, which wasn’t possible in my living room. Thus, I figured I’d have Rose get some towels to lay on my bed, and put her there for now. 
 
    I cleared my throat then, and glanced down at Heidi’s bright red face. “And you can use the master bathroom to rinse off any dried blood once your back to normal,” I added. 
 
    “O-Okay,” Heidi repeated, averting her eyes as her face grew a deeper shade.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    3: Threatening Blackmail 
 
      
 
    Heidi Stockton 
 
    January 15, 2735 – 1 Day Later – Late Afternoon 
 
      
 
    Heidi rinsed off her plate from a quick meal in between lunch and dinner, still feeling uneasy about the previous day. Her arm was completely back to normal now, but the memory of what happened wasn’t what bothered her. No, it was Freya’s reaction that bothered her – or at least, Freya’s reaction after she had seen in Rose’s mind what the little girl had experienced. 
 
    Heidi suspected Rose had initially seen Blaze hurting her, prompting the little girl to yank away in shock, but that wasn’t the part that would have prompted the look her mother gave afterwards. 
 
    Freya had been surprised, and then immediately reserved. 
 
    Honestly, Heidi considered it a miracle that Freya hadn’t noticed her secret sooner, since the mind reading vampire had peered into her thoughts twice now. Granted, from what she gathered, Freya had been very cautious about it, possibly skipping over the multitude of women Heidi had healed over the years… 
 
    Which meant, Freya had missed the importance of one healing in particular. The significance of it. 
 
    It was a secret Heidi desired to keep hidden for a multitude of reasons, and when Freya’s unique vampiric eye focused on her for the third time, without her permission as usual, Heidi suspected that Freya also saw how fervently she would protect that secret. 
 
    Not even her sister knew. 
 
    Which had made today especially uncomfortable, because Freya had stayed home to teach Rose how to control her third-eye. They didn’t need blood to make it emerge, only to activate the mind-reading ability. And, the eye appearing was the first step in using that particular superpower, which meant if Rose could control keeping it inside her head when she had the impulse for it to come out, then she wouldn’t have a repeat of yesterday. 
 
    Heidi had watched curiously as they practiced for thirty minutes at a time, before giving Rose an hour break in between sessions to work on her studies or play. However, Heidi couldn’t deny that it felt like there was a tension in the air between her and Freya. And she didn’t know what to do about it, because she didn’t want to be on the woman’s bad side. 
 
    But she also wasn’t going to budge on the issue. 
 
    At least Lily had been home for most of the day too, and Lexi stopped by to visit for a few minutes since she had a business trip, but now they were both gone. Lexi of course left to get ready for her flight, while Lily just left a few minutes ago after getting a message from Sam asking for her to meet him at work for a spontaneous date when he got off. 
 
    It was so romantic, and Heidi unexpectedly found herself recalling how it felt to be in Sam’s arms for over an hour…in his bed… 
 
    Heidi hadn’t thought he would really continue to hold her when she begged him to, but he did, even after Freya got home. And for some unknown reason, the otherwise possessive vampire didn’t appear to be upset at the sight, much to Heidi’s surprise… 
 
    She took a deep breath. 
 
    She knew the reason why. For one, Rose had been in bed with them too, but it was also probably because Freya was confident it was completely platonic on Sam’s side. No need to be jealous when he wasn’t interested. Not that he should be anyway. Heidi didn’t want him to be interested. Or rather, she didn’t want to want him to be interested. 
 
    The truth made her heart heavy. 
 
    Sighing deeply, Heidi dried off the plate she had just washed and returned it to the cabinet where it belonged. She then turned around, only to jump when she realized Freya was standing right there by the table. Completely silent. 
 
    Heidi hadn’t even heard her enter the kitchen. 
 
    It made her heart race, knowing that the blood-drinking super could get the drop on her at any time, and Heidi would never see it coming. 
 
    “Umm, hey,” Heidi said awkwardly when Freya didn’t say anything. “Did you need something?” 
 
    “I want to talk,” she replied simply in a reserved tone. 
 
    Heidi took a deep breath, knowing this had nothing to do with Sam. At least, not directly. She then considered all of her arguments in her mind briefly, as well as possible compromises, before taking a step forward. 
 
    Freya’s brow furrowed when Heidi held up her hand, wrist upwards. 
 
    “How about we just make this fast and simple,” Heidi replied, her arm beginning to tremble. Having any kind of confrontation with Freya made her nervous. But, she knew they both wanted to keep this conversation vague, since Rose could probably hear them from upstairs. 
 
    Freya stared at her in disbelief for a moment, before coming closer and accepting her hand. However, instead of biting her wrist, she turned her arm over and gently sank her teeth into the other side to avoid making Heidi bleed more than necessary. Her vampiric third-eye appeared in the middle of her forehead simultaneously, glowing bright red as Freya sucked briefly on the spot she had bitten. 
 
    She then sighed heavily and pulled away, walking over to grab a paper towel and handing it to Heidi. It was obvious she was disappointed. 
 
    They were both silent for a moment, while Heidi dabbed at her arm, before Freya finally spoke up. “You know, you should be thankful for Lily and Sam. Had this been even a couple of years ago, I wouldn’t have hesitated to lock you up to get what I wanted, much like Blaze did.” 
 
    Heidi immediately felt the blood drain from her face in response to those words. 
 
    Freya continued, a bitter smile just barely touching her lips. “But I’m making an effort to not be so selfish, trying to do things the right way. So, I’ll give you some time to think about that – to consider it from my perspective. And then maybe we’ll try talking again in a few weeks after you’ve had time to mull it over. Sound good?” 
 
    Heidi felt like she was going to pass out. Her heart was racing again. 
 
    “B-But, I thought of a few compromises too,” she exclaimed breathlessly. 
 
    “You thought of things you knew I wouldn’t agree to,” Freya corrected her. 
 
    “I want you to agree to them!” Heidi countered, taking a step back. 
 
    Freya’s full lips formed into a flat line. “Well, as I said, I’ll give you some time to reconsider your position. I’m used to just taking whatever I want, but I’m trying really hard to be nice,” she repeated. 
 
    “This is you being nice?” Heidi replied in disbelief. “It doesn’t sound like you’re going to give me a choice either way.” 
 
    “Smart,” Freya praised her. “So take some time to make yourself comfortable with the idea. I don’t want to have to resort to blackmail, and we both know there’s a little something you don’t want to live without.” 
 
    Heidi reached for the counter behind her, desperate to support her weight. “You wouldn’t,” she said breathlessly. 
 
    Freya shrugged while lifting her hands in the air. “Let’s just choose not to let your stubbornness drag us to that point. Sound fair?” 
 
    Heidi didn’t move a muscle, neither shaking her head nor nodding. Her eyes were beginning to sting. 
 
    Freya sighed heavily. “You realize your biggest problem is just your mindset, right? This wouldn’t feel like a threat if you’d just reconsider how you think about it.” 
 
    “Can you really blame me?!” Heidi choked out, almost sounding angry. “I was nothing more than a tool for three years! And the only reason it wasn’t worse for me is because I was useful as a tool! Because I can do something no one else can!” She sobbed, lowering her voice. “Other than my sister, no one has viewed me as a person since I was seventeen. Not even you.” 
 
    Freya abruptly closed the gap between them and carefully wrapped her arms around Heidi, pressing her gently into the counter. She then rubbed Heidi’s back soothingly while tightening her embrace. Heidi didn’t shy away from the comfort, knowing it was sincere even despite the obvious threats Freya had just made. Heidi owed her a lot and knew Freya had been nothing but nice and caring towards her, but Heidi still couldn’t change her mind about the situation. 
 
    After a moment, Freya took a deep breath like she was going to speak, only to pause and glance over her shoulder. 
 
    Heidi freed her arm to wipe her eyes, wondering if Freya had heard something her ears couldn’t. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Rose appeared around the corner, her expression full of concern. “Mommy, please don’t be mean to Heidi. She’s my best friend.” 
 
    “I’m okay, sunshine,” Heidi tried to reassure her, more tears brimming over and slipping down her cheeks. She wasn’t okay, but she didn’t want Rose to worry. 
 
    “Mommy,” Rose repeated with a whine. 
 
    Freya took a deep breath, before pulling away and speaking to Heidi again. “Like I said, I’m trying really hard to be nice, but I don’t know how I could ever accept ‘no’ as an answer.” She paused. “Maybe if I explain to you my point of view, you’ll understand better.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I understand,” Heidi said almost inaudibly, wrapping her arms around herself as she averted her gaze. “You want to use me just like he did. I completely understand.” 
 
    “No, you really don’t,” Freya retorted, before sighing. “But I suppose if I try extending you a little trust, then maybe you can trust me in return.” 
 
    “What?” she asked, looking back up in confusion, not following at all. 
 
    Freya sighed again. “Trust, Heidi. I find it difficult to trust others. Even after all this time we’ve spent together, I still struggle to really let you and your sister into my life.” She paused. “Into our lives. When you’ve lived as long as I have – when you’ve been betrayed as much as I have – it’s difficult to keep offering trust, when people just stomp on it over and over again.” 
 
    Heidi scoffed. “You make it sound like you’re old.” 
 
    But much to her surprise, Freya nodded somberly. “I’m over three hundred years old, Heidi. So yeah, I am really old, even if I don’t look much older than you.” 
 
    Heidi’s eyes widened in shock, her knees feeling like they were going to buckle underneath her. She quickly reached out behind her to grab the counter again. Her head was swimming now. 
 
    Because she believed Freya. 
 
    In fact, a lot of things made sense now. Freya always talked and acted like she had seen more than her fair share of the world’s evils, not to mention all the comments she had made about significant events, like dying in a fire. Which meant, either Freya’s short life had been chocked-full of horrible trials, or else she had just been around that long…or both… 
 
    Plus, she was literally a vampire in every way possible, minus the traditional weaknesses. And she had already admitted it was almost impossible for her to die… 
 
    But then, did that mean… 
 
    Heidi’s gaze shifted to Rose, who was still silently standing at the entrance to the kitchen, remembering her comment the previous day about Sam’s family dying over a hundred years ago, before returning her focus to Freya. 
 
    “A-And Sam?” she stuttered, her body visibly trembling as she tried to wrap her mind around this insurmountable shift in her perception. 
 
    Freya hesitated for a moment, before simply nodding, leaving it at that. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    January 15, 2735 – Current Day – Late Afternoon 
 
      
 
    I got up from my desk after having just read an email from Nick stating that he wanted to see me in his office before I left work. Being that he was also my boss made it difficult to determine if this was work-related or personal. I certainly shouldn’t have any performance issues, so I doubted it was work-related. At least, I assumed it wasn’t, but even I could admit I hadn’t been fully focused the last couple of days. 
 
    I stepped into his office and closed the door behind me. There was a large window that made him visible for everyone else to see, but he had the shades closed at the moment, so we were out of sight now. 
 
    He looked up from his computer screen immediately, even though he had just been in the middle of typing. He had a special metal keyboard that was much heavier and more durable than what everyone else used, since his strength could easily break plastic if he wasn’t paying attention to what he was doing. 
 
    “Oh, hey Sam,” he began in his nasally voice. “Go ahead and have a seat. I need to finish this message real quick.” 
 
    “Sure,” I agreed, doing as he asked. I went ahead and pulled out my phone, a little surprised that I had no new messages in the last couple of hours. Since Nick was momentarily busy, I decided to send both Lily and Freya quick ‘I love you’ messages, before pocketing my phone again. It would be easier to just send a group message, but I didn’t want my statement to seem insincere, or as if I was saying it habitually, instead opting to message them individually. 
 
    Nick took a deep breath then, and leaned back in his seat. “How’s it going?” he wondered, not getting directly to the point as usual. 
 
    I sighed, leaning back a little too while crossing my ankle over my knee. “Fine. How about you?” 
 
    “Great,” he admitted. “A little annoyed, but otherwise great.” 
 
    “Annoyed?” I repeated in confusion. 
 
    He nodded, sliding his chair over a little before leaning forward. “Yeah, it’s why I wanted to talk to you actually.” 
 
    Dammit Nick! Just get to the point already! 
 
    I took a deep breath, keeping my expression neutral. “And?” I prompted. 
 
    “I won’t be in the office tomorrow,” he admitted. “Superhero stuff. In fact, I’ll be leaving the country tonight. But I’ll be back on Thursday.” 
 
    I gawked at him. “Since when did you become a superhero?” I asked in disbelief. 
 
    He leaned back in his seat again and began scratching his nose with a small smile. “Well, I’ve actually always been in the reserves with the Central Department of Superheroes. They don’t pay me a salary for it, but they do give out free medical insurance, so it’s worth it. I don’t bother with the local State Bureau of Superheroes at all, since they only call me in for the big stuff.” 
 
    “Wow, I didn’t even know that was a thing,” I admitted. 
 
    Nick nodded, before lowering his voice. “They’ve only called me in twice in the last ten years, largely because Blaze took care of all the situations where they would have needed my help. Not to mention, they paid him salary, so no point in calling me when they had him.” 
 
    I nodded slowly to indicate I understood, assuming they must pay Nick for the specific job, sort of like an independent consultant. I hadn’t realized that killing that bastard would have consequences for my friend, though he didn’t exactly seem upset about it. Just…annoyed, like he said. 
 
    “So…” I began hesitantly, not sure why he was telling me this. 
 
    “So, I was wondering if you could take over my responsibilities tomorrow is all. You’re certainly more than qualified for it.” 
 
    I grimaced. “Umm, maybe you could have Dave or someone else do it. He’s qualified too.” 
 
    Nick’s eyes widened in surprise. “You don’t want to? It would be a great chance to show my superiors you’re capable.” 
 
    I sighed heavily. “Nick, I don’t want to stand out. Like, I’m not trying to advance in this field. I’ve long since had multiple careers in my life. When I took this job, it wasn’t for experience or even for the money. Rather, I just wanted to do a job that I didn’t mind going to every day. And really, part of the reason why I picked this was to just keep my brain mentally engaged. Distracted. I don’t want extra responsibility or money. I just want to do my job and go home to my family at a reasonable hour.” 
 
    “Huh,” Nick replied, seeming genuinely surprised. “I suppose you aren’t hurting at all in the financial department. Although, it’s still kind of weird to think about it like that – to just get a job for the work, rather than worrying about earning more.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you’re right. My perspective on a lot of things is different, as you can imagine.” My phone vibrated in my pocket, but I ignored it for now, assuming it was either Lily or Freya responding to my message. 
 
    Nick seemed pensive, before taking a deep breath. “Okay then. I’ll go ahead and check with Dave before he leaves. I’m sure he will be fine with it. When John was still around, he took on the extra responsibility a few times. Honestly, I was a little surprised when he didn’t apply for this position.” He smiled then, raising his voice a little. “Granted, I’m pretty sure I still would have gotten the job.” 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. “You know he can probably hear you, right?” I asked seriously. 
 
    Nick laughed. “Yeah, that’s why I said it. We both poke fun at each other a lot. I can’t even count the number of times he’s called me shorty. Or the number of times I’ve called him fat.” 
 
    My brow furrowed, realizing I’d never paid much attention to how anyone else interacted with each other. Then again, calling someone short or fat, even playfully, wasn’t something you just yelled out in the middle of the workday, even if it was a joke. 
 
    My phone vibrated a second time. 
 
    I sighed, ready to go home for the day. Ready to spend time with my family. My job gave me a stable routine to follow, something I had desperately needed in my life at one point in time, but with Lily’s mortality hanging over my head, I really just wanted to quit and spend time with her all day. 
 
    Was there any reason why I shouldn’t? Other than to maintain the appearance of a normal life that is, so that my stalkers wouldn’t get suspicious. 
 
    I wasn’t sure. 
 
    Freya suspected that if we changed the status quo, that the shadow organization might focus in on me again. For example, if they were trying to make my life miserable, then me quitting my job and ‘living a happy life’ might cause them to do something big in an attempt to destroy it. Or, another possibility was that if I wasn’t working anymore then they might try to plant moles in my life outside of my job. 
 
    At the very least, I had to admit I was tired of encountering unforeseen consequences, which meant the option that felt safest was to just not change anything. No change usually meant no unexpected surprises. That truth didn’t hold up all the time, but making changes was a sure way to invite the unknown into a person’s life. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Well, if that’s settled, then I think I’ll get ready to head home for the day.” 
 
    Nick held up his hand just as I began leaning forward to stand. “Oh, and you know Lexi Stockton, right?” 
 
    My eyes widened in surprise and I leaned back in my chair again. “Yeah, sort of,” I lied. Nick had seen Lexi in Freya’s car when we captured Blaze, but he had no idea we saw each other so regularly. “Why?” 
 
    Nick shrugged noncommittedly. “Well, I just saw her name on the list of people they were recruiting for this mission.” He grinned slightly. “We’ll be working pretty close together, so I wanted to know in advance if you had a problem with that.” 
 
    My brow furrowed again, knowing what he was implying. “Nick, just do your job. Lexi is like a walking Taser. I wouldn’t recommend messing with her. Like, at all.” 
 
    Nick’s grin only widened. “Oh, she’s a lot more than that,” he replied. “I hear she can actually use her electricity to see stuff, almost like she has a strange extra sight. They call it her Electromagnetic Specter. It’s like a ghost made of electromagnetic energy.” 
 
    My eyes widened in shock. “Really?” I exclaimed. Damn, and here I thought it was only Heidi whose full capabilities I didn’t know about. But apparently there were things about Lexi I didn’t know either. 
 
    He nodded confidently. “Yeah, she needs a form of conduction for it to work though, limiting its use. But they use her for reconnaissance a lot, like scoping out a building to locate their targets before the operation begins, with her using the internal wiring to send out her specter.” He laughed. “Never mind her lethal prowess and the EMPs she can create, as if those weren’t useful enough.” He sighed then, glancing at the wall as he stared off into space. “She’s quite the woman.” 
 
    “Nick!” I exclaimed. “Seriously? Zoey’s going to dump you if she finds out you’re trying to hook up with someone else.” Not that Lexi would ever consider him. At least, I didn’t think. 
 
    Nick surprisingly shook his head. “Nah, she was totally cool with me having a second girlfriend. She had no problem with me dating Camila.” 
 
    I just gawked at him, before it turned into a hard glare as I thought about all Lexi had been through with Blaze. My voice came out harsher than I intended. “Nick, I’m only going to say this once nicely, so listen up. Leave Lexi alone.” I paused then, when I realized I might be sounding a little too possessive. “At the very least, learn to take a hint. If you try hitting on her and she doesn’t seem interested, then drop it.” 
 
    Rather than being offended, Nick’s eyes were intense as he listened. His voice sounded extra nasally as he replied. “So then, you’re cool if I hit on her, right?” 
 
    I just glared at him, knowing he was only focusing on the last thing I said. “That’s exactly what I’m talking about Nick! No! Okay? No! Just do your job and keep it professional. Trust me when I say that Lexi is not interested in starting a relationship with anyone right now, so leave her alone.” 
 
    “Afraid she’ll like me?” Nick asked with another grin, as if he didn’t think I was serious. 
 
    I sighed, knowing I wasn’t going to get anywhere with him. And besides, Lexi could take care of herself. She didn’t need me trying to fend off any pursuers. There was a good reason she was a top super, so yeah – she could take care of herself. I was being too overprotective. 
 
    I took another deep breath and stood. “I’m going home now,” I announced, not bothering to address his question. 
 
    Nick’s expression immediately dropped. “Oh, hey man, I was just kidding.” 
 
    I ignored him and turned to leave. 
 
    “Oh, so hey, got any plans tonight?” he wondered, seeming like he was just trying to end the conversation on a good note. 
 
    I sighed heavily again as I grabbed the door handle. “Not really. Just going to go home like usual. See you the day after tomorrow.” And with that, I opened the door and walked out. 
 
    I went ahead and began gathering my things, only to realize I had an urgent email from the Accounting department. I groaned as I read the contents, knowing this wasn’t an issue that could wait until tomorrow. Pulling up a handful of spreadsheets, I double-checked the numbers, discovering an error in one of the formulas, and then generated the extra report they needed after it was fixed. 
 
    While I worked, Nick must have already talked to Dave, because suddenly he was saying goodbye for the day as he left, commenting that he needed to get to the airport as soon as possible. I glanced at the clock to see that a good twenty minutes had passed from when I had intended to leave. 
 
    Ten minutes later and I was finally closing everything up for the day. 
 
    Once I had all my stuff, I made my way to the elevator. It was only then that I recalled I had a couple of messages to check. 
 
    I smiled as I began reading Freya’s message first. 
 
    ‘Love you too! Have fun on your date tonight. Lily was super excited when she left. Maybe we can do something similar in a few days.’ 
 
    My breathing halted. 
 
    My heart froze. 
 
    Lily and I didn’t have a date tonight. 
 
    At least, not that I knew of. And yet, Freya’s message made it seem like I had been the one who asked Lily out. 
 
    I quickly checked my other message, beads of cold sweat appearing on my brow. 
 
    It was an address, followed with a simple message. 
 
    ‘We have Lily. Tell no one. Come alone.’


 
   
  
 



 
 
    4: Forced Meetings 
 
      
 
    Lily Dodson 
 
    January 15, 2735 – 1 Hour Ago – Late Afternoon 
 
      
 
    Lily hopped into Sam’s emerald green Mustang, a little amused that he still insisted on driving his silver ‘work-car’ to his job every day. She completely understood why he used to leave his old midnight Lamborghini at home, and sure the Mustang was a nice car, but it wasn’t that nice. Granted, she realized that it would get really dirty driving every day on the salted roads in the middle of the winter. But, either way, it just meant she got to drive it herself on her way to meet Sam. 
 
    After putting it in gear, she carefully slid the vehicle past Freya’s orange convertible, before making her way out of the subdivision. 
 
    Her car was parked in the yard at her house while they finished working on tripling the size of her fireproof home. The reason for leaving her vehicle behind was largely because there wasn’t enough room at Sam’s place to park his two vehicles, in addition to Freya’s convertible and Lexi’s bright red Ferrari whenever she was over. 
 
    Heidi actually had a car too – the one Lexi had tried giving to Lily as a gift – but usually Heidi just let everyone else drive her around, even though she technically had a citizen ID with driving privileges. Which was actually a little inconvenient, considering the sisters technically lived in Freya’s old home now. 
 
    And since Heidi was pretty much always around nowadays, wherever Rose was, Lily was beginning to warm up to the idea of letting Lexi build a house next to hers. 
 
    But having the sisters live with them was certainly out of the question. After all, what sane woman would want another attractive woman in the house? Never mind two attractive women, both of whom her man had admitted he found appealing. 
 
    Freya was the only exception. 
 
    Lily appreciated Sam’s honesty, but really, even she could have assumed as much without him admitting it. After all, the popularity of a superhero was partially based on physical appearance, which was why Lexi was one of the top supers in terms of both power and fame. The strict paparazzi laws were the only reason Lexi’s fame hadn’t leaked into their lives yet, but Lily knew it might be a possibility, since fans still occasionally broke the law. 
 
    After all, she had her own experience with that kind of situation, even though she had only been a model. 
 
    But in her opinion, Heidi was even more good-looking than her older sister, so it hadn’t been surprising to hear that Sam found them both physically attractive. 
 
    So Lexi having a house built close by would be the only option Lily would accept, and since Heidi was over so much, that would also be the most convenient plan. She just hoped she didn’t regret making that decision. Sam promised to be good, and she trusted that he would, but she couldn’t stop herself from feeling a little worried. 
 
    Sam had certainly avoided getting to know Heidi, despite how much he saw her, but discovering that Heidi had practically been in his lap for over an hour the previous day certainly didn’t help Lily’s anxiety. Not to mention her jealousy. Logically, she knew Heidi couldn’t have enjoyed it, considering the accident that happened, but still. 
 
    That was her lap. Not Heidi’s. 
 
    And Freya’s too, but still. 
 
    Sam’s lap belonged to her, not anyone else. Except Freya. 
 
    Lily took a deep breath and then let it out slowly, trying to return her thoughts to more happy things, like this unexpected date Sam had asked her on. He had always been really good about being romantic with little surprises like this, though it was definitely more unexpected this time than usual. 
 
    Finding out the connection Rose had to that Arab guy was really upsetting for him, because he felt like it put all of them in even more danger than they originally thought. 
 
    So honestly, Lily found it a little strange he was in the mood for a date, but she certainly wasn’t about to complain. It also was a little strange that he hadn’t encrypted the message, considering they had all decided to use encryption software so their messages couldn’t be intercepted. And it wasn’t like he had to do anything extra. All Sam had to do was send his message like normal from inside the special app, with the whole process basically being exactly the same – the only difference was that only his phone could send via that route, and only her phone could understand the message. 
 
    Granted, it wasn’t like Sam’s message contained sensitive information. They were mainly just worried about a comment about Rose being seen by unwanted eyes, or someone gathering information on them over time. Sure, it was being a little paranoid, since it appeared the shadow organization after Sam relied on people to keep tabs on him, but it couldn’t hurt to play it safe. 
 
    Lily wasn’t sure how formal this date was going to be, so she dressed up a little bit, covering her skin appropriately for the cold weather even though the temperature didn’t bother her. She was currently wearing a pair of black latex pants, along with an emerald green latex blouse that almost matched the color of Sam’s car, along with a black latex jacket that Freya had designed after a women’s motorcycle jacket – all of it made of FRIL of course, with the blouse and jacket looking more like they were made of vinyl rather than normal latex. 
 
    The green top looked especially nice, having fake seams to resemble a normal blouse, along with latex frills along the bottom and down the middle where buttons would usually go. Plus, it had built in support, so she didn’t need to wear a bra with it. 
 
    She smiled to herself, looking forward to seeing Sam’s expression. He had once told her that he wasn’t sure he would ever get used to seeing her in FRIL clothing, and so far he had been right. He always had a strong reaction, an eager grin on his face as his eyes roamed her body before returning his gaze to her face, where his focus remained most of the time. 
 
    As she drove, she took the usual route Sam would take to get to work. He knew all the best roads to travel to avoid a ton of traffic, although rush-hour hadn’t quite hit yet. Plus, most people would be attempting to get out of the city to go home, unlike her. 
 
    Lily slowed down abruptly when a black utility van pulled out from a side-street, right in front of the Mustang, a little too close for comfort. However, unlike many drivers, she didn’t have a burst of outrage and honk the horn – she couldn’t afford such an outburst, or else she risked igniting the Christmas present she and Freya had gotten for Sam. So instead, she just hit the brakes while habitually tapping the hazard lights button, knowing anyone behind her would slow down a lot more quickly. 
 
    Oddly enough, it seemed like everyone was immune to regular brake lights, not bothering to slow down unless they found themselves coming up on someone’s bumper much faster than they expected. But if she put on her hazard lights during an abrupt deceleration, the person behind her always began using their brakes a good five seconds sooner – which could make all the difference in avoiding an accident. 
 
    And Lily couldn’t afford to be in an accident, for multiple reasons, so it was better to be safe than sorry. 
 
    The moment she began speeding up again, she turned off the hazard lights and glanced in the rearview mirror to make sure the person behind her wasn’t too close. Sure enough, they were still far behind her despite her abrupt stop. 
 
    However, then her brow furrowed when she realized the black vehicle trailing her was exactly the same as the one that had cut her off. 
 
    She sucked in a sharp breath. 
 
    She knew she was probably just being paranoid, but she couldn’t help feeling a twinge of panic in her chest. 
 
    She instinctively grabbed her phone, quickly debating who could get to her quicker if she needed help – Sam or Freya. She certainly wasn’t going to sit around and wait on them though. 
 
    No. After what happened with Blaze, she would never let herself be taken by surprise like that ever again, even if it did risk her getting sent to prison. 
 
    After all, being in jail was better than being dead. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    January 15, 2735 – Current Day – Early Evening 
 
      
 
    Panic clawed at my chest and gut as I raced to the location sent to me in Lily’s message. I wanted desperately to call Freya to warn her, but I didn’t want to risk it being intercepted only to have something bad happen to Lily. Not to mention, Freya’s sensitive senses wouldn’t let her be caught off guard easily, even if she was unsuspecting. But the very fact that both Lily and Freya thought I had asked her out on a date meant these people had somehow sent Lily a message from me, even though there was no record on my phone of an outgoing message containing that kind of information. 
 
    Who could do that? Who in the world had that capacity? Was this the shadow organization again? Did they have a technopath on their side? 
 
    Technopaths were more common than regenerators, but they were also highly regulated because of the danger their superpower posed to modern society. Still, that hadn’t prevented Camila’s group from having a technopath on their side, even if he was a weak one, which was how they evaded getting caught for their criminal activities. 
 
    But it had to be a technopath. I couldn’t think of any other option. 
 
    But then, if most of them were regulated, what did that mean? 
 
    I had tried calling Lily’s phone twice now, but there was no answer, making me all the more anxious. At least her phone’s GPS signal told me I was heading in the right direction, indicating that the place I was supposed to go was also the place where she was…or at least where her phone was. 
 
    Granted, if they had a technopath working with them, then even that signal could be falsified. Dealing with a technopath was like winning the lottery, in a bad way. And yet I may have just won the bad-luck lottery twice now. 
 
    Dammit! 
 
    If Lily got out of this situation alive, then I was never going to let her out of my sight ever again! Screw my job! Screw trying to keep up appearances! Screw everything! 
 
    Just as my rage began to boil over, my phone rang. 
 
    It was Lily – or at least someone using her phone. 
 
    I answered right away, glad I didn’t have super-strength, or else I’d be crushing the device in my hand right now. My tone was harsh. 
 
    “If you hurt her, I swear–” 
 
    “Sam!” Lily cut me off. “It’s me. I’m safe.” 
 
    “Shit,” I exclaimed underneath my breath, before raising my voice. “Who took you?” I demanded. “And what do they want?” 
 
    “Sam, it’s the S-FBI.” 
 
    I sucked in a sharp breath. 
 
    The Superpowers Federal Bureau of Investigation, which was the largest branch of the FBI that worked closely with the Central Department of Superheroes to monitor and maintain domestic security involving largescale villainous threats. 
 
    That news was both better and worse. 
 
    Better because it meant Lily’s life shouldn’t be in danger, but worse because it meant they must know something if they were going to these lengths. Did they want to arrest me for something? Did they somehow know I was the one who killed Blaze? I thought we had been careful enough to cover our tracks, but maybe I was wrong. Or did they just have suspicions and were taking the extra precautions as if their suspicions were true? 
 
    I was about to speak again, but then a man’s voice appeared on the phone. 
 
    “Sampson Archer. This is Senior Special Agent Jamison. As Ms. Dodson indicated, she is perfectly safe. Now, please proceed to the location indicated in the message you were sent. We’ll be waiting for you there.” 
 
    “What do you want with Lily?” I demanded. 
 
    “It’s just a security measure,” he replied calmly. “In the event that our preparations made in order to speak with you prove to be ineffective, we have one last guarantee to fall back on.” 
 
    “Are you threatening me?” I hissed. “I didn’t realize the S-FBI were criminals!” 
 
    “We have full authority to do what needs to be done to ensure the protection of our citizens,” the man retorted. “Now, we just want to talk, so assuming you’re the model citizen you appear to be, you should have no concerns about Ms. Dodson’s wellbeing.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth together, not liking this situation one bit. I needed to get a grip, because I was dealing with the law now. I didn’t know what they knew about me, but clearly they were assuming I was extremely dangerous. I doubted I could completely play dumb, but I knew I should at least be careful about what information I gave them. 
 
    I definitely wasn’t about to admit I was the one responsible for killing Blaze. 
 
    Granted, as I just considered, these measures didn’t necessarily mean they knew for a fact I was dangerous – they only suspected it. But one thing was for sure – I needed to stay calm in order to keep Lily safe. I didn’t agree with what they were doing, largely because I was on the receiving-end of their abhorrent tactics, but I understood the logic behind it. Because what if they were dealing with a true criminal? Especially one who might be more powerful than the almighty Blaze. 
 
    They had to have some way to protect themselves from complete annihilation, as was the reality of the world we lived in. Unfortunately, when adding superpowers to the equation, it was very much kill or be killed when dealing with powerful criminals. One wrong move, and society could crumble against the most deadly of superpowers. 
 
    At least, that’s how they probably perceived it. 
 
    I sighed heavily, my tone still a little harsh. “I’m almost to the location, but I swear–” 
 
    He cut me off. “Good. I’ll meet you outside.” He hung up. 
 
    The plastic on my phone creaked as I squeezed my fingers around it in anger. I wasn’t strong enough to break it, but the muscle I had built up over the years certainly made me stronger than the average person lacking super-strength. 
 
    I took a deep breath, trying to keep myself level-headed. 
 
    Lily was okay, and she would be okay. These people were just worried about me being a threat, which I wouldn’t be, so long as they didn’t try to harm her. So everything was alright. 
 
    Although, what were they going to do if they determined I was responsible for Blaze’s death? I mean, did they even have evidence? Even if they identified his remains, there shouldn’t be any direct way to connect it to me, other than by indirect circumstance, which shouldn’t hold up in court. 
 
    However, I felt like it would be stupid to completely play dumb, which meant my best option would be to just keep my mouth shut and be cautious about how I answered questions. I wondered if this was the kind of situation where I could demand a lawyer, or if there were special laws that gave these guys permission to proceed with an interrogation without me having one. 
 
    It wouldn’t be the first time I’d seen legal and human rights violated, unfortunately having a very personal experience with such an occurrence only last summer with Lily’s case. 
 
    Someone might think I’d know what to do in this kind of situation given my age, but I only knew what I was familiar with – only what I had personally experienced. I’d seen a lot of crime shows, but all that stuff was dramatized. I had lived most of my long life staying out of trouble, so I really didn’t know how to deal with this type of situation. 
 
    Other than to keep my mouth shut. 
 
    As I drove down a street on the outskirts of the city, I finally caught sight of where they were having me go – it looked like an old post office, though the large cracked parking lot in front indicated it wasn’t in use anymore. It obviously hadn’t been plowed either, since there would have been mounds of unmelted snow if that was the case. Instead, the snow had melted evenly in the sun’s heat, leaving just the pavement exposed. But that just made the three black vans out front especially suspicious. The building was really long, so my initial thought was to park by the other vehicles, but then I noticed that a man dressed in a suit was standing just outside a door on the other end, bravely enduring the chilly wind as he waited. 
 
    Or was he? 
 
    Honestly, he didn’t look uncomfortable at all, despite the harsh temperature. 
 
    I assumed this must be the guy I had been speaking to on the phone, considering he had promised to meet me outside himself. He had graying brown hair and a pale complexion, though he overall looked built like myself. He certainly filled out his suit well. 
 
    However, unlike the vans in plain sight, I didn’t see my green Mustang anywhere, which was what I assumed Lily would have driven. In an attempt to search for it, as well as her, I began reaching out with my second-sight as I pulled into the parking lot… 
 
    Only to immediately slam on my brakes. 
 
    Like, I stomped the pedal as hard as I could, jerking me forward against the steering wheel. I hadn’t bothered to put on my seat belt in my rush, so I had to grab the seat behind me with an astral limb to prevent myself from smacking my head against the windshield. 
 
    Once I came to a stop, I just stared at it in disbelief, having never seen anything like it before in my entire life. 
 
    Barely a foot away from the front corner of my car was an invisible wall completely surrounding the entire building along with most of the parking lot. To my physical eyes, there was absolutely nothing there, but in my second-sight it was plain as day. The barrier wasn’t exactly solid though – it was actually quite translucent to my second-sight, shimmering and flowing as if it was made of crystal-clear water. The actual edge of it wasn’t set firmly in place either, instead constantly shifting, though the edge never moved more than a few inches at most. 
 
    As I began focusing my special vision upwards, searching for the top, I also realized it wasn’t exactly a wall. Instead, it was like a giant dome…no, it was a sphere, since the barrier continued underground as well. And it wasn’t just an empty sphere. 
 
    It was more like a bubble filled with water instead of air, with the flowing distortion filling the space beyond the edge, seeming to get denser as I tried to peer further towards the center. 
 
    I couldn’t see the source at all, even though I should be able to – in fact, using my second-sight, I could barely even detect the Agent waiting on me, whereas my physical eyes could see him just fine. He was speaking on a radio now, obviously having noticed that I reacted to their defenses. 
 
    Which wasn’t good. I was giving away information without even intending to. 
 
    I gripped the steering wheel tighter, slowly reaching out with an invisible limb to touch the barrier. 
 
    A part of me didn’t want to enter the space at all, instinctually fearing the unknown, but I knew I had to. Because Lily was somewhere in there. Still, this ability freaked me out. I had no idea what it did, but the last time I’d seen someone use a superpower I could actually see, it was when that female super with black eyes had kidnapped Lily by kissing her in order to control her body. I had seen an invisible thread running from her mouth to Lily’s. 
 
    But would I have been able to resist such an ability myself? 
 
    And would I be able to defend myself against this unknown person’s ability? 
 
    I honestly wasn’t sure. But I had to take that chance. I had already wasted too much time. 
 
    I sucked in a sharp breath, beads of sweat appearing on my forehead, just as my astral limb came in contact with the edge. 
 
    Instantly, the moment I touched it, I immediately sensed the source, becoming hyperaware of a presence directly at the epicenter even though I couldn’t see it. A very ancient presence. Like, whoever was creating this invisible barrier was way older than I was, which was saying something considering I was immortal and all. 
 
    It was unnerving. 
 
    Extremely, extremely unnerving. 
 
    Who in the hell was this super? 
 
    I had only ever noticed a sensation of age from touching Freya, somehow detecting that her astral form had been around for a while, but that was just barely. But this? This was on a whole different level. 
 
    Was it because of their ability? Did that make a difference? Or were they really just that old? 
 
    Too many questions, and not enough answers. 
 
    Realizing that my astral form could pass through unhindered, and not sensing any indication from the source that they had noticed me, I went ahead and stepped on the gas again, easing my car through the nothingness towards the agent still patiently waiting. 
 
    With my physical eyes, there was still absolutely nothing there, although my second-sight immediately became blurry. It was sort of like what happened with Camila’s illusion ability, with the previous time being more foggy. Instead, this was like opening my eyes under water, and the closer I drew toward the agent, the harder it became to see, forcing me to rely entirely on my physical capacity for sight. 
 
    I didn’t like the sensation at all. 
 
    I took a deep breath as I parked in front of the sidewalk, refocusing my thoughts on Lily and this meeting. I had to look normal, which meant I just needed to try to ignore the odd sensations that being inside this bubble gave me… 
 
    Well, so much for that. 
 
    The moment I stepped out of the vehicle, I was immediately stunned by the sharp contrast in temperature. 
 
    It was warm. 
 
    No wonder the agent didn’t look uncomfortable. There was snow on the ground, in the middle of winter, along with wind chill advisories in effect, and yet it was like I was suddenly standing in the middle of spring on a nice cool day. 
 
    And there was no wind. Not even a breeze. 
 
    Time to start asking questions. 
 
    “What in the hell is this?” I demanded, slamming my car door shut. 
 
    Jamison smiled at me, his expression becoming almost giddy. “Ah, that’s our primary security measure. We are currently inside the domain of the Supreme Guardian. Completely invisible to the naked eye, but the effects are quite real. No hostility is allowed within a few hundred feet without the explicit approval of the one responsible.” 
 
    My brow furrowed, a little surprised he was being so forward with that information. But then again, what could I do about it? Nothing really. 
 
    I also realized that his comment indicated he might not know that the true reason I had slammed on my brakes was from seeing this ‘domain,’ like I had assumed. But then again, if he couldn’t see it himself, then he might not know exactly where it began and ended. For all he knew, the domain might end on the other side of the street, which meant I would have been well inside of it by the time I stopped. 
 
    I focused back on his comment. 
 
    “No hostility?” I repeated. 
 
    He nodded with a grin, like he was a kid in a candy store. “Correct. Would you like a demonstration?” 
 
    My furrowed brow only grew more tense. “Sure…” I offered hesitantly. 
 
    Without further warning, he drew his arm back like a professional boxer and thrust at me with his fist. I reflexively took a step back while preparing to block it, only for the motion of his arm to stop in mid-strike. As if something had caught him. 
 
    Just barely, I could see in my second-sight that the distortions in the air had suddenly grown incredibly dense, wrapping around his arm to pull it to an instant stop. However, the moment he tried to pull away and stand up straight, he was able to without a problem. 
 
    I just stared in bewilderment. 
 
    I’d never seen or heard of anything like this in my entire life. 
 
    “Pretty neat, huh? It will even stop bullets, and renders explosives useless,” Jamison said with a grin, still looking like that kid in a candy store. “This is only my second time getting to experience it.” 
 
    Well that explained a lot. 
 
    No wonder he was so excited to show this person’s ability off. And it was like a friendly reminder to not try anything with them, since this person would inevitably stop all physical aggression. 
 
    But what about non-physical aggression? 
 
    I reached out a little with a couple of my astral limbs to discover I could move them just fine, but it made me wonder what would happen if I actually attempted to attack someone – would the barrier stop my astral form like it had his physical arm? 
 
    Part of me wanted to try it out, but I also didn’t want to risk Lily’s safety in the event this supposed Supreme Guardian was able to sense my hostility. So, for now, I could only just wonder. 
 
    As he continued speaking, I only nodded in response, feeling a little confused by how friendly he was being. Was he just trying to lower my guard by establishing rapport? Or did this barrier and Lily being in their custody just give him enough confidence to speak casually with me even though I might be a criminal? 
 
    His voice was still quite cheerful. “As you noticed, the Supreme Guardian can also affect a lot of other things within the domain, even the temperature to an extent.” He sighed. “But anyway, let’s head inside. We’ve kept the Assistant Director waiting long enough.” 
 
    “The Assistant Director?” I repeated as I followed him into the building. 
 
    It was actually larger within than I had anticipated, with this end of the post office being where they would have had semitrucks unload packages. The majority of the massive room beyond the door was full of old sorting equipment similar to a warehouse production line. 
 
    Jamison led me through the small maze while answering my question. “Correct. Given the current situation, we wouldn’t risk having the Assistant Director deviate more than a few feet from the Supreme Guardian – can’t take any risks.” 
 
    Without needing to ask, I understood the reason why. The closer we walked, the more dense the invisible barrier became. I assumed this person’s superpower must be more effective up close, based on what I was experiencing in my second-sight. It was truly like diving underwater, with the pressure building up as I went deeper. Except, I didn’t feel any physical pressure on my body, and deeper meant closer to the epicenter of this massive bubble. 
 
    I tried to focus back on the task at hand. 
 
    “You know,” I began. “Obviously, I’m not a criminal and I have no idea why I’m here, but if I were an evil guy, you guys kidnapping Lily would have been a great way to get on my bad side. You should have just called me up or sent me a letter.” 
 
    Jamison waved a hand in the air, dismissing the idea. “And what? Have you disappear off the face of the Earth? We can’t take chances in this line of work. Without your fiancé in our custody, you could just run away, making it difficult for us to keep you in the Supreme Guardian’s domain. But this way, you come to us, and have an incentive to meet on our terms – where we want, when we want, how we want. The more of the situation we control, the better.” 
 
    “You sure are speaking openly,” I finally commented, feeling like he really was trying to get me to drop my guard. 
 
    He glanced back at me as he opened a door on the other side of the room, leading to a hallway. “You haven’t asked anything unreasonable, and I think you’re a smart guy. No one your age would be foolish enough to not take this situation seriously.” 
 
    I came to a full stop in the hall, causing him to pause as well to grin at me. 
 
    “You’re dealing with the S-FBI, Sampson Archer. We know everything about you.” 
 
    Suddenly, it was like I was speaking to an entirely different person. His expression was no longer calm, friendly, and inviting. Now, I felt like I was staring at a predator who truly enjoyed being in complete control. And he was in control. They were in control. That’s what he had been trying to tell me since I got here. 
 
    Shit, this whole time, he’d been flaunting it in my face! 
 
    His calm demeanor, joking attitude, and carefree divulging of information, was all to make a clear statement that even though they considered me to be a serious threat, their preparations were so well thought-out that the risk I posed might as well have been perfectly neutralized. 
 
    And everything about him was radiating it. 
 
    He wasn’t being friendly; he was showing me how arrogant he was! 
 
    After a moment, Jamison continued a few more feet, before stopping at a door and opening it. Then, with a large conceited grin on his face, he gestured for me to enter. 
 
    I knew this was it – the room where this ancient superhero called the Supreme Guardian was waiting, along with the Assistant Director – because even despite how blurry my second-sight was, I could see it now. 
 
    Within this massive sphere of flowing distorted energy, was a much smaller and infinitely more dense bubble surrounding the Supreme Guardian, like an impenetrable shield. 
 
    Or was it an oval? 
 
    It seemed to be roughly ten feet wide, but around fifteen feet tall, with the bottom part of the oval going into the ground just like the rest of the much larger bubble – kind of like the opposite of an iceberg. And really, now that I had seen this smaller shield, I began to wonder if the whole thing was oval shaped too, or if the larger bubble had lost some of its elliptical form due to its sheer size. 
 
    Either way, unlike the blurriness I saw elsewhere, I couldn’t see past this secondary bubble at all, which meant entering into this room would truly mean I had to rely solely on my physical eyes. 
 
    I took a deep breath as I began walking again. 
 
    This was it. 
 
    Time to find out what they knew and why they had gone to such lengths to speak with me. 
 
    I ignored the agent’s annoying grin as I made it to the doorway and turned to enter the room, only to stop dead in my tracks as I laid eyes on who was within. 
 
    The physical appearance of the Assistant Director was about what I had expected. The Supreme Guardian…was not…


 
   
  
 



 
 
    5: New Introductions 
 
      
 
    Nick Parker 
 
    January 15, 2735 – Current Day – Early Evening 
 
      
 
    Nick parked his old beige car in the airport’s parking garage and made his way to the skywalk that connected to the terminals. He stuffed his hands in his pockets as he walked, only having one carry-on bag slung across his shoulder, his mind elsewhere. 
 
    No one paid him any attention as he passed by, since no one knew who he was, unlike what had been the case for the former Blaze Maddox – and that was just the way he liked it. He didn’t want to be famous…or rather, he didn’t want to be ridiculed for his size. 
 
    He knew there were a few male actors even smaller than him who were well-liked, but that was because they were funny. On the contrary, no one seemed to think Nick was very funny, and while it might be possible that he would have some fans as a superhero, he also sincerely believed he would have a large group of haters who cracked jokes at his expense incessantly. 
 
    Sure, Nick could just ignore them, but that kind of thing was easier said than done. 
 
    He also didn’t want to have to deal with all the people who would try becoming friends with him just because he was famous. 
 
    As a kid, he had always struggled to make friends since he always received one of those two reactions: either people made fun of him, not knowing he could literally kill them with the flick of a finger, or else they only wanted him around because he was so strong, not because they actually wanted to be friends. 
 
    Nick admitted that he had a difficult time interacting with others, being a little socially awkward even at the age of thirty, but he had no problem spotting those who just wanted to use him. 
 
    Which was why he liked Sam so much, because the guy didn’t give a damn how strong he was or how it might personally benefit him from having Nick as a friend. And in fact, Sam had only asked him for a single big favor in the three and a half years they had known each other, which was just to stall Blaze long enough for Sam to arrive. 
 
    Other than that, Nick’s friend hadn’t treated him as anything other than a normal person. It was quite the opposite of Nick’s situation, since he had been bugging Sam for favors repeatedly until he finally decided to stop working with the shadow organization. Yet Sam didn’t seem to hold it against him, even treating him the same as before. 
 
    So, overall, Nick felt content with how his life was now. He had a handful of friends online, some good coworkers, an amazing girlfriend, as well as one friend he actually saw in person. That, and he had peace, which wouldn’t be the case if he officially became a superhero and had his name plastered all over the internet along with every publicized incident he got involved in. Then, everyone he ever knew would be trying to reconnect with him, so they could claim to know the famous Nick Parker. 
 
    Honestly, he wasn’t sure how someone like Lexi Stockton managed it. He knew they had strict paparazzi laws, but that didn’t stop old acquaintances from trying to show up on a person’s doorstep, nor did it stop the media from spinning it as ‘New Superhero Cuts Off Old Friends’ or something like that. 
 
    Such a headline might not be detrimental for someone attractive and charming like Lexi or the former Blaze. But for someone like him, who people automatically seemed to have a negative opinion of just because of his average appearance and below-average height, that kind of news would never go away. 
 
    Or at least, that’s how he felt. 
 
    Nick finally pulled his hands out of his pockets in order to operate one of the airport kiosks to get his ticket. First-class of course. The Central Department of Superheroes wasn’t stingy on flight arrangements, especially not when many of their supers were famous. However, unlike others, Nick wouldn’t be expecting an escort to take him to the VIP waiting room. 
 
    Nope, he’d have to find his way there himself, but at least he knew where to go now. The first time he had gone on a trip like this, years ago, it took him over half an hour to figure out where the VIP rooms were – a trip that should only take about five minutes of walking. 
 
    When he arrived at the right place, he handed his ticket to the man standing at the desk outside the series of VIP rooms. The setup was much like boarding the actual plane, except this guy was armed with a handgun, having the dual role of security. 
 
    The man handed Nick back his ticket, and then scanned his badge over a sensor to unlock the door. “Room three,” he said simply, holding the door open for Nick. 
 
    “Thanks,” Nick replied, walking into the hallway towards the appropriate door on his right. As he opened it up, he was a little surprised to find an occupant inside sitting in a comfy chair – not because people didn’t share rooms, but because he assumed the famous Lexi Stockton would be flying out of the city where she lived, not here. 
 
    She was wearing a red leather jacket coupled with a black cashmere sweater, along with dark blue skinny jeans and black suede boots with furry trim along the top. She was also wearing several gold bracelets and a matching necklace. 
 
    Nick wasn’t sure why, but the colors made her purple eyes really pop. 
 
    “Oh hey,” he said awkwardly, suddenly feeling nervous. 
 
    Lexi pulled her attention away from a magazine she had been focused on, which ironically featured her on the cover. She initially appeared unhappy, but her expression brightened when she registered who was coming in through the door. 
 
    “Oh! Nicholas Parker!” she exclaimed, getting out of her seat to shake his hand. “It’s nice to officially meet you!” 
 
    Nick laughed uncomfortably as he let go of her hand to scratch the back of his head. “Oh, umm, it’s nice to officially meet you too,” he agreed. “I knew you were going to be on this mission, but I didn’t realize you’d be using this airport.” 
 
    Lexi cocked her head to the side slightly. “Why wouldn’t I use this one?” she wondered. 
 
    “Well, since you live…” His voice trailed off. Would it be creepy that he knew where she lived? She was famous, so surely everyone knew…right? 
 
    She seemed to understand the confusion. “Oh, I moved. I’ve officially lived here for a few months now.” 
 
    Nick’s eyes widened in surprise. “Oh! I didn’t know that. What was the reason for the relocation?” 
 
    Lexi’s brow furrowed slightly. “Aren’t you and Sam friends?” she wondered, seeming to sidestep the question. 
 
    Now Nick was really confused. Was she just saying that Sam knew the reason why? Or that she moved specifically because of him? After all, Sam had seemed kind of defensive when he was joking with him earlier. 
 
    “Umm, yeah, we’re friends, but Sam doesn’t really share other people’s business. It’s one of the reasons we get along so well.” 
 
    Now, it was Lexi’s turn to appear shocked. “Oh, okay. Well, after everything that happened this last summer, I was looking to move, and Freya was selling her house around the same time, so I decided to buy it. Plus, purchasing a house from someone you know makes the whole process a lot easier, especially since we didn’t have to deal with any agents.” 
 
    “Right,” Nick agreed. “Well, that’s cool. I–” 
 
    His voice cut off as a loud explosion filled his ears, causing the floor underneath them to vibrate. They both were startled by the unexpected event. Lexi recovered a lot faster than Nick though, running up to the wall, only to place her hand over an outlet. He assumed she must be using her specter. 
 
    She spoke up right away. “Looks like someone bombed the airport or…” She paused. “No, I think someone actually flew a plane into the terminal!” 
 
    Nick couldn’t believe it. How would a terrorist even do that with today’s security? Never mind the fact that the airport should have notified everyone to evacuate in advance. There was no way this had gone unnoticed. Yet even now, the intercom didn’t come on. 
 
    Commotion in the hallway prompted Nick to turn toward the door, just as the security guy from earlier opened it up. He had a second man with him, this one dressed in a normal airport attendant uniform. 
 
    His tone was urgent. “There was an accident at terminal D. Everyone needs to evacuate–” 
 
    Lexi cut him off. “Is there anything I can do to help?” she wondered. 
 
    The man shook his head. “I was just going to mention that.” He shifted his focus to Nick. “You have super-strength, right?” he asked. 
 
    Nick nodded, lifting his hand absentmindedly to push his glasses up the bridge of his nose a little, surprised that this man knew. 
 
    Had the security guy looked him up in the public super registry out of curiosity? Because otherwise, Nick wasn’t sure how this man would know the superpower of a stranger. 
 
    The man continued. “If you don’t mind, please come with me. We do need your help rescuing some survivors.” 
 
    Lexi spoke up again. “And what about me?” 
 
    The other guy chimed in. “Ms. Stockton, I’ll be escorting you to safety. Unfortunately, we don’t believe there is much you can do in this type of situation.” 
 
    Lexi nodded somberly, grabbing her one bag and following the second guy out of the room and down the hallway – in the opposite direction from where Nick had entered. 
 
    “Mr. Parker,” the security guy repeated. “Please, follow me.” 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    January 15, 2735 – Current Day – Early Evening 
 
      
 
    The Assistant Director was a man who appeared to be in his fifties, with dark curly hair, dark skin, and brown eyes so dark that they looked black. His slightly wrinkled forehead was the only true indication of his age, with his hair showing no signs of graying. Like myself and Jamison, this man was also well-built physically. 
 
    He was sitting at a metal table, facing the doorway, with a manila envelope lying in the middle – it was obvious the chair across from him was for me to sit. He was already looking at me with a hard expression when I appeared in the doorway, his hands folded underneath his chin, his eyes unamused. 
 
    I only glanced at him briefly though, as my attention shifted to the person behind him leaning against the wall with their arms crossed, knowing this was the Supreme Guardian creating this ridiculously powerful shield. 
 
    She, likewise, did not appear amused. Far from it. She looked pissed as hell. 
 
    It was a young woman, who appeared just as youthful as Heidi, if not more so. In fact, if I had met this girl on the street, I would have felt confident she wasn’t drinking age yet, even if she did look old enough to be an adult…and even if she felt much older than she looked. 
 
    She had blonde hair and bright blue eyes, along with a pretty face that was partially masked by an expression of annoyance. Or maybe ‘cute’ was the right word? 
 
    After all, the girl was short as hell too, barely five feet tall, and also super petite. Her arms were so thin that I could easily wrap my entire hand around even the widest part, though they were toned despite their size. And her waist was likewise ridiculously thin, along with her thighs, which would have had an obvious gap between them were it not for the fact that she had one boot against the wall with her knee sticking out. 
 
    Unlike the Assistant Director’s charcoal suit, the Supreme Guardian was wearing black military clothing, minus any protective gear like a bulletproof vest. I supposed she wouldn’t need something like that when she had this unstoppable shield surrounding her, which reached out to the middle of the table, completely defending the Assistant Director within. 
 
    He was unseeable in my second-sight, as was she. 
 
    I noticed that underneath the table, there was also a bulge in the extremely dense shield, mirroring her jutted knee, as if the forcefield always maintained a certain distance from her body – putting her knee up, meant the shield changed its shape accordingly. 
 
    The only accessory the girl had was a solitary pistol strapped to her belt. 
 
    She met my gaze only briefly, giving me a hard glare that was somehow more intimidating than the man’s, before averting her gaze again. I got the distinct impression that she’d rather be anyplace else other than here right now, as if this entire meeting was the biggest waste of her time ever. 
 
    Honestly, between the two of them, it looked like they had just recently had an argument, although I had no way of knowing for sure. Her head was angled away though, like she was specifically annoyed at him, in addition to being frustrated to be here. 
 
    The Assistant Director clearing his throat was what drew my attention to him again, causing me to focus on his gaze with my physical eyes. 
 
    “Sampson Archer,” he began in a firm tone. “I’m Assistant Director Carnegie with the Superpowers Federal Bureau of Investigation. Have a seat.” He sat up straight and gestured towards the empty chair as he finished. 
 
    I nodded and sat down, finding myself only a few inches away from the impenetrable barrier. Seeing movement on my left from my own reflection, I noticed for the first time that there was a one-way mirror in the wall, with a room on the other side. I could barely make out the shape of another person watching us, but had no idea who it might be. Probably another personnel of the S-FBI. 
 
    I focused on Carnegie again. 
 
    Finding myself more curious about this shield than anything else at the moment, I interlaced my fingers on the table, setting them just far enough forward to confirm that my physical body wasn’t hindered by the barrier – it was as if it wasn’t even there. However, when I tried to gently push out an astral limb through my hands, I discovered I couldn’t at all – the barrier forced my astral form to remain within my body. 
 
    The girl also didn’t react at all, prompting me to wonder if she was unaware of what I was doing so long as I wasn’t being hostile. 
 
    I automatically reached out with a limb coming out of my shoulder to gently probe at the barrier, seeing if I could push into it, while Carnegie continued speaking. My physical eyes had continued to remain locked with his, so he wasn’t the wiser. 
 
    “We’ve brought you in today,” he continued, “to discuss having your superpower reevaluated, as well as to–” 
 
    Unexpectedly, the girl glared at me with a murderous gaze, and, in a flash, she had her gun out, taking a step towards me while aiming straight at my head with both hands. Her second barrier swallowed me up at the same time due to her movement, and my astral limb was forced back into my body, leaving me nothing more than the normal regenerator I had always been. 
 
    Carnegie flinched from suddenly having a pistol right next to his head, the barrel pointed at me, although she spoke up long before he could manage a response. Her voice was very young sounding, yet her harsh tone didn’t fail to communicate her seriousness. 
 
    “Try that again, asshole, and I’ll put a bullet in your head! Right through your eye socket!” 
 
    The Assistant Director immediately stiffened in his seat, and it instantly felt like all the roles had shifted. 
 
    She was in control now, I was the enemy, and this experienced high-ranking employee of the S-FBI was just a bystander with no authority. In that moment, he might as well have not even existed, like an insect watching two lions having a standoff – or maybe a lion and a mouse. 
 
    Just to be clear, I was the mouse. 
 
    I held up my hands automatically, discovering myself feeling cautious even though I knew that gun wouldn’t hurt me. The general impression of her true age really sunk in as well, and I found myself speaking to her as such. 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” I replied, sincerely apologetic. Shit, I’d messed up. I had no doubt that Lily’s safety rested in her hands, not Carnegie’s. I couldn’t afford to get on her bad side, as if I wasn’t already. 
 
    Her glare was still hard. “I don’t care if you can regenerate,” she emphasized. “I’ll still empty this clip in you. And then I’ll grab his gun and do the same, just for the fun of it.” 
 
    “Not a clip,” Carnegie mumbled under his breath. 
 
    “Shut up,” she snapped at him, still glaring at me. “Do you understand?” she demanded. 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” I repeated. 
 
    She seemed to evaluate my expression for an infinitely long minute, no one speaking, before finally taking a step back. She then crossed her arms, her gun still in hand, resting against her ribs. She didn’t return to leaning against the wall, instead all of her five-foot stature standing up straight, fully attentive now. 
 
    Which meant I was still in her secondary barrier, and I couldn’t see shit with my second-sight. 
 
    “Good,” she finally replied. She then glanced at the back of Carnegie’s head, speaking to him in the same tone she had used with me. “Metaphysical as theorized. You may proceed.” 
 
    The man angled his head to the side and nodded while swallowing loudly. “Right.” He then directed his attention towards me, seeming to collect himself. His tone was hard and even. “Need I remind you, Mr. Archer, that we won’t hesitate to charge you with aggravated assault, which can range from one to fifteen years in prison, in addition to–” 
 
    I cut him off, realizing at this point that my cover was blown – they knew about my other ability prior to just now, though I wasn’t sure how. “I wasn’t trying to do anything!” I exclaimed. 
 
    He raised his voice. “I think it’s pretty clear that–” 
 
    The girl cut him off again, her tone sharp. “He wasn’t being hostile,” she conceded. “Just testing his own power against mine. But I’ve had enough dealing with little shitheads today.” 
 
    That drew him up short. He twisted in his seat to look at her briefly, but she didn’t return his gaze, still staring me down with a piercing glare as if she was going to pull her unholstered gun on me the moment I even shifted my weight wrong. After a second, he gave me his attention again. 
 
    I tried to do the same. 
 
    “Anyway,” he continued, “we’re going to reevaluate your repertoire of skills, as well as discuss your current position in regard to any unauthorized activities in the last year.” 
 
    Shit! Did they know about Blaze? 
 
    “Unauthorized activities?” I repeated. 
 
    Unexpectedly, he jabbed his finger in the air at me. “Silence!” he snapped. “I’m going to talk, and you’re going to listen! You may speak when I tell you to. Understand?!” 
 
    I interlaced my fingers again on the table, tightly, trying to keep my mouth shut. I knew this was just all about control again – he had lost all of it just a moment ago, so he was attempting to reassert himself as being the one in charge. However, in reality, without this girl’s god-tier defense superpower, I would be the one in control. 
 
    At least, if they didn’t have Lily. 
 
    Not to mention, this was the S-FBI I was dealing with. Sure, I could threaten this one guy if I had to, but then I’d have every superhero in the country after me – including Lexi. Which meant, it was important I tread carefully and stay on the right side of the moral fence. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied simply to his statement. 
 
    “Good,” he huffed, opening the manila folder. 
 
    He pulled out a photo of a familiar scene, prompting me to tighten my fingers just slightly. 
 
    So…that’s how they knew. 
 
    “Despite the fact that the person in this image can’t be seen clearly,” he began, gesturing to the picture taken at a massive interstate pileup that happened last summer. “It wasn’t difficult to figure out who these two supers were based on the female’s description alone.” He grinned then. “Certainly, people wear colored contacts all the time, but if we assume for a moment that the reportedly red eyes of the woman in this picture are real, then that narrows it down to only about seventy-three people in the entire country. Add above average super-strength to the equation, and suddenly that’s just two people. Two people,” he repeated. “Add either naturally black hair or even just geographic proximity to the incident, and it’s just one person.” 
 
    With a smug expression, he pulled out another photo – one of my old Lambo. “Cross referencing the people in Freya Rosetti’s life with the description of the male, we come up with you, Sampson Archer, whose vehicle just happened to be one of the couple-hundred taken to the junk yard.” 
 
    I sighed, not responding since he hadn’t given me ‘permission’ to speak yet. 
 
    How annoying. 
 
    It was almost like he was testing me too, since he fell silent for a few long seconds before continuing. I just silently held his gaze in response. 
 
    He pulled out a document then, tossing it in the middle of the table just to establish its existence. “Whenever we discover someone with a powerful ability who wasn’t previously known about, the Supers Central Intelligence Agency often does a thorough investigation before the S-FBI makes contact. However, a peculiar thing happened during the investigation. Do you know what that is?” 
 
    I shook my head, not about to start guessing and give them information they didn’t already have. 
 
    “Our country’s top superhero, Blaze King Maddox, suddenly took an interest in the arrest and subsequent probation of Lily Dodson. Your fiancé.” 
 
    Shit. They knew. 
 
    He was silent for a moment as he evaluated my almost nonexistent reaction. 
 
    I finally spoke up. “Okay?” I hedged. “And what does that have to do with me? The case was thrown out before it went to trial, and last I heard he went on vacation or something. Or are you still getting to the point?” 
 
    Carnegie’s eyes narrowed. “That’s an interesting choice of words,” he commented. “So let me just continue with the facts. Blaze Maddox goes missing at an unknown date, with his girlfriend at the time, Lexi Stockton, reporting his disappearance on Tuesday, July 31st, 2734. According to her, she had last seen him on Saturday, July 28th. During that particular evening, our transport-recognition software detected the vehicles of Mr. Maddox and Ms. Rosetti making multiple trips on the interstate, along with one trip made by Ms. Stockton. Furthermore, the elevated speed of the last two trips makes it appear, quite clearly, as if Ms. Rosetti, or rather the person driving her vehicle, was attempting to chase Mr. Maddox.” 
 
    He paused for a few seconds, again evaluating my nonexistent response, before continuing. “We discovered his vehicle off an abandoned downtown street, with no indication as to how it got there. However, one thing is clear – Blaze Maddox was in this city when he disappeared…” His voice trailed off. 
 
    Once he was quiet for a few seconds, I suspected he wanted a response now. 
 
    “I’m still waiting for you to get to the point,” I replied, not about to admit to anything. 
 
    His eyes narrowed, but he ignored that comment as he proceeded. “Furthermore, Lexi Stockton began making regular trips to this city, whereas she did not previously, only to purchase Freya Rosetti’s house a couple of months later. In addition to that, her younger sister, Heidi Stockton, who previously was presumed deceased, unexpectedly made an appearance a few months later – alive and perfectly fine.” 
 
    Shit, they had truly put it all together. Had we really been that careless? I supposed our actions wouldn’t be so obvious if the S-CIA hadn’t been monitoring us without our knowledge – and this all started because of that interstate pileup! 
 
    We would have never been on their radar had I refused to help during the accident. 
 
    That was the one mistake I made. 
 
    But then again, it was difficult to imagine a reality where I wouldn’t have helped, even if I had known this outcome was possible. I could still see the face of that little boy crying, largely because it had been the focal point of a pivotal moment in my life. 
 
    The moment when I decided I could do something about the situation – and did so. 
 
    Carnegie continued. “There are other little pieces that fit together, such as the fact that the witness to Ms. Dodson’s case was thrown out, only for the witness to be later convicted of perjury by the state. That, of course, hints at a motive if we assume the false witness had a connection to Blaze Maddox.” He took a deep breath, his mouth set in a flat line, his eyes still hard. “This is all obviously circumstantial evidence, but the fact that no one has seen our top superhero since before he was reported missing makes it pretty clear that either you, Ms. Rosetti, or both of you, are responsible for his death. The reason we pursued contact with you first is because we aren’t confident that Freya Rosetti has someone in her life we can use as leverage, not to mention that our assessment of her personality indicates she might not respond favorably to any form of blackmail.” 
 
    I scoffed internally. 
 
    Yeah, like not at all. 
 
    That would have been a quick way to get themselves killed, especially considering how impulsive she could be. And if she couldn’t harm them due to this Guardian’s ability, then she would have just found the person they kidnapped and escape. After all, while this shield hindered my nonphysical abilities, most of what Freya could do wouldn’t be hindered. 
 
    Doubtful this shield could prevent her from tracking down the scent of whoever she needed to find, nor would it stop her from running away with them, which was why they hadn’t tried talking with me without leverage – because I could possibly run away. All I had to do was outrun this girl, and her short legs. 
 
    But I supposed all of that meant they must have developed a personality assessment of me as well. I shouldn’t have been surprised. 
 
    The man fell silent after his last statement, just staring at me. 
 
    I tried to be careful about how I responded, since clearly they knew everything. “Well, it looks like you guys have your minds made up about the situation, and I don’t want to say anything only to have my words twisted later, so is this the part where I get to ask for a lawyer?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “So, then you admit to killing Blaze Maddox?” 
 
    I scoffed. “No, I’m not admitting to anything. But clearly I need a lawyer present if this is an interrogation for a suspected murder. I mean, are you sure he’s not just taking an extended vacation?” 
 
    Carnegie laughed humorlessly at that. “Oh, I doubt anyone would consider Hell to be the ideal spot to kick your feet up and relax.” 
 
    Now it was my turn to feel suspicious, my eyes narrowing. “You think the top superhero ended up in Hell, huh?” 
 
    He abruptly leaned forward in his chair and folded his hands underneath his chin, just like he had been when I first walked into the room. His dark eyes were again unamused. “Let me tell you something about the world we live in, Mr. Archer. Do you know how many people could safely take down someone like Blaze Maddox?” He held out one of his hands, giving me the peace sign, before tucking his hand underneath his chin again. “Two, Mr. Archer. Two people.” 
 
    The girl unexpectedly spoke up. “Both of whom I know,” she chimed in, seeming to lighten up for the first time since I’d seen her, as if speaking of them made her happy. 
 
    Carnegie appeared to be a little annoyed by her comment, but didn’t say anything about it, quickly continuing. “And those two supers are currently tied up in dealing with a much bigger problem at the moment. Do you know what that means?” he asked seriously. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “It means, if someone like Blaze were to engage in criminal activity, not only would he be protected under the Absolute Immunity he had been granted as the top hero, but we also don’t have the means to stop him even if we wanted to.” 
 
    I scoffed at that. “So let me get this straight, you think Blaze was a criminal? And if he was a criminal, only two people in the entire world have the capacity to stop him? What about my boss, Nick Parker? I know he’s pretty strong. And I know he’s in the reserves.” 
 
    “Too risky,” Carnegie retorted. “I did say ‘safely’ take him down. Because that’s what it would come to – a fight to the death, since we have no way to incarcerate someone like him. And at the end of the day, even though it is true that Nick Parker surpassed Blaze on most metrics, physical mass plays an important role in a purely physical fight. Build a semitruck out of aluminum, and a car out of steel, and have them collide – the semitruck is still going to demolish the car, because power is a factor of both velocity and force, the latter of which is a product of acceleration and mass. More mass means more power, assuming speed and acceleration capacity are relatively equivalent for both supers.” He scoffed. “And imagine what would happen if Blaze won such a fight. Then what?” 
 
    I sighed, trying to gather what he was implying. It almost sounded like they were looking for someone to take Blaze down. Did that mean this meeting wasn’t what I thought it was? Or were they just trying to lure me out by getting me to admit it was me, only to take the appropriate legal action afterwards. 
 
    But then again, if what they were saying about Blaze was true – that they only had two supers who could safely take him down, then didn’t that apply to me as well? I mean, unlike Blaze, I was unkillable. 
 
    I cleared my throat, since it was obvious he was waiting for me to respond now, despite the rhetorical question. 
 
    “Can you just get to the point?” I asked. “Obviously, you think I might be related to Blaze’s death, and apparently he was involved in something illegal, based on what you just said, so then why are we having this meeting?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “I want to know why you killed Blaze, and then based on that information, we’ll see how we proceed.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    You know what? 
 
    Screw it. 
 
    This might have ended up as being the biggest mistake of my life, but what were they going to do about it? I mean, I knew there was a lot they could do, but in that moment, I just didn’t care. 
 
    “Fine,” I snapped. “You want to know why? Because Blaze pushed for a court order that restricted people from being in Lily’s house, only to show up in the middle of the night and shoot her – my fiancé – with a tranquilizer dart, so he could sexually assault her! And you know what’s worse?” I continued, noticing in my peripheral vision that the blonde girl’s expression had changed to one of concern for the first time. 
 
    “What’s worse is that when I showed up at Blaze’s place, I discovered that he had been blackmailing Lexi Stockton for three years with her sister’s safety – who, like you said, was believed to be dead – regularly abusing the older sister, while he used Heidi as his personal ‘cure all’ to prevent people from knowing that he was frequently assaulting other women, literally breaking their bodies as he did so, only to make Heidi put them back together again before they woke up from being drugged!” 
 
    I took a deep breath, my hatred causing my writhing astral form to push against the impenetrable shield surrounding me. The girl didn’t seem threatened by it though, her expression still one of concern. 
 
    “So did I kill a person? No, I didn’t. I killed a monster. And in doing so, not only did I keep my family safe, I also saved Lexi and Heidi from a living hell – one in which they had no hope of escaping – as well as prevented the same atrocities from happening to an immeasurable number of other women.” 
 
    “Is he the only person you’ve killed?” Carnegie asked evenly. 
 
    My brow furrowed. “I’ve never killed a person,” I retorted, knowing he understood what I was implying. 
 
    “Is he the only monster, as you put it, that you’ve killed?” he rephrased. 
 
    I leaned back in my seat and crossed my arms, deciding to be honest. “No, he’s not.” 
 
    “How many?” he asked, his expression reserved. 
 
    As I thought about it, I could really only think of four people I’d ever been involved in killing, including my previous boss John, as well as Camila, Blaze, and then that dude with the shadow company who tried killing Nick. Prior to that, I hadn’t killed anyone. Instead, I’d only seen death repeatedly firsthand while I continued to live on. But then again, I technically hadn’t been the one who killed John or Camila – Freya had done the deed with those two, which was something I wasn’t going to tell him in a million years. 
 
    “Just one other,” I replied simply. “I don’t know the name of the other guy. All I know is he attacked someone I knew, and he had a lethal superpower that resulted in his death being the only option. I actually tried to resolve the situation by leaving him alive, but knocking him unconscious just wasn’t possible.” 
 
    Carnegie nodded. “Then, if that’s the case, on behalf of the Central Department of Superheroes, I’d like to offer you a job.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    6: Unexpected Enemies 
 
      
 
    Lexi Stockton 
 
    January 15, 2735 – 15 Minutes Ago – Early Evening 
 
      
 
    Lexi followed the airport attendant down the hallway, wondering why they were going in the opposite direction as the way she had come in. Her first assumption was that this was a better way to evacuate, but felt uncertain about the fact she had seen another VIP occupant exiting in the same direction they were taking Nick. 
 
    She wasn’t an expert in the airport’s layout though, so she followed the attendant through a doorway without hesitation. 
 
    They ended up in a wide hallway with white walls and a white floor, appearing as if it was reserved for employees only. There was a motorized transportation cart parked in the hallway, along with a ton of luggage in the attached carriage. 
 
    The driver wasn’t in sight though, likely having abandoned the vehicle after the explosion. 
 
    Just as they began passing by, the man unexpectedly changed directions and headed straight for the carriage. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lexi exclaimed in surprise. 
 
    The man ignored her as he reached inside and pulled out a seemingly regular black suitcase. He then hoisted it up and shoved it in her arms, prompting her brow to furrow more as she grunted from the weight. 
 
    “What is this?” she demanded. 
 
    The man met her gaze as he reached his hand into his pocket. “Compliments of the Sheriff,” he replied simply. 
 
    Lexi felt the blood drain from her face. 
 
    Instantly, her body erupted with a lethal discharge of electricity that would kill anyone in the vicinity, attempting to blast the suitcase as far away from her body as possible. 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    The last thing she remembered was the man’s sick suicidal grin. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    January 15, 2735 – Current Day – Early Evening 
 
      
 
    My jaw literally dropped, I was so shocked. 
 
    Offer me a job? Was he kidding? 
 
    Yet neither of them were smiling, and the unsurprised reaction of the young woman indicated that she was well aware this was something they might offer me.  
 
    “If you accept the position,” he finally continued after a moment, “you’ll be granted a form of immunity that includes legal protection from incriminating actions performed while stopping illegal activity. And the effect is retroactive, so assuming the two people you’ve killed both fall under the classification of ‘Superhero Use of Force’ then your actions will be deemed legitimized even though you weren’t legally a superhero at the time.” He grimaced then. “While this isn’t the primary method of employment, it’s also not uncommon for us to recruit superheroes only after they have engaged in personal law enforcement.” 
 
    “Oh,” I replied absentmindedly, still having a difficult time wrapping my head around this new development. “Can I think about it? I don’t even know what all the responsibilities would be, never mind how it will affect my everyday life. I have a family to think about.” 
 
    Carnegie nodded. “I suppose we can allow that.” He paused to pull out another file from the manila folder. “This is the contract we would want you to sign, valid for seven years, with the expectation that the terms will be renegotiated upon expiration. It includes top-of-the-line life and medical insurance, as well as a yearly salary of ten million, and–” 
 
    “Ten million?!” I exclaimed. “You’ve got to be kidding me! Lexi doesn’t even make a fifth of that, and she’s supposed to be one of the best!” I had never actually asked Lexi what her yearly salary was as a superhero, but I knew from her comment about needing credit to buy the eight-million-dollar mansion meant she probably made at least a million but less than four million. From what I understood, Blaze had his name on the title to the house, preventing her from selling the mansion, but the mortgage itself was only in her name, relying solely on her income. Just another way the bastard had his claws in her. 
 
    He could easily walk away from the debt if he wanted, but she couldn’t. 
 
    The Assistant Director seemed unaffected by my outburst. “The specifics of Lexi Stockton’s contract are not up for debate here. However, I will say that most of the work she is responsible for does not involve her directly putting her life on the line. Salaries are often based more on bodily risk, not total contribution like in a normal work setting, though there are certainly some personnel who are paid large sums even despite the lack of risk. But what that means is, those who are hired to risk their lives by diving straight into enemy fire are paid more.” He paused. “Blaze Maddox was paid significantly more, though a large part of his salary was behavioral incentive.” 
 
    “Wow,” I scoffed. “So you guys literally paid him to be good.” 
 
    Carnegie’s eyes narrowed. “The Central Department of Superheroes did what they had to, yes. But even that wasn’t enough. We were not unaware of the kind of illegal conduct he was involved in.” 
 
    Okay, that made me pissed. 
 
    I tried to keep my expression neutral, knowing that there wasn’t much they could have done. Still, it just wasn’t right for them to turn a blind eye while Blaze went around wronging all those women. 
 
    Not to mention Lexi! 
 
    I tried to focus my thoughts again on the present situation, gesturing to the contract. “Is it also possible I might be able to just become part of the reserves? There’s a reason why I’ve stayed low all my life. It’s hard to keep my immortality a secret if I become famous, which is something I’m definitely not interested in. I don’t want fame or money. I just want to live a peaceful life and keep my family safe.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and leaned back in his seat. “You want to keep your family safe?” he repeated. “Then become a superhero and stop the threats from ever reaching them.” He shifted gears then, and asked a question. “When a handful of people can destroy millions, you know what we call that? An army. We’ve been at war for centuries, Sampson Archer, and we need every capable soldier we can get, to keep both your family and the entire world safe. Don’t think that something happening in another city, or even what’s happening across the ocean, won’t affect you. Because it will. Over time, we have stopped countless apocalyptic catastrophes from befalling humanity, and while you personally might have survived such events had they occurred, the people you love wouldn’t have. And the people you love now, like Lily Dodson, never would have even been born.” 
 
    He paused again to evaluate my reserved expression. “And as far as their safety goes, if you’re really that paranoid, then we can add in a security detail for whenever you’re called away to stop a threat. With a salary offer like this from the Central Department of Superheroes, adding that benefit won’t be much of an addition in comparison.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and leaned back in my seat more. I doubted a security force would be much more useful than Freya protecting Lily while I was gone, although that might mean she would be required to give over managing her business to someone else. 
 
    It certainly wasn’t unusual for a business owner to allow others to manage the company, but I felt like there was a small part of her that enjoyed the work – otherwise she would have done that a long time ago. 
 
    “Well, I guess I’ll consider my options before signing. Who do I talk to about making these types of changes?” 
 
    He inclined his head in the direction of the door. “Until we have your signature, most of your communication will go through Senior Special Agent Jamison. He will serve as the official liaison for your case until then.” 
 
    Great, the friendly bastard, who was really an arrogant asshole. 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed, grabbing the document since it was obviously a copy for me. “Can I see my fiancé now, or are we not done?” 
 
    He shook his head. “The last piece of business is for us to reevaluate your superpower with one of our top supers. After that, Jamison will get you set up with a method of communication, and then you may go.” He then turned his head and gave a nod towards the girl behind him. 
 
    I had assumed we would be changing locations to have my power evaluated, so I was shocked when the girl backed up, so that I was outside of her denser shield, and suddenly the flowing distortions in the air significantly thinned out. Or rather, it was like a tunnel appeared in the shield, leading from me directly to the one-way mirror in the wall. 
 
    My head snapped to my left, shocked that I could finally see clearly with my second-sight again. In the other room, there were now two people – a man in a suit, with black hair and pale skin, who had been watching previously, as well as someone new. 
 
    The sprite spoke up then. “Wait, can you see my shield?” she wondered in surprise after seeing my reaction. 
 
    I only nodded vaguely in reply, barely hearing her following comment that she had never met anyone who could see it, other than her husband. 
 
    It wasn’t that I was trying to ignore her though, but rather she just might as well have not existed in that moment. 
 
    Because I was focused so intently on this other person. 
 
    It was a beautiful woman with black hair, pale skin, and super creepy eyes. 
 
    Her entire eye was oscillating shades of blue, as if there was no white sclera at all, but just one massive iris with a spiral pupil. It was like both of her eyes were oceans of flowing energy, with black-hole galaxies in the middle, but that wasn’t the creepiest part. 
 
    The disturbing aspect was that the moment I locked eyes with her through the one-way mirror, it felt like she truly saw me. And something about it made me instinctually not want her to see. 
 
    The woman’s eyes instantly widened in horror, true terror causing her body to lock up. She looked like she was about to pass out, so without really thinking about it, I reached out and wrapped an astral limb around her waist. 
 
    She must have made a noise, because the man’s head snapped in her direction just as her lips parted. However, then I noticed she had just pissed herself, the man’s nose wrinkling, so that could have been the reason too. 
 
    Realizing that I was traumatizing her, I began loosening my grip, only to have her knees buckle. I carefully set her down on the floor, before pulling away. Her gaze remained locked on me though, her body trembling, like a cat caught in the sights of a predator. It was like she couldn’t look away, even if she wanted to. 
 
    I really wanted her to look away though. I was still heavily creeped out by how it felt to have her see me. 
 
    The Supreme Guardian and Assistant Director were none the wiser about what had just happened, at least until the guy in the other room spoke into a microphone attached to his suit lapel. 
 
    They both exchanged a glance as they heard the man speak in their earpieces, before the five-foot girl aggressively took a step towards me, swallowing me up in her denser shield again. 
 
    Her hand was tense on her gun, though she wasn’t aiming it at me…yet. 
 
    “Did you hurt her?” she demanded. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what the other agent had said into the microphone, but Carnegie looked shocked by her statement, beads of sweat appearing on his forehead as if he just realized that the Supreme Guardian’s shield might not be completely effective on me. 
 
    I held my hands up automatically. “No, I swear,” I replied sincerely. Her eyes narrowed, prompting me to elaborate. “I mean, I did grab her, but that was only because it looked like she was going to pass out. Trust me, if I had harmed her in any way then there wouldn’t be a question about it. The fact that you’re asking should be evidence enough!” 
 
    She kept up the glare, seeming to evaluate my words while Carnegie spoke up. 
 
    “You can see her?” he asked in disbelief. “And you can use your power even in the other room without breaking anything between here and there?” 
 
    I glanced at him, but kept my head angled up slightly towards the girl, who was only at a higher level because she was standing. “Well, yeah. I’m sure that woman can tell you all about it though.” I grimaced when I considered that she might truly know the full extent of my abilities now. I then shivered slightly. “I’ve never had someone look at me like that before.” 
 
    He wiped his brow as he responded, beginning to collect all the photos and documents, except for the contract. “Very well. I’ll have you speak with Jamison, and then he will take you to where Ms. Dodson is waiting. Be sure to work out the details soon, because we never know when the next b–” 
 
    “Shit!” the girl exclaimed, her brow furrowing. 
 
    “What’s wrong?!” Carnegie asked in surprise. 
 
    Her brow furrowed even more, like she was concentrating really hard. “Someone is attacking! They just took out two agents!” 
 
    “How is that possible?!” Carnegie snapped, bolting out of his seat. I hadn’t realized he was so tall, but he towered over her by more than a foot – maybe a foot and a half. “You can stop bullets!” 
 
    The girl finally glared up at him, causing him to look ashen as his dark skin paled. “A bulletproof vest will stop ammunition, but it won’t stop the punch of someone with super-strength! I’m trying to pull their strikes, but it’s not one-hundred percent at this distance!” She suddenly held up her gun then, her expression more determined. “Let’s go. I need to get closer.” 
 
    Carnegie unholstered his gun too and held up his sleeve to speak into a mic as he followed her towards the door. It was surreal seeing him taking orders from her, even if I knew she was far older than both of us. 
 
    Jamison had apparently been unaware of the attack, because he was just pulling out his gun as the sprite darted into the hallway, breaking out into a run. 
 
    Despite the fact that no one had even so much as addressed me, I wasn’t about to sit still – certainly not when I still had no idea where Lily was. 
 
    I jumped out of my chair to follow after them, shocked to see that the girl was so far down the hall already, the two guys barely keeping up with her, even despite her short legs. They turned a corner to the left, and I barely caught sight of them turning again to the right by the time I reached the first corner, still having difficulty seeing in my second-sight. 
 
    By the time I made the last turn, I heard a gun fire, only for the girl to speak in a surprisingly authoritative tone. She had just entered through a doorway towards the front of the building, with the two men behind her in the hall, both with guns trained on the enemy. 
 
    “Drop him! Or the next shot will be your head!” she cried out. 
 
    I could just barely hear someone gurgling, as if a person was being choked to death. 
 
    Unexpectedly, a familiar voice responded. “Hand over Lily, or else I’ll slaughter everyone here, starting with this man!” Then, as if to emphasize her point, the gurgling stopped completely. 
 
    “Wait!” I yelled out, just now reaching the other two men, only to shove them out of the way so Freya could see me. The blonde sprite was so short that her standing in front did nothing to block my view. 
 
    Freya was holding a man clear up in the air with one arm, her clawed fingers tight around his neck, the man’s eyes bulging out, his hand dropping from her wrist as his body went limp. 
 
    Her eyes widened in shock, but she didn’t release her grip. 
 
    “Lily’s safe!” I continued urgently. “It’s the S-FBI! They just wanted to talk to me!” 
 
    Freya dropped the man and took a step back all at once in surprise, before her impulsive anger quickly returned, her gaze shifting to the girl who had shot her in the arm. 
 
    “The S-FBI?!” she shrieked in outrage. “This little twit?! What in the hell do you think you’re doing kidnapping Lily?!” 
 
    “Oh, trust me, I’m much older than you,” the girl snapped in a cold tone, confirming what I already knew for the first time. “And–” 
 
    “Knight!” Carnegie unexpectedly cut her off in a loud voice, sounding like he was warning her not to share too much information. He quickly pushed past me and moved next to her, beginning to speak to the angry vampire. “Freya Rosetti, I suggest you calm down before we charge you with assaulting a government official. Lily Dodson is fine, and–” 
 
    Freya cut him off, aggressively shaking a clawed finger at him as she practically screamed in anger. “HOW ABOUT YOU SHUT THE HELL UP, BEFORE I RIP OUT YOUR HEART! Kidnapping is kidnapping!” Her tone abruptly developed a haughty edge. “You think you’re sovereign, but your laws are all relative! I’ve seen your government do things in the past that are now considered illegal! And vice versa! But one thing you seem to have forgotten is that if I believe my friend’s life is in danger, then I legally have the right to defend her with lethal force! And as far as I’m concerned, the criminals being the government doesn’t make it okay!” She turned over her hand, palm upwards and fingers curled, as she thrust her elongating claws into the air, her hands growing larger and graying. “Now, I want to see Lily right this second, or else I’ll take the kid gloves off and really get serious! Charge me with assaulting a government official?” She laughed humorlessly. “You’re lucky I was more worried about getting to Lily than wasting time on killing those who got in my way!” 
 
    The moment she stopped yelling, for a brief second it was completely silent. 
 
    Because her rage was sincerely intimidating – not her words, but her murderous expression. I could see it in her eyes. Her bloodlust. I could see the craving to bury her claws into someone’s chest and rip them apart. And not a single person could stop her, beyond myself and maybe this sprite standing between us. 
 
    And I wasn’t even certain that her reasoning made sense, but it didn’t really matter in that moment. 
 
    Certainly, Carnegie could try to throw his weight around and threaten prison, but if provoking her might mean his immediate death, then it would be a risky decision to aggravate her further. Better to diffuse the situation entirely, rather than threaten her with what would happen if the irrational rage-filled monster crossed that line. 
 
    Which was exactly what the Supreme Guardian calmly did without hesitation. 
 
    Unexpectedly, the girl dropped her gun and thrust her thumb towards Carnegie. “Well, if you’re going to kill someone, take out this bastard.” 
 
    That drew Freya up short. 
 
    We all abruptly gawked down at her in shock, with Carnegie looking especially horrified. 
 
    The girl continued before anyone could respond. “As far as Ms. Dodson goes, she’s in another room further down the hall. We were finished speaking with Mr. Archer anyway, so the two of them were just about to leave.” 
 
    Freya dropped her claws, the bloodlust having disappeared from her eyes. “I was following Lily’s scent,” she stated matter-of-factly, as if that was what caused her to end up in this room. 
 
    The girl looked up at Carnegie with an expectant expression, as if to verify Lily’s location. 
 
    He was definitely sweating bullets now. “Umm, we brought her this way at one point in time, but now she’s waiting down the hall, just like Knight said.” 
 
    Freya’s eyes narrowed, before she gestured towards all of us. “Then please lead the way.” 
 
    He turned around hesitantly with stiff legs, glancing nervously at the blonde sprite who had offered his head on a platter, before heading back out the door past me. Jamison backed up while I followed without waiting, knowing Freya would be at my side any second. I knew she was pissed, and I knew that some of her anger might rightfully even be directed at me since I hadn’t warned her, so I wasn’t going to engage with her right now. 
 
    Because when she was pissed, I had long since learned to give her space – not because I couldn’t handle it, but just because it was what she needed to cool down. 
 
    I also wasn’t sure if it was a good idea to publicly show any kind of comfort or reassurance towards her in front of the S-FBI, given that they knew I was engaged to Lily. Granted, I was engaged to Freya now too, but I wasn’t sure if they were aware of that, based on what they said earlier about being uncertain if she had someone in her life they could use as leverage. 
 
    Or maybe they did know about the people she loved, but they were uncertain about her personality. For instance, it was possible that there were events from her past that caused them doubt. I knew she had accidentally killed at least one person she became fixated on. Although, as far as I knew, she had never been found out. 
 
    Either way, I decided the best approach for now was to just treat her like a friend while in front of them. 
 
    Thus, I was a little surprised when Freya was suddenly slipping her hand in mine. 
 
    I glanced at her to see that her expression was reserved, with her crimson eyes trained on the back of Carnegie’s head. Her long black hair was pulled back in a high ponytail, the midnight color a sharp contrast to her smooth pale skin. The gesture of holding my hand gave me the impression that she was silently telling me her anger wasn’t directed towards me after all, though it was clear she was still pissed. 
 
    Taking a moment to examine her expression also made me realize something else. 
 
    Why in the hell was she here right now? How did she know to come? 
 
    I didn’t get long to consider reasons though, since Carnegie was already opening another door in the hallway. 
 
    I barely heard Freya suck in a small breath through her nose, before she let go of my hand and rushed in ahead of me. By the time I got to the door, she was already hugging a very confused Lily, appearing totally shocked that Freya was there. She didn’t say anything though as she returned the hug loosely, rubbing her hand over her back reassuringly. 
 
    Again, not wanting to give the S-FBI any more information than they already had, I resisted the urge to wrap my arms around both of them, knowing that Freya wouldn’t be letting go anytime soon. 
 
    Instead, I turned to face Carnegie. “Well, if we are done here, then I think we will be on our way.” 
 
    He seemed to collect himself a little as he responded. “Actually, since we have Ms. Rosetti here too, we’d like to talk to her, or at least set up a future appoint–” 
 
    “Absolutely not!” Freya snapped, causing Lily to flinch. “I cut ties with you people over three-hundred years ago! My position hasn’t changed,” she added in a harsh tone. 
 
    His eyes hardened. “This would be a discussion on behalf of the Central Department of Superheroes, not the S-FBI,” Carnegie replied hastily. 
 
    Freya glared at him with that murderous expression again, remaining completely silent. 
 
    The tension was palpable. 
 
    This was all news to me – I had no idea Freya had ever been involved with the S-FBI at all. Definitely something I needed to ask her about later, once everything had calmed down. I knew she had her secrets, but now I was just beginning to grasp the potential depth of her mysterious past. 
 
    Unexpectedly, the blonde girl, whom he had referred to as Knight earlier, spoke up again, sounding bored out of her mind now. “Well, I’m done here,” she announced, glancing at Carnegie. “We’re leaving.” 
 
    “But–” he began. 
 
    “We’re leaving,” she repeated firmly. 
 
    Carnegie looked like he was biting the inside of his cheek before giving a sharp nod.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    7: Frightful Discoveries 
 
      
 
    Freya Rosetti 
 
    January 15, 2735 – 30 Minutes Ago – Early Evening 
 
      
 
    Freya sighed heavily as she listened to Rose and Heidi playing ‘house’ in the living room. Her thoughts were heavy now that she had finally disclosed the secret of her age to Heidi, as well as hinting that Sam was older than he looked too. She was a little surprised Heidi had so quickly jumped to that conclusion, even despite seeing the memory of Rose’s comment, but Freya didn’t want to lie about it either – not when the young woman might find out the truth eventually. 
 
    After all, Freya had claimed to be offering Heidi some trust, so that she might understand the reason why Freya wanted what she wanted. 
 
    Of course, it was doubtful that offer of trust would be received well if she lied to her in the same breath. 
 
    But would it really make a difference? Would Heidi change her mind? 
 
    She wasn’t sure. 
 
    And she knew that Heidi was probably going to be in her life for a long time at this point, so she didn’t want to resort to her old tactics of just taking what she wanted. Which meant she needed Heidi to change her mind of her own accord. 
 
    If only knowing Heidi’s thoughts would give her insight into how she might affect her decisions, yet Freya was just as at a loss as if Heidi’s thoughts had been spoken out loud – she had no idea how to change her mind – at least, not in a manner that Freya would find acceptable too. 
 
    Sighing again, she pulled out her phone to check to make sure Lily made it to Sam’s work okay, or at least to find out where they were going for their date. However, her brow furrowed instead when she saw that Lily’s GPS signal was clear on the other side of the city. Sam’s signal was close to Lily’s, but Freya didn’t know of any restaurants in that area and the map wasn’t showing anything either. 
 
    Feeling a little paranoid, even though they were both within a few hundred feet of each other, she silently dashed up the stairs, her steps only audible to her daughter’s ears. 
 
    Rose spoke up from the living room as she reached the top step. “Mommy?” she asked simply. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Freya replied. “I just need to check something.” 
 
    She then continued on into the master bedroom, digging for one of her jackets where she had a hidden pocket stashing a secret she had kept from everyone, including Sam and Lily. 
 
    Two small phones, both of which were connected to portable batteries capable of keeping them powered for over a month so long as they weren’t used very frequently. The screens were so small that they would hardly function for everyday use. Instead, their purpose was something much more…unethical. 
 
    And totally illegal – at least, usually. 
 
    The phone microchips were clones, receiving the exact same calls and messages as Sam and Lily’s cellphones. If Freya wanted to, she could easily intercept a phone call meant for either of them, though she had no need to do something like that. Instead, she scanned Lily’s recent messages, looking for some indication for why they were practically in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    She then checked Sam’s most recent messages, only for her heart to freeze in her chest. 
 
    ‘We have Lily. Tell no one. Come alone.’ 
 
    Instantly, her heart restarted at full throttle, as panic rapidly shifted to rage. Suddenly she was seeing red as she spun around on her heels and flew down the stairs in a blur. She knew Rose could smell her hostility, because she bolted up straight the moment Freya reached the bottom. 
 
    “Rose, Code Dragon,” she said through her teeth, before flying towards the door, and exiting the house without another word. 
 
    She knew her daughter would understand, having had a lengthy conversation about it for the sake of quick communication. Not to mention, Rose had been the one to come up with the actual code words. 
 
    A wolf was a minor threat that might need to be wounded to resolve. 
 
    A tiger was a medium threat that might need to be killed to resolve. 
 
    A dragon was the highest possible threat. 
 
    When a dragon attacks, those in the castle go on high alert and bunker down, while the knights go out to fight and eliminate the threat. And that was exactly what she had just told Rose with just a short couple of words. 
 
    There is danger. I’m leaving to kill the dragon and save the princess. 
 
    It would be cute if the danger weren’t so real – if the potential consequences weren’t so real. 
 
    But it was all way too real. 
 
    Freya was already a mile away barely a full minute after she had spoken those simple two words to Rose. 
 
    She had really only tested the limits of her convertible one other time, when she had been chasing Blaze down. 
 
    Yet here she was again, testing both her car, and personal driving skills since she didn’t have a direct route to where she needed to go. 
 
    If only she could fly. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    January 15, 2735 – Current Day – Evening 
 
      
 
    As the three of us walked outside the old post office, it took me a moment to adjust to the fact it was already dark out, with only two light-poles illuminating the area despite the size of the parking lot. Certainly, I hadn’t spoken to Carnegie for that long, but being in the middle of winter, the sun was setting before it was even 6 PM. 
 
    I wrapped my arm around Lily’s shoulders now that we were out of the building, pulling her in close for a hug. She had reassured us both that she was fine, but now I really believed her – because her body temperature didn’t lie. The warmth I felt seeping through her latex jacket was about that of a normal person. 
 
    That, and her vibrant orange irises were the calmest I’d ever seen – like, the colors weren’t shifting at all. I’d seen the colors halt before, but only on a few rare occasions. It made me wonder if they had given her a drug or something to prevent her from bursting into flames. She seemed completely anxiety-free right now. 
 
    Given the usual frigid wind we had experienced all week, I might have asked her to turn up the temperature on purpose, but it was still fairly warm in the immediate vicinity since Mrs. Knight and her shield hadn’t actually left yet. 
 
    Freya took a moment to run over to her orange convertible parked down the street, sending it home on autopilot, before making her way back to us. It was actually illegal to let a car drive without a passenger in the driver’s seat, never mind no one in the car at all, but I supposed she must have modified her vehicle’s system. Either that, or she paid someone else to do it – making that kind of modification wasn’t a simple feat. 
 
    Apparently, my green Mustang was parked on the side of the street where Lily had been ‘picked up,’ but I wasn’t going to worry about getting it right now. I just wanted to get everyone home safe and sound. 
 
    Thus, we all piled into my silver work car once Freya returned, with her tugging Lily into the backseat as I got behind the wheel. Lily barely got her seatbelt on before Freya was wrapping herself around her, holding Lily’s head tightly against her shoulder with her eyes closed. Freya was sitting on one of her legs bent underneath her butt, while the other was draped over Lily’s knee, giving her a slightly elevated position. 
 
    The vampiric beauty sucked in a few deep breaths, prompting Lily to gently pat her arm as she spoke up. 
 
    “I’m okay, Freya,” she reassured her. “It was a little scary when they boxed me in and made me stop, but they were polite otherwise.” 
 
    As I pulled onto the road, I could finally see clearly in my second-sight again. The change caused me to suddenly find myself breathing easier, not having realized how restrictive it felt previously, only for me to notice Freya’s muscles tightening in response to Lily’s words. 
 
    “I don’t give a damn if they were polite,” she hissed. “They shouldn’t have done that. A lot of people could have died today. They were too reckless.” 
 
    “They certainly didn’t seem to think so,” I retorted. “On the contrary, they thought they were being super clever.” I paused, meeting her annoyed gaze in the rearview mirror. “Granted, I suppose it was effective when they only had me to be concerned about. You definitely would have saved the day had this been a different situation.” 
 
    She sighed, and looked away, still holding Lily’s head tight against her. 
 
    I spoke up again. 
 
    “How did you know to come anyway?” I asked seriously. I then looked at her apologetically, continuing before she had a chance to answer. “Sorry by the way. For not telling you. I wanted to, but–” 
 
    “I know,” she cut me off, her tone sounding sympathetic despite the interruption, as she ran her fingers through Lily’s blonde hair. She then took a deep breath. “You might be angry if I tell you,” she admitted. 
 
    “Freya, we aren’t going to be angry with you. Had this been the shadow organization, then you showing up would have been vital to making sure Lily got away safe.” 
 
    Freya nodded somberly, but didn’t respond, instead her gaze focusing down on Lily, who was only positioned lower because of how she was sitting. 
 
    I knew it wasn’t enough to hear it from me. She needed Lily to say it too. 
 
    After a moment of silence, the busty blonde finally spoke up too. “I won’t be angry either,” she replied reassuringly. “I really was fine, but I’m glad you showed up.” 
 
    Freya took another deep breath. “I had both of your phones cloned,” she admitted. “But I wasn’t trying to spy on either of you!” she added quickly in response to our surprised expressions. “I was just curious to see where you were going for your date, so I checked the GPS on my phone, only to discover neither of you were where I expected.” She sighed. “That’s when I checked both of your messages on the cloned phones, and saw Sam’s last message about them having Lily. That, and the fact that Lily had received messages that you hadn’t sent.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that too,” I added, looking back at Lily. Her orange irises were still completely motionless. “I wish I really had asked you out on a date. Sorry to get your hopes up.” 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s fine. It’s not your fault. And we can still go out sometime soon.” 
 
    I grinned at her relaxed composure, though my tone was more serious. “Did they slip you something?” I finally asked. “You’re just so calm right now.” 
 
    She shrugged slightly, though only one shoulder moved because of how Freya was holding her. “Maybe,” she admitted. 
 
    “You do smell funny,” Freya commented. 
 
    “I do?” Lily asked with a little more concern, her blonde eyebrows knitting together. 
 
    “A little,” she replied. “But it’s fine. I’m sure it will wear off soon if they did drug you.” She paused. “You didn’t lose consciousness or anything…did you?” 
 
    Lily pursed her lips. “No, I remember everything that happened. I just feel calm is all.” 
 
    Freya nodded her head once, causing us all to fall silent for a few minutes. She then spoke up again. “I think I might take you out on a date too,” Freya suggested. “Just you and me. I’d like to spend some alone time with you.” 
 
    “O-Oh,” Lily replied in surprise. “O-Okay.” 
 
    Freya held her more tightly as we all fell silent again. 
 
    I certainly didn’t have a problem with them going on a date by themselves, feeling like they already did that a lot, like when they went to the mall together, but I knew Freya wanted an evening where it was more focused on each other, rather than an activity. Thus, my thoughts began drifting as we made our way through town, back to my place, thinking about everything that had happened since I left work. 
 
    I was glad we were able to leave without getting in trouble with the law, but I still didn’t understand how that was possible considering Freya had beat up a handful of agents pretty bad. 
 
    Could it be like how Blaze’s situation used to be? Where they would rather let ‘smaller’ issues slide than poke the bear? 
 
    I wasn’t sure, although I hoped to ask Freya what she thought later on. 
 
    The two of them had begun talking quietly while I was thinking, so I wasn’t paying attention. However, as we drew closer to home, I finally decided to voice what was on my mind. I had already mentioned the job offer in passing to them, since the moment we were out of earshot, it was the first thing Freya asked about – the reason for this whole ordeal. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “I think I’m going to quit my job, whether I accept this superhero position or not,” I admitted, while glancing back at Lily. “Really, after everything that’s happened, I don’t want to let you out of my sight ever again. Not unless you’re with Freya.” 
 
    Freya nodded in agreement, only for Lily to look at us both in surprise. “Umm, Sam, that seems a little extreme.” 
 
    I gawked at her, using my second-sight to focus on the road. “Extreme?” I asked in disbelief. “How so?” 
 
    She grimaced. “I mean, don’t you think you’re being just a little too paranoid?” she asked quietly. 
 
    I scoffed, unable to comprehend what she was saying. I focused on the road again with my eyes. I was about to blurt out, ‘Maybe they gave you a little too much of that anti-anxiety medicine,’ but then decided to hold my tongue. After all, while it might really be whatever drug they gave her doing the talking, it was also true that saying such a thing was basically calling her stupid. 
 
    And maybe it was stupid to not agree to have one of us with her at all times, including when she was driving to meet up with one of us, but I wasn’t about to belittle her about it. Rather, I just needed to get to the bottom of why she was saying that, though I wasn’t sure now was the right time, given the possible influence of a foreign substance. 
 
    It would be like arguing with someone who was drunk – kind of a pointless endeavor. 
 
    Thankfully, Freya spoke up instead. “I don’t think any of us are being paranoid enough,” she retorted. “It was just so easy for them to kidnap you, Lily. Too easy. I should have driven you to meet up with Sam myself.” 
 
    “Freya,” Lily whined. “You’re supposed to be on my side.” 
 
    Freya looked at her in confusion. “On your side?” she repeated. “Lily, I am on your side – the side that keeps you alive the longest. How could you even suggest such a thing after everything that’s happened?” She paused. “And after everything that’s happened between us,” she added meaningfully. 
 
    I assumed Freya must be referring to their long friendship, considering they had known each other since Lily was fourteen, making it almost sixteen years now, with Lily about to turn thirty. 
 
    Damn. Thirty years old. 
 
    Time was going too fast. That was so young in my perception, and yet it just meant it was one year closer to us losing Lily forever to old age. 
 
    The thought was unbearable. 
 
    Lily said something quietly to Freya in response to her comment, but I was distracted by my phone vibrating in my pocket. I saw it was Nick calling even before I pulled it out. Honestly, he hadn’t contacted me much outside of work hours, so I would have answered it either way, but I also recalled that he was supposed to be flying out of the country for a mission. 
 
    Was he calling from the plane? Maybe about a work-related thing he forgot to mention? 
 
    I held the phone up to my ear, so I didn’t interrupt Freya and Lily’s conversation. 
 
    “Hey Nick, what’s up?” 
 
    “Err, hey Sam,” he answered in his nasally voice, sounding especially somber for some reason. “I…” He paused. “I don’t know how to tell you this, but I just found out…” His voice trailed off. 
 
    I groaned in annoyance at his delaying. “Found out what? Just spit it out, Nick.” 
 
    “Well…” He paused again, seeming to change subjects slightly, as indicated by him speaking more freely. “I’m not sure if you’ve seen the news or not, but the airport was attacked by terrorists.” 
 
    “Shit! Are you serious?!” I asked in shock, seeing Freya pull out her phone in the backseat with a serious expression to check the news. Since my cell wasn’t on speakerphone, Lily was left with a confused look, while Freya’s sensitive ears had easily picked up Nick’s end of the conversation. 
 
    “Yeah, man. It was pretty bad,” he continued. 
 
    “Shit,” I repeated in disbelief. “Well, I mean, are you okay? Did you get hurt?” 
 
    “N-No, I’m fine, but…” 
 
    Suddenly something clicked. 
 
    “Nick,” I hissed under my breath. “Is Lexi okay?” 
 
    “She’s in the hospital,” he finally blurted out. “On Life-Support right now. She was dead when they found her, but now she’s barely hanging on. They tried contacting her family, but haven’t been able to get ahold of anyone.” He sucked in a sharp breath. “Man, she doesn’t even look like a person anymore – all her skin is burned off.” 
 
    My foot stomped on the gas even before my thoughts had a chance to catch up to me. In a matter of seconds my work car was going double the speed limit, quickly approaching triple. 
 
    I wasn’t heading to the hospital though, especially since I didn’t know which one it was yet. 
 
    Quite the opposite. 
 
    I was heading home. 
 
    I was speeding back to my place, where Lexi’s only hope of survival awaited, completely unaware that her older sister was literally on the verge of death. 
 
    “Freya, call Heidi,” I snapped urgently, seeing that she was already lifting the phone up to her ear, likely having had the same train of thought as me. She didn’t respond, her thoughts probably on Heidi and the horrible news she was about to deliver. 
 
    “Nick,” I continued. “Lexi’s sister might be able to heal her. Don’t share that information with anyone other than the doctors, but we need to get her to Lexi as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Heal her?” he repeated. “H-How? I’ve never heard of a super who could heal other people.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I retorted, thinking back to our recent sledding trip when I proposed to Freya. 
 
    On our way back home, we had come across a car accident that looked somewhat minor, but there was one person who was bleeding from a cut on their forehead. Without really thinking about it, I had casually asked Heidi if she wanted to stop to see if she could help. 
 
    Her response was immediate. 
 
    ‘Absolutely not.’ 
 
    Her expression had been a mixture of bewilderment and almost anger. It was the first, and only, time I had done or said something to make her upset at me. And she didn’t offer to explain her reaction either. 
 
    It was Lexi who elaborated on her younger sister’s behalf, to explain the issue – Heidi’s superpower was extremely taxing on her body, as well as the person she was healing. I hadn’t fully realized the implications of what that meant at the time, but now I had a better idea after learning that Heidi used both her own energy and the other person’s during the process. 
 
    Not to mention, if it was discovered she could do something so extraordinary, then she’d never have peace. People would be constantly requesting her services nonstop, even despite what it put her through physically, and she would find herself in a situation that was a thousand times worse than what she had to endure while she was Blaze’s prisoner. 
 
    Over a hundred people were dying in the world every minute – over six thousand per hour – with half of those deaths not being related to old age. Even if a hundred-thousandth of those people tried to seek out healing, all of them with equal situations, she’d be overburdened. 
 
    Doing more than two people in the same day would be hell for her, and yet how would she choose which two to do when she had several hundred people on their deathbeds every single day? 
 
    Forget about the adults. How could she choose between a hundred children, all of them about to take their last breath? All of them with desperate parents, willing to do anything to save them? 
 
    It just wasn’t a burden she could even begin to handle. It wasn’t a task she would be up for, even if she could heal people as fast as I could heal. Especially not if it required for her to consume weeks’ worth of calories in a single day to fix such life-threatening conditions. 
 
    Even if Blaze hadn’t personally hurt her but a couple of times, it had still been miserable for her healing people on a regular basis. 
 
    Her own living hell – different from Lexi’s, but still horrible in its own way. 
 
    But to do it even more frequently? 
 
    After realizing all that from her perspective, her response made perfect sense. If Rose hadn’t been in the vehicle, she probably would have been even more harsh about it, instead saying, ‘Hell no,’ or something even worse. 
 
    “No one knows for a reason,” I continued saying to Nick. “Imagine what would happen if people knew?” I added. 
 
    Nick was silent for a moment. “I don’t know, man. That superpower would be pretty useful, even if she just used it for–” 
 
    “Nick!” I snapped. “I’m not having this discussion with you! Do. Not. Tell. Anyone! Understood?! Only the doctors!” 
 
    “Okay, okay, man. Chill out.” 
 
    I was far from chill. 
 
    I slammed on the brakes to make a turn without flipping the car, my tires squealing against the pavement, before slamming on the gas again. Freya was already speaking to Heidi in a rush. I couldn’t hear Heidi’s responses, but I could imagine how she was reacting. 
 
    Heidi didn’t handle stress well, unlike her older sister who had been exposed to escalated situations repeatedly over the course of her career as a superhero. 
 
    Whereas Lexi could act under pressure, Heidi either freaked out or shut down completely. 
 
    And sure enough, my suspicion was confirmed when Freya told Heidi to give the phone to Rose, only to lay out specific instructions for our daughter to follow. Other than making sure they were both ready, Freya had Rose pack a bag full of food, being well aware from Heidi’s thoughts that the younger sister would need a ridiculous amount of calories to try to save Lexi’s life. 
 
    Granted…that was assuming we could get to the hospital in time…


 
   
  
 



 
 
    8: Saving Loved Ones 
 
      
 
    Heidi Stockton 
 
    January 16, 2735 – 5 Hours Later – Midnight 
 
      
 
    Heidi’s bony arms visibly shook as she grasped her sister’s raw skin tightly, feeling one of Sam’s astral limbs gently pressing around her hands to hold them in place, even though he wasn’t in the room at the moment. After the first three hours, she had been terrified she wasn’t going to be able to hold on anymore, her entire body shaking from the effort of using her power to its full extent. 
 
    Now it had been a little over five hours of continuous concentration. 
 
    Her entire body was borderline emaciated, despite the almost nonstop consumption of sugary junk food. But the problem was, she could only digest food a little faster than the average person, which left her feeling bloated despite the fact that she was beginning to look like she was starving. 
 
    When their group had first arrived, the doctors freaked out when she began tearing off the gauze to get at her sister’s skin. But skin-to-skin contact was required for her ability to work. Or in her sister’s case, skin to tissue contact, since there was basically no skin left on the front of her body. And the damage would have been a lot worse if Lexi didn’t have some resistance to heat. 
 
    A normal person definitely would be dead already. 
 
    Heidi wasn’t even sure how they had managed to bring her back to life as it was, because the skin was only a minor problem compared to all the internal damage being healed. The only organ that seemed to be semi-functioning on its own was Lexi’s heart – even her brain wasn’t working properly. She had been borderline brain dead, with the doctors ready to call it when their group showed up, the medical staff already trying to discuss signing release forms to donate Lexi’s organs. 
 
    The only reason they hadn’t already called it yet was because her brainstem was still barely functioning – that, and they needed someone in her family to approve the organ donations. She wasn’t even breathing on her own – they had a machine doing that for her, primarily to preserve her body, not because they had any hope of her recovering. 
 
    Heidi was devastated at first, crying violently, afraid it was too late. Afraid that it was hopeless – that even she couldn’t bring her sister back from this. After all, she had never tried to heal someone so close to death. 
 
    Heidi’s only hope – her ONLY hope – came from Sam, who claimed that her astral form was still in her body. None of them had any idea if that meant Lexi could recover or not, since no one really knew what an astral form was exactly. Was it a soul? Or something else? After all, almost everything seemed to have an astral form, but it was enough for Heidi. 
 
    Enough for her to give it her all, to pour out everything she had, to save her sister’s life. 
 
    But still, she had never tried to heal something like this. 
 
    She had no idea it would be this rough. Her body was begging her to stop, an instinct of self-preservation triggering as she began rapidly starving to death even though she had already eaten so much. 
 
    If only she could digest her food faster. 
 
    She even had her own IV now, feeding her literal sugar-water that they normally gave people with low-blood sugar. 
 
    Dextrose 5% in water. 
 
    It was the reason why Sam had left the room, to request they hook her up with another bag in the other arm. Because one wasn’t enough. 
 
    She felt like she was fighting a losing battle, beginning to kill herself in an effort to revive her sister. 
 
    If only she could target her ability, but unfortunately her power didn’t work like that. A person could have a minor scrape on their knee, along with a broken arm, and her ability would still heal both all at once, all at the same pace. 
 
    Which meant by the time Heidi could heal all the internal damage threatening her sister’s life, the external damage would be repaired too. If only she could localize her ability, then she could have stabilized her sister’s life first, and then taken a break before working on the exterior stuff that wasn’t as life-threatening. 
 
    If only this blessing hadn’t come with such a curse. 
 
    A curse to heal all cells in a person’s body, giving them all equal treatment even though they weren’t all equally important. 
 
    Heidi felt bad for having asked everyone else to wait in the lobby, especially so, since she knew Rose wanted to be there for her, but she had to focus. She couldn’t afford any distractions. She had already spent too much time distracted, bawling her eyes out at the sight of her sister when now it was more important than ever that she be level-headed. 
 
    Ironically, it was Sam who snapped her out of it, though she still didn’t fully understand what he had done to her. She recalled him wrapping an invisible limb around her chest tightly, speaking in a firm yet somber voice, telling her to get to work. 
 
    Something about the look in his eye, the way his voice sounded, the way it felt to have him wrapped around her – her demolished world stabilized, her agonizing emotions turning sober as the world seemed to snap into focus. 
 
    She clawed away at the gauze and got to work, just as he demanded. 
 
    In that moment, she had unexpectedly found herself both hyperalert and distant all at once. Like she had never been more present in the world than ever before, while simultaneously feeling like she had never been so detached from reality. 
 
    Now, her entire existence had become dedicated to this one purpose. 
 
    Nothing else mattered. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Heidi barely noticed when the door opened behind her, before automatically becoming annoyed when a male nurse shuffled in like he hadn’t a care in the world. He had just arrived barely an hour ago, switching out the original nurse as they changed shifts, so he hadn’t necessarily earned the hatred. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    But she was beyond irritable, her deteriorating condition causing her to experience many of the associated symptoms. 
 
    Like a bad case of being hangry. 
 
    She was pissed at everything and almost everyone right now, especially herself, and she had even been short with Sam, though she tried hard not to be. At least he didn’t seem to care. 
 
    But the medical staffs’ attitudes certainly didn’t help. Granted, Sam and Freya hadn’t exactly asked for permission before doing whatever the hell they wanted, even despite the doctors being possessive with their patient. 
 
    Possessive with her sister. 
 
    ‘You can’t just do what you want with my patient,’ a doctor had said. ‘We have rules–’ 
 
    ‘You can shove your rules up your ass,’ Sam had replied, while Heidi was still a blubbering mess. 
 
    Now, she wished she had the energy to tell them off too. But she was ironically irritable and lethargic. 
 
    “Damn,” the male nurse said unexpectedly from beside her, examining Lexi’s face which was visible now thanks to a doctor coming in a couple of hours ago to see underneath the gauze. “I was just in here forty minutes ago, and she already looks a lot better. Like, I can actually see the change.” 
 
    Heidi didn’t respond, just wanting him to stick another IV in her and get the hell out. 
 
    “Although,” he continued. “You also look a lot worse,” he added, holding up an IV bag in his hand. “I’ve never seen someone lose so much weight so quickly, and I’m not sure it’s wise for us to encourage you doing this to yourself. Maybe–” 
 
    Heidi instantly snapped, her lavender gaze lighting up in fury. “Just shut the hell up and stick me already!” she shrieked. 
 
    The guy, not much older than her, took a step back in surprise. “I’m just saying, maybe you should at least take a break or som–” 
 
    She cut him off. “I’ll take a damn break when my sister isn’t dying anymore! Now, if you’re not going to give me another IV then get the hell out of the room!” 
 
    “Shit, calm down,” the guy hissed, setting the bag down on the bed as he pulled out an IV kit from one of the many pockets in his light blue scrubs. However, instead of beginning to open it up, he set it on the bed and went for a meter on the wall used to test blood sugar. 
 
    “It’s LOW!” Heidi snapped again. 
 
    He hesitated before returning to her side, neglecting to double check her levels. However, just as he began opening up the IV kit, the door burst open as Sam and Freya both rushed in. 
 
    Sam’s voice was surprisingly harsh as he spoke up first. “There a problem here?” he snapped in an authoritative tone Heidi had never heard him use before. 
 
    The nurse froze. “N-No sir,” he retorted. “Just getting the IV started.” 
 
    “Heidi?” Sam asked. 
 
    She sucked in a sharp breath, trying as hard as she could to be nice, especially since she had never appreciated someone’s help so much as she did his right now. “I’m fine,” she said through her teeth, her general irritability preventing her from managing a nicer response. 
 
    Sam didn’t reply verbally, instead his astral limbs around her hands tightening ever so slightly. And yet the simple gesture said more than a thousand words ever could. 
 
    Heidi barely heard Freya whisper something to him, before he told Heidi he would be right back, and they both left the room. 
 
    The nurse scoffed quietly as he began putting the orange rubber tourniquet on her emaciated bicep. “I get that all of you are stressed, but your boyfriend doesn’t have to be such an ass.” 
 
    Heidi’s trembling unexpectedly picked up a little, shocked that the nurse thought that. There were freaking two other women here with Sam, and yet that was what this guy assumed? Maybe it was because he and the previous female nurse had walked in when Sam was feeding her? Or maybe they thought him placing his warm hand on the back of her neck was affection? 
 
    Or maybe this guy was just fishing for information, trying to find out if she was single. 
 
    Either way, she wasn’t in the mood to talk. The guy was plenty handsome, and overall really nice if she was being honest, but boys were the last thing on her mind right now. Of all the places to meet someone, this was the worst. She just wanted him to do his job and get the hell out already. 
 
    Her willpower was being stretched too thin. 
 
    Normally, she would share the energy requirement with the person she was healing, but with this? 
 
    Her sister’s body had been so badly damaged that it didn’t have the reserves, which meant Heidi had to shoulder the entire burden, or risk leaving her sister’s body incapable of repairing itself. And unfortunately she couldn’t siphon energy from a third person – it was either share the burden with whoever she was healing or else accept it all herself. 
 
    Which meant it was truly beginning to feel like she was killing herself to heal her sister, and each moment was becoming agonizing as she battled her body’s own desire for self-preservation. 
 
    A slow, painful sacrifice, to save another’s life. 
 
    To save her sister’s life. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    January 16, 2735 – 3 Hours Later – Middle of the Night 
 
      
 
    I carefully set Heidi’s limp form down in the hospital bed to what would likely be her room for the next twenty-four hours, only to take a step back as the three female nurses went to work getting her dressed in a hospital gown, since she had officially been admitted to the hospital now. 
 
    The male nurse who had been overseeing Lexi’s care for the night shift had come with me, and was outside the room right now giving a report to the woman who would be taking care of Heidi. I knew a doctor would be by too, though ultimately there wasn’t a lot they could do for her since her body would heal itself given enough time and food. 
 
    Still, it was difficult to see her like this. 
 
    Her eyes were sunken in, her cheek bones protruding, and what little muscle she used to have was withered away, never mind any fat she had previously. At this point, her thighs were skinnier than Rose’s, who was a healthy weight for her age, which was obviously saying something. 
 
    No grown woman should be so emaciated that a child’s legs and arms were larger. 
 
    It was disturbing. 
 
    She was practically all skin and bone. 
 
    Yet, I knew there would have been no stopping her. No one was going to be able to convince Heidi to let her sister die, when she had the power to save her. 
 
    At least, no one except herself. 
 
    At one point, a couple hours ago, she had finally broken down and started sobbing, the strain pushing her past her limits. She might have let go too, had my astral limbs not been holding her hands in place. 
 
    Instead, she began chanting almost incoherently, “I can’t do it, I can’t do it, I can’t do it,” while shaking her head. 
 
    Being that it was just the two of us in the room, I knelt down behind her and wrapped my arms around her thin waist to give her a reassuring hug, telling her she was almost there. Almost done. 
 
    Just a little more. 
 
    It took me hugging her for a few minutes before she regained her composure, and continued with renewed determination. 
 
    Because I was right – she was almost done, and I knew she’d never forgive herself if she quit. 
 
    But now she was like this – barely anything left of her former self. 
 
    One of the nurses glanced at me, having the composure of being the lead on this floor, both in how she carried herself, as well as how she interacted with the others. She cleared her throat when I didn’t pay her any attention, only speaking when I glanced in her direction. 
 
    “And what’s your relation to the patient?” she asked. 
 
    “A friend,” I replied simply, knowing what was coming. We had already broken a lot of their rules and ‘policies’ for how they handled visitors, especially at night. Her next words didn’t surprise me. 
 
    “Well, hospital policy allows for one visitor at night, though usually it has to be a family member or significant other. We’ll have to ask you to come back in the morning during–” 
 
    “No,” I retorted firmly, giving her a hard look. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I said no,” I repeated. “She isn’t a normal patient.” 
 
    “I don’t care if she’s not a normal patient,” she said firmly. “Hospital policy–” 
 
    “Are you going to wake her up every hour to feed her?” I demanded. “Because that’s what she needs to get better. She’s a regenerator, but she needs to eat. If I let you have your way, then you’ll just get distracted with another patient, and leave her in here by herself for a couple of hours. She needs one-on-one care, and I’m more than qualified to provide the basic necessities she needs to get better.” 
 
    Unexpectedly, the woman who was taking over Heidi’s care popped her head in, still getting report from the guy. Her brown hair was pulled back in a bun, with strands falling along the sides of her cheeks. She seemed wide awake despite the hour, unlike a couple of the other nurses who appeared like they could really use a cup of coffee. 
 
    Her voice was kind as she spoke. “Oh Shannon, the hospital admin on-call gave them special permission, but…” She paused to look at me. “Yes, I will wake her up every hour to feed her, and take her to the bathroom too as often as she needs. I only have three patients and the other two shouldn’t need much during the night, so Ms. Stockton will receive most of my attention. There’s no need for you to worry. You can go home and get some sleep. We’ll take good care of her.” 
 
    “I don’t sleep,” I replied evenly. 
 
    She blinked at me briefly. “Like, at all?” she asked in disbelief. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment. “Well, either way, I’ll take good care of her. I promise. Besides, if you’re only a friend, then I’m not sure she would appreciate having you take her to the bathroom.” 
 
    I considered that for a moment. 
 
    She was probably right, not to mention I doubted Freya or Lily would appreciate that either. They were fine with me helping Heidi out, but that would definitely be crossing a line. Plus, the sincerity in both this nurse’s tone and expression made me believe her. 
 
    She really would take good care of Heidi. 
 
    “Fine,” I agreed. “But then, that means I expect she’ll be back to normal by morning.” 
 
    The nurse nodded politely. “If she heals that fast, provided she has adequate nutrition, then yes – that sounds about right.” 
 
    I scratched the back of my head briefly, before taking a deep breath as I took a step towards her in order to leave the room. “I’ll be back later then.” I glanced at the guy as I walked by. “And thanks for taking care of both her and Lexi,” I added, knowing he had been a big help. I had been a little short with him earlier, just because I was stressed in general, but I wasn’t unaware of his involvement in making sure Heidi got what she needed on the medical side of things. He had certainly been a lot more proactive than the previous nurse who pretty much wrote us off after we took over the situation. 
 
    Apparently, none of the nurses had realized who Heidi was, because I heard one of them whisper to another. “Wait, Lexi? As in Lexi Stockton? Is this girl related to her?” 
 
    I supposed the guy hadn’t mentioned his other patient, which made sense considering this place had pretty strict rules about patient confidentiality. Like, people could get fired if they shared unnecessary information, especially when it involved a VIP patient. 
 
    I wasn’t worried about anyone getting in trouble though. If anything, maybe they would be extra diligent in taking care of Heidi if they knew her connection to Lexi. 
 
    When I got back to where Freya and Lily were waiting in the lobby on Lexi’s floor, I saw that Rose had finally fallen asleep in Lily’s arms. Our daughter had complained repeatedly that she didn’t like the way Lily smelled, but Freya reassured her that it was probably just the drug they had given her, and that it should go away within the next day. 
 
    Freya explained to me in passing that while alcohol was more noticeable in its ability to affect a person’s scent, most drugs had a similar effect for those who had a more sensitive nose. 
 
    Lily didn’t seem to mind, knowing they weren’t suggesting that she smelled bad, but just that the scent was slightly different than they were used to. 
 
    Granted, Lily’s orange irises were still stationary, and pretty dull compared to normal, so it appeared that Rose must have gotten over her issue with the smell considering where she had ended up passing out. 
 
    “So what’s the plan?” Freya asked when I walked into the room full of empty chairs. 
 
    I sighed. “Well, the nurse over there reassured me that she would give Heidi all of her attention, so I guess let’s go home so the three of you can get some sleep, and then come back in the morning. Hopefully both of them will be awake and ready to be discharged by then.” 
 
    Freya nodded in agreement, taking a deep breath herself, before getting up and bending over to collect Rose out of Lily’s arms. Our daughter didn’t even so much as stir, being like a limp rag doll as Freya readjusted her in her arms. 
 
    The sight of her angelic sleeping face, especially her small nose and mouth, caused both a warm happiness along with a pang of agony from the memory of another little girl I missed so desperately. It was almost enough to make my eyes sting, but as usual I quickly shifted my thoughts before the pain slipped into my expression. And, as usual, no one noticed that anything significant had occurred in my heart. 
 
    We were all quiet on the way home, with the three of them being exhausted from all the stress, combined with the late hour. Freya spent the whole trip staring out the window silently. 
 
    I had heard the expression, ‘When it rains, it pours,’ and to this day I was amazed at just how true that phrase seemed. Nothing significant would happen in my life for months, even years, and then everything seemed to happen all at once – both the good and bad. 
 
    And the last ten hours had turned out to be one hell of a day. 
 
    I just hoped it was over now. 
 
    I tried not to be superstitious, but the whole idea that ‘bad things come in threes’ was weighing on my mind. I knew that people just had the tendency to see patterns, and yet I couldn’t help feeling tense about the possibility that some other unseen event might happen. 
 
    It didn’t help that my astral trailing unexpectedly jarred me when we pulled into our subdivision, with a ghost of Lily driving my green Mustang passing me on the road. After the initial shock, I was glad to know that my ability would have helped had Lily been kidnapped by the shadow organization, though ideally such an event would never happen again. 
 
    Not if Freya and I could help it. 
 
    We needed to be more careful. 
 
    When we got to my place, Freya took Rose up to her bed in the guestroom, while Lily followed me up the stairs to our bedroom. I wasn’t ready to get settled yet, still feeling stressed, so I didn’t bother changing my clothes, instead just sitting on the edge of the bed. 
 
    The uneven pressure against my rear reminded me that I still had the folded contract in my pocket from earlier. I knew I would be signing another one after discussing some changes, so I wasn’t worried about keeping this one in good condition. 
 
    But it was just another thing I had to worry about – how to handle that situation. 
 
    Lily sat down next to me for a moment to give me a hug, before getting up to get changed. I absentmindedly ran my fingertips along her latex-clad butt as she stood, though it was just a general show of affection. I was sure no one was in the mood to do anything after such a long miserable day. 
 
    Lily seemed to be extra indecisive about what to wear when she opened up the closet, but I wasn’t really paying much attention, my thoughts elsewhere. I didn’t think it really mattered either way, assuming she would just throw on whatever. 
 
    I reached out with my second-sight to see Freya gently running her fingertips along Rose’s temple affectionately in the other room. The somber look in her crimson eyes made me wonder if Lexi’s near-death experience reminded her of what had happened to our daughter barely half a year ago. 
 
    We had almost lost Rose then, and just the same nearly happened to Lexi today. 
 
    Life was just too short – too fragile. 
 
    Freya stood up then, prompting me to focus on my eyes again in the immediate room, noticing that Lily had finally decided on one of her black latex nightgowns and was beginning to get undressed. 
 
    However, unexpectedly, movement downstairs caught my attention, and I sucked in a sharp breath when I saw another ghost of Lily heading out the door. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Lily asked in response to my expression. She had just paused after having taken off her green blouse, leaving her upper torso completely exposed, though she was turned away from me, looking over her shoulder. I realized the blouse must have been one of the shirts she owned that gave her chest support due to the shape, considering she didn’t have a bra on. 
 
    I shook my head, again glad that my astral trailing ability would have been useful earlier, but a little annoyed it was haunting me now. “No, I’m fine,” I replied. 
 
    Lily turned towards me slightly, seeming to evaluate my expression, but then abruptly squeaked loudly in surprise when Freya quietly slipped into the room. 
 
    We both looked at her in confusion as Freya closed the door behind her. 
 
    “Still jumpy?” I wondered, curious as to why Lily had her arm crossed over her chest. After all, it wasn’t like Freya hadn’t seen her naked before. 
 
    “A little,” Lily admitted in a strained voice, turning away from us to slip the nightgown on. 
 
    Freya looked her up and down for a moment while she changed, before moving closer and wrapping her arms around Lily’s shoulders, prompting the busty model to return the hug. 
 
    “I was really worried about you,” Freya whispered, before sighing. “And I just want to keep you safe,” she added. 
 
    “I know,” Lily replied simply, rubbing her hand across Freya’s back. 
 
    Freya then pulled away slightly and just held Lily’s gaze for a long few seconds, only to lean forward slightly like she was aiming for a kiss. 
 
    Much to my complete, total, absolute shock, Lily closed the gap and rested her lips gently against Freya’s before attempting to pull back away. She wasn’t able to though, with Freya abruptly attempting to deepen the kiss… 
 
    And Lily let her. 
 
    I was so stunned by what I was seeing, that I couldn’t do anything other than just gawk. 
 
    Was this really happening right now? After a day like today? 
 
    What in the hell? 
 
    I mean, witnessing them begin to make-out was totally hot, but I also felt uneasy knowing that Lily might be under the influence of some unknown drug. Granted, I supposed a kiss was harmless enough, but I wasn’t sure I was comfortable with it going any further – certainly, not under these conditions. Because I cared about how Lily would feel later. 
 
    Thus, when Freya pulled away and said she needed me, I was firm in my response. 
 
    “I don’t think now is a good time, considering the situation.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed a little. “Sam, I’m not in the mood for anything other than a kiss. Now hurry up.” 
 
    “Same here,” Lily agreed with a heavy sigh. “I’m definitely not in the mood either.” 
 
    My brow furrowed as I looked at Lily, confused by that statement, before I got up to offer Freya my wrist. Something in her intense expression made me change my mind about not offering her my blood. Surprisingly, she grabbed my arm a little roughly and sank her teeth in without her mouth widening. Then, almost at the same time, her forehead split down the middle, her third-eye glowing bright red as the slit narrowed. 
 
    Lily screamed. 
 
    As fast as lightning, Freya grabbed her by the throat and slammed her into the floor so hard that it was a miracle she was still conscious. 
 
    “Shit!” I cursed in shock, my astral limbs ensnaring Freya automatically. But, before I pulled her off Lily, her next words stopped me. 
 
    “Where in the HELL is Lily?!” Freya shrieked. 
 
    The hair on the back of my neck stood on end as I simultaneously saw another apparition of Lily walking out the front door again, my physical eyes unfocusing briefly as a hundred minor inconsistencies all added up at once and hit me like a ton of bricks falling on my head. 
 
    This person wasn’t Lily. 
 
    No. 
 
    This couldn’t be happening. 
 
    No, no, no! 
 
    The woman on the floor coughed uncontrollably, unable to respond to her attacker’s question. But Freya didn’t need her to respond, her third-eye still trained on its target. 
 
    In a flash, even before I had recovered from the shock, Freya reached into her pocket and yanked out her phone, shoving it in the woman’s face – the woman, who looked exactly like Lily in every way. 
 
    How was that possible? 
 
    Was it a superpower? I had known of a few people who could change their coloring, but to change their appearance entirely to match someone else? Including body shape? 
 
    How in the hell was that possible? 
 
    “Call your boss and have him tell us where Lily is, immediately, or else I’m going to start gutting you!” 
 
    The imposter continued coughing violently, but grabbed the phone with shaky hands, her orange eyes wide in terror as she held it up to put in a number. 
 
    Unfortunately, the person she was trying to call didn’t answer, forcing her to leave a message that sounded like she was speaking random words in a foreign language. If I had any doubts previously, the accent coming out of this imposter’s mouth certainly wasn’t anything I’d ever heard from Lily before. 
 
    The moment she was done with her message, Freya yanked her to her feet by her throat, took off Lily’s engagement necklace, and then was shoving her towards the door. 
 
    Rose was already awake in response to the commotion, standing right outside the room, listening to everything going on. 
 
    “Rose get in the car,” Freya barked out when she opened the door and saw her. “We have to go find the real Lily. I should have listened to you,” she added a little less harshly. 
 
    The little girl was clearly shocked, but still bolted down the stairs without question. 
 
    I could hear Freya seething as she made threatening comments to the fake Lily while they made their way to the first floor. “You’re lucky I don’t just kill you now,” she hissed, followed by, “If Lily isn’t in perfect health when we get to her, then I’ll rip out your heart and shove it back down your throat!” 
 
    I was pissed too, especially now that the initial shock was wearing off, but in that moment I was most concerned about getting to Lily as soon as possible, afraid that she wasn’t safe, and also unable to even fathom why the S-FBI would have done this. 
 
    Because, obviously, it had to be them. 
 
    They kidnapped Lily and then switched her out with an imposter while I was on my way to meet the Assistant Director. 
 
    But how in the hell did they think they could get away with this? 
 
    Unless they had never intended to give Lily back… 
 
    The thought made me sick. 
 
    The idea of living with an imposter, and the real Lily being who knows where, literally made me want to vomit right then and there. If Freya didn’t have the ability to read minds, then would I have figured it out on my own? 
 
    I wasn’t sure, knowing I probably would have ignored my astral trailing. 
 
    Needless to say, our trip to a government lab downtown was a tense one. Freya drove with Rose in the passenger seat, while I was in the back tying up the fake Lily with my astral limbs. 
 
    The lab was initially just a guess Freya had made based on the imposter’s thoughts, but it turned out to be the right move, as confirmed when the woman’s contact returned the call on the way there. Freya was the one who answered, and she proceeded to described exactly how she was going to kill all of them in gory details if Lily wasn’t in perfect health when we arrived. 
 
    Unfortunately for them, Lily wouldn’t be able to meet us at the door when we got to the lab…because they had her sedated… 
 
    “What in the world are they thinking?” I asked seriously after she hung up on them. 
 
    Unlike her, I was still trying to be mindful of the fact that Rose was with us. I felt horrible for dragging our daughter along, but we couldn’t just leave her at home alone, and it wasn’t like we had a safe place to drop her off on such short notice. Not to mention, after all this shit, I wasn’t about to let her out of my sight either, intending to keep my second-sight focused on our daughter the entire time I was inside the building. 
 
    I knew our daughter had already experienced a lot of her own horrors, so cursing really wasn’t so shocking to her, but still. I wanted to protect her from the bad things in the world as much as possible, even if she had surely heard us all cuss before. 
 
    Freya didn’t answer my question right away, gritting her teeth in anger. After a moment, she finally managed to speak. “Those idiots thought it was a brilliant idea to spy on us from the inside. They wanted to verify their assessment of you, as well as try to pry more into my life. They aren’t fools. They know I have secrets I’ve managed to keep them from knowing, even after all this time. Gah!” she almost growled in annoyance, lowering her voice. “I’m so close to just killing them all! If it wasn’t for the fact it would ruin our lives, then I would!” 
 
    Honestly, I was a little surprised she didn’t seem worried about the threats she was making. Then again, we had gotten out of our initial encounter with the S-FBI without her getting arrested for all the damage she did. I wasn’t sure how that was possible, but assumed they must be giving her special treatment due to her history with the government. 
 
    She must have some kind of immunity or special privileges, like superheroes and certain government officials did. 
 
    Knowing the ‘why’ behind their plan helped a little…a little. But I still couldn’t understand how they expected to get away with it. 
 
    “How long were they going to keep Lily?” I wondered. 
 
    “A day,” she said through her teeth. “Maybe longer depending on the situation. Their idiotic plan was to have this b–” Her voice cut off, before she rephrased. “To have this imposter get in a staged car accident, or have some other orchestrated incident that put her in the hospital. Then they’d switch her out, leaving all of us under the assumption that Lily had amnesia and had lost the last day.” 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. It seemed so stupid, and yet I knew I probably would have fallen for it. And even if I did suspect something was off, I would have had no way to prove my suspicions. Our belief that this Lily had just been drugged seemed to explain many of the inconsistencies, even a lot of her behavior. 
 
    People just acted differently sometimes when they were under the influence of certain drugs, just like with alcohol or any other inhibitor. 
 
    But the fact that the S-FBI thought they could get away with it only confirmed that they didn’t know Freya had the capacity to read minds. 
 
    Once we arrived at the facility, which was deceptively small from the outside, Freya didn’t waste any time. She took a few large gulps of blood from my wrist, leaving me with the imposter, before heading into the building at full throttle, her third-eye activated for all to see as she took out everyone she came across, reading their most recent thoughts, before moving on to the next. 
 
    I had Rose wait in the car, making sure she wouldn’t open the door for anyone, and then followed Freya with the imposter in tow. Due to the delay of me talking quickly with our daughter, I stepped through the shattered glass door, only to realize that Freya wasn’t even on the first floor anymore. She had taken out a security guard in the lobby and then headed downstairs to the significantly larger basement floors beneath the ground. 
 
    She hadn’t killed anyone as far as I could tell though, with the unconscious guard having a huge welt already forming around his eye but otherwise alive. Which meant Freya must be pulling her punches significantly, considering that, with her strength, the guy wouldn’t even have a face if she had hit him as hard as she could. 
 
    Knowing that Freya didn’t need my help, I decided to wait for her where I was, being close by to guard the exit and watch over Rose. 
 
    Nothing happened for several long minutes. 
 
    There wasn’t even any traffic on the street, since the road just outside the building was more like a large alleyway that didn’t go anywhere, but I still knew we finally had company long before anyone pulled around the corner. 
 
    Because that massive invisible bubble unexpectedly came charging at me as fast as a speeding car, swallowing us all up in an instant, followed by a black utility vehicle squealing as it turned too quickly. 
 
    I tightened my astral limbs around the imposter, uncertain of how this was going to go down, but fully ready for a fight. 
 
    However, my tense muscles immediately eased up a little when I caught sight of Freya carrying a limp Lily up the nearest stairwell. She was wearing what looked like a hospital gown, and her eyes were open, but she had a vacant expression on her face, like she wasn’t fully conscious. 
 
    I felt especially stupid when I saw slight movement in her citrine eyes, realizing that even with a sedative her irises were still shifting a little. In fact, the few times I had seen her irises stop moving entirely, they were also really bright, capable of glowing in the dark. I should have known that the lack of motion didn’t go with the dull color. 
 
    That was only a fleeting thought though, my attention shifting forward as two familiar faces jumped out of the black vehicle, along with three military guys I didn’t recognize. 
 
    Knight was dressed in pink cotton pajamas, with black boots on that didn’t match at all, while Carnegie was at least wearing half of his suit from before – his shirt untucked. No one had guns drawn, though everyone was armed except the girl. 
 
    Freya reached the top of the stairs and burst into the hallway behind me just as our five visitors reached the entrance, prompting her to stop in her tracks, staring at Carnegie with a glare of hatred that could kill on its own. 
 
    “You’ve got a lot of balls showing up here,” she snapped. “You should know I like to kill and ask questions later!” 
 
    “Yes, but I also know from your file that you suffer from a severe case of Killer’s Remorse, even when you were just doing your job while enlisted with the S-FBI all those years a–” His voice cut off when her glare became even more violent, like she was about to drop Lily and rip out his throat right then and there. “But, umm, that’s not the point. I came to make amends, and to ensure our asset is returned unharmed. She was just following orders.” 
 
    “Make amends!” Freya scoffed. “You can make amends by ensuring I never see your face ever again! And you’re lucky I didn’t kill her the moment I realized what was going on!” 
 
    She didn’t wait for him to respond though, instead marching past me to leave. However, the moment she got to Knight, the girl shot out her hand, touching Freya’s arm. 
 
    Freya stopped dead in her tracks and glared at her with all the murderous rage she could muster, but surprisingly the girl’s expression was somber. 
 
    “For the record,” she whispered. “I didn’t know about any of this. And, having dealt with a lot of powerful supers in my lifetime, I would have advised against it, had I known. I’m sorry this happened.” 
 
    Freya’s eyes narrowed slightly, but then she gave her a sharp nod and continued out to the car. Carnegie looked pissed from her comment, but he kept his mouth shut. Honestly, I really wondered what kind of role this girl played in their organization, because she acted a lot like a freely-independent contractor, as if she didn’t play by their rules at all. 
 
    In fact, the more I considered it, the more confident I felt that she was hired help, rather than actually being a part of the S-FBI, or even the government in general. 
 
    Which meant, despite this girl’s attempts to make amends, I wasn’t about to feel even remotely bad regarding what I was going to do. Now that Lily was safe, my own rage had fully settled into my heart, no longer suppressed by fear and worry. 
 
    I released my hold on the imposter, causing her to drop to the ground, since apparently I had been supporting all her weight, and then I reached into my back pocket for the contract he had given me barely half a day ago. 
 
    “And you can shove this up your ass,” I snapped, tearing it in half and tossing it at his feet. “And, if you ever try violating Lily’s human rights again, or anyone else in my family for that matter, then you’ll wish it was the apocalypse coming for you instead of me.” 
 
    And with that, I walked out.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    9: Thankful Victims 
 
      
 
    Lexi Stockton 
 
    January 16, 2735 – 8 Hours Later – Noon 
 
      
 
    Lexi gasped, her eyes popping open, her heart racing. 
 
    A rapid beeping, running in time with her pulse, filled her ears as a white ceiling came into focus. A flood of jumbled memories filled her mind, tensing all her muscles. For a moment, she couldn’t make sense of them. 
 
    Blue sparks began to crackle in the air all around her, setting off an even more shrill alarm as a machine somewhere in the room began to malfunction. 
 
    Panic clawed at her chest, strangling her lungs, threatening to suffocate her. 
 
    She bolted straight up in her bed, only to discover she couldn’t catch her breath, feeling like she was suddenly falling down a deep tunnel. 
 
    For a moment, she urgently looked around for the threat, her vision rapidly darkening, knowing there was an enemy in the room with her somewhere. 
 
    He was here. He had just been here a moment ago. 
 
    Her enemy. 
 
    But then she realized she wasn’t where she thought. 
 
    She was in a hospital room. 
 
    But then, that meant… 
 
    Lexi gasped, looking down at her legs covered up with a blanket. 
 
    Without another thought, she uncovered them, finding smooth unblemished skin. Her hands then shot up to her face, followed immediately by reaching under her gown to feel her toned stomach. 
 
    Had it been a dream? 
 
    No. 
 
    She was in the hospital. It couldn’t have been a dream. But then…that meant… 
 
    Lexi jumped when the door to her room burst open, several arcs of electricity crackling around her as three people rushed into the room – two women and a man, none of whom she recognized. 
 
    “Lexi Stockton,” one of the women – the one wearing a white coat – said urgently in response to the sparks. “I’m Dr. Mohamed. You’re safe. We’re at West Ridge Hospital right now. They brought you in yesterday evening. There was–” 
 
    “Where’s my sister?!” Lexi demanded in a shaking voice. 
 
    Dr. Mohamed paused for a moment, pursing her lips before answering. “She’s here in the hospital, on a different floor, but–” 
 
    Lexi threw her legs over the side of the bed and tried to stand, prompting all three staff to bolt towards her in fear of her falling. Much to her surprise, she did feel lightheaded, still feeling like she couldn’t catch her breath, her heart still racing, causing her to sit back down even before they reached her. The room was beginning to spin. 
 
    The other woman, who she assumed was a nurse, placed her hand on Lexi’s left shoulder as if to ensure she didn’t try standing again. 
 
    Lexi placed her own hand on her forehead as she attempted to collect her thoughts. 
 
    “How bad was I?” she asked after a moment. 
 
    Dr. Mohamed hesitated. “Well…” 
 
    “Just tell it to me straight,” she demanded. “And don’t water it down. How bad was I?” 
 
    The doctor sighed heavily, taking a step back. “There was no chance of recovery. We had you on Life Support to preserve your organs, and were planning to talk to your next-of-kin about organ donation, though we weren’t sure we would be able to salvage much considering the damage.” 
 
    Lexi gasped, looking up at the woman in shock, as tears filled her eyes. 
 
    “Is my sister okay?” she croaked out. 
 
    “I’m not in charge of her care, so I don’t know, but we can find out for y–” 
 
    “No,” Lexi sobbed, trying to stand again. “Take me to her.” 
 
    When the nurse tried to prevent her from standing, Lexi zapped her, prompting the woman to squeak in surprise. 
 
    “Take me to her,” Lexi repeated, getting to her feet and wiping her eyes. 
 
    “We still need to run some tests,” Dr. Mohamed tried saying. “You’ve lost a lot of weight, and–” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Lexi snapped. “Better than fine, which means my sister’s not fine. Take me to her,” she repeated. “I need to see her with my own eyes.” 
 
    The doctor and the man exchanged a glance briefly before she sighed. “Alright, we’ll have one of the aides take you over there. Oh, and your parents were by just about an hour ago, but they left to go check on your sister when they found out she was here too.” 
 
    Lexi unexpectedly felt horrible, knowing what that meant – if her parents were here, then it indicated they had just gotten off a thirteen-hour plane ride from their month-long trip abroad. It had been Lexi’s Christmas present to them, since they had always wanted to travel. 
 
    Considering the doctor commented that she had been admitted yesterday evening, she couldn’t even imagine how expensive it would be to get two tickets like that last-minute, though she would definitely be reimbursing them either way. 
 
    Still, not only had she put her sister through hell, but she’d ruined their trip too! 
 
    She knew that would be the furthest thing from their minds, but she couldn’t help feeling guilty. Granted, that guilt was only minor compared to what she felt for her younger sister. 
 
    Lexi waited as patiently as she could while the nurse went to retrieve a pair of scrub pants for her, since she had nothing on except a hospital gown and socks – no underwear at all. 
 
    Once she was dressed, she then followed one of the aides onto the elevator to get to the floor where Heidi was. Unfortunately, even in a hospital gown, people still recognized her, gawking as she passed by in the hallways. A few people said, “Hey, aren’t you…” but she just ignored them all, her eyes staring straight ahead. The aide was a little chatty too, but she only grunted occasionally, not listening in even the slightest. 
 
    All she cared about right now was getting to her sister. 
 
    Lexi realized that she must have lost all her hair, because her vibrant gold locks barely reached her chin right now, with her currently short bangs refusing to stay tucked behind her ears. It was an annoying reminder that the last thing she remembered hadn’t been a horrible nightmare. 
 
    It had all been real. 
 
    The villain who arrogantly called himself the Sheriff, a terrorist bastard who had a warped sense of right and wrong, was still alive…and vengeful, sending brainwashed suicide bombers after her. 
 
    She had to let the Central Department of Superheroes know immediately, but first she had to make sure her sister was okay. 
 
    When it was clear which room the aide was heading towards, Lexi rushed ahead and bolted through the doorway, seeing that her sister was sitting up in bed, appearing… 
 
    Fine. 
 
    She looked perfectly fine. Completely normal. 
 
    Really tired, like she hadn’t slept in days, but otherwise normal, as if she hadn’t just spent who knows how long healing her older sister. 
 
    Lexi froze when Heidi’s eyes locked with hers, ignoring the other two people in the room, her vision blurring with tears. Without another thought, she closed the gap and half fell into the hospital bed as she threw her arms around her sister’s shoulders. 
 
    Heidi hugged her back tightly, both of them unable to stop crying. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    January 16, 2735 – Current Day – Noon 
 
      
 
    It was pretty obvious Lily was drugged on the way home earlier, with her experiencing all the typical symptoms of someone coming off anesthesia. For one, her emotions were all over the place, being goofy-happy one moment, and crying the next, all of which she ended up not remembering later that day. 
 
    According to Freya, they had her completely under, at least until the female anesthesiologist watching over her got a call to wake her up immediately. Overall, Freya hadn’t harmed the woman when she got to the room Lily was in, except for a pretty nasty bite since her third-eye had deactivated and Freya wanted to read her thoughts to verify no harm had come to Lily while at the lab. 
 
    Better than having her head torn off though, like Freya almost did to one of the other security guards. 
 
    And had the woman’s memories revealed an alternative scenario, then a very different person would have come back up the stairs – a monster who couldn’t be reasoned with. 
 
    Not to mention, Freya wanted to make sure it was the real Lily too. 
 
    Needless to say, once everyone was up for the day, Lily ended up becoming super depressed after we told her what had happened, sitting on the couch with her forehead resting between her hands, her eyes tight. Her eclipsed citrine irises were churning slowly too, as if to emphasize her mood. She wouldn’t tell us what was on her mind though, so eventually Freya took Rose outside to play in the snow in order to allow us some alone time. 
 
    I had previously called the hospital to check up on Lexi and Heidi, only to find out that their parents had just shown up. So, while we still planned on visiting them, we decided to let them have their own family time after such a traumatic incident. 
 
    No doubt their mom and dad were besides themselves with grief over the situation, knowing they had almost just lost one of their daughters again, since they had believed for three years Heidi had passed. 
 
    Except, this time, Lexi wouldn’t have come back like her younger sister. 
 
    Sitting on the couch, I wrapped my arm around Lily’s shoulders, prompting her to shift her weight to lean into me, resting her head against the front of my shoulder. Her body temperature was so warm that it was almost uncomfortable. 
 
    She was wearing a cherry red latex tank-top coupled with a pair of small black latex shorts, which was what she had slept in – Freya helped her get dressed, and in a momentarily goofy state, Lily decided that she wanted to dress in her own favorite colors to match her friend’s appearance. It was also the same colors Lily had worn on our very first date. 
 
    Needless to say, it had certainly been an interesting conversation to overhear, with Lily reminding Freya that she was the reason she liked red and black so much, only to have Freya remind her that Lily was the reason she had fallen in love with the color orange. 
 
    Lily had then immediately had a mood swing and started crying, saying that Freya was so sweet, only to burst out laughing barely a full minute later. 
 
    It was nice to hear her cackle, even if it was because she was drugged. 
 
    But it was quite the opposite of now. 
 
    She seemed as depressed as ever. 
 
    “What’s wrong, sweetie?” I finally asked when I saw tears appear in her eyes. I mean, I knew she had good reason to be upset – we all were – but Lily didn’t always process situations like a normal person. She was too selfless, willing to do almost anything I wanted if I really pressed for it, though I usually didn’t push an issue if I knew it involved something she didn’t want to do. 
 
    Certainly, that wasn’t to say she didn’t have an opinion, or that she didn’t voice it, but when push came to shove, she would always put my wants ahead of hers. 
 
    And of course, that meant her selflessness also showed up in other ways. 
 
    After all, when I had told her about my daughter being killed, she had considered breaking up with me to protect me from that happening again, having visualized herself dead in my arms, and feeling distraught over how it would make me feel, rather than being worried about her own wellbeing. 
 
    Thus, I wasn’t too surprised when her answer wasn’t something I was expecting. 
 
    “I just feel so useless,” she sobbed. “Like, I’m a burden to everyone.” 
 
    “No, of course you’re not, Lily,” I replied gently. “Why would you even think that?” 
 
    She turned her head more towards me to hide her eyes against my shirt. “Sam, I was prepared to fight – to protect myself. But I don’t even remember them sedating me. Even Rose probably would have been able to defend herself, and here I am getting kidnapped in broad daylight!” 
 
    I sighed. “You’re not being fair to yourself,” I countered softly. “These people knew who they were dealing with – they were well prepared. Plus, you’re comparing yourself to…well, immortals with top-tier powers in multiple categories.” 
 
    Lily grimaced, prompting me to shift gears. “Look, Lexi almost died from something that you might have survived just fine. I mean, I don’t know how your body would handle the blast from a bomb, but you certainly wouldn’t have gotten burned. Lexi is pretty heat resistant, but she can’t stick her hand in a fire like you can.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lily retorted in a mocking tone. “Lightning is a lot hotter than fire.” 
 
    “Lily, you know Lexi probably wouldn’t survive a lightning strike either. She controls the electricity she generates completely – it doesn’t release heat when it’s inside her body, just like the electrical activity in our brains and hearts don’t release heat. But that’s not the point anyway, sweetie. She’s a top superhero, and yet even she could have been kidnapped just as easily. Very few people are one-man armies like Freya is.” 
 
    “And you,” Lily whispered. 
 
    I took another deep breath. “For a long time, it wasn’t like that. I was even more helpless than you feel right now. Which, in my opinion, is unwarranted. You’re not helpless at all. You could defend yourself easily against the average super, so don’t compare yourself to the ones at the top – or in the S-FBI’s case, don’t compare yourself to an organization that knows how to prepare effectively.” I cringed then. “Freya and Rose aren’t completely indestructible either. Don’t forget what happened to Rose last summer – yet no one blamed her for being a burden.” 
 
    Lily cringed too, her face scrunching up with an unexpected wave of emotion as she shifted her weight to wrap her arms tightly around my torso. I tightened my embrace more as well, thinking I had made my point. 
 
    Boy was I wrong. 
 
    She was silent for a moment, before speaking up in a strained voice. “Sam, Rose could have just run away if she hadn’t needed to protect me.” 
 
    I scoffed in disbelief. “Lily, that’s not the point.” I then groaned. “What do I have to say to get you to realize you’re not a burden?” I finally wondered. 
 
    She didn’t have an answer though, continuing to rest her head against my chest. 
 
    After a moment, I decided to dig deep for her sake…and cheat…by breaking my heart all over again. My eyes began filling with tears, something I rarely let happen, to the point that I was barely able to speak now. 
 
    The sudden change in my tone certainly got her attention. 
 
    “Lily…because you’re fireproof…” I sucked in a deep breath. “You’ve taken away my biggest fear. So, for me at least, you’re the opposite of a burden. You’re the thing that’s saved me.” 
 
    And she knew that now. 
 
    It had taken her a while to truly realize that she had saved me from over a century of loneliness and pain, but she fully understood now. 
 
    Her teary gaze met mine for a few long seconds, before she shifted her weight entirely, getting up a little to sit sideways in my lap as she threw her arms around my neck. 
 
    We both then just held each other in silence for a long time, remaining in the moment, finding comfort in each other’s embrace. 
 
    However, I didn’t want to focus on the bad, so within the first few minutes of silence, I shifted my mindset to more happy thoughts. After all, I did have a lot to be thankful for. 
 
    Then, after a while of focusing on her warmth, I began exploring the red latex tank she was wearing, just feeling its slickness across her side, back, and shoulder. I then started feeling her smooth thighs, only for my hand to slide in between her legs a little. 
 
    She groaned softly, though not out of pleasure. “Sam, I’m not really in the mood right now. Not after finding out I was kidnapped so easily.” 
 
    I sighed. “But you could be,” I suggested. “Why don’t you just let me take you upstairs and work on you a little? I promise it’ll include a lot of kisses to help you take your mind off it.” 
 
    She mimicked my sigh. “Lots of kisses,” she emphasized. 
 
    I grinned, scooping her up in my arms and shoving myself off the couch with a couple of astral limbs, prompting her to squeal adorably in surprise. 
 
    “Shh,” I whispered playfully. “If you’re too loud, Freya will hear you all the way from outside and think somethings wrong.” 
 
    “Uh oh,” Lily teased. “I guess that means quiet sex.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes as I started up the stairs. “As if we haven’t had quiet sex almost every single time for over half a year now.” 
 
    “Well, we did have the entire house to ourselves for the last month I was on probation. I certainly wasn’t quiet then.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but grin. 
 
    She definitely wasn’t wrong about that. 
 
    Prior to the arraignment court date, when we would find out if Lily’s case would go to trial, the emergency court order preventing people from living with her had turned into a permanent thing for the duration of her probation. 
 
    However, our lawyer had managed to get the judge to make an exception for me, given my superpower. It wasn’t an ideal situation, having our family split like that, but Lily and I had certainly used all the alone time to our full advantage. 
 
    Lily ran her hand along my chest as she continued. “And actually, speaking of that, we should see if Rose wants to have a sleepover with Heidi and Lexi for a night, so the three of us can have loud sex.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I hedged, not wanting to ruin the mood by sincerely debating that issue. After all, I was still feeling extra paranoid after everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours. “But for now, let’s just focus on you trying to stay quiet as I ravish you with kisses.” 
 
    To emphasize my point, I plopped her on the bed and went for her belly, knowing she was especially ticklish just below her navel and along her hips. When she flipped herself over, trying to get away as she giggled hysterically, I resigned myself to kissing her thighs and running my lips along her latex-clad butt. 
 
    Her muscles flinched occasionally, but her uncontrollable squealing stopped, since those areas weren’t as sensitive. 
 
    I then kissed the dimples on her lower back briefly, before laying on top of her, pressing my chest against her shoulder blades as I gently kissed her neck, followed by her cheek when she turned her head towards me. 
 
    Wanting to make-out now, she began pushing herself on her side, so I lifted myself up a little, only to straddle her hip as our lips met. Shifting my weight to one arm, I grabbed a handful of her large chest, kneading it with my fingers as her warm tongue slipped into my mouth. 
 
    Unexpectedly, she pulled away with a frown on her face. “Do you think Freya is mad at me?” she wondered. 
 
    My brow furrowed in confusion. “No, of course not. Why would she be?” 
 
    Lily sighed, lowering her voice. “Well, she did kiss the other me. I just wonder if she’s disappointed that it wasn’t really me wanting to kiss her.” 
 
    Freya and I hadn’t had a chance to talk about everything that happened yet, so I honestly wasn’t sure. But nevertheless, I tried to respond. “Well, I’m pretty sure that Freya had begun suspecting that it wasn’t you, and that was sort of the test she used,” I admitted. “She leaned towards you like she was going to kiss you, and when the imposter kissed her back, she started making-out with them to see how they responded.” I paused as I thought about it. “I’m pretty sure the imposter was unaware of how your relationship worked, so she just let it happen. But it was probably the biggest ‘tell’ that it wasn’t really you.” 
 
    “Did you like it?” she wondered. 
 
    I grimaced. “Well, if I’m being honest…yeah. It was really hot. But I also was about to stop it too.” 
 
    Her eyes widened in surprise. “How come?” 
 
    “Well, because a lot of the inconsistencies we had notice beforehand made us think they had given you some kind of anxiety medicine. So when the imposter let Freya kiss her, I thought that maybe the drug had lowered your inhibitions too, like with alcohol. And I didn’t want you to regret doing something like that later.” I paused. “And I don’t think Freya would have taken advantage of that situation had it really been you,” I added. 
 
    Surprisingly, Lily nodded in agreement. “Yeah, I’ve gotten drunk around Freya a few times when I was younger. Never to the point of blacking out or anything, but enough that she might have been able to take advantage of me. She never did though. Granted, it’s not like she could do anything without hurting me, considering the problem she has.” 
 
    I nodded, continuing to recount last night. “After making-out with the fake you for a few seconds, she wanted to drink my blood so she could read the imposter’s mind and confirm it wasn’t you, but I definitely thought she was going to do something else altogether.” I sighed. “I should have known something was off when her jaw didn’t pop or widen. I really need to pay more attention to the small things.” 
 
    “Well, don’t beat yourself up about it. If someone tried pretending to be Freya, I might think she was just having a mood swing or something, instead of suspecting that it wasn’t really her. And I’ve known her half my life!” 
 
    I knew she was right, but I still felt like I should have noticed sooner. Honestly, maybe I would have noticed if I hadn’t been so distracted with dealing with the crisis at the hospital. 
 
    Lily continued by going back to her original question. “So, you really don’t think she’s mad? She’s just seemed a little distant this morning.” 
 
    “Distant? Lily, she was curled around you all night like a mother hen protecting her eggs. I’m sure you must be misinterpreting something. And if you’re really so concerned then just talk to her about it.” 
 
    “I know,” she whined quietly. “It’s just awkward to have that conversation. Like, sorry that the kissing you’ve always wanted wasn’t really me, and that it will never happen again. How in the world do I tell her that, of all things?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I think she’s pretty content with how the three of us do sex. Sure, she may always want more, but we were able to give her something she was never able to have previously.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess that’s true,” she agreed, before pausing for a long few seconds. “Hey, can I tell you something kind of weird? Freya already knows of course.” 
 
    I slid onto my side, and propped my head up with my arm. “Sure, what’s that?” I wondered curiously. 
 
    Lily bit her bottom lip gently and looked away. “Well, you know how I had a pretty small chest before I got these implants, right?” 
 
    “Yeah?” I prompted. 
 
    “Well…” She sighed. “I sort of got them for Freya.” 
 
    My brow furrowed. “Okay? You’re definitely going to have to elaborate on that one.” 
 
    She took another deep breath. “Well, between the ages of like eighteen and twenty, I sort of went through a phase where I really wanted to please her. Like, I wasn’t into her like that, but she had done so much for me, that I just really wanted to make her happy. So…” She paused again, and buried her head against the latex sheets. “Ugh, this is so embarrassing.” 
 
    “Well, I’m certainly all ears.” 
 
    She took a moment to continue. “Well, I basically asked her if she thought I would look better with a larger chest, and I guess the idea really…umm…affected her, because I could see it in her eyes. So I went out and got these huge implants, only to discover that I actually liked the way I looked a lot better too.” 
 
    “Huh. That’s different.” I honestly wasn’t sure how to interpret that. I had assumed the implants were to help her get more modeling gigs, but to think that she actually did it for her friend was strange. Especially, when she was adamant about wanting to keep it as friends. 
 
    It almost seemed like someone who might get a spontaneous tattoo at that age, except…different. 
 
    “You think I’m weird, don’t you?” Lily complained. 
 
    I shrugged. “I guess I just don’t fully understand your thoughts on that subject.” 
 
    Lily sighed. “I just really want to make her happy, but I can only go so far,” she admitted. “Like, I’ve seriously considered kissing her, even if I wouldn’t enjoy it, but I’m afraid that it would end up being more of a tease than anything.” 
 
    Suddenly, something clicked, and I understood some of the previous conversations the two of them had shared regarding ‘secrets’ Lily was keeping. As well as regarding Freya using those secrets against her. 
 
    Lily had been afraid that Freya might use that knowledge to get Lily to make-out, when she really wasn’t into it. No wonder Lily had been nervous about being alone with Freya back when that first came to light. But then, that just gave me a new appreciation of Freya’s self-restraint, since my initial experience with her had been an encounter with her selfish side. 
 
    It was nice to know that she put Lily’s friendship above her own desires…most of the time… 
 
    When I didn’t respond right away, she continued. “What do you think?” she wondered. 
 
    Now, I knew this would be the part where other guys would suggest she ‘take one for the team,’ so that Freya and I could both enjoy it, but I was sincerely concerned about how it would make her feel in her daily life. 
 
    It was similar to when Freya and I had sex for the first time at their private fashion show, with Lily giving the okay because she was horny, only to feel super depressed about it afterwards. 
 
    And as hot as Lily was, she wasn’t just a toy to me – she was a person, and I valued her wellbeing. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “Honestly, I don’t think you should cross a line you’re not comfortable with. If one day you decide you really want to do that, then I’ll support both of you however you want, but if you never feel okay with it, then that’s perfectly fine too. And ultimately, I do think this is something you should be discussing with Freya. Not that I don’t appreciate you keeping me in the loop,” I added. 
 
    She sighed. “Yeah, I know. I just feel bad. Stupid imposter had to go and make things awkward.” 
 
    I grinned. “It certainly was different,” I admitted. 
 
    Lily playfully slapped me in the arm with a pout. “Now don’t go making me feel bad.” 
 
    I laughed, changing the subject. “I think that’s enough chit-chat for right now. I don’t know how much more time we’ll get alone today, and I still have a lot of kissing to do between your legs.” 
 
    “Oh baby!” she teased. 
 
    I reached down for her latex shorts, and began tugging them off. “Oh, you’re definitely going to be moaning that here in a few minutes.” 
 
    She smirked, but then her expression became serious. “Umm, do you want to…” She hesitated. “Like, lay in the opposite direction so I can return the favor?” 
 
    I gawked at her. “I mean, sure, if you want.” 
 
    She nodded more confidently. “I’ve been trying to get used to the idea, since you do it to me all the time, and I think I’ll like it more if we’re doing it at the same time.” She gave me an awkward smile. “Being horny helps.” 
 
    I understood what she was implying. As a guy, servicing her turned me on, but for her, performing the act on me wasn’t really a turn-on by itself. However, if I made her horny at the same time she was doing it – or rather, pleasured her while she was doing it – then she might actually be alright with the act. 
 
    Being more than ready to get to it, I scooted closer while laying on my side, prompting her to prop one of her legs up at the same time. However, rather than taking me in her mouth right away like Freya usually did, she waited for me to work on her for a couple of minutes beforehand. 
 
    Nevertheless, as promised, she was wrapping her full lips around me as soon as she started moaning, causing our passion to only escalate until we were both fully satisfied. 
 
    And, it turned out that her being super horny really did make all the difference, with me orgasming before her allowing her to actually enjoy going down on me, since she was still horny herself. By the time she got there, she was left feeling content, both with her own orgasm, as well as with the realization that she would be alright with doing this more regularly. 
 
    Needless to say, I was certainly happy.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    10: Arousing Dreams 
 
      
 
    Heidi Stockton 
 
    January 30, 2735 – 2 Weeks Later – Middle of the Night 
 
      
 
    Heidi gasped as she startled awake, only for her legs to squirm from the surge of pleasure between her thighs. Knowing that her sister was likely sound asleep in the other room, she immediately reached between her legs to rub, moaning at the intensity of the sensation. 
 
    The dream she had just been having was so intense, her mind still halfway lost in it, that it literally felt like Sam’s head was in between her legs. Yet, she knew he was on the other side of the city right now, likely wide awake at home since he never slept. 
 
    However, even despite that knowledge, were it not for her hand being down there, she might have thought his face really was in between her thighs. The dream made it feel that real. 
 
    As the climax began radiating into her gut and sending waves of pleasure all throughout her body, she cried out, only for all her muscles to begin twitching as she rolled onto her side, panting heavily. 
 
    Best. Orgasm. Ever. 
 
    And it was probably the fastest orgasm she had ever experienced, with the dream having brought her close to it prior to waking up. Granted, it wasn’t like it was truly the best. 
 
    But rather, for her, orgasms she had after dreaming about sex were always the best – definitely better than with watching porn or ordinary fantasizing – though, unfortunately, she rarely had such dreams. 
 
    And this had been the first time with Sam, with the others always being just random generic hot guys her subconscious mind made up. 
 
    She wondered if the reason behind Sam being in this dream was from spending so much time around him recently, since he hadn’t been to work in the last two weeks, ever since Lexi almost died. That, and for the first week, they had camped out at Sam’s place after what happened. It had certainly been enjoyable being able to socialize so much, like they were all truly close friends. 
 
    Either way, she felt like one thing was clear – she really needed to get laid. 
 
    She was freaking almost twenty-one and still had never had sex. And she knew no guys wanted a virgin nowadays. They wanted someone experienced, who could be wild in the bedroom – or at least, that’s what she believed. 
 
    The problem was, she was also kind of afraid to go out and meet people, because for a long time, the only man who had been in her life was a sadistic bastard. And even though Blaze had never hurt her beyond beating her up once, she still couldn’t get over how convincing he had originally been when hiding his darker side. 
 
    Prior to being kidnapped by him, Heidi never would have imagined that Blaze was so evil. 
 
    Which meant any guy she met could be harboring a sadistic side, the idea really scaring her. 
 
    Logically, she knew most men were fine, but the fear of having been around such a person for so long just wouldn’t leave her alone. 
 
    If only she could just have Sam, so she didn’t have to worry about the anxiety of meeting someone else, wondering if she could trust them. Unlike most women, she was fine without a drama-filled complicated relationship. Really, she had never been crazy about getting married or settling down with someone to begin with. So the idea of being able to watch other people screw each other in real life, and possibly even participate in a safe environment without any strings attached, was all enticing to her. 
 
    She wouldn’t have to worry about dating, or breakups, or any of the messy stuff. 
 
    Granted, she was also fine with just watching porn whenever she needed a release. That was definitely the safest route, and for the unforeseeable future it would be her only option unless she could get over her anxiety. 
 
    Definitely not likely to happen anytime soon. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    January 30, 2735 – Current Day – Middle of the Night 
 
      
 
    I absentmindedly rubbed my hand across the latex on Lily’s hip while reading a news article on my tablet in the dark room. Freya was just on the other side of her, curled up in her arms as if she was a human-sized teddy bear for Lily to hold. Both of them were sound asleep, having gone to bed hours ago. 
 
    I usually stayed in bed with them all night anyway, even though I never slept myself, but for the last week and a half my nightly ritual had involved reading as many news articles as I could, in order to get an idea of what was going on in the world. 
 
    Up until two weeks ago, I had never really paid much attention, figuring it didn’t affect me personally most of the time. But now that the idea had been planted in my mind that I could help stop apocalyptic events, both to protect the world as well as my family, I had found it difficult to go back to my ignorant ways. 
 
    At the very least, I wanted to understand the state of our modern society overall, as well as catch glimpses of how the news was being reported, considering that the S-FBI had made it seem like a lot happened behind the scenes that never made it in the public eye. 
 
    I had also done a lot of fruitless research into another subject I previously hadn’t even known existed – the idea that a single person could hold the sovereignty of a nation. 
 
    It was the reason why Freya could get away with making threats against the S-FBI and they couldn’t do anything about it. 
 
    And unlike what I was led to believe by Carnegie, it was also the real reason why they would never kidnap someone Freya cared about. In their perspective, Freya had full authority and power to declare war against them – like, actual war, even though she was one person – and that was basically the threats she had been making when claiming she would kill them all if any harm had befallen Lily. 
 
    Honestly, even though Carnegie had made the comparison of a small group of people being considered an army when they had the capacity to kill millions, it still sounded absurd to me. And I truly thought Freya was pulling our leg at first, prompting her to prove it. 
 
    She showed us her identification card – something she had never shared with either of us before, which wasn’t too odd since most people didn’t go around showing their ID to others. The only reason Lily had seen my citizen ID a few times was because I kept it in my easy-to-open wallet, while Freya kept hers out of sight. 
 
    But, unlike us, she didn’t have a citizen ID. 
 
    It was an Ambassador ID, with a seven-digit number in place of where the country’s name would normally go. 
 
    But how could one person be viewed as a sovereign nation? 
 
    And how exactly did that affect how Freya did business, not to mention her use of technically ‘foreign’ services, like the doctor? I mean, I supposed it didn’t affect most things, just like it wouldn’t affect a traditional Ambassador going to another country, other than changing how laws applied to her. 
 
    But still. It was difficult to believe. 
 
    She had never mentioned it before because she just never thought about it, especially considering it had been her legal status for over three centuries. 
 
    According to Freya, it was very rare for them to grant a person the sovereignty of a nation, with unknown conditions needing to be met for it to happen. In her case, in an effort to use her superpower for good, she had worked for the S-FBI for a short time when she was younger, back when she was in her thirties – so young compared to now – only to quit after a horrific hostage-rescue mission failed… 
 
    She didn’t want to share the details with us. 
 
    And we didn’t press, seeing the torment in her eyes. Although, given how much she seemed to hate that particular government organization, I almost wondered if a rogue agent either did something terrible directly, or ordered her to do something that the person knew would result in failure. It could also be someone made a difficult decision that Freya didn’t agree with, resulting in a small massacre. 
 
    Either way, clearly it had scarred her for life. 
 
    After that, the S-FBI begged her to come back every few years, usually just to help with a single high-risk job that only someone like her could handle. However, she always refused. 
 
    Then one day they came with a job that they couldn’t afford for her to turn down, willing to do anything to convince her to take it. 
 
    She still refused, prompting them to finally make an offer she couldn’t turn down. 
 
    The sovereignty of a nation. 
 
    When I asked her why they needed her help so desperately, she was silent for a long time before answering us. 
 
    It was because of an ability she had never told us about – not even Lily – one that I had seen in action myself without realizing it, when Rose was hurt. 
 
    Violence Trailing. 
 
    The ability to sense violence like a physical scent – and the more violent the event, the more powerful her perception of it, which was the reason why her ability had been useless when Lily had been kidnapped almost a year ago – because her kidnappers hadn’t left a trail of violence for her to follow. 
 
    It was a double-edged sword though. 
 
    When Rose had been killed by Blaze, the unexpected trauma of sensing the trail of violence forced Freya to stop using it the moment she located Rose’s body in the field across from Lily’s place. Otherwise, she could have figured out that Blaze was the one responsible without Rose telling her. But instead, she was too overwhelmed to handle it in that moment. 
 
    Really, the ability wasn’t unlike following a trail of blood, except that it used her third-eye to work instead of her nose, which was what the S-FBI had always believed her third-eye was used for. They had no idea she could peer into someone’s mind, because back then they didn’t have a reliable super capable of sensing another person’s powers. 
 
    Such supers were so rare that whenever they got their hands on one, they treated them like royalty. 
 
    Meaning, if my mother had worked for the government, then I probably would have grown up like a prince if she hadn’t died. 
 
    Not that I would have wanted that. It’s just how it would have been, given an ability like hers. 
 
    Alternatively, most superpower identification was done with blood tests, with genetic markers correlating to certain powers, just like it did with certain diseases. It was an imperfect system, but after hundreds of years of data collection, it was pretty reliable now, so long as a person had a known ability. 
 
    Ones like my true superpower wouldn’t be detectible though – not unless they discovered unique genetic markers that I had in common with someone like me, if such a person even existed. Granted, since this wasn’t even my original body, I wasn’t sure that would work, unless I had somehow changed this body’s genetics when I stole it from my father as an infant. 
 
    I doubted that was the case though. Likely, my genes would simply show me as a typical regenerator and nothing more. 
 
    Freya’s unique sense also wasn’t unlike my astral trailing ability, which was how she guessed at what I was experiencing when Lily had been kidnapped the first time. Although, while mine was more useful, hers was also a lot more reliable so long as she had blood to drink. 
 
    Needless to say, all of this information was new to Lily and me. And while I tried different avenues to research the sovereignty thing, of course I couldn’t find any information on it actually existing for any country in the world, never mind our own. There was plenty of information on smaller groups of people being recognized as sovereign, but nothing about individual people. 
 
    Yet Freya’s nationality code made me wonder if there were actually a decent number of supers running around with that kind of status. It also made me wonder if Blaze was such a person, though I was hesitant to ask Lexi if she had ever seen his ID before. Doubtful she wanted to discuss him anytime soon. If anything, I was pretty sure she wanted to forget about everything related to him, so I wasn’t going to be the one to dredge up the past again just to satiate my curiosity. 
 
    Again, like with Lily, the wellbeing and mental stability of the person was more important than my own desires. 
 
    Realizing I’d been staring at the same news article for a long time, I decided to go check on Rose and then maybe step outside for a few minutes to get some fresh air. 
 
    However, as I turned off my tablet’s screen and got to my feet, I suddenly felt extremely dizzy. 
 
    Unexpectedly, the room around me disappeared and I was standing outside of an indistinct doorway, peering in to find Heidi, of all people, facing the other direction. Not wanting to be rude by just barging in, I knocked on the door, prompting her to look over her shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, hey Sam. Can you help me with this?” 
 
    My gaze fell to her bottom lip, where she had recently inserted a single snake-bite earing, holding up another as if she was getting ready to insert it. My eyes then drifted to her nose, where she had a new piercing, and then to her ears where she had four – three at the top of her ear and one on the earlobe. All the earrings were diamond studs, including the one in her lip. 
 
    She grinned at me when I didn’t respond right away. “What?” she asked in a playful tone. 
 
    “Umm, nothing,” I replied. “Just surprised by all the new piercings,” I admitted. 
 
    “You don’t like them?” she asked with a pout, pulling her hands away from her lip briefly. 
 
    “What? No. They look great,” I reassured her. “It’s just weird for me to see you go from no piercings to a ton.” 
 
    She shrugged as she turned away slightly to look at the indistinct wall like she was looking at herself in a mirror. “I used to have all of these,” she admitted. “But the holes close up if I leave them out for even just a few hours.” She then sighed heavily. “It’s been way too long.” 
 
    I assumed that being Blaze’s prisoner was the reason why she hadn’t worn them for so long, so I didn’t question it further. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “So what do you need help with exactly?” 
 
    She grinned again. “Just this last one. I’m having a hard time making them even.” 
 
    I took a step towards her into the small room, prompting her to hold out her hand, offering me the last diamond stud. When I stared at it in my palm briefly, she spoke again. 
 
    “All you have to do is just grab my lip, make sure they’re even, and then just shove it in.” 
 
    I immediately used all of my willpower to suppress a grin, since her comment could be taken as an extremely erotic remark, possibly referencing either oral sex or even regular sex. But it was doubtful she was intending it to be sexual, and I wasn’t about to make it awkward by pointing it out. 
 
    I grabbed her full lip as she asked, focusing intently to make sure it was lined up with the other snake-bite, so that I only had to stick her once. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked. 
 
    “Yea,” she replied without moving her mouth. She then sucked in a sharp breath when I shoved it in, puncturing my own finger in the process. I didn’t react at all though, barely feeling it. 
 
    I then met Heidi’s lavender eyes, still holding her lower lip, only to discover that while I had been concentrating, her gaze had turned intense. 
 
    Passionate. 
 
    She abruptly shoved her face forward, her warm lips meeting mine, her tongue quickly searching for my own. At the same time, she reached out with her arm for some unknown reason, only to return her hand to my hip. An overwhelming sense of arousal hit me like a semitruck, a flame igniting in my gut, and I shoved her backwards against the wall, my hands grabbing her face while hers flew to my pants to unbutton them. 
 
    Faster than I thought possible, she was working her hand in between my legs while I was pulling down a pair of silky shorts – I hadn’t noticed any details about them before, but I could feel the smoothness. 
 
    She moaned when I slipped my hand between her legs, tugging on me so that I would come closer. I pulled my hand away then and grabbed her hips, hoisting her up in the air, only to have her slide on me effortlessly. It was something that might have been extremely painful for both of us had it not been such a synchronized movement. 
 
    We fit perfectly. 
 
    Suddenly, the way it felt to be connected with her was overwhelming me all over again, prompting me to shove my lips against hers while pinning her against the wall, feeling the embodiment of her passion. Her skin was so smooth, her body so warm, her desire so raw. 
 
    Unexpectedly, someone grabbed my arm, hissing in my ear. 
 
    “Sam!” 
 
    A familiar voice. Far away. 
 
    “Sam!” she repeated. 
 
    I gasped, instantly disoriented as I found myself on my hands and knees, panting heavily. My brow was dripping with sweat, my heart racing. But most noticeably, an insatiable desire wracked my gut. 
 
    It took me a second to realize where I was – to realize who was speaking. 
 
    “Freya,” I gasped in the darkness, my second-sight focusing on her worried expression. 
 
    “Sam, what’s wrong?” she asked urgently. 
 
    I didn’t see any point in lying to her about it, knowing she would probably find out eventually. Not to mention, now that I could think a little more clearly, an intense remorse was stirring within my chest, even while desire clawed around in my lower gut. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I gasped. “But…I think…” I struggled to catch my breath, wincing as I spoke. “Freya, I think I cheated on you. I didn’t mean to, but…it was like I couldn’t stop myself. And it happened so quickly.” 
 
    “Cheated with who?” she asked, her tone just as worried as it had been. 
 
    I sucked in a ragged breath, reaching up to wipe my forehead before planting my hand on the ground again. “With…Heidi…” 
 
    “Sam, Heidi’s not here,” she whispered. 
 
    I shook my head in disagreement, knowing that Heidi was here, the sensation of what I had just experienced feeling very real. “See for yourself,” I groaned quietly, knowing she would pick up on what I was implying. 
 
    She didn’t respond at first, but then she leaned forward and gently bit into my shoulder. I could hear her third-eye appearing, the sound unexpectedly nauseating even though it had never bothered me before. 
 
    And then she saw it. 
 
    “Oh,” she whispered. 
 
    I couldn’t discern her reaction from her tone, seeing in my extra sense that her expression was impassive. She might as well have been saying ‘Oh’ to the most mediocre revelation ever. At least, if she was pissed, it wasn’t obvious. 
 
    But then I gasped when her hand was suddenly reaching in between my legs, as if to confirm what I had just experienced. 
 
    “Don’t touch,” I complained, the guilt becoming even stronger. “I feel like I’m going to explode.” 
 
    “I know,” she whispered, beginning to push against my ribs gently. “I saw it.” She then continued to push, until she was easing me on my back onto the floor, her strength handling me like I weighed nothing, only for her to disappear from my side. 
 
    I was briefly confused about what she was doing, until suddenly she was yanking down my shorts and taking me in her mouth, causing me to gasp from the overwhelming sensation. 
 
    Immediately, my hands shot downward, my fingers grasping her black hair roughly as I thrust once, feeling like the instant orgasm was never going to end. In all the sexual experiences Lily, Freya, and I had enjoyed together, this was by far the strongest and longest orgasm I had ever had. 
 
    In my entire life. 
 
    It was illogical, unreasonable, and once it was over I had never felt so empty, being left behind with nothing but an overwhelming sense of guilt. 
 
    I had promised Lily and Freya that I would never cheat on them. How could I have let this happen? And how were they ever going to forgive me for it? 
 
    It was unforgiveable. 
 
    Freya’s mouth stayed down there for a long minute afterwards, continuing to work on me a little even though I was spent, before she finally laid down next to me on the floor and kissed me on the cheek. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I whispered. 
 
    “It was just a dream, Sam.” 
 
    My eyes widened in shock as I stared up at the ceiling. “I don’t dream, Freya. I’ve never dreamt in my entire life. And even if it was a dream, how can you be alright with me fantasizing about screwing another woman?” 
 
    She took a deep breath, and was quiet for a moment. “Sam, if you have sex with Heidi in real life, I’ll kill you.” 
 
    I scoffed at that, since we both knew I couldn’t die, but obviously I got the point. 
 
    “But,” she continued. “I’ve had to change my mindset on that kind of thing, so it doesn’t bother me as much as it would have previously.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I admitted, still staring up. 
 
    She took another deep breath. “Did it feel good?” she wondered. 
 
    I winced. “Yes, but–” 
 
    She cut me off. “I gave you that pleasure. Me. And you enjoyed it, which makes me happy.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand.” 
 
    She kissed me on the cheek again. “Sam, when I first found out Lily was dating someone, I wasn’t okay with it.” 
 
    I turned my head to give her a confused look, our noses barely touching, prompting her to continue. 
 
    “I was jealous. It was part of the reason why I kidnapped you back then. Initially, I took comfort in the fact that Lily couldn’t have sex with anyone, but then when I found out you two actually were having sex successfully, it pissed me off. Originally, it had nothing to do with your ability, like what Lily thought, although that turned out to be nice too. Instead, I was more like a vengeful ex. But then I became obsessed with you as well, and I found myself in a horrible situation.” 
 
    “Because I was with Lily instead of you?” I guessed uncertainly. 
 
    She shook her head. “Not just that. It was because the two people I was enthralled with were both with someone else. I was jealous of you for being with Lily, and then I became jealous of Lily for being with you. I wanted you both to myself. I didn’t want either of you to be in a relationship, even with each other.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said in surprise. 
 
    Honestly, I didn’t know how to respond to that. This was the first time Freya was sharing this with me, and I wasn’t sure if even Lily knew. 
 
    “So…” 
 
    Freya took a deep breath. “So, I had to work really hard at changing my mindset.” She sighed. “It sort of helped when you both began letting me watch. In a way, it let me experience what I had always wanted through a proxy. It let me live vicariously.” 
 
    “And that made you feel less jealous?” I guessed. 
 
    She pursed her lips, and then shook her head. “Well, not exactly. At first, I found myself feeling even more jealous. It was actually miserable watching you and Lily have sex, especially after-the-fact once I wasn’t horny anymore.” She took a deep breath. “I was really jealous, because Lily was mine, and she was screwing another dude. But I had become fixated on you too, so I found myself angry because you were screwing some other woman. It didn’t even matter that I was obsessed with both of you.” 
 
    “I’m…sorry…” Hearing her say that made my guilt feel even worse. I had no idea she had been experiencing any kind of negative emotions about the arrangement. 
 
    She took a deep breath. “It’s alright now. And I did want to watch, because that was better than nothing. Plus, it helped push me in the right direction, because I began to slowly realize what it really means to love someone, especially when I considered how you treated Lily.” She paused. “And how you treated me too,” she admitted. “I realized jealousy is something I feel because of my selfishness. And now I can watch Lily make you feel good and truly feel happy that you’re happy.” 
 
    “Now?” I repeated, wondering if she was admitting that this was only a recent change. 
 
    Her eyes widened in the darkness. “Oh. Sorry. This is all stuff that happened before you proposed to Lily,” she clarified. “I haven’t felt jealous about you and Lily enjoying each other for at least nine months. Probably longer.” 
 
    “That’s good,” I said slowly, trying to really understand the situation from her perspective. Freya seemed to pick up on my train of thought, because she elaborated. 
 
    “Let me ask you this. Not that it will ever happen, but if one day Lily and I screwed, would that make you jealous?” 
 
    I scoffed. “Well of course not.” 
 
    “And why not?” 
 
    I thought about it. “I guess because I love you both? And it would make me happy to see you make each other happy? Like you said. But you’re also both women, and for a guy that’s just hot in general.” 
 
    She sighed. “Yes, but that’s how it is for me now, in a way. I’m actually not attracted to women at all, and never have been. It took me by surprise when I became enthralled with Lily. She’s the only girl I’ve ever loved like this. But initially, the emotions I felt were what you would probably feel if Lily had sex with another guy.” 
 
    I grimaced. “I’m sorry,” I repeated. 
 
    The guilt I felt still hadn’t subsided. If anything, it was worse now that I really understood. That single comparison made it crystal clear how she felt back then. 
 
    “I wish I had known,” I added. “Not that I would have known how to make it better.” 
 
    Freya inched her head towards me and kissed me on the corner of the mouth. “It’s in the past. And because I love you both, and focus on your mutual happiness, I don’t feel jealous at all anymore. I mean, I haven’t for the majority of our relationship at this point.” She paused. “Of course, that doesn’t mean I won’t be pissed if you ever cheat on us, but if you get turned on by someone else, then I’m okay with taking care of you. That’s certainly a lot better than them taking care of you.” 
 
    “So let me get this straight. You’re okay if I fantasize about other women while we have sex?” 
 
    She was silent for a moment, her expression not revealing how she was reacting to that question. 
 
    “Well, no,” she finally admitted. “I guess I’m not okay with that. This was kind of an exception. I could see in your thoughts how horny you were, and I wanted to take care of you, so you could get your mind off Heidi.” 
 
    I sighed. “Well, it worked,” I realized. “Pretty much the moment I was in your mouth, you were all I could think about.” 
 
    She kissed me again, an obvious smile on her lips. “Good,” she whispered. 
 
    “I really am sorry.” 
 
    “Forgiven,” she replied simply. “And I’m glad you had a great orgasm. It was kind of fun having you be so rough.” She began rubbing my chest with her fingertips, her eyes unfocusing as she stared past me. “I think I’m going to need you to take control like that again sometime soon. Like, maybe a rough wake-up call – you can just open my mouth when I’m still asleep and shove it in.” 
 
    I sighed again, uncertain if she was being serious or just teasing me. “Maybe,” I offered. 
 
    She didn’t respond this time, instead resting her lips gently on mine and lingering there for a long few seconds. The intimacy of our faces being so close helped unwind the guilt in my chest a little, and I found myself taking a deep breath. 
 
    As she pulled away, I began thinking back to the recent memory of what happened between me and Heidi – because it felt like a memory. 
 
    Were all dreams like that? 
 
    Unfortunately, I had nothing to compare it to. 
 
    I knew it couldn’t have been real though. Now that my thoughts were more clear, I realized Heidi wasn’t here, and I had never left this room to begin with. I supposed that since they had stayed over for a week after Lexi got hurt, it made me a little confused, but now I was fine. 
 
    Thinking back to how I felt just before I saw Heidi, it occurred to me that I had experienced something similar when we first met Rose. 
 
    “Freya,” I whispered. “What if it wasn’t a dream? What if it was the future? Like when I reacted to that car accident before it happened.” 
 
    She propped herself up on her elbow, her brow furrowed now. “If that’s the case, then it would be strange you haven’t had any other premonitions since that incident…” Suddenly she gasped. “Although you did have a similar experience with your most traumatizing memory – I think that’s why your recollection of what happened to your daughter is so horrible, even after all this time. Because it was like you were experiencing what happened twice, almost at the same time.” 
 
    Instantly, tears threatened to blur my vision, prompting her to continue in a whisper with an apologetic expression. 
 
    Her tone was somber. “Not a very useful ability if it’s not warning you far enough in advance that you can make a difference.” 
 
    She was then silent while I collected myself, seeing that I was trying really hard not to cry. 
 
    Once I was stable again, she continued with a serious tone. 
 
    “But if that is the case, and you have advanced warning this time, then I think if Heidi asks for your help with new piercings, then you just need to turn around and walk the hell away.” 
 
    Despite the lingering emotions, I grinned at that. “Yeah, I suppose I could do that.” 
 
    “I suppose you could do that,” she agreed in a fake mocking tone. 
 
    My smile widened. “I love you so much.” 
 
    She slowly closed the gap between our lips and kissed me gently. “I love you too.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    11: Confirming Premonitions 
 
      
 
    Heidi Stockton 
 
    January 30, 2735 – 12 Hours Later – Afternoon 
 
      
 
    Heidi parked her barely used Corvette in the garage and cut the engine. It was actually the vehicle that her sister had bought brand new and tried giving to Lily months ago as a way to ask for forgiveness, only for Lily to decline the gift. 
 
    Which Heidi completely understood. 
 
    It was super awkward accepting such an expensive present. 
 
    But at least Heidi got a gorgeous car out of the ordeal. It was a beautiful pearly white, and the only model that had four seats instead of two. 
 
    But still, even after having taken it out a few times, she felt uneasy about driving it. After all, prior to being unable to drive anywhere for three years, it had only been about a year that her citizen ID had driving privileges. And she hadn’t driven a ton during that time, which meant she might as well still be a brand-new driver, especially when considering how long she went without the practice. 
 
    But today she decided that it was a good day to get out a little. 
 
    Earlier that morning, Freya had called Heidi to ask if she would be alright with staying home today instead of coming over, only to also ask if she could drop Rose off later for a sleepover. 
 
    All within a matter of seconds, Heidi had felt devastated and then elated. 
 
    But that still left her home alone all day. 
 
    Thus, Heidi was just returning from a trip to the mall, knowing she needed to get out more and stop being such a recluse. However, the driving portion really stressed her out, causing her to just put the car in autopilot halfway home. She could have done that anyway, but she felt incompetent not being able to do something very well that was as basic as driving a car. 
 
    Although really, if she was being honest, the whole trip stressed her out since it was the first time she had gone anywhere in public by herself in forever. She was okay with being by herself in general, but being around people by herself gave her anxiety. 
 
    The trip had been uneventful though. No one bothered her, and she got a huge grin from one of the male cashiers, which was nice. 
 
    In the end, she ended up buying some lotion, along with twelve diamond earrings, only eleven of which she intended to use. Four in each ear, two in her bottom lip, and one for her nose. It had been way too long since she had all her piercings, and she decided it was time to put them back in. She especially missed the snake-bites that she had gotten on her sixteenth birthday. 
 
    She just wasn’t looking forward to sticking them in, but knew the pain wouldn’t last long. 
 
    Heidi also bought a cute boardgame that she thought Rose might enjoy, although she was fine with doing whatever the little girl wanted. 
 
    Gathering her two small bags, she headed inside, debating whether or not she wanted to get the piercings over with now or later. At the kitchen table, she pulled out the game for Rose, and then grabbed the lotion, popping open the cap to smell it. 
 
    ‘Piercings now,’ she decided after a moment. 
 
    She closed the lotion, neglecting to put any on since she was going to have to wash her hands anyway to put the earrings in. 
 
    Leaving everything at the table, she grabbed the smaller bag and began heading upstairs, only to pause when she heard her sister’s car pull up. Backpedaling down the stairs, she waited for Lexi to come inside, only for her older sister to squeak when she opened the door. 
 
    “Oh, Heidi. You scared me.” 
 
    “I did?” she asked in confusion. “Why?” 
 
    Lexi sighed. “I forgot you were home. I’m so used to you being at Sam’s place.” 
 
    “Wow, sis. You do realize you’re the one who drives me over there most days, right?” 
 
    “Ugh, stop teasing me,” Lexi complained. “It’s been a long day.” She then paused, knowing her younger sister had ventured out. “How was the mall?” 
 
    Heidi shrugged. “It was alright. I got a game for Rose.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right,” Lexi replied. “She’s staying over tonight, isn’t she?” 
 
    Heidi gave her a more concerned look. “Okay seriously, are you feeling alright? Are you getting enough sleep? I know you’ve been having nightmares…” 
 
    There had been a few nights when Lexi woke up screaming, though Heidi suspected her sister had been having bad dreams almost every night. 
 
    Lexi sighed heavily. “I’m fine. It’s not that. It was just a stressful day is all. Do you know when they are bringing Rose over? I’m actually about to head over there now – I just have to grab something first, but I could pick her up.” 
 
    Heidi shook her head. “Not sure,” she admitted. 
 
    Lexi nodded slowly. “Do you want to come along?” 
 
    She paused to think about it for a moment, before holding up the bag in her hand. “Nah, that’s okay. I actually bought some piercings for myself, so I think I’ll put them in while you’re getting her. Although, you might want to warn them you’re picking her up, so they aren’t leaving right before you get there.” 
 
    Lexi smiled weakly. “Yeah, I’ll do that. Although, I really just need to talk to Sam about something, so as long as he’s home it won’t matter.” 
 
    “Talk to him about what?” Heidi wondered. 
 
    Lexi sighed heavily again. “I’ll tell you about it later. I really need to get going.” 
 
    “Sure,” she agreed, turning to head back up the stairs. “See you later, sis. Love you.” 
 
    Lexi smiled warmly as she turned to head towards the kitchen. “Love you too.” 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    January 30, 2735 – Current Day – Afternoon 
 
      
 
    The previous night, technically early morning, had still been weighing on my mind all day. On the one hand, I couldn’t stop thinking about the amazing orgasm or the meaningful conversation with Freya that followed. However, alternatively, I couldn’t stop wondering if my dream was really a premonition of the future, and if it was, then I wondered how soon it might happen. 
 
    At least the guilt was gone now.  
 
    After Freya got me there, I had felt really empty inside, but now I felt ‘full’ again – and not in a sexual sense. It was a strange sensation that I couldn’t fully describe, but the disappearance of the hollowness also pushed away any lingering distraught over the situation. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Rose unexpectedly announced, coming down the stairs with a small suitcase. 
 
    I was sure it wasn’t heavy by any means, but the way she carried it so effortlessly only served to remind me how unnaturally strong she was. 
 
    I sighed while grabbing my keys by the door, having mixed feelings about all of this. 
 
    After last night, Freya decided that she, Lily, and I needed some alone time, so she made plans to take Rose shopping today to let her pick Heidi out a gift for her birthday in three days on February 2nd, which was this Saturday. That left me alone with Lily for half the day, before Freya then dropped Rose back off at my place and took Lily out for an undisclosed reason, with the plan being that I was to take our daughter over to Lexi and Heidi’s place for a sleepover while they were out. 
 
    I had multiple problems with that though. 
 
    First, I was worried about Rose being safe considering everything that had happened recently. However, since Freya’s mood was stable, she was also a lot more analytical about it, suggesting that Rose could take care of herself and that the shadow organization had told Nick to leave me alone for the time being – not to mention we hadn’t seen any activity from them since then. 
 
    I knew it was a little unrealistic to keep Rose at arm’s length her entire life, not to mention we wanted to get her enrolled in public school next year so she could be socialized with kids her own age, but the stunt the S-FBI pulled two weeks ago really had me paranoid. 
 
    And I wasn’t sure where the line was between being too paranoid and not enough. 
 
    But I figured that if Freya felt confident Rose could handle herself, even after what happened with Blaze, then she was the measure I should be comparing myself too. After all, we couldn’t live under a rock until we eliminated the shadow organization, especially since we were completely out of leads and didn’t know if we would ever be able to get rid of them. 
 
    However, that was only half the problem. 
 
    The other part was my possible premonition of having sex with Heidi. 
 
    Freya, of course, had an answer for that too – Rose would be with me, not to mention that Lexi should already be home when we got there. So there should be no reason why I would find myself alone with Heidi. 
 
    And she reminded me that if I did somehow find myself alone with Heidi, then I needed to just walk the hell away. 
 
    I knew she was right, but it didn’t make me feel any easier about it. 
 
    “Got everything you need, sweetheart?” I asked Rose when she grinned at me. 
 
    “Yep!” she replied cheerfully. 
 
    I grabbed her suitcase from her, only for it to almost drop to the floor when I discovered it was significantly heavier than I was expecting. I could certainly handle the weight, but it was like when someone hands you a piece of paper only for you to end up with a freaking brick in your hand. 
 
    Because, you know. That kind of thing happens all the time. 
 
    “Jeez,” I exclaimed. “Rose, what in the world do you have in here?” 
 
    Her grinned widened. “Mommy’s nail polish. She said I could take it over to Heidi’s.” 
 
    Ah, okay. Now it made sense. I had just taken a peek while asking and sure enough a large plastic tub full of nail polish was in the bottom. The weight of all those glass tubes really added up when there were like fifty of them. 
 
    After depositing the bag in the backseat, we both climbed into my green Mustang, and Rose proceeded to talk almost nonstop about every little thing on her mind, ranging from what she wanted to do at Heidi’s, to something that happened in one of the cartoons she watched occasionally, to the birthday party we had planned for Heidi on Saturday. 
 
    The whole time I was wearing a small smile, enjoying every second of her chatter and scatterbrained train of thought. 
 
    When we got to Freya’s old house, I discovered in my second-sight that Lexi’s red Ferrari wasn’t in the garage like I was expecting. Nothing to panic about though, since Rose was still here. 
 
    We both headed inside, with Rose calling out Heidi’s name once, only to get distracted with a cute-looking boardgame sitting on the kitchen table. I knew Freya’s house was pretty soundproof, which meant Heidi likely hadn’t heard her, so I decided to head upstairs to knock on her bedroom door. 
 
    I didn’t reach out with my second-sight though, afraid of invading her privacy if she was changing clothes or something. 
 
    Thus, I froze in place when I walked by the hallway bathroom upstairs only to realize the door was cracked, with Heidi inside, staring at herself in the mirror with both of her hands up by her face. She was dressed casually in a pair of hot pink silk gym shorts and a regular white t-shirt that was tied in a knot at her waist, revealing the dimples in her lower back. The heavy silky material hung around her butt, leaving nothing to the imagination. 
 
    I instantly had a lump in my throat, finding myself unable to speak as my heartrate picked up. 
 
    Surely this wasn’t what I thought it was. 
 
    Had my dream happened in a bathroom? I suppose she had been putting in piercings, so that made sense, but I just couldn’t believe that what I had seen was really a premonition of the near future. Or possible future, at least. 
 
    Unable to speak for a moment, and not wanting to be rude by just opening the door even though it was cracked, I knocked, prompting her to look over her shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, hey Sam. Can you help me with this?” 
 
    Shit! She freaking had piercings all over the place! Just like my dream! She had four diamond studs in each ear, three at the top and one in the earlobe, and a single diamond stud in her nose. 
 
    I pushed the door open more, and automatically my gaze fell to her bottom lip, where she had recently inserted a single snake-bite earing, only to see that she was holding up another as if she was getting ready to insert it. 
 
    She grinned at me when I didn’t respond right away. 
 
    “What?” she asked in a playful tone. 
 
    “Umm, nothing,” I replied, unable to believe that this was really my dream. I mean, I knew it must be, but was Heidi really about to try to kiss me? I just couldn’t imagine it going from zero to a thousand so quickly in real life. The idea was surreal. 
 
    After a second, I cleared my throat. “Just surprised by all the new piercings,” I admitted. 
 
    “You don’t like them?” she asked with a pout, pulling her hands away from her lip briefly. 
 
    “What? No. They look great,” I reassured her. “It’s just weird for me to see you go from no piercings to a ton.” 
 
    She shrugged as she turned away slightly to look at herself in the mirror again. “I used to have all of these,” she admitted. “But the holes close up if I leave them out for even just a few hours.” She then sighed heavily. “It’s been way too long.” 
 
    I didn’t want to bring up bad memories, so I decided to switch subjects back to her original question. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “So what do you need help with exactly?” 
 
    She grinned again. “Just this last one. I’m having a hard time making them even.” 
 
    I took a step towards her into the bathroom, prompting her to hold out her hand, offering me the last diamond stud. I accepted it and then stared at my palm briefly. The door was wide open, so there was no way in hell I was about to start anything with Heidi right now, even if no one would hear. Still, the déjà vu was intense. 
 
    When I didn’t say anything right away, she spoke again. 
 
    “All you have to do is just grab my lip, make sure they’re even, and then just shove it in.” 
 
    Like my dream, I immediately used all of my willpower to suppress a grin, since her comment could be taken as an extremely sexual remark. But there was no way in hell she was intending for it to be sexual. Surely that had to be the furthest thing from her mind right now. 
 
    As requested, I grabbed her full lip, focusing intently to make sure it was lined up with the other snake-bite, so that I only had to stick her once. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked. 
 
    “Yea,” she replied without moving her mouth. She then sucked in a sharp breath when I shoved it in, puncturing my own finger in the process. I didn’t react at all though, barely feeling it. 
 
    I then met Heidi’s lavender eyes, still holding her lower lip, only to discover that while I had been concentrating, her expression had become intense. Just like my dream. 
 
    Passionate. 
 
    Shocked to see such an expression, I reacted just as she did, with several things happening at the same time. 
 
    In my dream, I recalled her shoving her arm out, just as she did now to swing the bathroom door shut, all while her lips closed the gap in an instant… 
 
    Only to kiss the back of my hand. 
 
    Yep, knowing what was coming, my hand shot up to my mouth to intercept her kiss. I could have just used an astral limb to do the same, but she might not have realized that I was trying to stop this from happening if seemingly ‘nothing’ prevented her from getting closer. 
 
    Instead, the effect was immediate. 
 
    Her eyes widened in shock, her passionate expression sobering up, only for her to pull away in horror. 
 
    “S-Sam,” she exclaimed. “I’m…I’m so sorry. I don’t know what I…” Tears began filling her eyes, prompting her to duck her head and reach for the door handle, rushing out of the bathroom as fast as she could. 
 
    I heard her bedroom door slam shut a moment later, while I just stared at the wall where she had just been. 
 
    Shit, it had really happened. Or, I suppose more accurately, it had really almost happened. Just like that, in a matter of seconds, I could have been screwing Heidi, and no one would have been the wiser. After having quick passionate sex, she probably would have gone back to her room while I cooled off in the bathroom, and within five minutes I would have been leaving the house probably feeling both ridiculously satisfied and simultaneously as guilty as hell. 
 
    I figured cheating was usually something that was more intentional, not a hot passionate quickie that came out of nowhere and was over before a full minute had even passed. 
 
    And yet, I knew it would have happened that easily, not only because of the dream, but because the desire was there again in the pit of my stomach. Which was strange to me, because I wasn’t actually horny at the moment, being too shocked by what had just occurred. And yet, I couldn’t deny that there was a strong urge to chase Heidi down and screw her in her bed. 
 
    Which I was definitely not about to do. 
 
    Thus, instead, I made my way downstairs to discover that Rose had already set up the game, her eyes sparkling with excitement in anticipation of playing it. 
 
    She grinned at me when I walked into the kitchen. “This looks like fun!” 
 
    I smiled weakly back at her. “I’m sure it will be, sweetie. Heidi should be down in a few minutes.” 
 
    She nodded absentmindedly, examining the cute pictures on the gameboard. 
 
    After giving her a quick hug, I went ahead and headed outside to my car, only to sit in the paved driveway for a moment. 
 
    Catching a glimpse of Heidi in my second-sight, laying on her bed in her room still, I pulled out my phone with a heavy sigh to type her a message. 
 
    I had no idea what I was going to say, but I felt like I had to say something. I couldn’t just leave it like this. 
 
    Maybe if I shared some of the blame? 
 
    I mean, she totally jumped me, but I knew for a fact I had reciprocated it in at least one version of reality. 
 
    “Hey, I’m really sorry about that. I shouldn’t have invaded your personal space like I did. I guess I got carried away when I saw you in those piercings. They look really good on you. Anyway, Rose is really excited about the game downstairs. I hope you guys have fun.” 
 
    I sent the message, and waited for a response, uncertain if I was going to get one. 
 
    When I did, it was short and to the point. 
 
    “Ok” 
 
    Ugh, I hated messages like that. 
 
    “Are we ok? You’re not mad at me, are you?” 
 
    This time the message came a lot faster. 
 
    “No, of course not. I could never be mad at you.” 
 
    Wow, not what I was expecting, especially since I was fairly certain I had made her angry at least once, not to mention she had been pretty short with me when she was healing her sister. 
 
    “Thanks, and I’m sorry again,” I responded. 
 
    “No, I’m sorry. And I’ll take good care of Rose.” 
 
    I was about to mention that I appreciated it, and say that she was like a second-mom to Rose, only to stop myself. Because, not only could she take that the wrong way, but also Heidi was only twelve years older than Rose, which meant she was too young to be considered a ‘second-mother.’ Not to mention, I was pretty sure Heidi wanted to be Rose’s friend, not a parental figure. Same with Rose. Afterall, Rose didn’t refer to Heidi as an aunt, but instead a friend. Her best friend. 
 
    “I know you will. Thanks for being her friend.” 
 
    I peeked into the house again with my second-sight to catch her expression this time, seeing that while she had tears in her eyes, she was also smiling warmly. She started typing a message, only to seem indecisive a handful of times. I wasn’t sure if she was writing a really lengthy response, or typing something out only to erase it and try again. 
 
    I realized it was the latter when I finally got her message. 
 
    “Of course. Drive safe.” 
 
    Satisfied that our friendship, or whatever this was called, was going to be alright, I pulled out of the driveway to head home. I was debating whether or not I should call Freya to tell her what happened, only for my phone to ring on my car’s speaker system. 
 
    It was Lexi. 
 
    I answered it in surprise, her voice filling the cab. 
 
    “Sam?” 
 
    “Hey Lexi, I was just dropping Rose off at your place. What’s up?” 
 
    “Oh dammit,” she said under her breath, before speaking louder. “I didn’t realize it would be you bringing her over, so I messaged Freya to see if she wanted me to pick up Rose. I’m at your place right now. I ended up calling her when it looked like no one was home, and she said to give you a call to see how far you had gotten.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry to make you waste your time.” 
 
    “No, it’s my fault. And really, that wasn’t the main reason I stopped by anyway.” 
 
    “Oh?” I said in surprise. “Something wrong?” 
 
    She sighed heavily. “Well, no, not exactly. I just need to talk to you, actually. So I guess I’ll see you when you get here.” 
 
    “Talk about wh–” 
 
    She hung up. 
 
    Well damn, Lexi. 
 
    She really wasn’t playing around. I couldn’t imagine what she needed to talk to me about though. Normally, I would assume it had something to do with either her sister or Lily, but she just seemed so serious. 
 
    Whatever it was, I wasn’t about to be in my house alone with her without Lily and Freya knowing – and them both being alright with it. After what had just happened between me and Heidi, now I was extra paranoid about cheating. Even though I had seen the incident with Heidi happen in advance, I still couldn’t believe something like that was possible in real life. 
 
    Having sex in under a minute and being done before anyone even noticed? 
 
    And what was worse, is I kind of still wanted to just turn around and find some way to get Heidi alone again… 
 
    And I wasn’t even horny right now! 
 
    What in the hell was wrong with me? 
 
    Why did I want to screw her so desperately? 
 
    I had been doing just fine prior to that dream. Was it because the orgasm was so amazing? Like, it was literally the best I had ever had, and it had only been a dream! I couldn’t even imagine what the real thing would be like, though I knew that was the wrong train of thought to be having right now. 
 
    I didn’t understand what this craving in my lower gut was, but I knew I needed to get my mind off Heidi, because thinking of her wasn’t helping at all. 
 
    I pulled out my phone to call Freya. 
 
    She answered on the second ring. 
 
    “Hey baby, everything alright?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Yeah, I’m on my way back home right now, but apparently Lexi is waiting on me. She wants to talk about something.” 
 
    “Yeah, she mentioned that,” Freya agreed. She then paused for a lengthy few seconds. “Did Rose get settled okay at their place?” she wondered cautiously. 
 
    I grimaced, knowing what she was really asking. “Yeah, but…” I took a deep breath. “It almost happened, Freya.” 
 
    “Sam,” she said in a warning tone. 
 
    “Almost,” I emphasized. “I stopped it of course. But something isn’t right about this. I don’t feel right.” 
 
    She was silent again for a moment, but it was more than that. It almost sounded like she had muted the phone, possibly to reassure Lily – assuming she was right next to her. A moment later and she was speaking again. 
 
    “Well, Lily and I will be heading home soon. We don’t have a problem if you want to invite Lexi inside and talk, but Sam…” She paused again, only to sigh. “Sam, you yourself have had the thought that you’re the luckiest guy in the world. Don’t screw it up.” 
 
    “Freya,” I whispered, imagining Lily’s reaction if she was overhearing this. “You’re going to make Lily upset.” 
 
    “She didn’t hear me – I walked away for a moment. But, no Sam, you’re the one who’s going to make Lily upset,” she chastised. “Not me. I mean, we’re literally talking about how you almost cheated on us. Like, supposedly you’re not a cheater, and yes, I’ve seen your thoughts, so I know that’s never been the case before, but you still need to man-up now and control yourself for heaven’s sake!” 
 
    I gritted my teeth together, feeling horrible all over again, knowing she was completely right. What in the hell was I even saying? I didn’t feel right? Did I just want an excuse for my selfishness? 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “It won’t happen again. I mean, nothing happened to begin with, but you know.” 
 
    “I know,” she agreed, her tone more gentle. “And I love you. We’ll see you soon – probably in about an hour.” 
 
    I wished her goodbye and we both hung up. 
 
    The rest of the drive was miserable as her words weighed heavily on my heart. She was completely right. As I had already noted previously, I was weak as shit where it counted, but I did need to man-up and focus on what I had going for me. 
 
    I had been alone for so long, and now I had more love in my life than ever before. 
 
    And, shit, if the roles were reversed, I’d be pissed. If anything, I should be thankful Freya was being so…forgiving…and understanding, considering the situation. 
 
    And here I was coming up with excuses for myself. 
 
    Sure it would be nice to just be able to have all four women, Lexi included, but I knew that was just a fantasy. And really, I was already living a fantasy by having two women. So, I needed to be satisfied with what I had already. 
 
    Lily and Freya were both more than enough.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    12: Powerful Climaxes 
 
      
 
    Heidi Stockton 
 
    January 30, 2735 – Current Day – Late Afternoon 
 
      
 
    After Sam left, Heidi was initially mortified at what had just happened, only to be shocked when he apologized like it was his fault. She had no idea what came over her, but there was no way in hell it was his fault. 
 
    Still, she was glad he wasn’t angry. 
 
    But the problem was, now he knew. 
 
    She had the ‘hots’ for him, and probably would have jumped his bones in a heartbeat had he not intercepted that kiss. And what was worse, is that the desire hadn’t gone away. Usually being so embarrassed would have made her horniness sober up, but even now she kind of wished he would come back so she could try to get him alone again… 
 
    After a minute of lying in bed, she finally decided she needed to take a shower to get her mind off everything. The hot water would help her tense muscles relax while also clearing her thoughts. And she didn’t want to ruin Rose’s stayover by being distracted the whole time thinking about her father. 
 
    Deciding on her course of action, she got up and made her way to the edge of the stairs. 
 
    “Hey Rose, I’ll be down in a few minutes. I’m going to take a shower.” 
 
    “Okay!” she called out cheerfully. 
 
    Heidi was a little surprised by how excited she sounded. “What are you doing?” she wondered. 
 
    “Looking at the pictures!” she replied with glee. 
 
    “Pictures?” Heidi asked in confusion. 
 
    “Of the game! On the table.” 
 
    Heidi smiled. “I’ll be down in a few minutes, so we can play!” 
 
    “Okay!” Rose repeated. 
 
    Heidi turned back around and made her way to her room to grab a change of clothes, a warm smile on her face. However, once she closed the bathroom door, her thoughts began to drift again, a strong craving between her thighs. 
 
    ‘Shower,’ she thought, turning on the water. ‘I just need a really good hot shower.’ 
 
    Once she got her clothes off, she sighed heavily as she stepped underneath the cascading warmth, being hit from two angles since she had the detachable showerhead on too. 
 
    Her desire only grew. 
 
    “Dammit, what is wrong with me?” she wondered quietly. 
 
    Feeling like the craving wasn’t going to go away on its own, she grabbed the handle to the second showerhead and pulled it off its hook. She then laid down in the spacious tub and held it between her legs, gasping from the surge of pleasure it gave her. 
 
    She didn’t do this very often, but usually when she did, it would require at least ten minutes, minimum, for her to get there. Instead, she felt like she was about to orgasm almost immediately. 
 
    “Oh Sam,” she moaned, spreading her legs apart more. “Please…” 
 
    She sucked in a sharp breath as her body began tensing. 
 
    “Oh Sam, yes. Please,” she whispered. “Please,” she begged urgently. 
 
    Her head abruptly snapped to the side as she sucked in another sharp breath, her chest arching upwards before her legs began twitching. 
 
    “Shit,” she hissed, lowering her chest as she thrust her hips once uncontrollably, doing a brief bridge. All her muscles were tight, her body beginning to tremble as the orgasm continued for longer than usual, the showerhead still stimulating her. 
 
    Finally, it released, and she sucked in a deep breath, her body becoming limp as she let the showerhead slide out of her hand. 
 
    Two of the best orgasms in her life, and they were both within the same day. This one wasn’t as great as the one she had from her dream the previous night, but it was still amazing. She was euphoric to the point that she almost wanted to just take a nap in the tub. 
 
    She laid there feeling like she was drugged for a while, before finally getting to her feet on shaky legs, ready to finish up her shower. 
 
    Now that her craving had been satisfied, her thoughts began lingering on the consequences of what might have happened had Sam let her kiss him. For one, Freya would probably be pissed when she found out eventually – and she would find out, one way or another. That alone would be enough to worry about, considering the older woman ultimately decided who got to spend time with Rose, not to mention that Rose herself would probably be devastated that Heidi had ruined her family. 
 
    But also, what if something crazy happened, like they went ‘all the way’ and she got pregnant? 
 
    Heidi hadn’t had a period in years, because of her regularly using her power, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t still happen. After all, she wasn’t on birth control or anything. And in fact, one of her friends got pregnant when she was seventeen, thinking that since she did so much running – and didn’t have a period due to all the physical exercise – that it wouldn’t be possible. 
 
    Heidi didn’t feel like she was ready to have a kid of her own, especially since she basically hadn’t even lived life since she was seventeen. Granted, she knew that if it happened, she would keep the baby for sure, and she would step-up to the challenge of raising it. 
 
    But she definitely wasn’t ready to have a kid with a guy who had two women who might kill her in a heartbeat for screwing around with their man. 
 
    How could she be so stupid? 
 
    In the heat of the moment, it was like she couldn’t control herself. She wanted him so bad. She wanted him inside her so bad. She had no idea what that would feel like, but she felt like she could imagine it. 
 
    Feeling like her head was finally on straight, she dried off and got dressed, ready to spend the rest of the evening with her sunshine. 
 
    By the time she made it downstairs, Sam was already long forgotten. 
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    Sam Archer 
 
    January 30, 2735 – Current Day – Late Afternoon 
 
      
 
    When I got home, I found Lexi waiting in her Ferrari, since it was so cold out. I waived her inside when I got out of my Mustang, and she met me at the door just as I opened it up. Lexi actually had a key to Lily’s house, which was almost finished being renovated, but I had never given her one to mine. 
 
    And I definitely didn’t see any point giving her one now, considering we would all be moving into a large fireproof house in only a few weeks. One that would technically be large enough for Lexi and Heidi to live with us too, though I doubted that would ever happen. It would cause too many problems for me anyway. But, at the very least, we’d have room for whenever they stayed over late to watch a movie, so they didn’t have to sleep in the living room. 
 
    Oddly enough, it was really beginning to feel like they were a part of our family, rather than just friends of the family. It was just odd for me to have two sexy sisters in our familial unit that could both be viable dating partners if I were single. Keeping it platonic forever was obviously a necessity, but something that seemed so difficult the more I got to know them. 
 
    But I really couldn’t think like that. Because I wasn’t single, and hopefully I would never be single ever again, thanks to Freya’s immortality… 
 
    Lexi interrupted my train of thought as we both sat down at the kitchen table, almost like we were having an office meeting. She was wearing a dark brown cashmere sweater hidden underneath a buttoned red leather jacket, coupled with regular blue jeans, along with brown suede boots. 
 
    She cleared her throat. “How are you doing?” she wondered. 
 
    I blinked at her in surprise. Why would she be concerned about me? “I’m fine. What about you? How are you holding up?” 
 
    She grimaced. “I’m okay.” 
 
    It was obviously a lie. Her expression said it all. A few days ago had been her first day back on the job as a superhero, and while I hadn’t talked much with her in the last couple of weeks, it had been pretty obvious she was nervous about returning. 
 
    After all, you didn’t have a near-death experience and come back to life unscathed emotionally. It was obvious she was traumatized, though she tried really hard to hide it. 
 
    I decided to change the subject briefly. “Do you want anything to drink? I think we have some eggnog in the fridge,” I offered, knowing she loved it. She could easily drink it year-round if it was always available in the stores. 
 
    She laughed at that. “Yeah, actually that sounds nice.” 
 
    I got up immediately to wait on her, pouring half a glass and then sitting across from her.  I then interlaced my fingers and rested my chin on them, my elbows on the table, as I watched her take a sip and sigh heavily. 
 
    It was still a little strange seeing her with such short hair, though it didn’t look bad on her at all. And it wasn’t like it was boy-short. Most of her blonde hair at least reached her jawline. Granted, she had a very attractive feminine face, so it would be obvious she was female from her face alone even if she did have hair as short as most guys. 
 
    “So, what’s up?” I finally prompted. 
 
    She sighed heavily again. “I had a meeting with my direct supervisor today,” she finally admitted. 
 
    “Oh?” I said in surprise. “Everything okay?” 
 
    She nodded, seeming a little somber. “Yeah, I mean, everything is fine with me. It’s just that they…” She took another deep breath. “They wanted me to talk to you,” she finally explained. 
 
    My eyes widened as what she was saying clicked. “Oh.” 
 
    She looked at me urgently, her amethyst gaze apologetic. “Please don’t be mad at me. If you don’t want to talk about it, that’s fine. They won’t be happy, but I’m on your side more so than theirs. At the end of the day, if it comes down to it, I’ll stand with you.” 
 
    I held up my hands, leaning back in my chair a little. My tone was gentle. “Hey, calm down. I’m not angry. Just surprised is all.” 
 
    When I had torn up the contract that the S-FBI gave me, I had sort of been lumping them all together, though I knew that the Central Department of Superheroes was an entirely separate organization. And while the S-FBI had sent Jamison and Carnegie to make contact with me, now the CDS was sending their own liaison. 
 
    Except they were cheating by sending someone I knew. 
 
    I definitely wasn’t mad at Lexi though for being their liaison. I mean, how in the hell could I ever be angry at her for proclaiming her loyalty to me just now? 
 
    I knew I definitely shouldn’t be so thrilled about it, but still… 
 
    Anger was the furthest thing from my mind in this moment. 
 
    “So…” I prompted when she didn’t respond. 
 
    She hesitated, evaluating my expression, before slowly beginning to unbutton her red leather jacket. I instantly saw in my second-sight that she had another contract hidden in a pocket inside her coat, but watching her slowly open her jacket while staring at me was way too erotic. 
 
    Like, it felt as if she was a stripper getting ready to show me the goods underneath her outfit. 
 
    Damn it Lexi, just open your jacket already and stop teasing me! 
 
    She finally grabbed the folded pages, and set them on the table. “They told me their initial offer was a ten million salary,” she whispered. 
 
    I cringed, concerned that would offend her since I was fairly certain she made less. 
 
    She quickly continued. “After evaluating your power, they’ve more than doubled it to twenty-two.” 
 
    “The hell?” I said in shock. “Why?” I knew their power-detecting chick had pissed her pants when she evaluated me, but damn. Was her recommendation that strong? 
 
    Lexi sighed. “Because they really want you,” she explained. “Plus, it’s not like they can’t afford it.” She scoffed. “After all, they aren’t paying Blaze nearly forty anymore.” 
 
    My expression darkened. “I do not want his money.” 
 
    She blanched slightly. “That’s not what I meant. It doesn’t work like that anyway. I’m sure they’ve long since diverted those assets towards other uses. It’s not like they’ve left that money sitting around, waiting to give it to someone else.” 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. “How can they even afford to give a single person so much?” I wondered, not really expecting her to have an answer. 
 
    She responded anyway. “Well, they’ve slowly downsized the military almost every year for several centuries now, instead diverting that money towards superheroes. Which works out better for everyone anyway. Regular soldiers don’t have to go to war and get paid shitty salaries to risk their lives. And the superheroes who handle all that work get paid significantly more in exchange.” She scoffed again. “Better to pay one person a shit ton of money to handle a problem, instead of paying a shit ton of people almost nothing to deal with it.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that. But still. “I’m not really interested in their money.” 
 
    “I know,” she agreed. 
 
    “You do?” I asked in surprised. 
 
    She shrugged. “I mean, yeah. You obviously already turned down ten million like it was nothing, not to mention how you treat me.” 
 
    “How I treat you?” I repeated. 
 
    She held up her hands, as if she was illustrating something. “Like, you treat me like a normal person. You don’t care that I’m rich or famous. And I love that about you. I feel like a normal woman when I’m around you.” 
 
    “Oh, well that’s good.” 
 
    She nodded once, falling silent as she dropped her hands, folding them in her lap underneath the table. 
 
    Now we were just holding each other’s gaze, the house completely silent around us. 
 
    “I guess I’ll read the contract, and think about it,” I offered. “I’m just not thrilled about being away from home for extended periods of time.” 
 
     “It’s not so bad,” she replied. “And for the first year, I would be guaranteed to be with you on any mission you were assigned.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” 
 
    “It’s sort of like a mentorship program,” she explained. “They assign new superheroes a mentor to coach them as needed, even if they are exceptionally powerful. Too many newbies would die otherwise, since a lot of them are reckless, being used to thinking they are the strongest person around, not realizing they might be facing off against someone whose just as powerful, or even more so.” 
 
    “And it’s a guarantee you’d be my mentor?” I clarified. 
 
    She nodded. “If that’s okay. I sort of took the liberty and told them you might be more willing if I helped get you accustomed to how things worked.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and looked away. “Well, that’s not really the issue. I’m concerned about something happening while I’m gone. There’s still the shadow organization to worry about.” 
 
    “They could probably help with that too.” 
 
    I looked at her in shock. Shit, was she serious? 
 
    Why hadn’t I considered that myself? 
 
    She quickly continued. “I haven’t said anything,” she reassured me. “But if you’re really worried about it, then you could probably ask them to look into it.” She scoffed yet again. “I mean, at this point, you could probably demand almost anything, and they would give it to you.” 
 
    My thoughts immediately shifted to Freya’s unique sovereignty, being uncertain if that was something I would even want. My gaze then focused on Lexi again, examining her impassive expression. 
 
    “That doesn’t make you upset, does it?” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “What? No, of course not. I’m happy with my salary. I wouldn’t even know what to do with twenty-two million a year. I barely spend a twentieth of my income as it is. They’ve tried to give me a significant raise twice now, and I’ve rejected it both times.” She made a face. “Although, I did consider it the second time, since I had that huge mortgage hanging over my head, but part of me didn’t want to pay off the mortgage.” 
 
    “Why is that?” I wondered. 
 
    She sighed. “Because…” She hesitated, looking at me through her eyelashes with her head angled downward. “Because if I paid off the mortgage then there would just be the house with mine and Blaze’s names on it. After he made me add him to all my bank accounts, that debt ended up being the only thing he didn’t have his name on. So it became like the last thread of freedom that I was trying to hold onto.” She grimaced again. “I know that’s really stupid, but–” 
 
    “Not at all,” I cut her off. “It’s not stupid.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she whispered, seeming uncertain. 
 
    “Seriously,” I tried reassuring her. 
 
    She gave me a weak smile, both of us falling silent again for a few minutes. 
 
    Finally, she sighed heavily, only to stretch her arms out towards me on the table and rest her forehead against it, almost like she was prostrating herself. Her leather jacket crinkled slightly with the movement. “Ugh, I give up. I don’t want to go back to work.” 
 
    “Then don’t,” I suggested, a little amused by the abrupt change of subject, and her more casual demeanor. 
 
    She sighed again, twisting her head slightly to stare at her arm. “I honestly like my job though. Or at least I did.” Her voice became more strained. “Sam, I died. And I would have stayed dead if it weren’t for Heidi.” 
 
    “I know,” I whispered. I didn’t really know what else to say, but I wanted her to feel safe again. “But you were just in the wrong place at the wrong time, right? I mean, it’s not like someone was targeting you.” 
 
    She was silent. 
 
    “Or am I wrong?” I asked. 
 
    She sucked in a ragged breath, slowly sitting back up, refusing to meet my gaze. “No…” She paused. “I mean, of course it feels like that, but no. I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how to interpret her expression, but she seemed sincere enough. “Then it’s unlikely to happen again. It would be like getting struck by lightning twice.” 
 
    She nodded slowly, her eyes tight. “I still wouldn’t mind having you around for the next year,” she whispered. 
 
    My eyes widened as I realized that this entire discussion was about a lot more than me joining the Central Department of Superheroes, and how it might benefit me. On the contrary, she wanted to keep doing her job, but also wanted to feel safe doing it – especially after nearly dying. If anything, her suggesting to the CDS that she should be my mentor for my first year on the job was more for her own sake, rather than mine. 
 
    Although, it was obvious she wasn’t trying to be selfish, since she had led the conversation by saying she was on my side and didn’t want to pressure me. 
 
    She would accept my ‘no’ – that much was clear. 
 
    But she also wasn’t trying to hide the fact that she would like for me to say yes. So I could keep her safe. 
 
    “Did they give you a deadline?” I wondered. 
 
    She looked at me in surprise. “Well, no, not really.” 
 
    “Are there any consequences for you, if I say no?” 
 
    She shook her head. “There shouldn’t be. I think they’re smart enough to understand that if I can’t convince you, then none of their people can.” She winced, lowering her voice. “Not that I’m trying to convince you.” 
 
    I nodded. “Well, like I said, I’ll take a look at the contract.” My thoughts then shifted back to her comment about having them help with the shadow organization. 
 
    Right now, we didn’t have any leads to go on, so if we could get the government’s help in investigating them, then we might be able to rid our lives of that threat entirely. 
 
    However, what if becoming a superhero meant I ended up with another target on my head? Another threat to deal with? I supposed one of my conditions would be to avoid the spotlight either way, so maybe I could evade that happening too. But still, by pursuing this career, I was opening my life up to a lot of unknowns. 
 
    Plus, there was the whole sovereignty thing to consider. Could I get them to offer me that? And what would be the benefits of it? 
 
    I continued after a moment. “And I guess I’ll see what Freya thinks about your suggestion to get them to help us with the shadow organization. If we can get rid of them, then it might make all our lives a lot less stressful.” 
 
    Lexi gave me another weak smile. “Sure,” she agreed. “Oh, and speaking of her. I have something for her to sign too.” 
 
    “You do?” I asked in shock. 
 
    “Yeah…” She hesitated as she pulled out the last few pages of the packet on the table, which wasn’t connected to the rest. “They aren’t thrilled about me being around her, considering they know now that she can read minds, and I know a lot of government secrets. But when they demanded I avoid her, and I refused, they ended up coming up with this solution.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Just a nondisclosure agreement. Apparently, they already have one on file for her, so this one is more like a ceremonial signing to remind her of that.” 
 
    My brow furrowed as I considered what she was saying. Honestly, this conversation she was mentioning sounded like a much more heated, larger event than she was making it out to be. But obviously she had handled it just fine on her own. 
 
    Deciding not to ask more, I leaned back in my chair, now that we were in agreement on those points. “Okay,” I replied. “I’ll let her know about it. Anything else you want to talk about?” I wondered. 
 
    She cocked her head to the side. “Like what?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Anything at all. You could tell me about your day. You know, other than this part.” 
 
    Lexi held my gaze for a few long seconds, seeming surprised, before smiling. 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered. 
 
    She then proceeded to share with me how it had been the last few days at work, with them throwing a ‘Welcome back’ party for her on the first day. Most of the superheroes she saw regularly, simply because of geographical proximity like any other job, knew she had been critically injured, so everyone was shocked she was back so soon – and without any scars either. 
 
    A lot of them had inquired about how she recovered so quickly, but when her boss overheard it, the woman made it clear that such information was highly classified on a need-to-know basis. 
 
    However, the higher-ups were definitely aware of how it happened, using their legal authority to investigate the situation after Lexi’s full recovery, which meant that they tried to get Lexi to recruit her sister too. 
 
    Similar to the demands involving Freya, Lexi blatantly told them ‘no’ at the office when they brought up Heidi. And she wouldn’t budge on the issue, knowing that Heidi would refuse anyway and didn’t need anyone trying to pressure her into doing something she didn’t want to do. 
 
    While talking, Lexi also gave me insight into how her job worked, with a lot of her days usually involving a ton of reading, trying to keep up with all the intelligence reports being supplied by the CIA, so that she was up-to-date on everything happening both locally and abroad. 
 
    Unlike the average person, she was well versed on what was truly going on in the world, with all the information she was privy to being top-secret. Hence, their concern about Freya, even if she had already signed a lifetime nondisclosure agreement previously. 
 
    While on the job, Lexi could be called away at a moment’s notice to deal with an emergency, although most missions were planned out ahead of time, with emergency situations usually being handled by local superheroes. 
 
    Given the role she often played in missions, which included doing last minute reconnaissance just before an attack, as well as disabling their enemy’s electronics, she rarely was called in unexpectedly. 
 
    Technically, she could be called in at any time of the night too, but it almost never happened. 
 
    I got so involved in listening to her talk – the time slipping away so quickly – that, before I knew it, Freya and Lily were pulling into the driveway. 
 
    The movement caught my attention, prompting me to focus my second-sight in that direction. Both of them were staring at Lexi’s Ferrari with hesitant expressions, causing me to wonder if Freya’s comment about them being fine with me inviting her inside had a time limit. 
 
    However, much to my surprise, only Lily got out of the vehicle, her cheeks flaring up seemingly in embarrassment as she made her way to the door. 
 
    I just remained where I was as she walked in, not wanting it to seem like I was trying to hide anything by abruptly standing. 
 
    “Hey sweetie,” I welcomed her. “How was hanging out with Freya?” 
 
    “It was great,” she squeaked, her cheeks becoming even more red as she glanced at Lexi briefly. “Umm, so we got something for you, so make sure you don’t look so we can surprise you.” 
 
    Telling me not to look was like begging me to do it. I automatically glanced at Freya still in her car before I managed to stop myself from searching for any bags they might have with them. 
 
    “Sam,” she whined when I didn’t respond right away. 
 
    “I’m not looking, I promise,” I reassured her. 
 
    Lexi spoke up then. “Well, I need to get going anyway, so…” She stood up. 
 
    Lily gave her an apologetic look. “Oh, Lexi, I wasn’t trying to get you to leave. It’s just that it’s really difficult to surprise him.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, because he can see through stuff, right?” 
 
    Lily’s eyes widened in surprise, appearing shocked that Lexi knew that. “R-Right,” she agreed. She then looked at me with an uncertain expression, before giving Lexi her attention again. “Sorry, I didn’t realize you knew that.” 
 
    Lexi glanced at me as well, seeming embarrassed herself now, afraid she’d said something she shouldn’t have and gotten me in trouble with the Missus in the process. “Oh, well, I just found out recently,” she lied. “The S-FBI shared a little bit about what he can do beyond regeneration, but it made a lot of sense considering he makes comments sometimes that would suggest as much.” 
 
    Shit, was she actually serious? Or was she making up a complete lie on the spot? Because if the S-FBI had shared that information with her, then I’d like to see it myself. 
 
    I mean, I had gone practically all my life without realizing I could interact with the world with my astral form, and while I doubted there was anything else I could do, it would still be nice to confirm my full repertoire of skills. 
 
    I was also curious to know how they would classify my abilities, since technically even my incapacity to sleep could be counted as a superpower on its own. 
 
    Granted, even if that last part was true, she was still lying to Lily now by saying she found out recently, considering she had figured it out when trying to give me an expensive watch at the end of last August. Which made me wonder if she lied more frequently than I assumed. 
 
    After all, her entire life had been a lie for a little over three years. So, I shouldn’t be too surprised if lying had just become second nature to her in order to avoid conflict. 
 
    Or in order to avoid people worrying unnecessarily, as was the case with Blaze, since no one could do anything about it. 
 
    I spoke up before Lily could respond. “Hey, do you think I could get my hands on that information?” 
 
    Lexi blanched. “Umm, I’m sure you could request it if you decided to work with the CDS, but I don’t know if they would share otherwise.” 
 
    I pursed my lips, realizing that part probably had been a lie after all. Well, I still learned something though – they didn’t go waving people’s personal business around. Or at least they hadn’t with Lexi. 
 
    I nodded and met Lily’s gaze again. “Anyway, I promise not to look if you want to grab Freya. Or did you need me to do something else?” 
 
    Lily seemed to have relaxed a little. “No, you’re fine. Freya’s just going to run our bags upstairs, but we wanted to make sure you didn’t go snooping while she does.” 
 
    I nodded in confirmation. “I’ll be good,” I promised with a smile. 
 
    She glanced at Lexi again, and then ran back outside to wave Freya in. 
 
    Once they had their stuff upstairs, Lily poured herself half a glass of eggnog too and sat down to chat a little. 
 
    In the meantime, Freya called Heidi just to check up on her and Rose. We had passcodes now, which were phrases we could say if we wanted to communicate that something was wrong without letting eavesdroppers know. 
 
    Apparently, Freya had already discussed codewords with Rose, but having to actually use them prompted her to make all of us agree on a few phrases. 
 
    One of them was kind of silly, and hypothetically realistic, but was something none of us ever said – ‘I really have to pee, so I’m going to let you go for now.’ 
 
    If Heidi were to say that to Freya, or something very similar, she’d be going from zero to a million in half a second, knowing it meant they were in trouble. But instead, Freya hung up with a relaxed expression, sitting down next to me to listen in on the conversation. 
 
    Once Lexi decided to leave about thirty minutes later, I finally discovered what the surprise was, though it was more for them rather than me. 
 
    It was an early Valentine’s day gift. 
 
    Freya had decided to get Lily a special vibrator that could be used while we had sex. The smaller portion of it was designed so that it could be inside her at the same time that I was, while the larger portion would stimulate her on the outside. 
 
    I had certainly never used something like that before, but I was fine with trying it out. If it would give her better orgasms then I was all for it, and I wasn’t at all bothered that a machine might be able to do a better job than me, just like I wasn’t bothered that a forklift could do a better job at lifting crates than my physical arms could. 
 
    We had never tried anything like that before largely because Lily still had a difficult time keeping her body temperature under control, even if she almost never exploded into flames nowadays. And vibrators weren’t designed to be shoved into an oven. 
 
    But since Lily had continuously gotten incrementally better at keeping her temperature under control too, Freya decided it was time to try something like that out. 
 
    And holy hell, try it out we did. 
 
    The vibrator came with a remote, which Freya got to handle, and after starting Lily off slow she turned it up to its maximum setting, causing Lily to have an orgasm in like ten seconds flat – the fastest and strongest orgasm I’d ever seen her have. 
 
    Shit, she got there so hard that she screamed. 
 
    And Freya was practically grinning ear to ear, knowing that she was technically responsible for it. 
 
    Once Lily was done twitching, she groaned, sounding out of breath. “Damn, this thing needs to come with a warning label.” 
 
    “And what would that say?” I wondered curiously, smiling as well. 
 
    She sucked in a deep breath. “Umm, take the day off, hydrate, maybe do some stretching, and don’t expect to be able to walk ever again.” 
 
    I laughed. “That good, huh?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” she agreed, her eyes looking glazed over. 
 
    “Can I try it out?” Freya wondered. 
 
    “Please,” Lily urged. “I can’t move anymore.” 
 
    “Aww,” Freya whined. “But I figured you’d control the remote.” 
 
    Lily looked at her in surprise, her orange irises churning sluggishly. “I…” She paused and then started again. “I guess I can do that.” 
 
    “Really?” Freya said in surprise, sounding like she wasn’t expecting her to say yes. Which I completely understood, since even after all this time Freya and I mostly kept our sex private. 
 
    Lily shifted her gaze to the ceiling for a moment, before inclining her head just slightly. “Yeah, I can do that,” she reaffirmed more confidently. “But I can’t move from this spot right now.” 
 
    My bed wasn’t as large as her super-sized one, but there was still plenty of room. I went ahead and sat up, only to retrieve the vibrator and give it to Freya, who immediately positioned it where she wanted and then carefully straddled my lap while holding it in place. 
 
    Once we were locked and loaded, she reached out and handed the tiny remote to Lily who ended up turning onto her side and propping her head up with her elbow. 
 
    For a moment, she seemed a little uncertain looking at Freya in my lap, probably for a multitude of reasons, but then she developed a mischievous glint in her eyes. “Time for some payback,” she teased, turning it on the lowest setting and slowly increasing the intensity. 
 
    Holy hell. 
 
    And I thought Lily’s orgasm was intense. 
 
    The moral of the story? 
 
    Vibrators are awesome. Sure, it wasn’t anything too special for me, but our sex life just got a hundred-thousand times more amazing. 
 
    And it was great before.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    13: Unexpected Realizations 
 
      
 
    Heidi Stockton 
 
    February 16, 2735 – 2 Weeks Later – Afternoon 
 
      
 
    Heidi finished frying her fourth grilled cheese sandwich, the other three on a plate, each with a turkey slice on it and two slices of cheese, and then sat down at Lily’s new massive kitchen table. It was crazy how different Lily’s house looked now that it had been expanded. They hadn’t just added a second floor, while simultaneously making the first floor larger – they had remodeled the kitchen entirely as well. 
 
    Prior to the renovation, Lily’s house had only been the one floor, with each room being spacious since the floorplan was so simple, minus the smaller kitchen that doubled as a dining room. However, by expanding the right side of the house and adding a stairwell, they had more room for both the kitchen and the dining room, with the two rooms feeling more distinct now, since the fireproof vinyl flooring was a different style in each – the kitchen was designed with thick vinyl tiles, while the vinyl in the dining room appeared like hardwood floors. 
 
    The second floor felt especially huge, since the stairs opened up to a large loft with a massive sectional sofa covered in the familiar vinyl-style material that Heidi was used to seeing Lily dressed in. 
 
    There were then four spacious rooms upstairs, along with another bathroom, all of them pretty much going unused except for Rose’s new room. The reason being because Lily’s original room downstairs, which was behind the living room, had already been the largest room in the house, and was still the biggest even after the additions. 
 
    Outside, the construction company had also built a large four-car garage that was attached via a short tunnel leading to the side of the house where a new doorway had been put in. The property was also now surrounded by a six-foot tall vinyl woodgrain fence that looked like real stained wood from a distance. 
 
    The paved driveway was then gated off, with Lily having given all of them a tiny key-fob that would cause the gate to open automatically if they were within ten feet of it, and close once the small device was out of range. 
 
    However, the fence was technically only half finished, and it would stay that way until Lexi had a house built next-door. 
 
    After giving her older sister the official okay, Lily also decided she didn’t want a fence separating them, even if it wouldn’t really make a difference either way. Thus, Lexi would be paying to have the luxurious vinyl fencing completed by wrapping around their future house too. 
 
    Which told Heidi that Lily must not know what almost happened between her and Sam, because otherwise she felt like Lily would be more hesitant. 
 
    Alternatively, Freya did know. 
 
    Heidi could see it in her eyes whenever the deceptively young woman met her gaze. Honestly, knowing what Freya was capable of, the idea that Heidi might have inadvertently pissed off an immortal vampire terrified her. 
 
    Which meant, when Freya unexpectedly walked around the corner into the kitchen, Heidi’s heartrate picked up. 
 
    Even though it was a Saturday, her sister was busy until later, working on something at home. On the other hand, Sam had gone out to have lunch with his friend Nick, which left Lily and Rose playing outside in the freshly fallen snow. 
 
    Heidi and Freya had both been outside too, at least until Heidi’s ravishing hunger prompted her to take a break and get a second lunch – something no one else around her ever did. 
 
    Even now, it was a little strange to be at home with three other people, while only one ate regular food. 
 
    The fact that neither Freya nor Rose ever sat down at the table to eat like a normal person only served to remind Heidi that she was treading on thin ice. 
 
    She hadn’t anticipated Freya coming inside to talk though, and the fact that she had done so silently was even more unnerving. 
 
    “Umm, hey,” Heidi said uncomfortably when Freya didn’t say anything right away. She was still starving, but she put down the grilled cheese she had been inhaling anyway. 
 
    “Have you thought about what we talked about a month ago?” Freya wondered. 
 
    Heidi blanched, ducking her head. 
 
    ‘Shit.’ 
 
    Not only did Freya have the Sam situation hanging over Heidi’s head, but there was that too. 
 
    “I need more time to think about it,” Heidi tried delaying, hoping desperately Freya didn’t give her an ultimatum. 
 
    Her answer prompted Freya to sigh and pull out a chair to sit down. 
 
    Heidi’s body visibly began to tremble. She didn’t want this to happen right now. She wasn’t ready to make this decision, and she certainly wasn’t ready to be forced into it. 
 
    Unexpectedly, just as Freya began to speak, Heidi’s eyes widened in shock as she felt her underwear become wet. 
 
    Shit! Had she just pissed herself? 
 
    She looked up at Freya in horror, completely mortified, only to see Freya’s nostrils flaring, her eyes wide in shock as well. 
 
    “Heidi,” she said in surprise. “Are you on your period?” 
 
    Renewed shock immediately transitioned into a fresh wave of embarrassment. “I…I don’t know,” she admitted, resisting the urge to check herself. The wet feeling made her afraid to even move from her chair, horrified that it might be showing through her jeans. 
 
    Could this day get any worse? 
 
    It had been fine before, but now it was terrible. 
 
    Freya seemed exceptionally pensive. “This would be the first time you’ve had a period in a while, wouldn’t it? Which means you probably don’t have any pads or tampons…” 
 
    Heidi nodded once sharply, feeling like the room was far too hot. Everything was beginning to spin. “Yeah, because–”  
 
    “I know,” Freya cut her off, sounding surprisingly gentle. She then sighed. “And your sister’s on birth control, so she wouldn’t either.” She paused. “I’ll go grab you a wad of toilet paper, take you to the store, and then drive you home to change.” 
 
    “I can’t go into the store like this,” Heidi hissed, resting her head in her palm from feeling dizzy. 
 
    Freya rolled her eyes. “You can wait in the car, silly. But Heidi…” 
 
    “What?” she asked, confused by Freya’s tense expression. 
 
    “You really need to start taking birth control.” 
 
    Heidi blanched, wondering if she was making a reference to the incident with Sam. 
 
    However, surprisingly, she had a different train of thought. “You can’t be having periods right now if you’re going to be helping take care of Rose. Her face is still changing whenever she smells blood. Sam and I are working on it, of course, but now isn’t a good time for you to be adding that to the mix. You’ll just stress her out.” 
 
    Heidi’s eyes were wide as she considered that. 
 
    Freya continued, lowering her voice. “Those scientist bastards starved her for too long. Even though I didn’t eat very much when I was young, I never had this problem.” 
 
    Realizing how this affected Rose made Heidi feel miserable. “Freya…I’m…I’m so sorry.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You couldn’t have known this was coming. It’s not your fault. And, really, it’s a normal part of life. But let’s just make sure we get you on birth control as soon as possible, okay?” 
 
    Heidi’s eyes began to sting from all the emotions suddenly bombarding her. Between being extremely embarrassed and feeling like a burden, she was also touched by the sympathy and kindness in Freya’s tone. 
 
    She couldn’t stand it anymore – the huge elephant in the room. 
 
    As Freya began to stand up to run to the bathroom, Heidi spoke up. 
 
    “Aren’t you mad at me?” she blurted out, unable to meet her gaze. 
 
    The room was completely silent. The sudden tension was palpable. 
 
    “It won’t happen again,” Heidi continued in a rush, staring at the table. 
 
    “It better not,” Freya retorted, her tone firm. 
 
    “And I’m sorry,” Heidi added. 
 
    It was silent again, prompting her to look up at those penetrating crimson eyes. 
 
    “I believe you,” she finally replied. “And so long as nothing like that happens again, then we won’t have a problem. Now, I’ll be right back, and then we’ll go.” 
 
    Heidi nodded, thankful Freya had given her a second chance. From what she had gathered, the vampiric beauty had always been a hard-ass who didn’t take anyone’s shit, and yet this same person had been nothing but kind to Heidi from day one – even when she almost messed up in the most unforgiveable way possible. 
 
    By the time Freya made it back to the kitchen, Heidi was sobbing over her half-eaten second lunch. However, it was clear that Freya knew how to turn her sad tears into happy ones. 
 
    Her tone was again gentle. 
 
    “By the way, Rose really loves the white teddy bear you got her for Valentine’s day,” she whispered. “She’s practically inseparable from it at night.” 
 
    Heidi smiled with a sniffle, more of her tears brimming over. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    February 16, 2735 – Current Day – Afternoon 
 
      
 
    I stuffed my hands in my pockets to protect them from the chilly gust of wind as I walked up to the entrance of the steakhouse where I was meeting Nick for lunch. I didn’t see his car anywhere, but I wasn’t too surprised since I was a little early. 
 
    The snow had finally melted earlier in the week, only for a fresh layer to blow in last night. But at least Rose was enjoying the freezing powder. She had never been allowed to play outside prior to escaping from the facility where she had been raised, so even mundane things were extra exciting and new for her. 
 
    Knowing Nick would be here soon, I figured I’d go ahead and get us a couple of seats at the bar, only to stop when I grabbed the door handle, catching sight of his vehicle pulling into the parking lot. 
 
    He parked and got out, grinning when he saw me. 
 
    “Hey man,” he called out, pausing to let a departing car drive by. 
 
    “Hey,” I replied simply, feeling a little bittersweet about meeting up with him. After all, I hadn’t been back to work in a month, and while I had talked to Nick on the phone a handful of times, this was the first I’d seen him since Lexi almost died. He had actually been the one to ask about having lunch sometime soon, but I was wanting to talk too. 
 
    Nick was making sure they held my job for me, but I had finally decided that I wasn’t going back. The stunt that the S-FBI had pulled really made me realize that Lily’s life was counting down to the day we’d lose her, and here I was working a job I didn’t care about – one I didn’t even need – just because it’s what I had done for years. 
 
    And the kidnapping hadn’t only affected me either. 
 
    Freya was now in the process of hiring a CEO to run her fashion company for the unforeseeable future. Previously, we had decided to try to maintain the status quo and seem like life was moving along as usual, but now we didn’t see any point in trying to pretend like the threats weren’t out there. Or that we were losing time with Lily every second we spent at work. 
 
    So I was done. This was it. 
 
    I still hadn’t decided on the whole superhero business, for the exact same reasons, but I had made a decision about this. 
 
    It was time to quit. 
 
    We both shuffled through the doors and told the hostess we wanted to sit at the bar. Even though it was a Saturday, they weren’t busy at all, likely due to the time and weather. Thus, she asked if we wanted a regular menu or the bar menu, and then grabbed a couple of the latter, only to gesture for us to pick whichever seats we wanted. 
 
    I ended up ordering a steak burger and mozzarella sticks, while Nick went for fries and a handful of burger sliders. 
 
    Once we had given our order, Nick was the first to speak. 
 
    “So, umm, I wanted to let you know that I’m stepping down from my position.” 
 
    I turned in my seat, looking at him in shock. “You are? Why?” 
 
    He scratched the back of his head awkwardly. “Well, you know that mission Lexi and I were supposed to go on? It still happened of course, and the CDS liked my performance so much that they made me an offer I couldn’t refuse.” 
 
    I gawked at him. “You’re going to become a superhero?” I asked in disbelief. 
 
    He nodded with a sigh. “Yeah, I’ve never been crazy about the idea, but when I told them my concerns about being all over the news, like Lexi often used to be, they told me they could prevent that from happening.” 
 
    Shit, was he saying they basically admitted to the government regulating the media? 
 
    I mean, I figured I’d try to get them to help me stay out of the spotlight too, but I had no idea their preventative measures could go that far. It was actually a little unnerving to think they had that much control. 
 
    “Wow Nick,” I replied. “Well, I guess congratulations. That’s technically a huge promotion.” 
 
    He nodded, seeming a little more relaxed. “Yeah, the salary is astronomical. I’ve already signed a seven-year contract, but in one year I’ll have way more money than I know what to do with.” He scoffed. “Don’t worry though. I won’t blow through it. I’ll be saving it up in case I don’t want to renew my contract once it expires.” 
 
    I nodded absentmindedly. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    Nick a superhero. 
 
    “What was the reason you never pursued that route before?” I asked curiously. 
 
    He took a deep breath. “I’m sure you can imagine.” 
 
    I glanced at him, evaluating his slumped shoulders. “Your size?” I guessed. 
 
    “Pretty much,” he admitted. “When people think of a strong guy who’s a hero, they want to see someone like Blaze, not scrawny me. But if I don’t have to worry about being famous, along with all the hate I might get, then I’m perfectly fine with helping out. Otherwise, the money isn’t worth the stress.” 
 
    “I don’t think people would hate you,” I offered, though honestly I wasn’t sure how the public would react. I assumed he wasn’t worried about the majority anyway, but just the small group of trolls who would talk smack. “Honestly, the average person probably wouldn’t care how you look.” 
 
    He scoffed. “It’s not just that either. I seem to rub most people the wrong way. At the very least, I’m not exactly charming. And even I can admit I’m pretty awkward sometimes. The problem is, often I don’t realize it until after the fact – like, days later.” 
 
    Well, I couldn’t argue with him there. I knew there were times when even I had wanted to slap him in the back of the head…or punch him in the face… 
 
    Or grind him up into tiny pieces, so that even his mother wouldn’t recognize him… 
 
    You know, the usual stuff. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad it’s going to work out for you.” 
 
    “Me too,” he agreed. “Zoey’s not super thrilled about the danger I might be put in, but I promised her I’d be careful and not get carried away.” 
 
    “She really loves you, doesn’t she?” I said without thinking. 
 
    Nick froze, before giving me some serious side-eye. “What are you trying to say, Sam?” 
 
    I angled towards him while holding my hands up. “Whoa, I didn’t mean anything by that. I’m just saying that most people show their true colors when money is involved. I’d be worried if she wasn’t concerned about your safety at all, and was only interested in your salary.” 
 
    He continued to eye me for a second before sighing. “Yeah, I guess that’s true.” He scoffed again. “If she was after my money, there are plenty of other options. Unlike me, when she was single, she had guys lining up to date her.” He grinned. “Partly because she’s so wild in bed.” 
 
    “Ugh, Nick. I don’t want to know that.” 
 
    However, honestly, while I felt confident he was exaggerating about the ‘guys lining up’ thing, I could see the appeal. Zoey wasn’t exactly drop-dead gorgeous like Lily and Freya…or Heidi and Lexi, if I was going to name off people… 
 
    Ahem. 
 
    But, Zoey was undeniably pretty, unlike Camila’s illusion had been. 
 
    Thankfully, before Nick could awkwardly emphasize his point, our meals came. He began eating right away, only speaking once his mouth was thoroughly full of food. 
 
    “But you know, we did this premarital counseling thing, since we’re engaged and–” 
 
    “Whoa! Hold up! When did you get engaged?” 
 
    His eyes widened in surprise. “Oh.” He paused. “I guess I never told you, huh?” 
 
    “Dude Nick! I thought we were friends! How could you let that one slide? How long have you been engaged?” 
 
    He finally swallowed his food and coughed nervously. “Umm, like since last August.” 
 
    “Last August?!” I exclaimed a little too loud, prompting the bartender to give me a concerned look. 
 
    “Yeah, man,” he replied quickly. “It was shortly after the whole…” He lowered his voice, glancing at the bartender too. “You know, that time you needed my help last July.” He raised his voice again. “I was going to ask if you could record it, but you were still really stressed about the whole situation with Lily. So I just hired a photographer.” 
 
    Wow, he was right. That had been a stressful time, since we still didn’t know if Lily’s case was going to go to trial, even though Blaze was gone. Originally, I hadn’t mentioned anything to Nick, but after that incident with Blaze, I ended up telling him what was going on since he didn’t understand why the cops would show up if Lily left her house. 
 
    But damn, Nick had actually been really considerate. 
 
    “Well congratulations,” I said breathlessly. “Sorry that I couldn’t have been there for you.” 
 
    “Nah, it’s fine,” he replied, shoving more food in his mouth. 
 
    “So, do you know when the wedding will be?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Well, originally we were just going to keep it really small – like pretty much our parents. But with me getting this new job, we might decide to sink some money into something bigger.” He paused. “Oh, and what I was going to say about the premarital counseling. They had us rank a list of ‘needs’ by answering a bunch of questions – and, to be fair, some people do legitimately have the need for financial security – but Zoey’s number one need is safety. Turns out, that’s one of the things she likes best about me – the fact that I could protect her from almost anyone.” He grinned. “Not that she would need it when she’s so fast.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    I took a bite of my burger as I considered that. 
 
    Now I kind of wondered what result Freya and Lily would end up with. I had never considered premarital counseling, which I knew ironically was recommended to be done even before two people got engaged, but my lack of concern was largely due to the fact that the three of us worked so well together. But then again, it might be a great opportunity for me to understand more about them. 
 
    I mean, if I had to pick out the most important thing for Freya it would probably be… 
 
    Affection. 
 
    Yeah, she loved the little things, like me randomly running my fingers along her shoulder, or a random peck on the cheek. And it had been affection that she had needed so desperately in the beginning, to the point that me giving it to her was what made her stop forcing herself on me…at least for a time. 
 
    Lily loved affection too, but I wasn’t sure it was the most important thing. Honestly, I wasn’t sure what all the list entailed that Nick was referring to, but I felt like ‘honesty’ and connecting through conversation were both really important to her. 
 
    Affection was probably what she would rate second though. 
 
    But that one difference was why Freya and I could be comfortable in complete silence, just being near each other, while Lily was happiest whenever she was connecting on an emotional level through conversation. 
 
    Which ironically meant that Lily was getting one of her most important needs largely from Freya, and had done so for the last sixteen years. 
 
    Unlike Zoey, I didn’t think safety would be rated that high for either of them, even though I was sure they didn’t want to be put in dangerous situations. No sane person would. 
 
    But, I mean, while I knew I could theoretically protect them from a lot of things, the shadow organization problem was still hanging over my head, which meant it would be safer to not get involved with me at all. 
 
    Of course, what that meant was that someone like Zoey probably would have dumped me in a heartbeat when finding out, whereas neither Lily nor Freya did. And Lily only considered it for half a second because she was worried about me, rather than concerned for her own safety. 
 
    And as for Lexi and Heidi? 
 
    I could see them both rating safety as a priority, especially Lexi. Although, having already been in a horrible situation, I suspected Lexi wanted to be around me because I was someone who could protect her from a person like Blaze. Alternatively, this shadow organization problem wasn’t as real to them compared to what they had already experienced. 
 
    I mean, for all they knew, it could be a figment of our imaginations, with the two sisters not having directly seen anything bad happen as a result of this mysterious entity. 
 
    So proximity to me could be perceived as safe from Lexi and Heidi’s perspectives. 
 
    However, I honestly wasn’t sure what Heidi would put first. 
 
    What else was there? Nick mentioned money, but I didn’t feel like financial security was something Heidi really cared about. It might be something more basic, like needing to feel like she belonged. 
 
    And to be completely honest, I might be surprised by their answers if they actually took the test. All of them might end up with different results than my guesses. 
 
    Still, I felt like I had hit the nail on the head for the most part. 
 
    “So what about you?” Nick asked when I was quiet for a while. “When are you and Lily tying the knot?” 
 
    Unexpectedly, Nick’s question made something ‘click’ as a lightbulb lit up in my head. 
 
    Tying the knot! Laws! 
 
    Shit! That’s it! 
 
    Why hadn’t I considered it before? 
 
    If Freya literally had the sovereignty of a nation, which meant that our laws didn’t apply to her in the same way, then what would happen if I gained that too? 
 
    Could I be married to Freya and Lily at the same time?! 
 
    I mean, the only reason why it wasn’t possible was because marriage was viewed through the lens of taxes, with married couples getting significant tax breaks compared to those who were either single, or who were filing separately. People would definitely abuse the tax system if they allowed for polyamorous marriages. 
 
    But if the law didn’t apply the same way, then who was to say that we couldn’t all be married to each other? 
 
    Shit! Could it really work? 
 
    I mean, I knew all that stuff was just superficial. We were all committed either way, but still…the idea that I could be legally married to them both was kind of thrilling. 
 
    “Umm, Sam?” Nick prompted. 
 
    I glanced at him. “Sorry, I just realized something random.” I thought back to his question. “Umm, I think Freya has the venue booked for next fall sometime. She’s been the one to handle all that stuff, and I’m sure Lily knows the date, but I haven’t really asked. I’m not really worried about it though – they’ll make sure I know when it gets closer.” 
 
    Nick spoke in a low voice. “And that doesn’t bother her?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. I mean, I’m engaged to her now too, so it’s not like this entire thing is one-sided.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “Uh, Sam. I didn’t know that.” He scoffed. “And here you were just yelling at me for not telling you I was engaged! When did that happen?” 
 
    Oops. I supposed he had a point. 
 
    “Oh, sorry. I proposed on January 3rd. I had proposed to Lily on June 3rd, so she and I decided to just make the 3rd a thing. Not to mention Rose’s birthday is on July 3rd. Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if the marriage ceremony is planned for the 3rd of whichever month they picked, but I could be wrong about that.” I sighed. “I suppose I should ask.” 
 
    “Wait,” Nick replied. “You mean like, you and Lily decided on January 3rd? For Freya?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I mean, yeah. That’s how it works with us. Two of us are always ganging up to plan stuff for the third. Freya and I plan stuff for Lily too, and they often plan stuff together for me.” 
 
    Suddenly, I had a flashback of all the amazing sex we had experienced together in the last two weeks, thanks to that little vibrator. 
 
    Man, whoever invented that thing was a genius. 
 
    Granted, we had to be more careful after that first day, since we couldn’t have Lily shrieking at the top of her lungs late at night from having a powerful orgasm. 
 
    But still. 
 
    Amazing sex. 
 
    I quickly focused on my burger again, taking another bite. 
 
    “Sounds nice,” Nick commented. 
 
    Yeah, it was nice. Amazing in fact. But I didn’t want to go down that trail of conversation. I shifted back to what we had originally talked about as a separate idea hit me. 
 
    “You know, Nick. Regarding your size, why don’t you just beef up a little? Or is the problem that nothing is heavy enough for you to work out with?” I considered. 
 
    He shook his head. “No, my muscles are already at their peak. I know it seems counterintuitive, but the way my physiology works, this is the most efficient size for maximum power output.” 
 
    “That does seem crazy,” I admitted. “How is that even possible?” 
 
    He grimaced. “Hey, look. I don’t like making this comparison, but it’s the easiest way to explain. Certain insects, like ants, have tiny little legs and yet they can lift sometimes fifty times their weight. Now, before you ask – No. My body isn’t like an ant’s body. But the chemical reactions that happen in my muscles work best at this size. For a normal human body, the muscle fibers responsible for strength can only handle so much before they reach their limit, which means that gaining more muscle fibers is the surest way to keep increasing strength, because then you have more muscle doing the work. However, with my body, I don’t need more muscles doing the work. And in fact, if I did somehow add a few pounds of muscle, rather than getting stronger, my body would just become more inefficient. I’d have extra muscle that I didn’t need essentially.”  
 
    I just blinked at him for a few seconds. “Umm, okay. That’s different.” 
 
    “Yeah, it kind of sucks when society puts such a strong emphasis on certain body-types, such as looking like you, for example. But I do like being strong too. I just wished I had ended up with a body like Blaze’s. He wasn’t as strong as me, but I’d trade a little strength for a nicer physique.” 
 
    I cleared my throat, wanting to make him feel a little better. “Well, to be honest, I probably wouldn’t look this nice if it weren’t for my age and ability. I mean, I didn’t even really start lifting weights until I was in my fifties. And I’ve never taken it too serious, probably only gaining like a couple of pounds of muscle a year for a long time. Like, it took me more than ten times as long to get the gains some dudes obtain in just a handful of years. Granted, I stopped trying to gain muscle a long time ago, and sort of made working out just a hobby to pass the time.” 
 
    “Yeah, but at least you can get bigger,” Nick retorted. 
 
    Well, he had a point. 
 
    I sighed. “Anyway, I’m happy everything is going well for you, between your engagement and this superhero deal.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry I won’t be seeing you around at work anymore, but I figured we can still hang out every once in a while.” 
 
    I resisted the urge to smack my palm against my forehead, realizing that the shock of finding out he was quitting had caused me to completely forget to mention that I was too. I cleared my throat. “About that. I was actually planning on letting you know I wasn’t going to be returning to work after all.” 
 
    He seemed unsurprised. “Different job lined up?” he wondered, taking another bite. “Or I guess you could probably retire for a while, couldn’t you?” he considered. 
 
    I sighed, not really wanting to tell him that I had been made an offer by the CDS too. I didn’t want to get his hopes up, because that would technically mean we would be working together again. Considering that Lexi’s daily activity involved just keeping up with intelligence, it meant she went to a local office most days like any other job. The difference from a normal job was the business trip aspect, in which she might do a lot of traveling for certain missions that came up. 
 
    “Honestly, I think I might just take some time off,” I hedged, not wanting to get more into it. 
 
    He nodded, grabbing some fries before working on another slider. “Well, my last day isn’t for another week, so I’ll be sure to pass that along.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said appreciatively. I then lowered my voice. “Oh, and you haven’t heard any news from the ‘you know who’ regarding another meeting, have you?” 
 
    Nick immediately looked over his shoulder, before replying just as quietly. “No, not at all. Usually they would have contacted me by now, but I haven’t seen anything.” He paused. “And, you know, now that I’m going to be taking a position as a superhero, they might never contact me again.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I guess I never told you that our very powerful friend was working with them too. It was a large part of the reason for all the problems that came up last summer.” 
 
    Nick looked shocked. “Oh. Well, I’ll continue to keep a lookout then, and be sure to let you know if something comes up.” 
 
    I nodded. “I appreciate it.” 
 
    And I certainly did appreciate it, although I was a little less stressed knowing that Nick’s contact with them might not be our only chance to take down this shadow organization. 
 
    The only problem was that I would have to commit to being a superhero for a minimum of seven years, which might involve a lot of time away from my family. 
 
    If only I could have the best of both worlds.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    14: Stalling Bereavement 
 
      
 
    Lily Dodson 
 
    March 9, 2735 – 3 Weeks Later – Morning 
 
      
 
    Lily groaned as she slowly woke up, stretching out in her cherry red FRIL sheets. Without thinking, she reached over, subconsciously trying to touch Sam or Freya, only for her hand to land on the empty bed. She rubbed her eyes then, and turned her head to see that she was, in fact, alone in the room. 
 
    Wondering what time it was, having no idea since her large bedroom didn’t have a window, she glanced at her fireproof digital clock to see that it was already a little past 9 AM. Not too bad for a Saturday, but she had gotten accustomed to waking up by seven every morning even though she didn’t work anymore, which meant nine felt really late. 
 
    She was tired for a reason though. 
 
    Heidi and Lexi had stayed over for the night, none of them going to bed until well after midnight. 
 
    Except Freya. She snuck off around 11 PM to check on Rose upstairs and never came back to the living room, instead quietly coming back down the stairs to sneak off to the bedroom where Sam was hanging out. 
 
    Sam wasn’t really big on chick flicks, and neither was Freya for that matter, so Lily decided to keep watching their movie and let them have some alone time. She figured that was what Freya was aiming for anyway. 
 
    Freya had been especially affectionate with Sam for the last week, which made Lily suspect that she was really needing the extra attention for some reason. Either way, she was fine with it. 
 
    Deciding to see what everyone was doing before she took a shower, she readjusted her silver FRIL nightie, and then headed out of the room. 
 
    The first thing she noticed was that the light was on in the workout room, which had once doubled as Rose’s room before the additions. However, noise in the kitchen prompted her to head down the hall instead of checking inside, assuming Sam must be fixing breakfast and had just left the light on – that particular light would go off on its own if there wasn’t any movement, and it wasn’t like the light was wasting energy since she was off the grid completely thanks to her mini-nuclear reactor outside. 
 
    Plus, a low energy lightbulb being on an extra fifteen minutes here and there wasn’t going to change the fact that the uranium pallet in the resonator wouldn’t need to be replaced for another decade minimum. 
 
    However, when she stepped into the kitchen, she saw that it was Freya, of all people, who was fixing breakfast for everyone. Or rather, she was finishing up. She was just putting away a carton of eggs, with a large stack of French toast sitting on a plate next to a bottle of syrup. 
 
    She was dressed in a pair of Lily’s black FRIL shorts and one of Sam’s gray t-shirts, which would have been long enough to hide that she was wearing the shiny shorts at all, were it not for the fact that she had it tied in a knot like Heidi often did. Instead, a little of her lower back was visible above the low-riding latex. 
 
    “Good morning,” Freya greeted her warmly before she could speak. “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    “Like a rock,” she admitted. “Where is everyone?” 
 
    “Heidi and Rose are playing quietly in the loft upstairs. And I think Lexi is still asleep.” She paused to begin rinsing off an already used plate in the sink. “I hope you’re in the mood for this,” she added, gesturing with her elbow to the food. “I made some for Heidi and then decided I should just make enough for everyone.” 
 
    “That’s nice that you cooked for Heidi,” Lily commented as she glanced up the stairwell, surprised she couldn’t hear them at all. She then nodded. “I think I’ll take a shower first, but then yeah. It looks good.” She glanced over her shoulder into the living room. “And where’s Sam?” she wondered. 
 
    “Oh, he’s in the workout room, setting up his weights.” 
 
    “Men and their toys,” Lily teased. “He barely even uses them anymore.” 
 
    Freya shrugged, not responding as she grabbed the skillet to begin washing it off too. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Lily jumped when she realized Rose was suddenly standing right next to her, having silently come down the stairs in the two seconds since she had looked away from them. 
 
    “Oh sweetie,” she exclaimed. “You scared me. I almost burst into flames.” 
 
    Rose gave her an apologetic look. “Sorry. I just wanted to ask mommy something.” 
 
    “What is it, honey?” Freya replied, still working on the skillet. 
 
    “Can we do something for daddy on March 25th?” 
 
    Freya dropped the skillet, it clanging loudly in the sink. 
 
    Suddenly, she was staring at the decorative backsplash above the counter with a vacant expression. 
 
    “What’s March 25th?” Lily asked cautiously, feeling uneasy about Freya’s reaction. 
 
    Lily’s birthday was March 21st and yesterday on March 8th had been the first time Lily and Sam successfully had sex a year ago…but she didn’t know of anything significant about that day, which was only four days after her birthday. 
 
    Rose replied right away. “It’s a sad day for daddy,” she whispered. 
 
    Lily glanced at Freya who finally met her gaze over her shoulder. 
 
    “You mean…” Lily’s voice trailed off. 
 
    That close to her birthday? The dates were that close? How could she not have known? 
 
    Freya finally spoke up. “Sam hasn’t said anything because he didn’t want to taint your birthday,” she admitted in a rush. “And I didn’t want to tell you for the same reason.” 
 
    “He told you?” Lily asked, her heart sinking from feeling left out. Did that mean Sam didn’t trust her enough to share? 
 
    Freya quickly grabbed a towel to dry her hands before walking over to wrap her arms around Lily. “No, he didn’t tell me. He hasn’t told anyone, I promise.” 
 
    Lily nodded somberly, glancing down at Rose. “Then?” She realized that meant Rose must have seen it in Sam’s thoughts. But surely he wouldn’t let her read his mind. Did that mean she was still catching glimpses of his most recent thoughts whenever she fed from him? Lily was pretty sure that was something Freya couldn’t do – not without bringing out her third-eye. 
 
    “Did I say something bad?” Rose asked quietly. 
 
    Freya sighed. “Honey, I don’t think daddy wants to do anything on that day. That’s sweet of you to think of him, but that’s a really sensitive subject that haunts him like it happened yesterday.” 
 
    “I know,” Rose whispered. “But he just misses Eden so much. I really want to do something nice for him.” 
 
    “Eden?” Lily whispered, glancing at Freya, who nodded in confirmation.  
 
    The name of Sam’s deceased daughter was Eden? 
 
    It wasn’t a very common name nowadays, but Lily suddenly wondered if that was why Freya had disappeared last night, because one of the characters in the rom com they were watching was named Eden. 
 
    Had Sam overheard the name? 
 
    Dammit, if she had only known, then Lily could have been there for him, or at least decided on another movie when she realized it. Because even though Sam hadn’t been actively watching, he had spent a little time in the kitchen where he could easily overhear. 
 
    Dammit! 
 
    Now Lily really felt horrible. 
 
    Heidi appeared at the top of the stairs then, prompting Freya to speak to Rose in a low voice. “We’ll talk about it more later sweetie, but for now let’s just enjoy our company, okay?” 
 
    Rose nodded, a small pout on her face. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    March 9, 2735 – Current Day – Morning 
 
      
 
    I took a long deep breath, my heart pounding in my chest, sweat dripping from my brow. 
 
    I had forgotten how great it felt to give it my all against stone-cold weights, exerting myself as hard as I could. Even after all this time, it still took a lot to get me to breathe this heavily, my body remaining in the highest peak state I had ever obtained. 
 
    It was both a blessing and a curse. 
 
    It was nice to be able to drop exercising for almost a year and still maintain everything I’d achieved, but it was also frustrating because I didn’t want to get any more muscular than I was right now. I had long since obtained my personal ideal size, and yet I had slowly grown even larger over time. 
 
    I didn’t want to look like a meat-head who appeared like he had worked out on steroids every day of his life for the last forty years. 
 
    I mean, there was a point when too much muscle was just that – too much. 
 
    At least my respiratory system seemed to have a limit – a ceiling I couldn’t get beyond. There was a peak level for the human body, and even though I was a regenerator, I could only pull the oxygen out of the air so fast, and I could only produce so many red-blood cells to transport that oxygen before it became inefficient. Otherwise, my blood would become too thick. Or so I assumed. 
 
    But my muscles never really fatigued. Instead my strength and endurance just began decreasing once I reached a point when I was breathing too hard. 
 
    Checking my heartrate on my watch just after finishing, I had been sitting at my maximum heartrate of 223 beats per minute. I could maintain that level of intensity for just under five minutes before my performance began suffering, and I couldn’t get my heart to beat any faster than that, no matter how hard I tried. 
 
    However, try I did, because when I pushed myself that hard, I had a massive adrenaline rush after about two minutes, giving me an addictive euphoria like none other. Almost as great as the elation I got from sex, except that this lasted a lot longer than the fifteen second orgasm. 
 
    Even ten minutes later, I was still hovering in the low 100’s and I felt really good. The unexpected wave of sorrow I had experienced last night was long forgotten in this moment. I felt like I could breathe again, the tightness in my chest having vanished. 
 
    If only I didn’t have to worry about this workout making me even bigger, then I could do it more often without concerning myself with the consequences. Maybe if I skipped a few meals, that would help… 
 
    I mean, I still wasn’t even close to being as large as the former Blaze, but he was also super tall which meant he had a larger frame to fit all that muscle on. I certainly wasn’t short by any means, but getting larger just wasn’t my personal preference. 
 
    A muffled knock on the door prompted me to focus my second-sight, seeing that Lily was finally awake. She appeared a little worried for some reason. 
 
    Rather than calling out to her, uncertain if she would hear me clearly considering how difficult it was to hear through the material her house was made out of, I instead just reached out with an astral limb to open it. 
 
    Honestly, I wasn’t sure why she knocked in the first place instead of just coming in. 
 
    “Good morning baby,” I said warmly in response to her surprised expression. She was looking really hot in her silver nightgown, the latex pulled tight against her large chest, shiny wrinkles all along her toned waist and stomach. Not to mention her fine hips. 
 
    Damn, the sight of her was making my already elevated mood soar even higher. 
 
    “Oh,” she said with wide eyes, examining me sitting on one of my workbenches. “Good morning.” 
 
    “Something wrong?” I wondered. 
 
    Her shoulders relaxed a little. “No, everything’s fine. You just seem like you’re in a really good mood.” She paused to look over my expression again, before she bit her full bottom lip. “I’m getting ready to take a shower, and it looks like you could use one too.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. “Yep, definitely.” I stood up and let her lead the way, focusing on the wrinkled latex on her lower back, which grew taut over her butt. I certainly wasn’t about to let that sight go to waste. 
 
    Which meant the shower turned out amazing. 
 
    I guess I was feeling a little aggressive too, because I ended up shoving her up against the wall and getting her from behind. And she played right along, which made it a thousand times better. 
 
    Granted, I wasn’t actually rough with her, knowing she wasn’t a fan. Instead, it was more like a combination of me exerting my strength, her resisting a little, and us having gentle sex with me stopping her from moving with just my physical body. 
 
    By the time I was drying off, with Lily having already raised her body temperature to steam the water off her skin, the euphoric high I had gotten from working out was finally wearing off. I was still in a good mood, but it wasn’t like being drugged – something I could only imagine since most drugs didn’t affect me at all. 
 
    “That was great,” I sighed. 
 
    “I’m glad,” she replied warmly. 
 
    Her comment confused me. “Did you like it too?” 
 
    She nodded hesitantly. “Yeah, I mean it felt great, but I didn’t get there.” 
 
    “Could have fooled me.” 
 
    She grinned. “I got really close, but I was more focused on making sure you were taken care of.” 
 
    “I can still work on you if you want,” I offered. 
 
    She shook her head. “It might take me a bit to get there, and I don’t want Lexi or Heidi to think we’re having sex in the house when they’re here.” 
 
    I scoffed. “I mean, we are…” 
 
    “But they don’t need to know that,” Lily countered, her expression serious with a hint of playfulness. 
 
    “Okay, okay.” I changed subjects as I followed her out of the master bathroom into the bedroom. “Something smelt good in the hallway. Did Heidi cook breakfast for everyone, or do you want me to fix you something?” 
 
    “Actually, Freya made French toast for everyone,” she replied, beginning to look through the closet. 
 
    “Really?” I said in surprise. Considering that everything except blood and black coffee tasted bad to her, I hadn’t seen her cook anything beyond pouring Lily a bowl of cereal. Granted, I supposed she did help out a little during the holidays, and French toast wasn’t really something you could mess up, assuming you didn’t burn it. 
 
    “Yeah, actually she said she made breakfast for Heidi, and then decided to just make enough for everyone.” Lily began slipping on a pair of latex panties, followed by black latex pants as she spoke. 
 
    I grabbed underwear and a pair of jeans myself, and then threw on a shirt, leaning against one of the two large dressers while I examined the sexiness of Lily wearing only latex pants, and nothing else. 
 
    Damn, I wasn’t sure I was ever going to become desensitized to seeing her large chest, never mind Freya’s too. Granted, Freya had intentionally cut back on her diet a little to avoid her chest being as large as it naturally wanted to be. She was still eating more frequently than she used to, before I met her, but I suppose she didn’t want to go bra shopping again. 
 
    However, despite the weight loss, Freya’s breasts weren’t saggy at all, like how I might expect for a normal person who dropped a couple of sizes. Instead, they were extremely plump, making them appear as if they were the biggest they had ever been, even though that certainly wasn’t the case. 
 
    “You know,” I commented, “I’ve noticed that Freya’s been really nice to Heidi recently. Like, she’s been going out of her way to wait on her in the last month or two.” 
 
    Lily paused in the middle of getting on her latex bra. “Actually, I’ve noticed that too, now that you mention it.” 
 
    “Think it means something?” I wondered. 
 
    She shrugged, slipping on a blue latex tank-top. “Honestly, not sure. We could always ask. Although I couldn’t imagine the reason behind it. Maybe she feels bad about what happened with Rose?” 
 
    I sighed. “Maybe. Although, Heidi doesn’t seem upset by it at all. And there probably isn’t anything Rose could do that Heidi wouldn’t forgive her for.” 
 
    Lily nodded, fully dressed now, the blue tank and black pants a sharp contrast. She gave me a quick peck on the lips, and then stepped behind me to open the door. I followed her down the hall, peeking upstairs with my second-sight to see Heidi and Rose playing some kind of card game. 
 
    When we rounded the corner, we both saw Freya sitting at the dining room table, two plates of French toast sitting on either side of her, ready for us to eat. She was wearing one of my gray t-shirts tied into a knot, along with a pair of Lily’s black latex booty shorts. 
 
    I froze when our eyes locked. 
 
    Because the sight was… 
 
    Arousing. 
 
    Like, really really arousing. 
 
    Like, holy hell I had never been so aroused in my entire life. And I just screwed Lily in the shower! It was like there was a current of energy running between us, and I knew she could feel it too because she abruptly stood straight up and just stared at me for a few long seconds. 
 
    Lily finally stopped halfway between us when she saw Freya stand, confused by her intense expression. She then glanced back at me, before looking between us again. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked in confusion. 
 
    Freya didn’t even look at her, darting around the table in a flash before zipping past her and grabbing me firmly by the wrist. 
 
    Before I knew it, I was being hauled down the hall in her vice grip, silently being dragged back into the bedroom. 
 
    Lily followed us, only to finally figure out what was going on when Freya started stripping me as fast as she could, her widening mouth nipping at my chest and then neck as she got my shirt off. The sensation was ecstasy, every touch sending shivers down my spine. 
 
    Needless to say, Lily hurriedly closed the bedroom door and locked it, seeming baffled by what was transpiring right in front of her eyes, especially so since we had just had sex ourselves. And yet, it was like I hadn’t had sex in months, that’s how intense we were. 
 
    I grabbed Freya’s butt as she sank her teeth in, feeling the smooth latex against her firm ass. 
 
    The moment she was done with her bloodlust, I was yanking her shorts off, feeling so impatient that I was thankful she wasn’t wearing underwear underneath. I then did something I had never done before, using all nineteen of my astral limbs to wrap around her while propping myself up like I was sitting in a recliner. 
 
    Instantly, we were connected, going at it passionately in midair. I was sure the sight was probably strange to Lily, who just stood their shocked that we had gone from zero to a million so fast, but it was crazy hot in the moment. 
 
    The second I got there, I put my whole body into it, my astral limbs pushing us both onto the bed so that I was on top. My body began spasming from the force of the sensation, which ended up being what got Freya there too. 
 
    I fell limp on top of her, having barely broken a sweat, and yet feeling completely spent. More than that even, I felt empty. Hollow. But not in a bad way. 
 
    It was extremely satisfying. 
 
    After a few seconds of silence, with my face buried in the sheets while Freya just stared up at the ceiling, Lily finally sat gently on the edge of the bed. “Umm, that was a little different,” she said quietly. 
 
    I felt Freya turn her head to look at Lily. “It was,” she agreed. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    I saw Lily shake her head in my second-sight. “N-No, it’s fine. I guess…” She paused. “It’s just that we have company, and I know it’s hard to hear, but…” Her voice trailed off, probably realizing how it sounded considering we had just done it in the shower. 
 
    I took a deep breath and lifted my head up, meeting Freya’s gaze. She looked just as satisfied as I felt, prompting me to kiss her fully on the lips for a few long seconds before sliding off. 
 
    “Right,” I agreed, trying to process what just happened as I focused on Lily. “I think I’ve just been a little stressed, and having sex in the shower helped a ton, but then something about Freya, just now, screamed ‘stress relief’ so I got a second dose of the much-needed prescription.” 
 
    Lily nodded, seeming a little disappointed. 
 
    “It probably would have been the same if the roles were reversed,” I added, afraid she was worried that sex with her hadn’t been enough. “If I had done Freya in the shower, I probably would have still wanted to do you too afterwards.” 
 
    “I guess,” she agreed, still sounding a little somber. 
 
    “Hey,” I said gently. “I was pretty passionate in the shower, wasn’t I?” 
 
    She sighed. “Yeah, you were.” 
 
    I scooted closer and reached out to grab her hand. “You know what I think the problem is?” I commented. 
 
    “What’s that?” she wondered. 
 
    “We had great sex, but I didn’t take the time to get you there. And I should have. Freya and I are both thoroughly satisfied now, so I think it’s your turn.” I turned my head to look at Freya, who was oddly quiet. “What do you think?” I wondered. 
 
    She cleared her throat, giving Lily a mischievous glance. “I agree. And since she was naughty by not getting there before, I think she needs to spend a little time with the vibrator.” 
 
    “Guys,” Lily whined. “We have company.” 
 
    I scoffed. “We might as well be in a separate house right now. You can’t hear anything through these walls.” 
 
    Freya nodded in agreement. “Sam, can you grab the vibrator? I’m pretty worn out after that orgasm…” She paused. “But I want the remote,” she added. 
 
    I grinned, getting up to grab it from the closet in the bathroom. 
 
    “Okay,” Lily whined again. “But, Freya, just don’t make me scream.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” she replied playfully, though I knew she wouldn’t. Even as soundproof as the house was, a scream could probably still be heard in the hallway through the door. 
 
    By the time I returned with the vibrator, Lily had already begun taking off her latex pants, ready for us to play with her for a little while. However, she must have gotten turned on from watching us go at it, because we were back in the kitchen eating breakfast like nothing happened only ten minutes later.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    15: Suspicious Cravings 
 
      
 
    Freya Rosetti 
 
    March 17, 2735 – 1 Week Later – Early Morning 
 
      
 
    Freya drooled as she followed the floating cheeseburger through the gated walkway, leading her to the party happening in the hotel across the street. 
 
    An older man dressed in a fine suit, his white hair and beard neatly trimmed, greeted her at the door and held it open. 
 
    “Welcome, Miss Rosetti. We’ve been expecting you.” 
 
    She gave him a warm smile and walked in without hesitation, shocked to find herself in a fancy restaurant with a buffet full of every food imaginable. One section had lobster, crab legs, and sushi, while another had pizza, fries, and burgers. And yet there was another section with Chinese food, with a massive buffet full of Mexican meals already prepared right next to it. 
 
    She was early though – the party hadn’t started yet, with her being the first to arrive. 
 
    A young man dressed in a tux, his hair as black as hers, his face cleanly shaven, walked up and held out his arm for her to grab. 
 
    “Greetings, Miss Rosetti. I’ll be your escort tonight. Allow me to show you around.” 
 
    She grinned again, wrapping her arm in his, allowing him to lead her through the empty tables. As she passed an Italian section full of breadsticks, pasta, and salad, she reached out to grab a garlicy slice of bread, her mouth watering in anticipation of how it might taste. 
 
    Unexpectedly, the man she was holding onto tugged at her, preventing her from reaching. She looked over at him in shock. 
 
    “Miss Rosetti,” he exclaimed. “You forgot your fork, and you can’t eat without silverware.” 
 
    Her brow furrowed. “It’s just a breadstick, I don’t need a fork for–” 
 
    The man cut her off. “And Miss Rosetti, I thought you were a woman of elegance. What were you thinking showing up to a party in your bathrobe?” 
 
    Panic gripped her chest as she looked down at her small hands, finding that a brilliant crimson bathrobe was all she had on, it overflowing onto the floor, being far too long for her unexpectedly short legs. She looked up at the man, finding that he was suddenly twice as tall as she was – in fact, the whole room was massive now. 
 
    “I’m sorry Miss Rosetti,” he said, patting her small hand. “But we don’t allow children here. We’ll have to ask you to leave.” 
 
    “But I’m so hungry!” she complained in Rose’s voice. 
 
    He gave her a somber look, before grabbing her firmly by the wrist and escorting her back out the way they had come. Her short legs could barely keep up with his speed, and she kept tripping on the robe. 
 
    Just as he shoved her out of the door, that cheeseburger floated in front of her face again, this time topped with vanilla ice cream, tantalizing her before darting away into the night. 
 
    Without hesitation, she desperately chased after it as fast as she could, finding her body growing smaller and smaller with each step until she fell down, unable to walk anymore. 
 
    A small baby cried out in the night, hungry and alone. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    March 17, 2735 – Current Day – Early Morning 
 
      
 
    I sighed as I stared at my tablet screen blankly. 
 
    I really wasn’t in the mood to do anything right now. 
 
    Nothing held any interest for me – not a show, or random funny videos, or anything at all. I wasn’t sure there was anything in the world I’d be okay with doing right now that would help pass the time – not even sex held any interest for me in this moment. 
 
    It had been over a year and a half since I had been this depressed, the kind of depression that hangs over you like a physical presence and steals away any joy there is in life. 
 
    The entire month of March was always a difficult one, even despite it being the month of Lily’s birthday, but I just couldn’t seem to keep myself distracted this time. Granted, I knew that I used to build up my pain tolerance during this part of the early morning, prior to dating Lily… 
 
    And last March, I had so much going on that I had gotten through the month mostly unscathed. 
 
    But now… 
 
    I mean, I still had a lot to stress about, and I also had a lot to be thankful for, so in many ways not a lot had changed. So then, why was it so hard again? 
 
    I sighed heavily, glancing at Freya and Lily’s sleeping forms, with Freya being against my side, her arms wrapped tightly around Lily. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Freya sucked in a sharp breath as her eyes popped open urgently. She quickly pulled her arms away from Lily and sat up, staring at the wall like a deer caught in headlights even though it was dark in the room. 
 
    “Freya,” I whispered. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Did she have a bad dream? 
 
    She looked at me for a moment with a vacant expression, before she blinked a few times and responded. “I…umm, I need to check on Rose.” 
 
    Concerned, I glanced upstairs in my second-sight to find Rose sound asleep in her bed, breathing normally. While I was at it, I checked on Heidi and Lexi too, both of them in their own rooms since they regularly stayed over on the weekends. 
 
    Being that it was the Sunday before Lily’s birthday on Thursday, we were planning on all hanging out at the mall once everyone woke up. I was just trying to make it through the night until then. 
 
    “She’s okay,” I reassured her. 
 
    Freya was already halfway out of bed. “I’m sure,” she agreed. “But I just need to check on her…I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I figured she must still be partially asleep, but I didn’t see any harm in letting her do as she wanted, instead of trying to convince her that everything was fine. However, that didn’t stop me from keeping my second-sight trained on her as she closed the door and then headed down the hall urgently. 
 
    It wasn’t until she completely passed the stairs that I realized something else was up. 
 
    Then, I watched in complete shock as she bolted into the kitchen, only to open the fridge and grab out the pan of leftover chicken enchiladas that Heidi and I had made for dinner earlier. I was so stunned by her behavior, that I just sat their staring through the wall when she grabbed an enchilada in both hands and started wolfing it down like she hadn’t eaten in a month. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    Freya didn’t eat food! 
 
    Like, not at all, unless she was pretending to be normal for Lily’s parents. 
 
    I dropped my tablet on the bed and crept out of the room, peeking around the corner as she began inhaling a second enchilada. 
 
    “Freya,” I whispered, a little surprised that she hadn’t reacted to me. 
 
    She froze in place, glancing over her shoulder for half a second. 
 
    Then, she took a deep breath and resumed shoving more enchilada down her throat like it was going out of style. 
 
    I walked up to her hesitantly, sincerely concerned by this development. 
 
    “Freya,” I whispered again. 
 
    She finished devouring her food and took a few deep breaths. “I wanted to wait to tell you,” she replied quietly. 
 
    Now I was really concerned. “Tell me what? That you sometimes eat normal food?” 
 
    She turned her head to look at me again, her crimson eyes hesitant. 
 
    “Sam…I’m pregnant.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. 
 
    “You’re…” My voice trailed off as I tried to wrap my mind around this new revelation. “You’re pregnant,” I repeated in disbelief. “H-How long?” I finally managed after a moment. 
 
    “Have I known?” she asked, as if trying to complete my question. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I took a test yesterday. That’s why I ran to the store by myself – I used it in the bathroom there.” She paused. “You’re the father of course.” 
 
    I scoffed. I certainly had no doubt about that. Even if she didn’t have her bloodlust holding her back, Freya was above-average in the loyalty department. 
 
    “You aren’t mad, are you?” she wondered. “We haven’t really talked about something like this…” 
 
    My eyes widened, and I quickly moved closer to wrap an arm around her shoulders from the side. “No, of course not. Just really surprised. I mean, I thought you were on birth control, but of course I’m happy to have a child with you.” 
 
    She gave me a weak smile. “I sort of missed a few days,” she admitted. “And because of my regenerative abilities, I guess I was fertile within a week.” 
 
    “That sounds like more than a few days,” I replied hesitantly, suspecting she wasn’t being completely honest. 
 
    She sidestepped my comment. “I want to wait to tell Lily,” she pleaded. “At least until after her birthday. We had talked about me carrying her child, but never about me having my own with you.” 
 
    I really wanted to press for why she had decided to stop taking her birth control for over a week, but knew that if she was attempting to avoid the issue, then she probably wasn’t going to tell me – at least not now. I took a deep breath. “That’s fine,” I agreed. “Although, if you’re going to have pregnancy cravings for normal food, then you’ll have to hide that too.” 
 
    “I know,” she agreed, grabbing another enchilada – her third one! 
 
    Good thing we made more than enough, but I was probably going to have to claim to have had a midnight snack to explain to Heidi why she couldn’t have five enchiladas for breakfast. 
 
    “Damn, this tastes so good,” she continued, her mouth half full. “I’ve never understood how people could like this shit, but I get it now. It’s amazing!” 
 
    “Shh,” I shushed, prompting her to pause to listen for a moment. Not that anyone would have heard her from inside their rooms. 
 
    She continued eating then, finally satisfied once she was halfway through her fourth one. “Ugh, I feel so bloated.” 
 
    I shrugged, grinning now that I had been allowed a moment to process this new development. 
 
    Freya and I were going to have a baby! 
 
    I leaned forward and kissed her on the temple. “I love you so much,” I whispered. 
 
    Her crimson eyes seemed uncertain for a moment as she evaluated my elated expression, before she finally allowed herself a smile too. Her hands were suddenly on my chest, her gaze becoming endearing. “We’re pregnant,” she said again, this time as if it was finally really registering for her too. 
 
    “We’re pregnant,” I agreed warmly, leaning down to kiss her on the lips this time. 
 
    I thought back to our recent sexy times, wondering when it could have happened. The spontaneous sex a week ago had certainly been amazing, but if she was just now finding out she was pregnant then it must have been at least two weeks ago that she conceived. Maybe even three, depending on how far along she was. 
 
    She and Lily bought the vibrator a month and a half ago, at the end of January, and all our sex had been amazing since then, with their orgasms being especially fun to watch, so I doubted it was possible to pinpoint the exact date. 
 
    Still, this was really happening! 
 
    Unexpectedly, a sudden flash of teal made tears spring to my eyes, before a hard determination settled into my heart, the viciousness of a lion hiding behind it. 
 
    I was going to protect this little baby with everything I had, and I wouldn’t hesitate to kill anyone endangering his or her life, or the life of their mother. 
 
    Freya’s eyes widened when she saw the abrupt change. “What’s wrong?” she whispered. 
 
    I wrapped my arms tightly around her and pulled her close, my body trembling slightly. “I won’t let anything happen to you,” I promised firmly. “Or our baby.” 
 
    She immediately tightened her embrace, holding me just as much as I was holding her. 
 
    We both stood there in silence for a long time. 
 
    Finally, she spoke again. “Will you hold me like this in bed?” she wondered. “I’m really tired.” 
 
    Without another thought, I scooped her up in my arms, using a couple of astral limbs to carefully store the leftovers back in the fridge while I carried both her, and our microscopic baby growing within, back to the bedroom. 
 
    There was something about the innocence and the helplessness of a child that had the potential to invoke an unforgiving instinct of protectiveness within a person, and even though Rose had stirred something in me I had long thought dead, the realization that I was going to be a father for the third time only intensified that reaction. 
 
    After climbing into bed, I protectively and possessively held Freya close against my chest while she slowly fell back asleep, a deep contentment in her expression as her consciousness faded. 
 
    Something changed in me during the next couple of hours. 
 
    A major shift in my perspective. 
 
    I had been on the fence about the superhero stuff for a multitude of reasons, including both the stunt the S-FBI pulled as well as the fact that I might have to be away from home for a couple days at a time. However, Freya had finally decided on a CEO, promoting a manager she had worked with for a few years on the job, which meant Freya would be around to protect our family if I was called away. 
 
    However, now I realized that I needed to be more proactive about hunting this shadow organization down. I couldn’t just live life and hope they would leave us alone, because while that might be true for several years, or even a full decade, eventually they would come back again. 
 
    I had no reason to believe they wouldn’t. 
 
    Which meant, I needed to chase them down with whatever resource I could, even if it just ended up leading me to a lot of dead ends for a long time. 
 
    At the very least, if I was actively searching, actively trying to find leads, then one day I might stumble onto something that I wouldn’t have found otherwise. A shot in the dark that was revealed only because I was looking incessantly for evidence of who was behind it. 
 
    Which meant, I did need to become a superhero, and use their desire to have me on their team as leverage to gain access to their intelligence gathering resources. 
 
    And who knows? Maybe they’ll be able to track them down a lot easier than I assumed. 
 
    By the time Lily was stirring, Freya still sound asleep in my arms, the decision had been made. And since Lexi was supposed to be my liaison, I figured I’d share with her my decision before we left for the mall, but not so I could get a contract signed now. 
 
    No. 
 
    I doubted such steep demands could be guaranteed by just anyone. Especially if I was going to request sovereignty too. Rather, I needed to speak with someone who had the power to authorize these requests, and I needed to have this conversation with them face-to-face, to make it clear I was ready to walk away if these demands weren’t met. 
 
    After all, what did they really have to offer me? I didn’t need their money, and I didn’t want the fame. 
 
    So I would tell Lexi what my demands were so she could let her supervisor know – that way they could be fully prepared when we met. No wasting time. No beating around the bush, and pretending like it would be a problem to meet my conditions. 
 
    I wasn’t going to take any shit, because I was a top super – one who defeated the almighty Blaze like he was nothing. 
 
    I could probably demand anything I wanted from them, and then some. And that was exactly what I was going to do.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    16: Decisive Ultimatums 
 
      
 
    Lexi Stockton 
 
    March 17, 2735 – Current Day – Morning 
 
      
 
    Lexi took a few deep breaths as she stared at her phone in her hands, ready to connect the call to her boss, Jackie Hendricks. She was sitting on the spare bed in one of the two guest rooms Freya and Lily had set up for her and Heidi. 
 
    Next to her was Sam’s tablet, with a list he had discussed with her only a few minutes ago. 
 
    Honestly, she was happy that he was seriously considering taking the job, but some of these demands were crazy…like, really outrageous. 
 
    She wasn’t thrilled about the anticipated response she would get from her boss, especially to a couple of conditions she had never even heard of. Would she laugh at her? Would Sam be angry to find out they were rejected? 
 
    She didn’t have a problem with being the middleman, but not when it involved someone she knew. Granted, she knew that ultimately he would be the one negotiating in person at a later date, but still… 
 
    Taking one last deep breath, and letting it out slowly, she connected the call. 
 
    Her boss wasn’t at the office on Sundays, but Lexi had no doubt she would answer her work cellphone. And sure enough, after the second ring, her boss picked up. 
 
    “Lexi,” she greeted. “Good morning. What can I help you with?” 
 
    “Hi Jackie,” Lexi replied nervously. “Umm, so you know Sampson Archer?” 
 
    “Yes?” she said, anticipation in her tone. 
 
    “He wants to talk about his contract in person, but first he wanted to give the CDS time to prepare to meet his conditions for signing.” 
 
    There was a pause. “How much does he want?” Jackie asked, sounding reserved. 
 
    “Oh,” Lexi said in surprise. “Actually, it’s not more money. In fact, he said he will accept the original offer of ten million as long as his other demands are met.” 
 
    Another pause. “Okay, and what are those demands?” she asked, her tone less reserved. 
 
    Lexi took a deep breath. 
 
    ‘Here we go…’ she thought 
 
    She cleared her throat. “Umm, well, first he would like access to the CIA’s resources for personal investigations as desired…” 
 
    Another pause. “Okay, please continue.” 
 
    ‘Okay?’ Lexi repeated in her head, silently wondering what that meant – whether it was acceptance of the condition, or just acknowledgement. 
 
    She cleared her throat again. “He also wants the ability to reject missions, though he wanted me to tell you he wouldn’t do so unless it was a personal emergency.” 
 
    “What else?” Jackie prompted immediately. 
 
    Lexi’s eyes widened. “Complete media censorship, as well as a lockdown on his information in general, including not being listed in the governments classified superhero directory.” 
 
    Another pause. “We can make his information the highest level of classification, but that’s about the best we can do. What else?” 
 
    Lexi hesitated this time, feeling like an idiot for what she was about to say. “Umm, well, he mentioned ‘sovereignty,’ and explained it like being recognized as his own nation?” she said hesitantly. 
 
    “Anything else?” Jackie wondered immediately – no pause this time. 
 
    Lexi’s eyes almost bugged out of her head. She couldn’t believe her boss responded without even hesitation. 
 
    “Absolute immunity?” she continued uncertainly. 
 
    “That would automatically come with sovereignty. What else?” 
 
    Lexi was silent for a few long seconds, still unable to believe what Sam had mentioned to her was even a thing. After a moment she cleared her throat, glancing down at the list. “Well, he does want me to be his mentor, like I suggested…” She paused. “Oh, and he also wants access to the evaluation of his superpower.” 
 
    There was a lengthy pause this time. “They won’t approve that.” 
 
    Lexi was shocked. “Wait, are you saying they will approve everything else, but not access to his own evaluation?” she clarified in surprised. 
 
    “Everything else is up for negotiation except for that, yes.” 
 
    Lexi was dumbfounded. “But why?” 
 
    Jackie sighed heavily. “Lexi, obviously I can’t tell you ‘why’ if we won’t let him see his own evaluation. You don’t have a high enough security clearance, and your association with him would invalidate your authorization even if you did.” 
 
    Lexi shook her head in disbelief. 
 
    Invalidate her authorization even if she did have access? What in the hell? She had never heard of such a thing. If you had access, then you had access, no matter who the information involved. “But surely he already knows his own capabilities? What’s the harm?” 
 
    Her boss was silent for a long few seconds again. “Lexi, I can’t discuss this with you. You’ll just have to let him know that it’s off the table completely. Under no circumstances will he be allowed to see his evaluation, even if he rejects our offer completely because of it. We will work to meet all the demands you listed, but that is one that will not be met under any condition.” 
 
    Lexi just stared at the wall in disbelief, unable to even comprehend why they would deny someone access to their own evaluation. After all, she wouldn’t have even known she could create an Electromagnetic Specter were it not for her own evaluation revealing it was possible. And even then, it hadn’t come easily. 
 
    She had spent a lot of time practicing to ‘see’ with her electricity, but she would have never even known it was a skill she could develop without their help. 
 
    When Lexi didn’t respond, Jackie spoke again. “I’ve written down the things you mentioned. Is that everything?” she wondered. 
 
    “Umm, I believe so. He may have additional demands, but those are the most important ones. He said that when he sits down to discuss the contract, he doesn’t want to waste time with a bunch of ‘maybe’s’ and ‘we’ll see.’ He wants the CDS to come to the table ready to meet his conditions, or at least provide workable solutions that might substitute a rejected request.” 
 
    “How flexible is he willing to be?” Jackie wondered. 
 
    Lexi wasn’t a fool. She knew her boss’s job was to use the CDS’s resources as shrewdly as possible, never mind government resources as a whole. Her boss wouldn’t hesitate to be a hard-ass on points she felt were negotiable. And yet, Lexi felt confident Sam didn’t want to be toyed with, so she wasn’t about to give her boss the impression that any of these demands could be dropped completely. 
 
    Lexi answered without hesitation. “Truthfully, not very. Like, to be honest Jackie, he doesn’t need the CDS’s money. And he doesn’t want fame either. Like, to be completely candid, the CDS really has nothing this man wants or needs, beyond the extra conditions I listed. And even those things are benefits I feel he could walk away from without blinking an eye.” She paused. “I know we’re calling this ‘negotiations,’ but I’m confident he’ll walk away from the table if you can’t give him a compelling enough perk to sign on.” 
 
    Jackie was silent. “That’s what we feared,” she finally replied quietly. 
 
    “Then may I make a suggestion?” Lexi continued. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Don’t try to lowball him. He didn’t even blink an eye at a twenty-two million salary. If you can meet all these demands, then I suggest the CDS present him with its best offer up front. Because if he walks away, I don’t know if I can convince him to come back to the table.” 
 
    Jackie sighed heavily. “Very well. I’ll see what I can do. You have a good day, Lexi.” 
 
    “You too,” she replied, proud of herself for doing the opposite of what she was supposed to do – representing Sam and his interests, instead of the CDS’s. 
 
    Granted, it wasn’t like what she said wasn’t true, which meant she was ultimately doing what was best for the CDS by making sure they did what was best for Sam – otherwise, the Central Department of Superheroes would be the ones with the bigger loss. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    March 17, 2735 – Current Day – Late Morning 
 
      
 
    Assuming that Lexi wouldn’t take long to list off my demands, I stayed upstairs in the loft while she called her boss from her bedroom, which had truly become her own room away from home considering so much of her stuff was in it. Everyone else was downstairs ready to leave for the mall, with Heidi and Rose already out front while Rose played in what little snow was left after a couple days of above-freezing temperatures. 
 
    However, in the end, I couldn’t help myself. Within a couple seconds of waiting, I had my ear pressed close to the crack by the doorknob, trying to listen in on her half of the conversation. 
 
    Unfortunately, I couldn’t hear most of it until towards the end when she began speaking more firmly in a louder voice. 
 
    Damn, after that short speech, it might not be so hard to get my demands met after all. I figured I’d have to stroll in like a hard-ass who wasn’t willing to budge on these conditions. But winning the negotiation game might go smoother than I was anticipating thanks to Lexi. 
 
    I didn’t hear her say goodbye though, which meant suddenly the door was opening up while I still had my face right up against it. 
 
    Lexi froze in shock, finding herself closer to me than she anticipated, her cheeks turning bright red. 
 
    “Sorry!” I exclaimed, taking a step back. “I just really wanted to hear how it was going.” 
 
    “It’s…fine…” she managed, her entire face growing red now, instead of just her cheeks. 
 
    “Umm, so how was it?” I prompted. 
 
    She swallowed loudly. “I think it went well. It’s pretty clear you have a lot more leverage than most supers. However…” Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She took a deep breath. “There is one condition they said they wouldn’t meet no matter what, even if it means you won’t sign.” 
 
    My eyes widened. What in the world did they flat out reject? The sovereignty thing? Or maybe enlisting the CIA’s resources? Or possibly even being able to decline missions? 
 
    I felt uneasy as I replied. “Which one?” 
 
    She took another deep breath, her amethyst gaze hesitant. “They won’t let you see your evaluation.” 
 
    My brow furrowed. “Wait, are you serious? Why?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Honestly, I’ve never heard of such a thing. Basically everyone gets to see their evaluation, so I have no idea. I assumed that would be an easy thing to check off the list.” 
 
    “Me too,” I agreed, staring past Lexi at her bedroom wall. What could it mean? I initially assumed the evaluation wouldn’t reveal anything I didn’t already know, but maybe I was wrong – that, and whatever they discovered must be really serious, to the point they would risk me refusing to sign. Otherwise, I couldn’t imagine why. But then, that also made me wonder what the results were even more. 
 
    My thoughts immediately flashed back to the sight of their female super, with the creepy galaxy eyes, literally pissing herself when she ‘saw’ me. Surely that wasn’t normal. 
 
    There was definitely something about myself they didn’t want me to know. 
 
    Something they would do anything to prevent me from learning. 
 
    Shit, now I just had to know. 
 
    Maybe one day I could blackmail someone into giving me the information or something. But for now, I knew I’d have to just deal with not knowing. 
 
    I finally took a deep breath. “Well, if they’re going to withhold something like that, then they better meet my other demands.” 
 
    Lexi nodded. “While I can’t be sure, I think they will.” 
 
    I mimicked the gesture, before glancing over my shoulder when I caught sight of Lily coming up the stairs in my unique vision. At the same time, Lexi gave me an unexpected longing glance, examining the side of my face as if she had forgotten I could still see her with my head turned away. 
 
    Lily stopped just at the top. “Are we ready?” she asked, her citrine irises churning a little faster than normal. She hadn’t really voiced an opinion on my decision to become a superhero, seeing that I was set on it now, though I suspected she was at least a little worried. That, and I assumed she probably wasn’t thrilled knowing I might be spending a lot more time with Lexi, but it wasn’t like we would be working alone. Whether it be at the local office or on a mission, we should always be surrounded by other people. 
 
    “Yep,” I agreed, crossing the loft and wrapping my arm around her shoulders reassuringly to escort her back down the stairs. 
 
    Lexi followed suit a few steps behind us, only to backtrack to grab her red leather jacket. 
 
    Once we were all outside, rather than squeezing all of us into my Mustang, Lexi and Heidi followed us to the mall in the Ferrari. 
 
    Rose usually enjoyed sitting next to Lily in the backseat, but for the first time she wanted to ride with Heidi instead, which I was fine with. I wasn’t worried about their safety, knowing I could reach them with my astral limbs as long as they were within a few hundred feet of me. 
 
    Nevertheless, we were all a little surprised given how much time Rose already spent with Heidi, but it wasn’t like we couldn’t use the opportunity to talk about more adult things, like this superhero business. At least, I had assumed that neither of them would let this time go to waste. 
 
    However, much to my surprise, both of them were quiet on the way to the mall. 
 
    I jokingly commented about needing a bigger vehicle, and Freya sincerely suggested a Mercedes, with Lily chiming in, ‘Or a Cadillac,’ but then they were both silent again. It wasn’t until I put it in autopilot and turned to look back at Lily that she finally blurted out what had her so quiet. 
 
    She was well aware that I was virtually unkillable, but she still worried about me. She then explained that her father used to be a cop when she was younger, and she got to an age where she began to always wonder if when she said ‘goodbye,’ it would be for the last time. 
 
    Freya then admitted that she too wasn’t thrilled about me having a dangerous job, even though I could recover from almost anything. She also made a good point – even as strong as she and I both were, there always seemed to be someone stronger, or at least someone capable of defending themselves, like that girl with her massive invisible shield. 
 
    But they both understood my reasons for deciding on it, which is why neither tried to change my mind. It was also partially the reason why they hadn’t voiced any opposition to the idea previously, because they wanted me to do what I felt was best. However, that didn’t make it any easier for them, knowing I’d end up finding myself in dangerous situations. 
 
    I suspected that the situation felt a lot more real to them now that I had made the decision, whereas before it was just an idea – a possibility. 
 
    By the time we got to the mall, both Lily and Freya seemed a little less reserved after having shared their thoughts. When I asked why they hadn’t said anything sooner, Lily tried comparing it to us being tight on money and me being unable to find a job, asking how I’d feel about her being a model again knowing she might get hit on by a lot of guys like she used to. 
 
    I scratched my head as I considered it, sort of understanding what she meant. At this point in our relationship, I wasn’t crazy about the idea of her getting into modeling again, even if she only appeared in fashion magazines. But if it were true that we were tight on money and I couldn’t find a job, then I might be hesitant to voice my concerns when it was our only viable option. 
 
    Certainly, we weren’t hurting for money. 
 
    But this superhero route might lead to a lot of benefits, including more physical protection if needed, legal protection, and now even the possibility of having the resources to stop this dastardly organization responsible for making my life a hell basically since I was born, starting with the death of my parents. 
 
    But most importantly, what Lily was especially focused on, was it could mean revenge. 
 
    They took something from me that I could never get back, and this was an opportunity to repay them for it by destroying them all. Or, at the very least, stopping them so they could never do it again. 
 
    Since we had already arrived at the mall, I tried to lighten up the conversation by joking that it might have been fun for her to be my sugar-momma, supporting us with her modeling while I was her boy-toy at home. 
 
    She laughed at that, a sincere unreserved belly chuckle. 
 
    I supposed part of the humor came from the drastic shift in the tone of the conversation. It certainly put a smile on Freya’s face too, who added that my scenario could be fun to roleplay. Of course, I was all for that, having no problem pretending to be in those kinds of situations. I was already used to Freya calling me her cub on occasion, so pretending that Lily was older than me could be fun too. 
 
    Or, as Freya commented in passing, even if Lily wanted to pretend to be meeting me for the first time all over again, and try to seduce me like we didn’t know each other, I was fine with that too. I was pretty much game for any kind of roleplaying, doubting that either of them had tastes that were too far out there. 
 
    But either way, if it was just fantasy, then it didn’t matter in my opinion. 
 
    Once Lily had collected herself from laughing, followed by embarrassment over Freya’s revealing comment, we joined up with the other half of our group and headed inside the mall. 
 
    From that point, I just kind of stepped back and let them have their fun. I wasn’t sure what it was with women and shopping, but all four of them could browse all day without buying anything and be perfectly content. 
 
    Browsing just to browse, I supposed. 
 
    And it seemed that Rose wasn’t much different, examining everything with her sharp crimson eyes like she was seeing a world of details a normal person couldn’t even imagine. 
 
    It reminded me of her examining the cute cartoon pictures on the boardgame Heidi got her at the end of January. I mean, in my experience, it was common for kids to become fascinated with stuff that we just overlooked, but Rose took it to a whole different level. Her eyes would nearly sparkle sometimes, her expression one of pure joy and contentment. 
 
    It wasn’t until we were about an hour into our trip that Freya developed a serious problem. 
 
    She got a whiff of a food stand in the middle of the hall, and became ravenously hungry…for normal food. She barely managed to hide her reaction in time before anyone noticed, though keeping the drool in her mouth was about all she could handle. 
 
    Knowing what she needed, I wrapped my arm around her shoulder and suggested to Lily that we had to do some last-minute planning for her birthday. Lily probably would have been fine with us taking off no matter what excuse we gave, since she had the other three keeping her company, but that extra bit ensured she didn’t ask any probing questions. 
 
    Freya wrapped both of her arms tightly around my waist as we made our way to the food court, partly to stop herself from trying to grab something from the food stand where everyone would see her. 
 
    And she continued to hold on tightly as we stopped at three spots, with her wanting to find out what the big deal about pizza was, as well as what Mexican cuisine tasted like since it was Lily’s second favorite – her first being Italian. 
 
    Then, of course, for the third stop, we had to get dessert – a massive chocolate chip cookie and cinnamon roll. 
 
    When we finally sat down at a table behind a pillar, so that she was mostly out of sight, she had about reached her limit. She did her best to take off her black leather jacket and sit down at a leisured pace, but the moment she took her first bite of pizza, all her willpower disappeared. 
 
    I just interlaced my fingers underneath my chin, my elbows on the table, and watched her eat with a huge grin on my face. Because she ate like she was having sex with her food, her expression borderline orgasmic the whole time. 
 
    And then when she got to the cookie, she moaned like she was having an orgasm, wolfing the massive treat down in four large bites, only to start on the cinnamon roll loaded with creamy icing right away. 
 
    “You know,” I began with a grin. “I’ve never been much for including food with sex, but after seeing you eat, I’d totally try it out.” 
 
    She moaned softly again. “Imagine putting this frosting on Lily’s naked body and licking it off.” 
 
    “Sounds sticky,” I mused. 
 
    “Sounds delicious,” she retorted, sticking her tongue out and licking the icing like she was imagining it. 
 
    Shit, she was sincerely starting to turn me on now, because I was a hundred percent sure she was imagining it. 
 
    I cleared my throat, about to speak, only for my voice to get caught in my throat as she looked at me with the most lustful expression I had ever seen. Her crimson eyes were the literal embodiment of desire, her jaw popping quietly. 
 
    “I could totally screw you right now,” she whispered seductively. 
 
    I audibly gulped. 
 
    Shit, that was so hot. 
 
    She then sighed heavily, even before I could react. “I don’t want to stay away from Lily for too long though. I know she’s fine with Rose and Lexi, but still…” 
 
    I nodded, readjusting myself in my chair. “Umm, yeah. Plus, you know, hard to find a place to do something like that in the mall.” 
 
    Her gaze intensified again. “Oh, I know a few places, and there’s always the family restrooms too.” 
 
    Holy hell, she was totally serious! 
 
    I tried to swallow the sudden lump in my throat. I sincerely wished I could take her up on that offer, but I didn’t want to stay away for too long either. We had been out to the mall repeatedly in the last six months, and as usual nothing ever happened. But still, it didn’t stop either of us from feeling paranoid. Doubtful anything major would occur, but at the very least we didn’t want someone to hassle Lily and cause her to set the mall on fire. That would certainly ruin her birthday week. 
 
    The legal consequences of such an accident made me wonder if I could ask for sovereignty for Lily too, in order to prevent something like last summer’s court drama from happening again. I really had no idea how that worked though, and neither did Freya, since she had been offered something long ago she didn’t even fully understand. 
 
    Once Freya finished eating, we did make a quick trip to the bathroom so she could wash her face and hands off. She had gotten all the noticeable stuff already with napkins, but her skin was still really sticky. 
 
    By the time we were heading back to the general location where we had left everyone, Freya was holding onto me again with a content smile. 
 
    “You being pregnant is kind of fun,” I said quietly. 
 
    “Really?” she asked skeptically. 
 
    “Yeah, and it’s probably the only time you’ll ever like normal food. Who would have thought such a thing would happen?” 
 
    “I know,” she agreed. “When I had talked to Dr. Hawthorne about possibly being a surrogate, he commented that I would need to probably force myself to take vitamins, and to also have you load up on vitamins too for when I drink your blood, just to make sure I was getting enough nutrition. But I don’t think even he would have expected this.” 
 
    “Have you told him about it?” I wondered. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, not yet. I’m sure he’d take my call on the weekend, but I didn’t want to bother him since it’s not urgent.” She sighed. “But you know what I can’t believe?” 
 
    “What’s that?” I wondered. 
 
    “How in the hell does food taste so damn good!” she exclaimed, only to lower her voice when she realized she had spoken a little too loud. No one was paying attention though. “Like, all my life, dirt has been more appetizing than food, and now it’s like the most amazing thing in the world.” 
 
    “Better than your usual diet?” I wondered. 
 
    She hesitated as she considered that. “It’s not that it’s better, but just that there’s so much variety. Like, that cinnamon roll and cookie were amazing, but imagine if those were the only two things you could eat for your entire life. Sure, they taste great, but there’s no pizza, fried rice, or enchiladas.” She paused. “If I’m being honest, my usual diet is tastier, but this is the first time something besides coffee has tasted good too.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad I could give you this new experience,” I said with a grin. 
 
    She grinned back. “I’m going to end up wanting to pop out your babies nonstop just so I can enjoy life like a normal person for once.” 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief, knowing that she was mostly joking. 
 
    Mostly. 
 
    As we got closer to our destination, I caught sight of Rose and Heidi in a store focused on younger shoppers – specifically preteen and teenage girls – but I didn’t see Lily or Lexi anywhere nearby. 
 
    Rose must have picked up our scent before we even entered the store, because she abruptly turned around in preparation to greet us. Freya picked up that two of our three blondes weren’t around too, giving Rose and Heidi a questioning look. 
 
    “Where’s Lily and Lexi?” she asked, her gaze focusing on Heidi. 
 
    Heidi seemed a little uneasy, with Rose speaking up before she could. “Aunt Lily and Lexi said they were going to a store with lots of soap and lotion.” 
 
    Freya and I both relaxed a little, knowing exactly where they were now. Heidi still seemed uneasy though. After a moment of Freya holding her nervous gaze, she finally spoke. 
 
    “Umm, Freya, I’ve been thinking…” Her voice trailed off. 
 
    Much to my surprise, Freya’s eyes widened in shock, like she knew exactly what was on Heidi’s mind, and she spoke with an optimistic tone. “Yes?” 
 
    I just looked between them, completely confused as to what was going on. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” Heidi repeated, her hands trembling slightly at her sides. “And I’ve decided I’ll do it.” 
 
    Freya instantly cupped her mouth with her hands, her eyes wide, before her expression became slightly reserved as she uncovered her mouth slightly, her hands still by her chin. “Under what conditions?” she wondered. 
 
    Heidi shook her head. “No conditions, except just this.” She gestured vaguely with her hand. “Letting me be a part of…well, I guess, letting me sort of be a part of your family.” Her cheeks unexpectedly flushed red as she glanced at me. “Or, I mean, at least letting me be in your life like this. And Rose’s life.” 
 
    Freya smiled warmly, and closed the gap, wrapping Heidi up in her arms. “Thank you,” she whispered. “It means the world to me.” 
 
    I finally chimed in. “Umm, can I ask what’s going on? What are you two even talking about?” 
 
    Freya took a deep breath and pulled away, wiping a tear from her eye, before meeting my gaze. She glanced at Heidi one last time, before focusing on me again. “Sam,” she whispered. “We can keep Lily forever.” 
 
    I gawked at her. 
 
    No way in hell did she just say what I thought she said. 
 
    “What?” I exclaimed. 
 
    “It’s because I can’t control my power,” Heidi replied, only confusing me more. 
 
    Freya nodded and continued. “There was an older woman she was forced to heal once – pretty, but definitely older. Once Heidi was done, she looked no older than I do.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “B-But how is that possible?” 
 
    “Sam,” Freya whispered. “Aging is just a symptom of DNA damage from cells replicating over and over again. And when Heidi heals someone, she can’t localize it. She heals the whole body, repairing every cell to perfect condition. She can keep someone from growing old. Forever.” 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    Holy shit! 
 
    HOLY SHIT! 
 
    I looked at Heidi in complete shock, seeing her in a totally different light as it suddenly dawned on me that she was the literal fountain of youth. She was the embodiment of immortality, not only for herself, but for anyone she chose to use her power on. 
 
    Sure, she wasn’t unkillable, but with her ability we could keep Lily alive indefinitely! She could keep our mortal children alive forever! Including the one growing in Freya this very moment. 
 
    And with that knowledge, Heidi just became worth a hundred-thousand times her weight in gold in my eyes. I would have searched the world for someone like her incessantly and paid her any amount of money she wanted to keep Lily alive. And here she was standing right next to me, as if the universe had dropped her in my lap itself. 
 
    Needless to say, my expression immediately shifted from one of shock to desire for everything Heidi represented to me. 
 
    The literal fountain of youth. 
 
    A resource I’d kill to protect, an asset I’d never let anyone steal. 
 
    However, after a moment, I examined Heidi’s response to my own reaction, feeling something off as her lavender eyes immediately dropped to the floor, her gaze uncertain and… 
 
    And something else… 
 
    Unexpectedly, I saw her emaciated body holding on with every ounce of strength she had, as she desperately tried to revive her sister. And then I thought back to all the people she was forced to heal over the years, countless women broken by a man who used Heidi like a tool. Like a resource. An asset. 
 
    But Heidi wasn’t just some rare gem of life. She was more than that. 
 
    I sucked in a deep breath and turned my head away for a moment, before slowly focusing on that downcast gaze again. 
 
    “Heidi, you don’t have to do that for us to keep you around,” I whispered. 
 
    She looked up at me in complete disbelief, her eyes as wide as saucers. 
 
    “Sam!” Freya exclaimed in shock. 
 
    I looked away from Heidi, and met Freya’s crimson gaze. “Trust me, Freya. You know I want to keep Lily around forever just as much as you do, and that I would do anything to make it happen.” I focused on those lavender eyes again. “But that doesn’t change the fact that Heidi is a person, not just a tool for us to use.” 
 
    A wave of emotion instantly washed over Heidi’s expression, and tears sprung to her eyes. 
 
    “So, no,” I continued. “You don’t have to do that if you don’t want to,” I paused. “Obviously, if you do, then we will be eternally grateful – literally eternally. But we won’t hate you for refusing either. Because it’s your power. Your choice. Your life.” I gently reached out and rested my fingertips on her shoulder, only to drop my hand after the brief touch. “Okay?” 
 
    Heidi ducked her head and started sobbing, prompting Rose to wrap her arms around Heidi’s waist. Freya hesitated for a moment, before taking a deep breath, and moving to hug Heidi too. 
 
    We were definitely getting some stares, but I didn’t give a damn what anyone thought. Heidi needed to know that we cared about her and weren’t going to hold a grudge if she decided she never wanted to use her superpower ever again. 
 
    Because it had a cost, even if it was only temporary, and that should be her choice to make. 
 
    Why should she have to suffer for anyone else? 
 
    It was like some random person expecting you to give them a million dollars just because you had it. Why should you have to share your money with them? And even if you had been born into wealth, why should you have to give away your inheritance just because others wanted it? Did you not have a right to keep it all to yourself if you so desired? Wasn’t that your choice to make? 
 
    Or if you won the lottery, should you feel obligated to give most of it away to strangers just because you hadn’t earned it? Shouldn’t you have the right to keep all of it for yourself? 
 
    Or…at least the half the government didn’t steal in taxes… 
 
    Maybe you might give some to your parents, or a sibling, but what about everyone else who expected a handout? What if your superpower was literally creating money, but it caused you agony to make it? 
 
    Should you make it for everyone who wanted it, just because they wanted it? Was it wrong of you to only create money for yourself and no one else? 
 
    And more importantly, was it wrong of you to want to feel like you were more than just a money machine? Was it wrong to want people to view you as a person instead of just a source of free health and wealth? 
 
    Heidi was a person born with an ability that was hard on her when she used it, and even if it was easy for her, she should have the right to never use it again if she so desired. It should be her choice to make, because it was her power and her suffering on the line. 
 
    So like hell was I going to make her feel obligated to keep Lily alive for us, even if it was my most desperate desire. 
 
    Because just like Lily was more than a hot body, Heidi was also more than just a way to keep those I loved alive. She was a person, and her wellbeing mattered. Her choices deserved to be respected. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Heidi sobbed, her words barely coherent. “I’ll do it,” she repeated more quietly when Freya tightened her embrace. 
 
    Freya finally took a deep breath. “Thank you,” she whispered. She then shocked us all. “But Sam’s right. We’ll still keep you around, even if you decide not to.” 
 
    Heidi froze solid for half a second, before pulling away to hold Freya’s gaze. She then looked down at Rose, which forced her to smile as more tears slipped from her eyes. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Heidi repeated more confidently, reaching down to gently run her fingers through Rose’s black hair. 
 
    Unexpectedly, it felt like lightning struck me in the heart, my chest throbbing, my world splitting open and falling apart. 
 
    I gasped, reaching out for Freya’s shoulder only to fall to my knees, the world around me vanishing, my mind lost in disbelief and anguish. 
 
    “Sam?!” I heard a voice call out from a world away. 
 
    “Daddy?!” A similar voice yelled. 
 
    But nothing mattered now. 
 
    It was over. 
 
    Just like that, the world lost color, the sun darkened, the light extinguished. 
 
    Devastation was all that was left. 
 
    A stabbing sensation in my wrist was eclipsed fully by the entirety of my soul being annihilated as I watched the sun’s light die out. 
 
    The world froze over, life ceased to exist. 
 
    “Rose, protect Heidi.” 
 
    CRACK, CRACK, CRACK! 
 
    CRACK, CRACK, CRACK, CRACK, CRACK, CRACK! 
 
    The rapid succession of what sounded like cannon fire combined with bricks smashing together forced my eyes to focus, a ringing echo haunting my ears as I shifted my gaze upwards at the phantom of a woman with blonde hair and orange eyes. She ignored me, her mouth moving briefly, before she passed right through me, towards… 
 
    Gunfire. 
 
    Gunfire…from a machine gun. 
 
    “NO!” I shrieked, turning around to grab her arm, only for my hand to pass right through. 
 
    The phantom wavered briefly, before zipping away at an unnatural speed. 
 
    I chased after her as fast as I could, warm bodies colliding into me, screaming everywhere, only for those in my path to be shoved to the side by an unyielding invisible force as I ran with every fiber of my being. 
 
    I stopped when I found Freya on her knees, her third-eye out, staring in absolute shock and devastation at a raging inferno in the entrance of a store front. 
 
    I rushed past her to get closer, realizing the heap on the floor next to the flames was Lexi. She looked up at me desperately, the side of her face burned, her left arm bleeding. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she pleaded. “He was after me, and Lily…” She choked on her own words, agony transfiguring her expression. 
 
    Without another thought, I charged straight into the flames, diving straight into hell, my clothing instantly catching fire, my skin rapidly being eaten away. 
 
    That’s when I found her, lying not far from a burnt skeleton with a puddle of solidifying steel on the melted floor. 
 
    I dropped to my knees by her side, slipping in a pool of blood unaffected by the heat. 
 
    Her eyes were wide and unfocused, the veins in her neck bulging, her chest heaving unsuccessfully, creating sputters of blood from the seven gaping holes in her torso. 
 
    Instantly, I scooped her upper body into my deteriorating arms, my astral limbs plugging the holes in a fruitless attempt to stop the massive pool of blood from growing any larger. My second-sight could see the damage though – a pierced heart, both lungs collapsed, blood in every place where it shouldn’t be, along with liquified metal everywhere… 
 
    She was supposed to be fireproof so I would never have to see this scene again. 
 
    Not again. 
 
    My jaw trembled. 
 
    Not again! 
 
    Please no! 
 
    The unyielding inferno raged all around me as the life faded from her eyes, the shifting colors coming to a halt, the light dying out. 
 
    No goodbyes. 
 
    No ‘I love you.’ 
 
    Just death. 
 
    The heat began decreasing, the flames diminishing. 
 
    My body began regenerating. 
 
    No. 
 
    NO. 
 
    NO! 
 
    My physical vision blurred with tears, even as I held her lifeless body in my arms. 
 
    Agony yanked me forward, curling me into her as I sought for any way to make this stop. To bring her back. 
 
    But I had already had this vision of the future. In the last minute, this was my second time experiencing this agony. My second time watching those eclipsed stars die out. 
 
    What would I do to wake up from this nightmare? What would I give to save my love? 
 
    Anything. 
 
    My immortality. 
 
    My life. 
 
    Everything. 
 
    For her. Everything. 
 
    Even while my physical body stayed upright, I wrapped my entirety around my love, tugging her away, bringing her into me, pushing her into place… 
 
    And then, I left her behind. 
 
    Forever. 
 
    For the first time in my existence…I slept…


 
   
  
 



 
 
    17: Consequential Decisions 
 
      
 
    Freya Rosetti 
 
    March 17, 2735 – Current Day – Noon 
 
      
 
    Freya had seen it happen. 
 
    In an instant, she saw it all in Lexi’s thoughts. 
 
    A man shouted out, “For the Sheriff!” prompting Lexi to whip around in horror, only for her to stare at a machine gun pointed right at her. She didn’t even have time to blink before a flash of blonde hair was shoving in front of her, along with a burst of bright white light blinding her simultaneously as gunfire ricocheted in her ears. 
 
    Pain erupted in Lexi’s arm, fire seared her face, and she was blasted back into the hallway. 
 
    Nine shots, eight of which missed their target, seven of them burying into another. 
 
    Lexi didn’t understand why the bullets didn’t hit her too, knowing a machine of that caliber should eat through half a dozen bodies lined up. 
 
    But Freya knew why. 
 
    At Lily’s maximum temperature, the metal would have liquified instantly upon entering her body, turning into molten lead seeping into her tissues. Even if the bullets hadn’t killed her, the raging inferno she produced uncontrollably would have continued ceaselessly until she died, with paramedics unable to do anything but watch her burn out from a distance. 
 
    And even without that problem, getting the liquid lead out of her body would be impossible. 
 
    That’s all it took. 
 
    One bullet, and there was no hope of saving her, never mind seven bullets. 
 
    Freya watched the fire die as the light in her soul blinked out of existence. Water poured from the ceiling from a sprinkler system that had done nothing prior to the source extinguishing on its own. She wasn’t sure if the fluid dripping onto her cheeks was water or tears, but she knew that her torn heart would never stop bleeding. 
 
    Not even after a thousand years. 
 
    She would bleed forever, a wound on her soul that would never heal. 
 
    Her eyes stared unseeing at the naked form of a broken spirit holding a lifeless body. The sight branded into her mind, a nightmare she would never forget. 
 
    At least, she had been unseeing until her third-eye, which was about to stop glowing, noticed a significant shift in that broken spirit. 
 
    Confusion. 
 
    Then panic. 
 
    Freya bolted to her feet as Sam screamed, horrified as he jerked away from Lily’s body, only to look down at his hands in absolute shock. 
 
    In a flash, he whipped around, his eyes catching a familiar face rushing towards him. 
 
    “Freya?!” Sam’s voice shouted, his hand grabbing at his throat as another wave of shock washed over his expression. 
 
    Freya froze then as she finally registered what was happening. 
 
    In her initial confusion, there was a spark of hope that was instantly smothered by her own horror. 
 
    As devastating as she knew it would be to lose Lily one day, she knew it might happen. 
 
    But never in a million years had she considered to prepare for the possibility that she might lose Sam instead… 
 
    “Lily,” Freya choked out, staring at Sam’s panicked expression. 
 
    She then dropped to her knees. 
 
    The world around her darkened. 
 
    The last thing she remembered was the floor rushing towards her face. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    March 18, 2735 – 21 Hours Later – Morning 
 
      
 
    I groaned weakly as I turned my head to the right, finding something soft and warm resting against my cheek, nose, and lips. Groggily, I peeked through my eyelids, confused by what I was seeing at such a close distance. After a few seconds, I registered the sensation as smooth skin, with the plumpness against the side of my lips being someone else’s lips. 
 
    I pulled away slightly, my eyes widening in shock when I realized I was in bed with Heidi, her face practically right up against mine, her sleeping expression peaceful, though it was obvious she was emaciated again. 
 
    Then, all at once I registered a multitude of sensations throughout my body, with only a few standing out above the rest. 
 
    My chest felt strange though I couldn’t quite identify why, and there was a foreign sensation between my legs, along with the full length of my arm being pressed against silky smooth skin pulled tight over a bony frame. 
 
    Heidi was wearing a hospital gown backwards, the opening in the front, my arm pressed against her naked stomach and chest underneath, while her arms were wrapped around tightly, both of them having IV’s, a mess of tubing all around us. 
 
    I tried moving my legs, only to realize something was against my right foot. I glanced down past my flat chest to see Lexi’s head, half her face covered in thick gauze, while her visible eye had a dark circle underneath as she slept in a chair, using the bed as a pillow. 
 
    I then looked towards my left to see a startling sight. 
 
    My own body wearing unfamiliar clothes wrapped tightly in Freya’s arms on a cot, my head against her chest, with salt stains running down both of our cheeks. Both of the two were passed out cold, with Rose curled up in a chair at the foot of the foldout bed. 
 
    Since my right hand was held prisoner by Heidi, my fingers practically on her groin, I lifted my left hand to my forehead, trying to physically push away the confusion and fog in my mind. 
 
    Then, suddenly everything hit me at once, causing me to suck in a sharp breath. 
 
    Just as panic began to register in my thoughts, the world beginning to feel like it was warming up, I reached out towards my body in Freya’s arms, wrapping myself around the person within and giving them a gentle tug. 
 
    Just as easily as I had deposited her, I scooped her back up, feeling her pass through me like I was a tunnel of energy, as I gently pushed her back into place, returning her to how I had found her. 
 
    Returning her to where she had always existed since before birth. 
 
    Unlike my previous experiences trying to touch an astral form with my astral limbs, instead I was using my entire astral body to create a pathway, a bridge, to lead the other entity through me as I switched places. 
 
    As my second-sight traversed the short distance, I opened my eyes to find my face pressed against Freya’s chest, simultaneously hearing a gasp from where I had just come. 
 
    As fast as I could manage, pulling against Freya’s tight grasp, I forced myself to sit up to lock eyes with a vibrant orange gaze staring back at me. Her flat chest made her look a lot thinner and younger than I was used to seeing, but otherwise she seemed to be in perfect health. 
 
    The confusion on her face rapidly transitioned to agony as she unexpectedly sobbed my name. 
 
    “Sam!” 
 
    I quickly got up, leaving Freya’s passed-out form behind, as Lily began hyperventilating. 
 
    “Sam!” she repeated, causing Heidi and Rose to both stir. 
 
    I climbed into the bed on her left side, feeling her arm desperately wrap around my torso as I brought my face to hers. 
 
    “Why?” she sobbed, pressing her heated forehead against mine. “Why?!” she said louder. Angrier. “How could you do that to me?!” 
 
    She was quickly becoming incoherent. 
 
    I tried to respond, only to realize that I was crying too, my voice too choked up to speak. 
 
    Heidi’s lavender eyes popped open then, seeming confused by all the sobbing for half a second, before her eyes widened as she focused on Lily. 
 
    “Sam?” she said urgently. 
 
    I pulled away to look at her through a teary lens, reaching out to wrap my arm around her thin back. 
 
    “Thank you,” I choked out, causing tears to spring into her eyes when she realized I had returned to my own body. 
 
    She immediately reached out and desperately grabbed a fistful of my shirt, her arm beginning to tremble. When she started sobbing too, her eyes squeezing shut like she was in physical pain, I tightened my one-arm embrace on her, finding both her and Lily pulling me down. I quickly supported my weight with a couple of astral limbs, finding both of their heads sobbing against my chest. 
 
    “Daddy?” a quiet voice whispered from behind me. 
 
    I wrapped an astral limb around Rose’s waist, prompting her to push forward and climb onto my back, wrapping her arms and legs around me like a monkey. Her tears quickly began soaking my hair as she buried her face against the back of my head. 
 
    I looked towards my right when another weight settled on the edge of the bed, meeting a grieved pair of red eyes looking from my face to Lily’s buried against my chest. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I barely managed, causing her tormented gaze to focus on me. 
 
    She sobbed as a mixture of grief and anger crossed her expression, before agony settled in its place and she leaned forward to press her head against my temple, her hand settling on the top of Lily’s head. 
 
    We all just cried for a long time, with me finally apologizing repeatedly once I had collected myself a little. Because it was obvious everyone was upset, feeling various levels of sorrow, heartache, and fury over a decision that affected them all. 
 
    Lily was especially angry, because placing her in my body was like putting her in an eternal prison she could never escape, being reminded that I was dead every time she looked in the mirror…forever. 
 
    Just like I had been tormented for over a hundred years, knowing I couldn’t follow my previous wife in suicide to end my suffering, likewise, Lily would be forever trapped in a living hell, wishing she had just died instead of me. 
 
    Freya was angry for similar reasons, horrified by the idea that she’d have to look at my face and know that Lily was inside, a constant reminder that I was dead while Lily was locked away in a cell that Freya couldn’t save her from. 
 
    Needless to say, the last twenty-one hours had been hell for them all. 
 
    I apologized repeatedly, and explained through my sobs that I just couldn’t handle losing someone like that again. 
 
    It felt like that helped a little, though I doubted I would be forgiven so easily. They were both going to be angry for a while for making what was ironically a selfish decision in their eyes. Because I had tried to escape the pain of losing Lily by dying myself, leaving them all behind to deal with a screwed-up reality. 
 
    Lexi was the only one who didn’t wake up right away, though I found out later it was because she was on some pretty strong pain medicine for her burns. Heidi had dedicated all of her healing efforts towards me, trying to heal Lily’s dead body once she found out I was inside it. 
 
    Once we had all calmed down a little, I ended up sitting against the raised head-of-the-bed with Lily in my arms, her head against my chest. I had one leg hanging off the side so that Freya could sit in between my thighs, wanting to be as close as possible. 
 
    Rose then sat with her arms wrapped around her knees by Lily’s feet, while Heidi began explaining to me what happened. She was lying on Lily’s other side, her arm draped across Lily’s flat chest, a fistful of my shirt still in her grasp. 
 
    “I saw you naked, knelt down next to Freya,” she whispered. “Neither of you looked hurt though, so I quickly found my sister. I tried to start healing her, but she told me to help Lily.” Heidi grimaced as she recalled what happened next. “I didn’t see her anywhere though, so I called out to you to ask where Lily was.” She shivered then. “And…” 
 
    Lily spoke up when Heidi couldn’t continue for a moment, tightening her embrace on me. “And I told her I was Lily. I said you were in my body.” 
 
    Heidi shook her head at the memory. “I didn’t believe her at first. I mean, it’s crazy, right?” She met my gaze. “But when you turned towards me, you covered up your chest like you were subconsciously hiding your boobs. And your face was doing expressions I’d never seen you do before. And I couldn’t imagine why you would lie about something like that.” She paused, and we were all silent for a few long seconds before she continued. “You were dead,” she whispered. “I tried to heal you anyway, but you were dead.” 
 
    Lily chimed in again. “When the paramedics showed up, my body had a pulse even though it wasn’t breathing, so they brought you to the hospital.” She laughed humorlessly then. “Heidi started punching them when they wouldn’t listen to her and tried to pull her away.” 
 
    Freya spoke up. “That’s about when I woke up,” she whispered. “I guess I passed out when I realized what you’d done. But I made them take Heidi too, and told them she had to keep her hands on you at all times.” 
 
    Heidi mimicked Lily’s humorless laugh. “They were really confused, because we kept saying ‘he’ and ‘him.’ I’m pretty sure they thought we were all crazy.” 
 
    “Lexi called the CDS,” Freya added. “They had an emergency crew on-site to take control of the situation within fifteen minutes. Apparently, the terrorist wasn’t even trying to hide the gun, causing people to quietly hurry away in a rush, afraid that speaking up would get them shot. So, no one got hurt by Lily’s flames except him and Lexi, which made their crowd control job a lot easier.” 
 
    Lily spoke up again. “Freya tried to go with you to the hospital, but I begged her to stay with me.” She buried her head against my chest. “The paramedics gave me a blanket to cover over, but I was still naked in your body. I couldn’t handle…” Her voice cut off, as she sobbed again. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I repeated. 
 
    Heidi continued. “They had to do emergency surgery that ultimately lasted ten hours. But I ended up fighting with the doctors because they didn’t want to let me go in the operating room with you, even though I tried telling them why I needed to.” She glanced at her sister then, still sleeping. “I guess Lexi told her boss what was going on, because the lady showed up at the hospital to help. She made them do the surgery with me holding onto you.” 
 
    “So you kept Lily’s body alive?” I wondered quietly. 
 
    Heidi grimaced, tears appearing in her lavender eyes as she shook her head. “I can’t bring back the dead.” 
 
    I gave her a confused look, glancing at Freya as if for confirmation. She was staring down at my stomach, unable to meet my gaze. 
 
    Heidi continued. “I don’t know why you came back to life, or why you stayed alive. I mean, you weren’t even breathing – not the whole time. They tried to intubate you, but your lungs were too badly damaged for that to do much. At first, I thought I was helping, but after the surgery they reported that your lungs were already back to normal after getting all the solidified metal out. And then you started breathing on your own about thirty minutes later.” She paused. “I can’t…I can’t focus my power like that.” 
 
    My brow furrowed, and I looked at Freya again. 
 
    “Freya,” I finally whispered. 
 
    She glanced up at me with a hesitant expression. “Sam, when I investigated your family, I discovered that your father was a normal regenerator like Heidi. He could heal a lot faster than her, but not instantly like you do. And not without eating. Not to mention, Lily fell asleep in your body.” 
 
    Heidi, of course, didn’t know that little secret about this not being the body I was born with, so she looked thoroughly confused. 
 
    But I knew exactly what Freya was telling me. 
 
    This body I was in had a superpower that had the same limitations as Heidi, but when I took it over as an infant, I somehow eliminated those hindrances, removing the need to eat to regenerate, allowing me to recover even when there was only a skeleton left. 
 
    My thoughts flashed back to a conversation I had with Nick, when he inquired about how my superpower worked, suggesting that matter and energy had to come from somewhere. 
 
    Was the rapid healing ability inherently my own to begin with? Was I somehow pulling the material I needed to recover from some unknown location? Or even crazier, was I somehow creating it from nothing? 
 
    And did that mean I had begun to heal Lily’s body on my own? And, if so, then why hadn’t I just done that when I was a baby? 
 
    Unless of course, my infant body had been completely destroyed, leaving me without a body to repair. Still, I was fully confident that Heidi played a role in my recovery, because she was almost as emaciated as when she had healed her sister. And in fact, it was very probable that my ability wasn’t to naturally heal at all, but to instead enhance the abilities of the body I was in – or even the beneficial abilities being used on the body I was in – which meant I had enhanced Heidi’s superpower when she tried to use it on me. 
 
    In fact, that would also explain why I couldn’t heal my original body, which would mean it really was all her. Had Heidi not been around, then I might really be dead right now. 
 
    I reached down to pat her hand still holding onto my shirt. “Well, you look miserable, so I have no doubt you helped a ton. Thank you.” 
 
    Heidi nodded weakly. “I couldn’t…” She looked away. “I couldn’t lose you…” 
 
    I glanced at Freya in the corner of my vision, while catching sight of Lily’s expression in my second-sight. Both of them were staring into space, their eyes tight, neither of them reacting much to Heidi’s comment. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I repeated, feeling horrible that I’d put them all through hell. 
 
    “Just don’t ever do that again,” Lily whispered, burying her head against me again. “I do not want to be a guy for the rest of my life.” 
 
    I laughed, though there wasn’t much amusement in it. “Yeah, I can understand that.” 
 
    She looked up at me with a glare. “It’s not funny, Sam. Not only did I just spend the last day afraid you were going to die forever, but I also had to deal with the fact that I was trapped inside your body. Possibly forever,” she emphasized. 
 
    I gave her an apologetic look, not wanting to go down that road of discussion again. 
 
    “So what now?” I wondered. 
 
    Heidi spoke up. “Now, I need to try to recover, so I can fix my sister’s face.” 
 
    Lily grimaced as she spoke, likely feeling bad that her fire had been what burned Lexi, but didn’t say anything. Really, she shouldn’t feel bad about that at all, considering she took over half a dozen bullets for Lexi. 
 
    “Also,” Freya added, “the CDS is here guarding our room. I guess they already knew you could switch bodies because they figured out what was happening on their own and have been waiting to talk to you when you wake up.” 
 
    I groaned, glancing at Lexi’s sleeping form as I spoke. “I suppose that makes sense that they would know, considering my evaluation, but what do you think they want to talk about?” I wondered. 
 
    Freya took a deep breath. “This wasn’t a random attack, Sam. There’s a terrorist group targeting Lexi.” 
 
    My heart froze as I shifted my gaze to her crimson eyes in disbelief. “Does that mean the airport bombing wasn’t random?” 
 
    Freya shook her head. “It wasn’t.” 
 
    “Did Lexi know?” I demanded, recalling that she had very plainly told me she was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Did she seriously lie to my face? I mean, I knew lying had probably become second nature to her after three years of doing it almost nonstop to protect her and her sister, but I never would have imagined she’d lie about something like this. And definitely not to me – the guy who helped save her from it all. 
 
    Was I really that naïve? Granted, I couldn’t go around assuming everything she said was a lie either. 
 
    “Yes, she knew,” Freya explained. “She didn’t want any of us to worry, but I’ve already had a talk with her about it.” 
 
    “More like she yelled at her for a solid fifteen minutes,” Lily corrected, glancing up at me. “Lexi’s really upset about this whole thing, and feels like it’s her fault.” 
 
    “It is her fault,” Freya hissed. “I almost lost both of you because of her.” 
 
    “Well,” I countered. “Really it was the terrorist’s fault…” I quickly continued when Freya glared at me. “But yeah, she definitely should have told us.” 
 
    We were then all silent for a few minutes. My gaze finally shifted to Rose who was just sitting there silently, her arms still curled around her legs. I reached out past Freya still sitting in between my thighs. 
 
    “Hey, sweetie, are you doing alright?” 
 
    She didn’t respond though, tears slowly reappearing in the corner of her eyes. Freya glanced at Rose over her shoulder before twisting around to grab her, picking her up like she was a baby instead of an eight-year-old, only to set her down in between us on my lap. Rose immediately wrapped her arms around my neck, causing Lily to pull away slightly to make room, and I held onto her small frame tightly while she began silently crying. 
 
    I had already told everyone ‘sorry’ a thousand times, but I realized it might never be enough for my daughter who had almost lost her daddy. However, then she surprised us all by speaking up quietly. 
 
    “Thank you for saving Aunt Lily,” she whispered. 
 
    It took me a few seconds to respond, my chest unexpectedly hitching underneath her as I tried to suppress a sob. While I was sure that everyone was thankful Lily was alive, they were all focused on the grief of almost losing me, with Rose being the first to express her appreciation for what I had done. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I replied just a softly. “And I’m sorry if I scared you.” 
 
    She only nodded in response. 
 
    Freya reached out then and grabbed my hand, tears reappearing in her eyes as well. “Thank you,” she echoed. “For protecting Lily, and for not dying on us. We need you,” she added, her hand discretely touching her stomach. 
 
    I knew immediately what she was implying – our unborn child had almost just lost their father too. 
 
    I squeezed her hand and nodded, while Lily gently rested her lips on my arm, her eyes closed tight. Of course, I didn’t need her to thank me out loud. Out of everyone, I was sure she was the most appreciative that she was back in her own unharmed body after being shot seven times just yesterday by a high caliber machine gun. 
 
    As everyone fell silent again, I simply enjoyed being surrounded by my family for a while, all of us piled into the hospital bed, relieved that everyone was alive and safe. 
 
    It wasn’t until movement in my second-sight caught my attention that I began focusing outside the room. A woman dressed in a charcoal business suit, with dark brown hair and green eyes, had just walked up to two guards next to the entrance of our room, speaking to them quietly. 
 
    After a moment, she knocked on the door and then slowly opened it to peek her head in. 
 
    Freya and Rose had both heard her prior to the knock, so the three of us were all already looking in that direction when she appeared. 
 
    “Oh,” she said in surprise, glancing at me for a moment, before focusing on Lily. “You’re awake. I’m Jackie Hendricks, Lexi’s boss. I’d like to speak with you about what happened, but I can come back later if this is a bad time.” 
 
    I sighed. “I suppose now is fine,” I agreed. 
 
    Her eyes immediately snapped back towards me. “Oh. You’re back to normal.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied simply. 
 
    She nodded once, seeming to evaluate the situation once more before speaking. “Actually, I think I will come back later, and let you spend some time with your family alone first. We have this room secured, so there’s no need to worry about interruptions, unless you need the hospital’s staff for anything. This entire floor has been cordoned off from the rest of the hospital and we had catering delivered to the staff lounge just now to serve as a dining room if any of you are hungry.” She paused to look at Heidi. “I’m sure Lexi’s younger sister will especially need to eat. Feel free to have as much as you want.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied on everyone’s behalf. I knew Lily would probably be hungry too, though I couldn’t be sure if she just looked so thin because they took out her destroyed implants or if it was due to Heidi’s ability helping to heal her body. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Jackie replied sincerely. “Also, we’ll talk later of course, but before I go for now, I wanted to say one thing.” She took a deep breath. “On behalf of the CDS, and on a personal level, I’d like to thank you for saving Lexi’s life twice now.” 
 
    My eyes widened in surprise as she not so discretely acknowledged my involvement in the Blaze situation. However, after half a second, I shook my head. “You’re thanking the wrong person for what happened yesterday. Lily is the one who selflessly shielded Lexi with her own body and took out the perp all in the same go.” 
 
    “Oh, well yes,” she agreed, glancing at Lily. “I actually thanked her last night as well when she was in your body, but…” She paused, seeming uncertain about her next words. “Well, to be honest, I was made aware of the first time only recently, and I guess I just wanted an excuse to thank you for your role in that too.” She grimaced, her gaze shifting to Lexi’s drug-induced slumber. “I’ve known her for a long time, so finding out what had been going on for a little over three years was like someone dropping a bomb on my head. Needless to say, I did notice that she has seemed genuinely happy for the last eight months or so, but only now do I fully understand the extent – that the seemingly minor shift in her mood was actually an insurmountable change in her life – one she’s hid very well.” She paused, lowering her voice. “She isn’t aware that I know yet,” she added. “I’d prefer to let her know myself, if that’s alright, but I can understand if it slips in conversation.” 
 
    I nodded. “I don’t see any reason why you can’t be the one to tell her. Though, I think it’s best to try not to dwell on it, and leave the past in the past as much as possible, so we can all move on.” I paused. “So, she can move on.” 
 
    Jackie held my gaze for a long few seconds, before mirroring my nod. She then scanned the room one last time, her eyes meeting Freya’s, Rose’s, and then Lily’s gaze before she focused on me again. “Well, I’m glad that you seem to be a good man. Your superpowers in the hands of a criminal is a frightening thought.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I’d say I’m just an average man who will do anything to protect my family. But thank you for the compliment, nonetheless.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she repeated sincerely, before wishing us goodbye with the promise to return this afternoon. 
 
    Once she was gone, Lily spoke up, her brow furrowed. “Sam, how did you know I shielded Lexi?” she wondered. 
 
    I looked at her in confusion. 
 
    “No one told you that,” she clarified, only to glance at Freya. “At least, I don’t think so.” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. “Huh, I don’t really know. I guess I just assumed that since the terrorist was obviously targeting Lexi, and you were the one who got shot, then that meant you were trying to shield her.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I could have just been in the way,” Lily countered. “Or maybe I lit on fire and so he shot me first, because I was the bigger threat in that moment. There are other possibilities.” 
 
    “But you did shield her, right?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Then what’s the issue?” 
 
    Lily appeared pensive as she glanced down at her knees covered by the blanket. “I don’t know,” she finally admitted. “It just seemed weird that you were a hundred-percent confident that I intentionally jumped in front of Lexi.” 
 
    I was about to respond, but then Heidi spoke up. “Umm, guys? Not to be a pain, but can someone bring me something to eat.” 
 
    That immediately changed the mood. 
 
    Lily and I both laughed lightly, with Freya smiling. 
 
    Lily responded. “Heidi, you helped fix my body. I’ll bring you all the food you want.” 
 
    Heidi smiled timidly. 
 
    However, I wasn’t about to have Lily going anywhere, instead glancing at Freya as a thought hit me. “Actually, I think Freya and I will grab everyone something to eat. So, all of you just relax for a few minutes.” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Rose chimed in. 
 
    I glanced at Freya again to see her reaction, knowing her answer would let me know whether or not we were on the same page – really, it depended on her stomach. 
 
    Sure enough, she patted Rose on the head. “Can you hold the fort?” she asked gently. “We’ll just be gone for a few minutes.” 
 
    Rose sighed and then nodded, prompting Freya to give her a hug. Our daughter then climbed gracefully off my lap so I could get up. I gave Lily one last peck on the forehead before following Freya out the door. 
 
    Both of the guards gave us slight nods, with Freya’s keen nose making it unnecessary for us to ask directions to the staff’s breakroom. 
 
    As soon as we walked through the doorway, we saw enough food for five times the number of people we were feeding. Without hesitation, Freya went to town chowing down on everything she could get her hands on. 
 
    In the mall her eating had been a little on the seductive side as she enjoyed her food some, but now she was like a ravenous wolf. 
 
    “Wow, you seem like you’re starving,” I commented. 
 
    She mumbled something with a mouth full of food, before swallowing, only to keep her mouth empty just long enough to answer. “You have no idea. After Lily finally fell asleep this morning, I snuck off to find where they keep the crackers.” She paused to hastily take a few more bites, before continuing. “Who knew something so ordinary could taste so amazing? I felt horrible that I was thinking about food at a time like this, but I was starving. The room had a fridge too, with some boxed lunches in it. But now I’m so hungry again, that I think I would have died by now had I waited.” 
 
    I sighed. “I suppose that would have been the worst time for Lily to find out, huh?” I realized. 
 
    She paused for a moment to nod somberly, before continuing her raid. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” I suggested, prompting her to freeze again. “After everything has calmed down a little, let’s tell her tomorrow. Her birthday week is pretty much already ruined, and I think this surprise will make her happy.” 
 
    Freya sighed and then took a deep breath. “Sam, Lily never wanted to be the aunt. At least, not before being a mother herself.” 
 
    My eyes widened as I considered that. Lily had been fine with Rose, and loved her dearly, but this would make her an aunt for the second time. I leaned against the counter as I thought about that, with Freya still being too hungry to wait for a response, going back to devouring everything she could. 
 
    Finally, I replied. “Then, why don’t we just make sure to promise that the next child will be hers?” I suggested. 
 
    Freya’s brow furrowed as she chewed. “I really would rather wait, Sam. I mean, I’m going to be pregnant for nine months, so is it really so bad to keep it a secret for just a few days? Some women wait for over a month to share, since it could always end in a miscarriage early on – or even be a chemical pregnancy, where the symptoms are there, but the woman isn’t actually pregnant.” 
 
    “You don’t think that’s possible for us, do you?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Sam, I’m eating everything I can get my hands on and I’m enjoying every second of it. No way in hell is my body faking me out.” 
 
    I grinned. “Well, I don’t want to keep Lily and Heidi waiting, so I’m going to grab them something and just say you had one of those rare moments when you had to pee.” 
 
    She returned the grin. “Thanks,” she replied appreciatively. “I’m glad you’re not grossed out by me eating like a pig.” 
 
    I scoffed. “Grossed out? I think it’s hot. And I think your pregnant belly is going to be hot too,” I added. 
 
    “That turns you on, huh?” she wondered. 
 
    I scoffed again. “I’m pretty sure it turns all guys on, and for the ones that think it doesn’t, they change their minds once it’s their child squirming around in their baby-momma.” I sighed. “Though I will admit there are guys who have a fetish for that kind of thing.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she agreed, her mouth full of food. “But I thought it was just a fetish.” 
 
    “The fetish is liking any woman who’s pregnant. I wouldn’t get turned on by some random stranger, but thinking about you with a big prego belly is definitely hot.” 
 
    “You gonna kiss it?” she teased. 
 
    “Absolutely,” I agreed. “But not right now…” I paused to grab a tray full of food. “Do you want me to come back? Or should I just go with the pee story?” 
 
    She nodded. “Last part. I’ll return after I’m not dying of hunger anymore.” 
 
    I smirked, walking up to her to give her a peck on the temple, since her mouth was occupied, and headed out of the breakroom back down the hall. 
 
    Considering how horrible and stressful the previous day had turned out, this day ended up being a nice break from our daily responsibilities – one in which we all just enjoyed each other’s company in a tiny little world away from reality. We finally left the hospital later that evening once everyone was back to full health, including both Lexi and Heidi. 
 
    And from that day forward, we decided to let them live with us for the unforeseeable future, instead of just on the weekends, so that I could ensure everyone was safe at night by keeping watch.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    18: Horrifying Curses 
 
      
 
    Lily Dodson 
 
    March 19, 2735 – 1 Day Later – Morning 
 
      
 
    Lily ran her hands over her flat chest, examining her half-naked body in the mirror. In her opinion, she was definitely more ‘cute’ than ‘hot’ without her implants. But neither Sam nor Freya had even so much as mentioned the change in her appearance in the last day, which was kind of reassuring, but Lily still missed them. At least she didn’t have saggy skin, with Heidi’s ability returning her body to almost how it had been prior to the implants. 
 
    However, unfortunately, that fact was both a blessing and a curse. 
 
    The reason being because having her skin stretched out so much when she originally got the implants had made her chest super itchy and uncomfortable for the first six months, until her body adjusted. 
 
    Not to mention the expense of the special silicone that she needed, to handle her body temperature! 
 
    In the end, whether or not she got new ones was going to depend on Sam and Freya, since they would have to foot the bill at this point. 
 
    Hopefully they missed her large chest just as much as she did. 
 
    Maybe she could use her birthday as leverage? 
 
    And with Heidi’s help, she might be able to return to normal a lot faster too, if she was willing. 
 
    At the very least, Lily had to admit that she probably would have been required to replace them soon anyway, since it had been a little over a decade since she got them, with the recommended replacement time being every ten to fifteen years. 
 
    Lily’s gaze shifted behind herself in the mirror, as Freya walked from the dark bedroom into the bathroom, appearing exhausted. She had her hand on her forehead, dressed in one of Lily’s purple latex nightgowns, groaning as the bright light hit her eyes. 
 
    “You don’t look very well,” Lily commented, turning around to face her with a concerned expression. 
 
    Freya only nodded weakly, her eyes squinting. “I don’t feel well,” she admitted. 
 
    “You aren’t sick, are you?” she wondered, reaching out to touch Freya’s bare shoulder with her heated hand. “I mean, you can’t get sick, right?” 
 
    Unexpectedly, Freya sighed heavily, leaning into Lily’s warm palm. Then, in a flash she closed the gap between them and curled herself up against Lily’s bare chest. “Ugh,” she groaned. “You feel so good.” 
 
    Lily hesitated for a couple of seconds, surprised by the abrupt proximity, before slowly wrapping her warm arms around her friend. 
 
    However, after a moment, Freya pulled away again. “I think I’ll feel better after a hot shower,” she announced, turning away slightly from Lily as she stripped off her FRIL lingerie, including underwear. 
 
    At first Lily was confused, since hot water didn’t really do much for Freya, but then she abruptly froze solid, staring at her friend’s naked body in complete shock. 
 
    “F-Freya,” Lily stammered. 
 
    “What?” she replied, turning to face her fully, only to follow Lily’s gaze down to her stomach. Freya’s eyes widened in shock, slowly traveling upwards again to meet Lily’s citrine eyes, the hairs on the back of her neck standing on end. 
 
    “Freya,” Lily repeated in a whisper. “Are you pregnant?” 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Freya murmured, as she turned sideways to look at herself in the mirror. Without a doubt, both women could see clearly that she had a small baby bump. 
 
    “So then, you’re not pregnant?” Lily tried clarifying. “Because it looks like you’re pregnant.” 
 
    “No, I mean…” Freya’s voice trailed off as she met her friend’s gaze hesitantly. “I am pregnant,” she admitted. “I was going to tell you, but I just found out a few days ago, and…” Her eyes unfocused as she became lost in thought. 
 
    “And what?” Lily urged. “You were waiting to tell me? Freya this is exciting! This is like the best birthday present ever!” 
 
    Freya ignored her, appearing panicked as she dashed out of the room at full speed without another word. 
 
    Lily tried to follow after her, only for them to almost collide into each other as Freya reappeared at the bathroom door with her phone in hand. 
 
    Freya immediately put it on speakerphone and set it on the counter as she turned sideways to look at herself in the mirror again. 
 
    “Freya…” Lily whispered, confused by her reaction. She could see on the screen that it was Dr. Hawthorne’s private number. 
 
    Unexpectedly, a man’s deep voice spoke up on her phone. “Hello, Ms. Rosetti. A pleasure to hear from you. Can I help you with something? I just had to step away from another client, so–” 
 
    “Dr. Hawthorne, I’m pregnant and already showing,” she responded in a rush. 
 
    “Congratulations!” he replied, sounding sincerely happy for her. “I’m sure–” 
 
    “No,” Freya cut him off. “Dr. Hawthorne, I’ve only been pregnant for twelve days. Conception was on March 7th.” 
 
    There was a pause. “And you’re showing already?” he repeated. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re only twelve days pregnant?” he asked, sounding skeptical. “Most women with a first-time pregnancy don’t start showing until they are at least twelve w–” 
 
    Instantly, he stopped talking. 
 
    “Twelve weeks,” Freya finished for him. “And my diet has changed,” she added. “I’ve been eating everything in sight. Enchiladas, pizza, cookies, ice cream…everything that has tasted like dirt before is now–” 
 
    He cut her off. “Head down to my office immediately. I’ll clear my schedule, and do the ultrasound myself.” 
 
    Lily just stared at the phone on the counter in disbelief, before focusing on Freya again, seeing the panic in her eyes as she examined her stomach in the mirror. 
 
    Twelve weeks…in twelve days… 
 
    Was it really possible? Or was Freya mistaken? 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    March 19, 2735 – Current Day – Afternoon 
 
      
 
    I nervously held Freya’s hand as she laid on the imaging table, waiting to have her ultrasound done with her feet already in the stirrups, her legs spread. Lily was right beside me, stroking the top of Freya’s head while Dr. Hawthorne put lube on the probe used to do a transvaginal ultrasound. 
 
    For most women, a normal belly ultrasound could be done at twelve weeks, but to get the images he needed, Freya would be required to have a full bladder. Certainly, he could fill her up with fluid manually with a catheter. 
 
    But that was also assuming she was really at twelve weeks already – not twelve days like Freya claimed. 
 
    Given that both procedures would be invasive and uncomfortable, Freya opted for this method since it would be the easiest and fastest. 
 
    Dr. Hawthorne cleared his throat. “Now, I know you’re not as sensitive to temperature and pain as most people, but this might be cold and uncomfortable,” he explained. 
 
    “I know,” she replied. 
 
    He held the probe down between her legs, glancing at the screen for a moment. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Surprisingly, Freya didn’t even react as he inserted the probe, and within a matter of seconds he was angling it different ways, trying to get a view of the fetus. 
 
    I could already see it though, taking a peek for the first time in my second-sight. 
 
    A small alien-shaped body no larger than two inches. 
 
    It had a bulbus head and a semi-transparent body, but what was crazy to me was that I could make out the individual fingers and toes. The small hands, feet, arms, and legs where so tiny that even Rose’s pinkie fingers were larger than this baby’s limbs. 
 
    The heart was beating rhythmically at about double the resting heartrate of an adult. 
 
    The sight almost moved me to tears, and without thinking I reached out to rest my hand on Freya’s gown-covered stomach. 
 
    She looked up at me in confusion, before she registered my expression. “Can you see him?” she asked in a whisper. 
 
    I met her gaze and nodded, before clearing my throat. “Is it a him?” I wondered. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” she admitted. “It might be a her, but I didn’t feel right about calling our baby an ‘it.’” 
 
    “We’ll love him or her either way,” Lily chimed in quietly. 
 
    Dr. Hawthorne spoke up. “Gender can be determined around eighteen to twenty weeks,” he explained. He then sighed after a couple more minutes, and retracted the probe. “Well, your baby is perfectly healthy based on the ultrasound. We’ll still want to do blood tests, but based on the body measurements, you’re right at twelve weeks.” 
 
    “But I’m not,” Freya countered. 
 
    He nodded. “And I believe you, which is why I want you to come back in two days to have another one. If you’re really progressing a full week every day, then there will be a drastic difference in just two days.” 
 
    Freya cringed. “Can we make it tomorrow?” she asked, before quickly elaborating. “It’s just that, it’s Lily’s birthday in two days.” 
 
    “Oh Freya,” Lily chastised. “Don’t worry about that. This is way more important.” 
 
    Freya still remained focused on Dr. Hawthorne, waiting for an answer. 
 
    He shook his head. “It would be best to wait at least two days, if not three.” 
 
    Freya sighed. “I guess we’ll make it three then.” 
 
    “Freya!” Lily exclaimed, before looking at the doctor. “We’ll be here in two days – I’ll drag her in myself if I have to.” 
 
    He grinned at that. “Very well. I’ll need to schedule you for after hours though. I cancelled a few appointments today to see you on such short-notice, but I won’t be able to do that again unless it’s truly an emergency.” 
 
    Freya nodded. “Thank you. Any time is fine.” 
 
    “I’ll put you down for six o’clock then,” he offered. 
 
    “Sounds good,” she agreed simply. 
 
    On the way back out to my green Mustang, Freya commented about stopping someplace to get a bite to eat, which made Lily briefly look at her in horror. I supposed she had forgotten for half a second that her friend was eating normal food now too, in addition to blood, since she hadn’t actually seen Freya eat yet. 
 
    However, on the way to grab food, Freya stared out the window looking really depressed. Lily tried to cheer her up from the backseat by wondering if she wanted to discuss baby names, but our pregnant beauty wasn’t even remotely in the mood. 
 
    Finally, I spoke up, guessing at what was wrong. “Are you worried?” 
 
    She sighed heavily. “Sam, if this baby really is growing a full week every day, then he or she will be seven years old in a year…and in ten years…” Her voice trailed off. 
 
    My knuckles turned white on the steering wheel. 
 
    In ten years, our child would be in their seventies already. 
 
    Lily spoke up. “Do you think growing faster than normal might be their superpower?” she whispered. 
 
    Freya sighed heavily. “It has to be. Since superpowers can’t be inherited, neither of our abilities would matter. But that’s the problem. Superpowers are just a result of regular human DNA becoming warped, which means sometimes the result can be a curse.” Freya glanced back at Lily. “It happens much less rarely now, but go back six-hundred years ago, and babies born with mutated features or life-threatening abilities was a more common occurrence. Like, I remember reading about a baby who created earthquakes when he was upset, with him being the epicenter – he killed himself and his mother within the first week after being born.” She grimaced. “And if I was a normal person without regenerative abilities, then this is the type of pregnancy that might have become a miscarriage. Or at least put me in the hospital.” 
 
    “Shit,” I exclaimed underneath my breath. 
 
    She was completely right. Condensing forty weeks of pregnancy down to forty days would be a huge burden on most women. Sure, the average super might be able to survive the ordeal, but not without putting a ton of stress on their body. They would probably have to be hospitalized at the very least, like Freya suggested. 
 
    Lily did her best to look on the bright side. “But the baby is healthy, right? Even if we only get ten years, we can still give him or her all our love and…” Her voice trailed off, tears beginning to fill her eyes as she really considered the implications of what this might mean. 
 
    Ten years…ten short years and then our baby would be gone… 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered, reaching out to grab Freya’s hand, tears now streaming down her cheeks too. 
 
    After a moment, she cleared her throat, her voice sounding strained. “Like Lily said, we’ll shower our baby with all the love in the world, and make sure his life is as wonderful as it can be.” 
 
    I pulled her hand towards me and kissed the back of her wrist, silently making the same promise. 
 
    I knew we really only had two options at this point, either have the baby and deal with the consequences, or else consider an abortion. But I was completely against that second idea for a couple of reasons. 
 
    For one, I had just seen the tiny little fetus with my own eyes – so to speak – and despite myself, I had already fallen in love, the vulnerability of our child provoking my protectiveness. And second, having already been through this experience once before, in my mind I personally couldn’t separate that tiny little fetus with the person I knew they would grow up to be. 
 
    Certainly, everyone had different opinions on this type of subject, but that was mine, especially since the baby was otherwise healthy. So, even if our child had been conceived with a curse, I still would rather let them live their life and see what happens, rather than not give them that chance. 
 
    Thankfully, based on their comments, it appeared that both Lily and Freya were against it too, with both of them being upset about the situation, but determined to see this through until the end. Even if that meant it would be a stressful hell for the next ten years. 
 
    Although, I wasn’t planning on verifying what their opinions were right now, because Freya already seemed depressed enough as it was. But we probably did need to discuss where we all stood on that issue, because no doubt when Freya asked Dr. Hawthorne what our options were, he would probably bring it up. 
 
    Granted, with this child growing so quickly, it wouldn’t be long before that decision was made for us, with abortion being illegal country-wide at eighteen weeks, as verified by the fetus’ development level and growth, which was technically just six days away for our particular situation. 
 
    Basically, it became illegal once the gender could be determined. 
 
    Thankfully, just like any normal pregnant woman, Freya cheered up really fast once she was chowing down on fast-food. 
 
    Honestly, with how much she had been eating, I was surprised she hadn’t really gained any weight, other than her breasts being a little swollen. I supposed it might be because her body still wasn’t using the nutrition from food just like before, with everything instead being used for the baby. 
 
    Without really thinking about it, I watched Freya eat in the passenger’s seat, finding myself enjoying the sight of her breasts in the process while focusing on the road with my second-sight. 
 
    Lily must have noticed, because in the corner of my eye, I noticed her rub her chest with her hands before clearing her throat. 
 
    “Hey, umm, guys?” she said hesitantly. 
 
    We both looked back at her. 
 
    “Do you think…” Her face began turning red as she started over. “Do you think you could get me new implants for my birthday?” she finally blurted out. 
 
    Freya and I both exchanged a glance. Since one of us had our mouth full of food, I responded. “Oh. Yeah, of course,” I reassured her. “I figured that was a sensitive subject, so I didn’t want to bring it up,” I added. 
 
    “Me too,” Freya agreed through a mouthful. 
 
    “Sensitive?” Lily asked. “How so?” 
 
    I put my car in autopilot to give her my full attention, twisting around in my seat. “Well, because I’m fine with how you look now, and I didn’t want you to think you needed the implants for me to love you.” 
 
    Lily took a deep breath, visibly relaxing a little. “I admit that it was nice knowing neither of you seemed to care.” 
 
    “And we don’t care,” I emphasized. “If you decide you want to stay how you are, that’s completely fine.” 
 
    She smiled at me before shaking her head. “No, I liked them. In fact, I feel naked without them, even though I’m fully clothed. Plus, none of my clothes fit right anymore.” 
 
    I smirked, knowing that the tank-top she was wearing under her zipped coat was a little baggy in the chest area. Thankfully, she didn’t seem to catch on, returning my smile. 
 
    “Well, I’m not sure how soon we will be able to get an appointment, but we can call around and get you scheduled someplace today if you want.” 
 
    Lily nodded appreciatively, leaning back in her seat. “That would be great. I think the average wait time is about a month, so the sooner the better. It’s weird looking so young.” 
 
    Freya instantly froze halfway through a bite, and we both exchanged a glance. 
 
    Lily didn’t know yet. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Lily asked urgently, noticing how we both reacted. 
 
    Freya wiped her mouth with a napkin and turned in her seat to hold Lily’s gaze. “Umm, it’s not the breast implants,” she admitted. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Freya sighed. “I mean, that probably does have a small effect. But Lily, you don’t just look younger. Your body is younger. The difference is minor, but your body has lost a few years of age.” 
 
    “What?” she said breathlessly. “What are you even talking about?” 
 
    “It’s a side-effect of Heidi’s power,” Freya continued explaining, causing Lily’s citrine eyes to become as wide as saucers. “When she heals someone, she repairs both the physical damage and their DNA, which means she returns people to their peak physical state, just like how Sam and I are.” 
 
    “You mean?” Her eyes were still wide. 
 
    Freya nodded, smiling warmly. “As long as Heidi is willing, she should be able to keep you from aging by essentially healing your DNA every few years.” 
 
    Lily’s voice was strained now. “You mean?” she repeated, her eyes now filling with tears. 
 
    I finally chimed in. “Yes,” I replied, knowing what she was asking. “We can keep you forever.” 
 
    We were all quiet as she processed that, before she reached up to wipe her eyes. “But is Heidi really okay with that?” she wondered. “Did she ask for anything in exchange?” 
 
    Freya pursed her lips. “For now, she just wants to be able to continue being in our lives like how it is now.” 
 
    “You mean living with us?” Lily clarified. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Freya said carefully. “She told us she had decided to do it just before the terrorist attack at the mall.” 
 
    Lily was still skeptical. “Okay, but what if she changes her mind? She could totally blackmail us with this kind of thing. And what’s worse, I’d probably do whatever she wanted if it meant I could live forever.” 
 
    Freya and I both grimaced. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mean anything,” I commented. 
 
    Lily gave me an apologetic look. “Well, no, of course not anything. I do have some dignity, but immortality is basically priceless – most people would do anything to have it.” 
 
    “So long as it didn’t have consequences,” I clarified. “If they had to be a completely normal person when everyone else has superpowers, like myself – or, worse, they had to have Freya’s problems – then they probably wouldn’t like it so much once they had it.” 
 
    Lily huffed. “Well, I for one would definitely trade out my superpower for immortality if I could.” 
 
    “Really?” Freya asked skeptically. 
 
    The two of them locked eyes for a moment, before Lily’s shoulders slumped. “Well, I guess maybe not,” she admitted. “It’s nice being able to protect myself, even though it’s caused me a ton of problems all my life.” 
 
    “And,” Freya added, “it’s nice giving me your warm hugs, right?” 
 
    Lily blushed intensely. “R-Right,” she agreed. 
 
    I laughed. “Do I need to get you two a room?” I teased. 
 
    “Sam!” Lily scolded me. 
 
    I just laughed harder, causing Freya to smile a little too, though I suspected she thought my laugh was adorable, as opposed to thinking my comment was that funny. 
 
    “But still,” Lily continued, her mind having drifted back to her original question. “What if Heidi does try to blackmail us?” She paused and then raised her voice. “Freya, you’ve seen her thoughts. What does she want? Or is just being around us truly it?” 
 
    Freya grimaced, staring straight ahead. 
 
    “Freya,” Lily whined. 
 
    With a deep breath she responded, glancing at me, before giving Lily her attention. “She wants in on our relationship,” she admitted. 
 
    Lily blanched. “Oh,” she said in a high pitch. 
 
    “I told her that wasn’t an option though,” Freya quickly added, only to focus on me. Her tone was firm. “Right, Sam?” 
 
    I coughed uncomfortably. “Hey, why are you even asking me? It’s not like it would be my decision anyway.” 
 
    “Sam!” Lily scolded again. 
 
    I tried to redirect the conversation, speaking to Freya. “Okay, seriously. Why does Heidi want to be in our relationship anyway? I mean, I’ve met some deviant people over the years, but I feel like the average woman doesn’t want to share their man–”  
 
    “Right,” Lily cut me off to agree. 
 
    “So why does Heidi want to be a part of it?” I continued. 
 
    Freya was quiet for a moment. “Well, if I’m being honest, actually Lexi kind of does too.” 
 
    “Seriously?!” Lily exclaimed. 
 
    “Well, I already knew that,” I mumbled. 
 
    “Seriously?!” Lily repeated in a higher pitch. 
 
    “It’s different for both of them,” Freya admitted. “Lexi just wants to feel safe, and Blaze was so convincing in the beginning that now no one feels safe except Sam.” She sighed. “And Heidi has sort of written off long-term relationships entirely. She likes the idea of just being Sam’s side-chick, so she doesn’t have to worry about all the normal relationship stuff. That, and she wants to watch us in bed.” 
 
    Lily was really warming up the interior of the car now, and my Mustang wasn’t fireproof. She spoke through her teeth. “Freya, can’t you just play match-maker and use your third-eye to find them nice men to be with?” 
 
    I cringed at the idea. 
 
    I knew the Stockton sisters needed to move on with their lives, but I was not looking forward to it. 
 
    Freya evaluated my uncontrolled reaction for a moment, before shrugging. “Maybe. I don’t really want to get that involved, but I might have to…” Her voice trailed off as she continued to stare at me. 
 
    I was literally starting to sweat now, so I chimed in. “Lily, please calm down before you light my Christmas present on fire. I’m not going to jump in bed with either of them, so you don’t need to worry about that.” 
 
    Surprisingly, Freya didn’t contradict me, even though she was well aware of the situation that happened with Heidi. I honestly wasn’t sure why – maybe because she knew it would just make Lily more upset. 
 
    “Plus,” Freya added, her hand touching her small baby bump as she focused on Lily again. “I can recover from a fire, but the baby probably wouldn’t be able to.” 
 
    That sobered Lily up real fast. 
 
    “I’m…I’m sorry,” she whispered, the temperature in the car dropping instantly. 
 
    Freya reached back to grab her hand. “It’s alright. And you’re getting really good at controlling it. Before you met Sam, you would have long since been on fire already if you had let yourself get this worked up.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Lily whispered. She then groaned. “I like Lexi and Heidi, but I’m not crazy about them being around if they’re both trying to get some of my man.” She sighed. “What are you going to do if Heidi demands that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Freya whispered. “I don’t want to be mean to her. And I can hurt her pretty bad by denying her Rose, but that hurts our daughter too.” She took a deep breath. “Not to mention, Rose is old enough that she might just do what she wants if we tried something like that. So, at the end of the day, that’s a stalemate Heidi would ultimately win if we pushed it that far.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say, Freya?!” Lily exclaimed. 
 
    “I’m just saying, if all of us dug our heels in, Heidi has the biggest ace up her sleeve. And I’m not about to do to her what Blaze did, although I admit I did hint at it.” She paused to hold Lily’s gaze silently for a moment. “But Lily, I don’t want to lose you. If it comes between you dying and giving Heidi what she wants, then I’m going to give her what she wants, even if I hate every second of it.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not going to do that,” I countered, truly being sincere. “It’s one thing if you two were okay with something like that, but I’m not going to get in a situation where you’re being blackmailed to share me. I know I’d be devastated if the situation was reversed.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lily whispered, looking devastated just from the thought. 
 
    Again, even though I really meant what I said, I half expected Freya to contradict me. Thus, I was surprised when she didn’t, instead grabbing my hand. “I know,” she agreed. 
 
    I glanced at her to verify that she was serious. 
 
    Granted, she knew my thoughts anyway. Yes, I was attracted to both Heidi and Lexi, and yes, I had almost had sex with Heidi, but that was like a freak accident. Not to mention, since I knew what was coming, I did choose not to cheat. Honestly, I wasn’t even sure what came over me, because that had been the one and only time I almost lost it in the heat of the moment. 
 
    “So,” Freya continued. “I think for now we just shouldn’t worry about Heidi possibly blackmailing us one day. At the moment, I’m comfortable with Lexi and Heidi being a close part of our lives, and I think that as long as we make sure they both feel included in our family, then it will never come to that. Having that rapport with Heidi will go a long way to preventing that future outcome.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” Lily replied with a sigh. “It just sucks. I do like her, but I don’t want her in bed with my man.” 
 
    “Me either,” Freya agreed, glancing at me as if to emphasize that statement. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “Maybe if I tell her how old I am, she’ll change her mind.” 
 
    Freya scoffed. “Nope.” 
 
    I looked at her in shock. “What in the world do you mean by ‘nope?’” 
 
    “Umm, I sort of told her back in January…” 
 
    “You did?” I asked in disbelief. 
 
    She grimaced. “Sorry. Technically Rose told her, but she didn’t believe her until I sort of confirmed it.” 
 
    Lily chimed in. “And she still wants Sam?” 
 
    I scoffed. “Wow, thanks Lily.” 
 
    “I’m just saying. I have an acquired taste, but I feel like most women would run away if they found out.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that…” Freya said quietly. 
 
    “Freya,” I said in a warning tone, knowing she was keeping secrets. 
 
    She sighed. “Heidi told her sister of course, and while Lexi was surprised, it didn’t affect how she felt either.” 
 
    Lily groaned. “Sam, maybe you need to stop being so perfect.” 
 
    I scoffed again. “Thanks for the compliment.” 
 
    She grinned mischievously. “You’re welcome baby.” 
 
    Freya rolled her eyes at us, only to return to devouring her three meals. At the rate she was going, I half expected her to raid the fridge when we got home too. Honestly, I wanted to enjoy the sight as much as possible, but now it had recently become a bad reminder that our baby was growing at a frightening rate. 
 
    Of all the babies in the world, why did ours have to be one of the rare ones that was cursed?


 
   
  
 



 
 
    19: Eerie Revelations 
 
      
 
    Lily Dodson 
 
    March 24, 2735 – 5 Days Later – Afternoon 
 
      
 
    Lily knocked on Heidi’s door tentatively, her heart racing. She really didn’t want to have this conversation, but she felt like she couldn’t relax around Heidi after discovering that the younger woman had literally reduced her age by a few years. That, and from knowing she was the key to her possibly living forever. 
 
    “Come in,” a highly muffled voice responded. 
 
    Lily carefully opened the door and peeked her head in to find Heidi sitting on her bed with a tablet in hand. “Hey, do you mind if I come in for a few minutes? I was wondering if we could talk.” 
 
    Heidi scoffed. “It’s your house, Lily. Of course.” 
 
    She closed the door behind her and moved to sit on the edge of Heidi’s bed. “Yeah, but this is kind of your room right now. It would be rude of me to just barge in whenever I wanted.” 
 
    Heidi shrugged, putting her tablet down. “Yeah, I guess. So what did you want to talk about?” 
 
    Lily interlaced her fingers together and stared down at the floor. “Well, Sam and Freya sort of told me about the side-effect your superpower has…” 
 
    Heidi was silent. 
 
    Lily glanced at her to see she was looking at the wall now, her expression unreadable. “And, I just wanted to say, thank you. But you don’t have to do it again, if you don’t want.” 
 
    Heidi’s head snapped back in her direction, looking shocked. 
 
    Lily quickly continued. “It’s just, I know how hard it is on you to heal people, and yeah, it would be really nice to stay in my twenties forever, but it’s your superpower and I feel like you should be free to use it however you want.” When Heidi still didn’t say anything, just silently holding her gaze, Lily finally looked away. “And I know you only used it on me because you were trying to save Sam, so I can understand if–” 
 
    “Wait,” Heidi interrupted. “Didn’t they tell you I said I’d do it?” 
 
    Lily sighed. “Yeah, but I don’t feel like you’re very happy about it. I mean, it’s not like you’re all,” Lily deepened her voice and made a funny face, “‘Hey dude, I think you’re cool and I want to keep you around, since we’re friends and all,’ it’s more like,” she pouted, “‘I really don’t want to do this, because Lily’s a pain in the ass and like hell do I want her around forever.’” 
 
    Heidi grinned. “I don’t think that.” 
 
    “Well thanks,” Lily retorted. “But still…” 
 
    “You really consider me a friend?” Heidi wondered. 
 
    Lily looked at her in surprise. “Um, duh. How could you even ask that when we’ve spent so much time together? Like, we’ve spent every day together for the last, what? Six or seven months?” 
 
    Heidi shrugged, pulling her knees up to her chin and wrapping her arms around her legs. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I guess I just feel like everyone wants to use me.” 
 
    “Who is everyone?” Lily asked in disbelief. “Because last I checked, I had no idea what your superpower was capable of until recently, and I’ve never asked you to heal me.” She scoffed. “Not to mention, you haven’t even used your ability in all this time until Lexi got hurt. And don’t you remember when I cut my finger on New Year’s? I mean, you totally offered to heal it for me, but I declined. And, yeah, it was just a cut, not like a broken arm, but still. You’re my friend, Heidi. I don’t just keep you around because you can heal me if I get hurt.” 
 
    Heidi sighed. “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    Lily pulled herself more onto the bed and crossed her legs. “And just like with the cut,” she continued. “I’m telling you now not to worry about it if you don’t want to.” 
 
    “You really mean that?” Heidi asked. 
 
    Lily shrugged. “Well, obviously. I mean, if you had grabbed my hand on New Year’s and said, ‘No dammit, I’m healing your finger,’ then I wouldn’t have stopped you…” She paused to grin when Heidi smiled again. “But I also wasn’t going to make you feel like you had to.” She sighed then, resting her cheek in her hand, her elbow on her knee. “Heidi, if I had your ability, I would totally use it on you, but I also didn’t go through what you did. So, whether you decide to use it on me again or not, know that I’m not going to stop being your friend.” She then paused, her expression hardening a little as she pointed her finger at Heidi, lowering her voice. “Now, if you try stealing my man, then that’s a different story.” 
 
    Heidi laughed uncomfortably, switching the subject. “Yeah, well, Rose would really miss you if I didn’t do it.” She paused to tighten her embrace on her knees. “And, I guess I would really miss you too,” she admitted. “I don’t have any friends.” 
 
    “Yes you do,” Lily countered confidently. “You have me, Freya, Rose, and your sister definitely counts too. Just because you’re related doesn’t mean she isn’t your friend.” 
 
    “I guess,” Heidi repeated. She then laughed. “Freya feels almost like a mom sometimes though – a cool mom.” 
 
    “Well, she is really old,” Lily said with a grin. 
 
    “Doesn’t that bother you?” Heidi asked seriously. 
 
    Lily shrugged. “No, not really. I’ve met plenty of old people who were as immature as teenagers, and I’ve met some people our age who were a thousand times more mature. So age really is just a number – it doesn’t indicate maturity at all. And I doubt I’ll be much different when I’m seventy or eighty, other than possibly being wrinkly.” Lily grimaced at the thought, exaggerating her disgust a little. 
 
    Heidi laughed. “Yeah, well I won’t do that to you.” 
 
    Lily smiled. “Well, thanks for that, but only do it if you want to.” 
 
    “I want to,” she admitted. She shivered slightly then. “I don’t want to ever lose a friend again…” 
 
    “Again?” Lily asked in confusion. 
 
    Heidi nodded, taking a deep breath. “Yeah, when I was eleven my best friend died of Leukemia. I didn’t know I could heal people then, otherwise I would have.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Lily whispered. 
 
    Tears abruptly began appearing in Heidi’s lavender eyes. “I was devastated when I found out what I could do.” She unexpectedly sobbed, ducking her head against her knees. “It was so stupid. I was holding a dumb cat that only let me touch it because it had a broken leg…” She sobbed again, her voice quickly becoming incoherent. “And a couple of hours later the stupid thing jumped out of my arms perfectly fine.” 
 
    When Heidi started whimpering, Lily immediately moved closer to sit beside her. “Shh,” she whispered, wrapping her arms around her friend. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “If only I had held my friend,” she sobbed, her words barely intelligible. “Someone who actually liked me, not some stupid cat.” 
 
    “Shh,” Lily repeated soothingly. “I’m here. I’m right here. It’s okay.” She continued to rub her hand over Heidi’s arm as she held her tight. “It’s not your fault. You couldn’t have known. And I know it doesn’t make anything better, but the only reason why I’m alive is because of you and Sam. I should be dead right now.” 
 
    Heidi sobbed again, before taking a deep breath. “Thank you for protecting my sister,” she whispered. “For jumping in front of her,” she clarified. 
 
    Lily sighed heavily. “Yeah, well you’re both my friends. When I saw a man pointing a machine gun at her, that was my first reaction.” 
 
    Heidi laughed humorlessly. “I would have run away, even though out of everyone I might actually be able to recover from something like that. I’m such a coward.” 
 
    Lily sighed, giving her a gentle squeeze. “You’re not a coward. It’s normal to be afraid. I wasn’t afraid because I’ve never gotten hurt like that before. I’d be more hesitant if it happened again.” She paused. “Like, to be honest, Sam has had to wake me up a few times, because I was having nightmares about it. And besides, coward or not, you put yourself through hell to save your sister, and then you did it again to save Sam.” 
 
    Heidi finally lifted her head, wiping the tears from her lavender eyes before setting her chin back on her knees again. “Yeah, well I couldn’t just sit there and let them die.” She sighed, glancing up at Lily. “And I guess I feel the same way about you too.” 
 
    Lily nodded and leaned her head against Heidi’s blonde hair giving her another tight squeeze. “So…I thought we were already friends, but I guess I have to ask now to clarify.” She pulled away to meet her gaze. “Friends?” 
 
    Heidi smiled. “Yeah. Friends.” 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    March 24, 2735 – Current Day – Afternoon 
 
      
 
    Lily had gone upstairs to talk with Heidi, and in the process we all sort of trickled up there as well to sit on the sectional sofa in the large loft. Freya was seventeen days pregnant, which we confirmed on Lily’s birthday was correlated to the same number of weeks. And tomorrow, on Monday morning, we would be going in to find out if it was a boy or girl. 
 
    No one was overly excited about it though. I mean, sure, we were looking forward to it, but it was extremely bittersweet. 
 
    Freya was depressed. I was depressed. Lily and Lexi were worried. Even Rose seemed to be less chipper than usual. 
 
    Although, really it was Lily who was helping Freya and I stay afloat by trying to keep us focused on the positive. Lexi helped a little too, and so did Rose just by being cute, but overall Lily was saving the day. If it were just Freya and myself, I was pretty sure we would have just sat in silence, locked away in our own thoughts and worries. 
 
    Thankfully, everyone else, to some varying degree, kept that from happening. 
 
    Freya sat at one end of the sectional sofa, with Rose sitting beside her holding onto her mommy’s belly, while I sat on the opposite end to face Freya at an angle. Lexi was sitting closer to me, a cushion in between us, staring at her phone, leaving us all silent for a few minutes. 
 
    I stared out the window overlooking one of the fields that surrounded the house, doing my best to enjoy the company of just having people I cared about around, instead of worrying about our baby that was growing way too fast. 
 
    It was difficult though. 
 
    Rose was especially excited to be a big sister, a pleasant smile on her adorable little face as she occasionally rubbed her hand over the bump. However, that too was bittersweet, because it made me sad to think that Rose might lose someone important to her before she was even twenty. 
 
    And then that thought made me sad too – the idea of Rose growing up. 
 
    So I was just a spiraling mess of depression, a shitstorm of negative thoughts, barely staying afloat in a hurricane of despair, like I said. 
 
    Heidi’s door opening caught my attention, with Lily and Heidi both coming out only to stop in their tracks when they saw all of us. 
 
    “Oh,” Lily exclaimed. “I didn’t realize everyone came upstairs.” 
 
    I smiled weakly at her, doing a poor job of hiding how I was feeling, prompting her to close the gap and plop down on the couch next to me. Heidi followed suit and sat next to Rose, a smile appearing on her face as she exchanged a glance with the little girl before Rose went back to rubbing her mommy’s belly. 
 
    Again, we were all quiet for a few minutes before Lily spoke up. “You know, I really think we should talk names. I personally like Noah if it’s a boy.” 
 
    Freya and I exchanged a glance, only for neither of us to say anything. 
 
    “And what if it’s a girl?” Heidi asked, taking the bait. 
 
    “Hmm,” Lily exaggerated thinking a little, tapping her bottom lip with her index finger. “Well, we already have a beautiful Rose, and a gorgeous Lily…” She grinned at me, only to pout when I just gave her another weak smile. “So maybe Iris or Jasmine?” she continued, looking at me expectantly. 
 
    I shrugged, prompting Lily to pout again. 
 
    “Come on, Sam,” she pleaded. 
 
    I sighed. “I’d rather wait to–” 
 
    Rose gasped, causing us all to look at her. She immediately hopped up and ran over to me. “Daddy, I’m hungry.” 
 
    Unsurprised by the request, I held out my wrist for her and continued talking. “I’d rather wait to find out the gender. I don’t want to think up a bunch of girl names and then it end up being a boy. Or vice versa.” 
 
    After a few hasty gulps, Rose returned back to her place on the couch. 
 
    “Ah, come on,” Lily whined. “That’s the fun part.” She then looked at Freya for support. “What do you think?” she asked. 
 
    Freya shrugged, obviously not into it either. “I agree with Sam,” she admitted. 
 
    Lily rolled her eyes. “Couple of old farts, you two.” 
 
    I smiled at that. “How about this?” I offered. “Once we find out the gender, we can come up with a nice big list of names. Sound good?” 
 
    Unexpectedly, Rose spoke up. 
 
    “She doesn’t need a name,” she announced, still rubbing Freya’s belly. 
 
    We all looked at her in confusion, with Lexi lowering her phone to stare too. 
 
    Rose quickly continued, looking up at her mother. “She already has one.” 
 
    “She?” Freya asked. “How do you know it’s a she?” 
 
    Rose smiled warmly. “She knows who she is whenever daddy talks.” 
 
    Everyone immediately looked at me, as if I had any idea what she was talking about. I cleared my throat. “Rose, sweetie, I know it’s nice to pretend, but–” 
 
    “See!” Rose interrupted with a triumphant grin on her face. 
 
    Freya’s expression became more serious. “Rose, this kind of pretend isn’t fun. You’re not even using your eye.” 
 
    Rose pouted. “I don’t need to use it to feel her happy thoughts.” 
 
    We all stared at her in shock. 
 
    Lily was the first to respond. “Rose, you can sense how people are feeling?” she asked. 
 
    Our daughter nodded confidently. “Everything and everyone has happy thoughts, because of the people.” 
 
    Freya seemed to figure out what she was saying before anyone else. “Honey, can you sense happy things in objects? Because of the people who have touched it?” Rose nodded. “And in people too?” she clarified, prompting Rose to nod again. Freya immediately met my gaze. “And our baby is happy,” she whispered speaking more to me than anyone else. 
 
    “She’s very happy when daddy speaks,” Rose said again. 
 
    I took a deep breath. It was really close to April Fool’s day, but I was sure Rose understood that this kind of prank would be extremely mean spirited – at least, I hoped. In her mind, she might think that telling me that our baby was happy whenever I spoke would make me less depressed, not realizing that her lie didn’t help at all. 
 
    We were all quiet again as Rose leaned closer to her mommy’s belly, rubbing it gently. 
 
    “Hi Eden,” she whispered. 
 
    My eyes instantly unfocused, the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end. Slowly, I met Freya’s wide eyes, who quickly recovered, speaking to our daughter firmly. “Rose, we can’t name her that.” 
 
    “I don’t think she will like a different name,” she argued. 
 
    “Rose,” Freya repeated, her tone a little harsh. “We can’t name her that. Don’t say that name again.” 
 
    Our daughter immediately sat up, looking shocked. “But her name is Eden! Eden Marie!” she pressed. “If you don’t believe me, see for yourself!” 
 
    Freya immediately looked at me with a furrowed brow, probably knowing that humoring her wasn’t helping me out at all. I felt like I was going to be sick to my stomach, and if I moved from my spot, the only place I was going was away for a few hours. To try to escape the horrible images flashing in front of my eyes. 
 
    When I didn’t budge, Heidi unexpectedly shoved her arm out towards Freya’s face, causing her to jerk away slightly. 
 
    “Do it,” Heidi demanded. 
 
    Freya’s expression became pained as she glanced at me again, before she bit as gently as possible into Heidi’s arm, taking a gulp as her third-eye appeared. She then stared down at her belly for a few long seconds with a grimace. 
 
    When she spoke, her voice was full of agony. “Rose…” 
 
    “Daddy has to talk!” she repeated, looking at me expectantly. 
 
    I shook my head. “I can’t do this,” I whispered, getting up as fast as possible to go downstairs. “I’m sorry,” I said more loudly. 
 
    Freya gasped. 
 
    I froze. 
 
    “Sam, say that again,” she urged, her third-eye still focused on her belly, being able to see both the child’s body and thoughts with her unique ability. 
 
    I grabbed the couch behind Lily to steady myself. “Freya, don’t do this to me. This isn’t even remotely funny.” 
 
    With wide eyes, she met my gaze. “Sam…” 
 
    I shook my head again, and quickly made my way to the stairs. I couldn’t handle this. My daughter was dead, and she wasn’t coming back. It wasn’t possible and never would be. Dead people were dead, a permanent fact of life that I’d been forced to suffer with for over a century. I wasn’t about to be destroyed all over again by hoping for something that was impossible. 
 
    Unexpectedly, I was tackled from behind by a surprisingly nimble pregnant woman, who yanked me down to the floor and climbed on top of me. 
 
    “Sam, look at her face!” she demanded, straddling my lap and holding up her shirt to reveal her milky stomach, as if I needed the extra help. 
 
    But I couldn’t do it. I turned my head away even though my physical eyes had nothing to do with the vision she was telling me to use. My eyes exploded with tears. 
 
    “Dammit Sam! For heaven’s sake, look at her face!” she repeated. 
 
    I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t. 
 
    But I reached out anyway, my head still turned to the side. 
 
    The baby was five or six inches long now, still small enough that I could fit her in one hand. Her arms and legs were about the size of Lily’s fingers, and she looked a lot more like a regular baby, just smaller. 
 
    And she had a small blemish below her right eye that looked like a tiny heart…just like the birthmark my daughter had. 
 
    “Freya,” I whimpered, really starting to sob. 
 
    She reached down and grabbed my head, forcing me to sit as she pulled my face against her bare stomach. “Sam, I swear I would never lie to you about something like this,” she whispered, holding me tight. “I don’t know how it’s possible, but this little girl is Eden. Your Eden.” 
 
    I’d never cried so hard in my life. 
 
    And apparently, when a man cries like I was, everyone cries.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    20: Unique Blessings 
 
      
 
    Freya Rosetti 
 
    April 7, 2735 – 2 Weeks Later – Morning 
 
      
 
    Freya climbed out of Lexi’s red Ferrari with her hand on her large belly, instinctively wanting to protect it from accidentally knocking it against the door. After all, only a month ago her stomach had been completely flat, and now she looked like she was already nine months pregnant even though she was basically at seven months. 
 
    It had been thirty-one days, with her growing baby estimated at about thirty-one weeks based on what the development rate had been thus far. 
 
    Only nine more days to go until her predicted due date. Which meant Freya just wasn’t used to her belly sticking out so much. From behind, she didn’t even look pregnant, but if she turned around then, ‘Bam!,’ a sizeable belly combined with her swollen breasts announcing to everyone that she was very pregnant. 
 
    Sam thought it was hot. 
 
    She just felt like a blimp. 
 
    Lexi met Freya at the front of her car as they both walked up to the large building, which hadn’t even existed three centuries ago, where Sam would probably be starting work in the next month. He hadn’t signed a contract yet, largely because the requests he made weren’t things someone could just say yes to. The various demands had to go through a whole process of paperwork, with Sam being unwilling to agree to their terms with just a ‘promise’ to deliver at a future date. 
 
    No, if they wanted him to sign, then they needed to have everything ready to go. 
 
    Which was the reason why Freya and Lexi were showing up here today, because the CDS’s desire to please Sam had caused them to agree to something they almost never did – allowing access to the unique super who could detect powers in others. 
 
    When Sam had asked if his power involved bringing people back from the dead, the CDS blatantly refused to give Sam access to his evaluation, neither denying nor confirming, with Lexi’s boss not even knowing the full extent of his abilities herself, thanks to the risk of Freya using her third-eye – something they had considered in advance, upon discovering that she could read minds. 
 
    However, when Sam finally asked if they could at least test for a superpower in his unborn child, they reluctantly agreed to it, under the condition that Sam didn’t come with Freya. 
 
    The reason? 
 
    Because the woman who had evaluated him never wanted to see him again, in no uncertain terms.  
 
    Sam felt like it was a shot in the dark having the baby tested, because his formerly deceased daughter had been one of the rare people who didn’t have a superpower at all. So, he felt like the idea that she actually did have an ability after all was a little farfetched. But at least it would confirm whether or not it had something to do with Sam’s ability. 
 
    Freya and Sam also wanted to know if the rapid growth was going to continue on forever, though they weren’t sure if the ability-sensing super would be able to determine that. 
 
    Lexi opened the door for Freya as she walked in, who appreciated the gesture but felt like everyone was treating her as if she was disabled, rather than just pregnant. 
 
    Even despite the larger belly, she could move around just fine like before. Although, she did have to admit she was waddling a little, but that was only because it was more comfortable to do so. Her body was certainly more than strong and flexible enough to handle the added strain. 
 
    Lexi’s boss, Jackie Hendricks, greeted them just inside the door. 
 
    “Welcome,” she replied warmly with a sincere smile. “If you’ll follow me, it’s just this way.” 
 
    Freya nodded her head, only giving the nonverbal gesture since she felt a little nervous, and both women followed Lexi’s boss through the long lobby. 
 
    Being that it was a Sunday, there weren’t very many people around, with the massive area only having two security guards, a random woman sipping coffee by a large window, and a receptionist typing out something on his computer. 
 
    As Jackie led them to the elevator, and pushed B3 for the third-floor basement, she began explaining how it would go down. “Okay, so I’m going to put you in an interrogation room with a bullet-proof one-way viewing window. Unfortunately, we’ll have to ask you to wait in there for twenty minutes.” 
 
    “How come?” Lexi asked on Freya’s behalf. 
 
    Jackie gave her a weak smile. “Well, because they don’t want our esteemed guest here to use her extrasensory ability, which they know has a timer on it.” 
 
    Freya laughed humorlessly. “So they want to make sure I’m dried out beforehand, huh?” she asked. 
 
    Jackie just gave her a small apologetic nod. “I know that twenty minutes is a little extreme, but it was the only way they would agree to let this happen, considering you can read minds. They actually wanted to put you in there for an hour, but I argued them down to a third of the time, saying that annoying you probably wasn’t in our best interest.” 
 
    Freya silently gritted her teeth in annoyance. She probably wouldn’t have tried anything either way, but it was just frustrating that after all these years, the government finally knew she could peer into another’s thoughts. At least they didn’t know she could actually see all memories too, but they would probably know now after this evaluation. 
 
    No doubt the woman would evaluate her full repertoire of skills too, in addition to the baby. But having this evaluation done for Sam’s sake was more important to Freya than keeping her secrets hidden. 
 
    And it truly had been one of her most guarded secrets, with Lily being one of the few people she had ever told in her three-hundred and fifty-eight years. Like, she had only ever shared that secret with seven people – Lily, Sam, Lexi, and Heidi making up four of those seven. It would be eight if she considered Rose, but since Rose could do the same, she didn’t feel like it counted. 
 
    Granted, Rose was even more unique. 
 
    At least now Freya knew why her daughter had turned out differently. Unlike Freya’s violence trailing, it appeared that her daughter had developed something more versatile – emotion trailing, with her being able to sense ‘happy thoughts’ in objects and people even without fully activating her third-eye. 
 
    Really, it was sort of like emotion psychometry or being an empath whenever she touched objects or people without her third-eye being out. 
 
    As far as Freya was aware, Rose’s ability wasn’t very strong without drinking some blood, but it still meant that she had always been surrounded by all the beauty in the world, even during her worse memories. 
 
    But what was scary to Freya was that Rose had somehow hidden it from her. Freya had certainly seen in Rose’s memories how she reacted to situations, but the fact that her daughter had an actual power that cause those reactions had remained completely allusive. 
 
    Was it a side-effect of them having the same mind-reading power? 
 
    Or could Rose really hide things? 
 
    “Do you need anything before we start?” Jackie asked Freya as they stepped off the elevator. 
 
    Freya pursed her lips, debating whether or not she wanted to ask for something to eat afterwards. However, she knew Lexi could just stop by a fast-food joint on their way to the botanical garden where they would be meeting everyone else for family pictures. They had originally scheduled the photographer at 11 AM, only for Lexi’s boss to call up in the early morning saying that if they were going to do it, then it had to happen now. 
 
    The ability-sensing woman didn’t live in this area at all, and she had a busy schedule, so it really was now or never. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Freya replied, allowing Jackie to lead her down the hallway to the room. 
 
    Lexi of course waited outside, so Freya walked to the center of the room while the door closed behind her. There was no seating available – just stone-cold walls on all sides except for the one-way mirror. 
 
    Freya sighed heavily and then resigned herself to staring at her reflection, her hands automatically returning to her stomach as she examined her figure. By itself, she didn’t feel like the green sundress she was wearing for the pictures later was very flattering, but she knew they all looked good together as a group. 
 
    Sam would be wearing the same shade of green, along with black pants, while both Rose and Lily would be wearing cute purple dresses. Lexi and Heidi were then both dressed in silky white shirts of various design, along with bright white pants, which caused their natural colors to really pop. 
 
    As Freya examined herself in the mirror for a long few minutes, she heard a commotion in the hall, causing her head to snap towards the door in alarm. 
 
    Unexpectedly, a woman with black hair, pale skin, and oscillating blue eyes barged into the room, her black pupils being like swirling galaxies. 
 
    Jackie was yelling behind her. “–n’t go in there!” 
 
    The woman ignored her as she drew closer and fell on her knees in front of Freya, an expression of awe on her face. 
 
    Freya just stared at her in shock, not understanding why she seemed so mesmerized. 
 
    The woman then smiled as she placed her hands on Freya’s belly, a small giggle coming out of her mouth like she was a little kid. 
 
    “Hi there,” she whispered, her smile brightening even more. 
 
    Jackie and Lexi were both at the door, just standing there dumbfounded. 
 
    “W-What are you doing?” Freya finally stammered after a moment. 
 
    The woman looked up at her with a gentle smile. “Saying hello. Your daughter is possibly the cutest person I’ve ever met. And the happiest.” 
 
    Freya just stared at her in disbelief. “I don’t understand,” she admitted. “Are you saying you can talk to her?” 
 
    She shook her head, leaning forward to rest her cheek against Freya’s belly with another warm smile. The oscillating blue energy in her eyes almost glowed as it flowed rhythmically. “No, not at all. But I can see and feel her. I’ve never met a baby who was self-aware, and it probably has to be the most beautiful thing I’ve ever experienced.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Freya whispered. “Does she have a superpower? She’s growing way too fast, and we’re afraid that –” Her voice cut off when the woman looked up at her again with a reassuring smile. 
 
    “She does have a superpower. It’s something many believe exist, but that I’ve never actually seen evidence for, making it possibly the most unique power I’ve ever witnessed. Which means I’ll have to be the one to officially classify it as being a true ability – not just a belief.” 
 
    “W-What is it?” Freya stammered. 
 
     The woman rested her head against her stomach again, as if she was giving the baby within a hug. 
 
    “Reincarnation,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    ❖               ❖               ❖ 
 
      
 
    Sam Archer 
 
    April 7, 2735 – Current Day – Late Morning 
 
      
 
    As of a week ago, I knew for certain it was my daughter inside of Freya. The birthmark had been enough evidence two weeks ago, but when I took a peek last weekend, and saw that our baby had developed teal eyes, I was finally convinced all the way. 
 
    I had no idea how it was possible, but my daughter was alive again. 
 
    Which had put me through a rollercoaster of emotions in the last couple of weeks, because the implications of her growth rate meant that she might die on me again within a decade. 
 
    Just like before, when she passed away as a nine-year-old. 
 
    The idea that I might lose her again within ten years made it feel like a curse, not a blessing. 
 
    I just hoped that Freya’s meeting with the creepy-eyed woman would reveal something, because the stress of not knowing how this would turn out was something that was only adding to the problem. At least if we knew for sure, then I could try to cope with this new reality I’d found myself in. 
 
    Instead, I was left wishing and hoping, while I slowly got ready for our photography session later. Honestly, I kind of just wanted to cancel, because if Freya came back with bad news then this wasn’t a day I wanted to have hanging on the walls or displaying on the fridge’s touch screen. 
 
    But I had already been a huge bum the last couple of weeks, and I didn’t want to ruin Lily’s fun. I was actually a little surprised that she didn’t want to wait until she got her breast implants put in, but I could understand the reason why – she wanted nice pictures with Freya while she was still pregnant, and her surgery wasn’t scheduled until over a week after the due date in nine days. 
 
    Which meant it was now or never, flat chest or not. 
 
    Ironically, both Lexi and Heidi were going to be a lot bigger than her for our pictures, with Lexi having slowly returned to her original size in the last couple of months. 
 
    Alternatively, Heidi had been really packing on the pounds to make her chest grow on purpose, because she and her sister both had the genetics to have decent sized breasts even while still being skinny. Both of them put the weight in their boobs, butt, and thighs before they started gaining fluff anywhere else. 
 
    And I had to admit, Heidi’s extra fluff was quite nice. 
 
    She was still skinny as a rail while starting to become thick in all the right places. 
 
    Not that I was checking her out or anything. On the contrary, I was way too depressed to even be remotely interested in Heidi’s appearance, but I could certainly acknowledge hard facts. 
 
    Or fluffy, juicy facts. 
 
    Facts that you just wanted to sink your teeth into, to elicit a cute whimper. 
 
    At least, if someone was so inclined to do so. 
 
    Once Heidi received a phone call from her sister to let us know they were on their way to meet us at the botanical garden, we all piled into my Mustang, with Lily sitting up front while Heidi and Rose sat in the back. 
 
    I wasn’t expecting a phone call from Freya, knowing that whatever she found out, she would want to tell me in person. Probably after the pictures too, especially if it wasn’t good news. 
 
    Lily was wearing a dark purple V-neck dress made of a soft fabric that had a tight band wrapping around her torso. It was simple and cute, though I wasn’t about to tell her that, since apparently ‘cute’ had become a forbidden word in the last few weeks. 
 
    I suppose she didn’t like the fact that she wasn’t damn sexy hot without her implants, which was only partially true. She was sexy hot without her implants, but also super cute as well. 
 
    The only accessory she had on was her engagement necklace, the purple gem complimenting her dress. She also had a small black FRIL purse for her phone and some makeup. 
 
    Rose was likewise wearing an adorable purple dress, while Heidi was dressed in white slacks and a silky white shirt that revealed a distracting amount of cleavage. 
 
    Like, damn Heidi. 
 
    Too much cleavage. 
 
    Or not enough? I wasn’t sure where I stood on that issue. 
 
    Honestly, I was a little surprised Lily hadn’t complained about it, though I supposed my apathetic attitude was reason enough for her to not be concerned with Heidi’s outfit. Not to mention, with how large Freya’s breasts had grown, she was overflowing too in her green dress that matched my shirt. 
 
    Talk about juicy. 
 
    Freya had become juicy in all the right ways on a totally different spectrum than Heidi. Because while Freya’s butt and thighs were still thin, she was super thick up top. Part of me really wanted to fantasize about all the things I’d love to do with her in bed, but I couldn’t keep my mind distracted for longer than a few seconds here or there at a time. 
 
    Which meant, I couldn’t enjoy sex at all, even with Lily, causing our sex life to have dropped off the face of the planet in the last couple of weeks. 
 
    Which was fine with everyone I supposed. I mean there was more to life than sex. At least, neither of them seemed to be overly concerned about not getting any from me. Granted, a woman’s sex drive wasn’t like how a man’s drive usually was, so two weeks probably didn’t seem like anything overly long to them. 
 
    I know it had certainly flown by for me, in a bad way. 
 
    When we arrived at the botanical garden, I wasn’t surprised that we had beaten Lexi and Freya there, considering they had a longer drive. 
 
    The garden was fenced off and charged for admission, which made it an extremely popular location for weddings and other important events. They had several different sections that could be reserved, with us having made our own reservation that included a scenic area with a gazebo and fountain, that was surrounded by both trees as well as recently transplanted flowers that had been grown in an onsite greenhouse. 
 
    There was also a large section for general admissions as well, but we didn’t want to chance being photobombed by strangers. 
 
    And, as if to add to the beauty, the weather was also finally nice, with the sun shining brightly in the sky, making the water on the leaves glisten from a scheduled sprinkler showering that occurred before we arrived. 
 
    Overall, it was the perfect day, or at least should have been. 
 
    Once we entered the admission building to claim our reservation, we made our way through the lobby towards the rear to enter the fenced in area, already knowing how to get to our spot. 
 
    However, the moment we were outside, Rose immediately grabbed Heidi’s hand, and started tugging her along. 
 
    “Let’s go explore!” she announced cheerfully. 
 
    Heidi glanced at Lily as if to make sure it was fine, and then grinned at Rose as they both took off. The photographer still wouldn’t be arriving for another forty minutes, so we had plenty of time to walk around a little. Not to mention, we couldn’t take very many pictures without Freya and Lexi, though I knew they would be here a lot sooner. 
 
    I wrapped my arm around Lily’s shoulders as we began slowly following in the same direction the other two had run off, allowing Lily to take the lead, stopping whenever she wanted to admire something. 
 
    This place really was amazing to look at, making us feel like we were in a completely different world. The pathways were ornate stone, and there were fountains and flowers everywhere, along with ornamental trees and various statues hidden throughout. There were plenty of benches as well, with there being neat little surprises here and there, like a spot with an artificial waterfall hidden among some overhanging trees. 
 
    Lily and I just walked in silence for a while, enjoying the peaceful scenery.  
 
    At least, until she pulled me to a stop to look up at me. 
 
    “Hey Sam?” she said as I met her gaze. 
 
    Her eclipsed suns were churning slowly, the oscillating colors appearing like coals in a fire, only more orange. 
 
    “What is it?” I wondered, uncertain about her serious expression. 
 
    She smiled. “I just wanted to say, thank you for asking me to marry you. I’m really looking forward to our wedding in the fall.” 
 
    I returned her smile. “Me too,” I agreed. “And thank you for saying yes.” 
 
    “Also…” She hesitated, glancing away. “I just wanted to say that I’ll stick with you no matter what.” She returned my gaze. “I love you, and in sickness or health, for better or worse, I’ll stand by your side so long as I’m able.” 
 
    As my eyes began to sting a little, I took a deep breath and then nodded, leaning in to rest my lips on hers. 
 
    She immediately wrapped her arms around my neck and we both lingered there with our lips touching. 
 
    It wasn’t until someone cleared their throat that we pulled away a little. 
 
    It was Freya, with Lexi close behind, pleasant smiles on both of their faces. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt,” Freya said warmly. “But I wanted to talk to Sam before the photographer shows up.” 
 
    My brow furrowed. “Are you sure?” 
 
    She nodded. “I have good news, Sam.” 
 
    Unexpectedly, it felt like the weight of the world lifted off my shoulders, and the sensation of my muscles relaxing was so intense that I almost burst into tears from the relief. 
 
    Shit, when did I become such a crybaby? 
 
    I used to be a lot better composed. 
 
    Seeing my reaction, Freya walked right up to me and wrapped her arms around mine, forcing my hand to fall on her enlarged belly. At the same time, she leaned her head against my shoulder. “Let’s take a walk,” she whispered, a deep contentment in her expression. 
 
    Lily leaned forward to kiss me once more on the cheek, before letting Freya lead me further down the path. 
 
    Once we were a fair distance away, she finally spoke up. “You know there’s something I never told you, because I wasn’t sure how you’d react.” 
 
    “Okay? Does this have to do with our baby?” 
 
    She nodded, looking up at me endearingly with her beautiful red eyes. “You know when you and Heidi almost…” Her voice trailed off. 
 
    I cleared my throat uncomfortably. “Umm, yeah?” 
 
    “Well, Heidi started her period a couple of weeks later. She hasn’t been on birth control this whole time, because she just wasn’t having a period at all.” She paused. “She’s on birth control now though.” 
 
    “Okay?” I really wasn’t sure where she was going with this. 
 
    She took a deep breath. “Well, it got me thinking. I sort of developed this theory that the reason why you and Heidi almost, you know, was because she was fertile then.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said in surprise, the wheels starting to turn in my head. 
 
    “So I stopped taking birth control, because I wanted to see if that was really the case.” She scoffed. “Although, I didn’t exactly think it through. Sure, I knew I could get pregnant, but I guess I just didn’t really expect it to happen. But then that day when we just randomly had sex–” 
 
    “Shit,” I exclaimed. “That was just like what happened with Heidi.” 
 
    “You just now figured that out?” she asked skeptically. “I knew right away.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I mean, I knew it was similar, but I didn’t realize there was any kind of hidden connection between the two separate events.” 
 
    Freya nodded. “There was. We were both ready to have a baby.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Freya, I’ve been around a lot of women over the years, and nothing like that has ever happened.” 
 
    “But you’ve also been extremely depressed,” she explained, before lowering her voice. “Borderline suicidal the whole time.” She then took a deep breath and stopped, pulling away to face me, grabbing my hands in hers. “Sam, your daughter Eden does have a superpower. It’s basically reincarnation. When she dies, her soul attaches itself to a nearby body so that she can be born again.” 
 
    I gawked at her. 
 
    Shit, was she serious? 
 
    Freya seemed to anticipate the thousands of questions popping into my head, because she continued explaining. “Eden has been with you this whole time, though she wasn’t conscious. In a way, it’s not much different than all the potential kids you have waiting to be born, except that her genetic code is predetermined. And her memories of her previous life will probably be intact once she grows old enough as well. But the reason why she couldn’t be born until now is because her superpower has a passive effect on hormones, but it can’t control them. Which means you being depressed pretty much nullified any effect it would have had on your body. It wasn’t until the combination of you being in a good mood happened, along with being around a woman who was fertile, that you got the compulsive urge to make a baby.” 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. “I’ve been around other women,” I repeated. “And that just sounds messed up.” 
 
    Freya shook her head as well. “It’s not any different than what usually happens. Most women are the horniest when they’re fertile. And, like I said, her superpower only has a passive effect on you, as well as the woman in question. It doesn’t make you jump the first woman you see whose body is ready to have a baby, but it would probably make you feel a strong attraction towards them temporarily. And possibly vice versa.” She lowered her voice. “Or cause you to have spontaneous sex that will make your head spin for the next week.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “That good, huh?” I commented, trying to lighten the mood. At least now I fully understood how she knew the conception date. 
 
    “Yep,” she agreed. 
 
    I sighed. “So what does this all mean?” I wondered. “What about how fast she’s growing?” 
 
    “Well, the woman said that Eden has a setpoint that she will return to very quickly. In fact, she said that her growth is speeding up and I’m probably a lot closer to giving birth than we originally thought. I might actually already be at nine months, like I look, instead of only seven.” 
 
    “And what happens when she reaches the setpoint?” 
 
    Freya smiled. “Then she’ll start growing like a normal person again. Sam, we’re not going to lose her to old age in ten years.” 
 
    I sucked in a deep breath, and felt the remaining tension leaving my shoulders as that sunk in. “And what is her setpoint? Did the woman say?” 
 
    Freya nodded. “She said it was exactly 407 weeks old, which Eden will achieve in less than a year. That’s about seven years and ten months.” She paused then, shifting gears as she asked me a question. “And Eden was nine when she passed, right?” 
 
    I took another deep breath and nodded. “Yeah, nine and a half basically.” 
 
    Freya was pensive. 
 
    I spoke again. “How does that woman even know something so specific like that?”  
 
    She blinked at me for a second. “Oh, she can pretty much see everything about a person’s superpower, including all the implications. In a weird way, it’s almost like she has foresight, predicting the future, but instead of being able to see ‘events,’ she sees the possible future of specific powers.” 
 
    “Wow,” I exclaimed. “That sounds useful.” 
 
    Freya nodded. “Yeah,” she agreed absentmindedly.  
 
     “Something wrong?” I wondered. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I was just thinking.” She paused. “You know, Rose is turning nine this summer, but because July 3rd is actually her creation date, she won’t truly be turning nine until the end of next March. So, assuming Eden has reached her setpoint by then, then they’ll only be about a year apart.” 
 
    “Huh,” I commented. 
 
    Freya’s brow furrowed more as she stared past my shoulder. “There’s something else,” she whispered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I don’t think it means anything. It’s just a crazy coincidence that I realized months ago, but if Rose had actually been born, then her due date would have been…” She hesitated, glancing up at me. “Rose’s due date would have been March 25th.” 
 
    My eyes widened in surprise. I knew Rose’s true birthday probably would have been close to Lily’s in March, but I had never considered that it might be the anniversary of my daughter’s horrible death. But Freya was right. It had to be a random fluke. Weird things happened like that all the time, right? 
 
    Or did they? 
 
    “It might not be a coincidence,” I unexpectedly commented. 
 
    “Sam?” Freya said in surprise. 
 
    “Think about it, Freya. Who was responsible for my daughter’s death? And who might have been responsible for Rose’s creation?” 
 
    Her eyes widened in shock. “Okay,” she agreed. “But what would be the purpose of that? From Rose’s memories, I learned that the scientists considered Rose to be a success they had never been able to recreate, which means the fact that she was conceived on July 3rd should be random. And yeah, I’m not exactly sure what they meant by that, but I assume it means she’s the first successful clone of me that they’ve made. Ever. Including now.” 
 
    I sighed, switching subjects slightly. “We really need to find these people and end them. I don’t like the idea of them creating more clones of you. Just think of another Rose out there, all alone!” 
 
    Freya nodded somberly. “Considering they’ve been trying for decades, hopefully they still haven’t had another success. But yes, we do need to try to end them.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said simply. 
 
    She took a deep breath, glancing at my watch. “We can talk more, but we should probably get back. Don’t want to be late for our own pictures.” 
 
    I grinned, wrapping my arm around her shoulders as we began navigating back towards our reserved location. And for once in a long time, I felt like I could breathe again, as if I had been holding my breath forever. 
 
    When we arrived, everyone was waiting, with Rose and Heidi playing in the gazebo, while Lily and Lexi were by the fountain. 
 
    Lily was just hanging up on someone when we arrived. 
 
    “Who was that?” I asked. 
 
    “Just Nancy from work,” she replied, depositing her phone back in her black FRIL purse. “She wants to meet up for lunch sometime, but I didn’t want her to see me without my implants – too many questions would come up – so I told her I’d call her back in a few weeks to schedule something.” 
 
    I nodded, catching a glimpse of someone approaching us in my second-sight. 
 
    “Photographer is here,” I announced at a normal volume. Rose and Heidi both began making their way over to us. 
 
    The woman was middle-aged, and dressed professionally. Her black pencil shirt and white blouse made her look like she was coming to work at an office. I didn’t know her name, but I knew that Freya and Lily were going to use this experience as a test run, to see if they wanted to hire her for the wedding. Freya already had the important things lined up, like the venue, catering, and even a DJ, but she hadn’t decided on a photographer yet. 
 
    After some quick introductions, we got right into taking shots, starting with some individual pictures of everyone, followed by groups that got larger and larger. First it was me, Lily, and Freya – I refused to take ones of just me and Lily, or me and Freya alone – then it was the three of us with Rose, followed by a few pictures of just Lexi and Heidi. And then Rose also wanted to get a few of just her and Heidi as well. 
 
    Once we were snapping some shots with all six of us, with my arm wrapped around each of my two women, Freya unexpectedly jerked forward with a low groan. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Lily and I said in sync. 
 
    Freya sucked in a sharp breath. “I think…I think that was a contraction.” 
 
    “Already?” Heidi asked. 
 
    Freya nodded. “I read that they can start really early, like only four months in, so it doesn’t necessarily mean anything.” She paused for a few seconds. “I think I’m good.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. “We’ve already got most of the pictures we wanted.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Yes, but the reservation is still for another hour, so I’d like to enjoy the garden while we can.” 
 
    Lily and I exchanged a glance, before I nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    “Everything alright?” the photographer asked. 
 
    Freya replied. “Yeah, go ah–” She jerked forward again, this time her hands flying to her stomach. “Nope. Nope, nope, nope, nope, nope,” she said in response to the pain. 
 
    I knew she had a higher pain tolerance than most people, but cramping was still cramping. No doubt her powerful muscles contracting didn’t feel very pleasant. 
 
    Given how fast the entire pregnancy had progressed so far, I knew it would be best to play it safe in order to ensure it was a safe birth. Thus, I decided it was best if I just make the decision for Freya. 
 
    “Lily, grab your purse and call Dr. Hawthorne. I think we’re about to greet Eden a few days sooner than we expected.” 
 
    However, instead of listening, she stared up at me with a stunned expression. 
 
    “Lily?” I said in confusion, only to realize everyone was staring at me now. Lily, Lexi, Heidi, Rose, and then Freya too after her contraction released. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked, my anxiety rising. 
 
    “Sam,” Lily finally replied. “Your eyes…they’re glowing. Like mine…”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thank you for reading! If you enjoyed this story, please take a moment to leave a review on Amazon (even if it’s just a single sentence). Reviews can be anonymous, and they help me know which book series to focus on when writing sequels. 
 
    Plus, it’s an easy way for you to support my work! Every review is important, including yours. Thank you! 
 
    Leave review on Amazon
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