was being drowned under a torrent of negative

emotions.

My phone call with my mom just a day ago still
had me spiraling. She had been my mother for a
moment—her soft voice, her warm tone, her
loving cadence—but it had all melted away in a
single second, right after my father interrupted.
The kindness hadn't seemed rehearsed the way
her coldness had. It was almost as though she
were playing a role.

The implications filled me with both hope and
dread, a strange mix that left me nauseous.




standstill. The ringing continued, incessant anc
jarring. In no time, I was shaking.

Sister.

I rubbed my eyes to make sure I wasn't losing the
last bits of sanity I had left.

My quivering finger found the response button,
and [ answered the call, putting the phone to my
ear with trepidation.

"Hello?" [ said breathlessly, all the air stolen from

my lungs.

Ellen's voice sent a horrifying chill downmy

spine. "Time's up, sister




backward, searing heat brushing agamst my‘s ]

as shards scattered like tiny knives. My ears ra
violently, muffling everything around me. I
couldn't move, couldn't think—the only thing
echoing in my mind was Ellen’s final, chilling

word: "Time's up.”

The world around me was fragmented, sounds
distant and warped. My body shook involuntarily,
each beat of my heart struggling to find rhythm
amidst the chaos. I registered faint shouts,
though their meaning slipped through the static
filling my mind.

And then, arms—solid and warm—wrapped




I wanted to say something—to ask if he w:a'sifQ

or to explain the terror that Ellen's voice had
unleashed in me—but my voice wouldn't come.
Instead, I gripped his shirt tightly, needing the
reassurance of his presence, of his strength to
hold back the terror that threatened to consume

me whole.

The edges of my vision darkened, and I was
swept into waiting darkness.

As the world slowly came back into focus, I felta

gentle but solid weight pressing against my arm.

Disoriented, I blinked up at the dim room,

plecmg together fragments of memory tha%c
i {




almost unguarded, concern clouding his eyes
way [ hadn't seen before.

But just as quickly, the softness retreated,
replaced by a cold, distant mask. He withdrew his
hand, breaking the contact with a sort of
hesitance, as if he hadn't meant for me to notice
him there. I watched the walls go back up, his
demeanor shifting into a controlled reserve, but
the worry still lingered in his eyes, barely

concealed.

I swallowed, feeling the words build up in my
throat, but none came. I didn't trust my voice yet,
nor the flood of emotions clawing their way to

the surface. So I said nothing, only held his gaz
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finally spoke. "You are the only woman alive who :
would almost get her head blown off and then ask
a guy they call the Hand of Death if he's okay."

My face flushed, and [ suddenly felt foolish. T

looked away.

"Hey, hey," he said, cupping my face and making
me look at him again. "Look at me. Don't be shy.

[t's nothing to be ashamed of."

My lips parted, and his eyes fell on them. My
heart dared to flutter, warmth seeping through
my skin where his fingers made contact. His eyes
were no longer cold, and his expression was i
achingly charming, if not... kind. i

I pulled away from him anyway. "I thoug
said we wouldn't do this. You're start




Silence.

‘T was stunned... and afraid," he answered. i
My heart was beating like mad.

“Those emotions are foreign to me, Red." He

gulped audibly, his Adam's apple bobbing as if he
were swallowing a bitter pill.
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