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“Get outside!” they said. “Have some fun!” they said. I wouldn’t agree until they tried, “Maybe it’ll be relaxing?” Aunt Daisy and my cousin frequently told me they hated seeing me sit at home by myself day after day. Not even the warm days, beaches and palm trees of Florida could coax me outside more often than absolutely necessary. I eventually caved to go golfing with my cousin Missy and a small group of her friends. Hopefully, it might be something calming that I wouldn’t have to think too much about. Stupid. The last thing I remember was teeing off with storm clouds overhead. I had been raised knowing the game should have ended then, but no one listened to the depressed girl. They probably thought I just wanted to go home and hibernate…again. Maybe after this, they’ll leave me alone.

When my brain started up again, a brilliant white light swallowed me, assaulting me from every angle until it seeped into my soul. I tried to close my eyes against its intensity, but it didn’t work as the light burrowed deeper into my mind. There was no escape. Finally, when the burning threatened to make me burst into flames, it began to subside.


​As it trickled away, I heard slow, steady beeping. Strange, given what I’d just been through, but the sound irritated my senses, and I wished it would just stop. A clicking followed by a rush of air, like someone blowing in a tube, echoed in the background. Feet shuffled on a hard floor and I heard muffled voices I didn’t recognize.


The bright light dimmed then gradually disappeared. It was then I realized my eyes were closed. At least I had a body again. I was alive! As if I needed confirmation, a stabbing pain ripped through my head, feeling like someone had taken a baseball bat to my skull.


​I became aware of something strange stuck to my forehead from a distinctly separate pinch at the source of my pain. I tried to move my hand to feel whatever it was, but I couldn’t lift my arm. I tried the other hand, but it wouldn’t move either. Then the thing on my forehead moved. What a strange sensation! What was that? Wait...as I thought of lifting my hands again it moved toward my hands as if trying to help me. I could control it! How was it doing that? What was it? What was happening?!!



​Panicked, I could feel my heart pounding and every muscle in my body tensing. I struggled to move my hands and cracked open my eyes ever so slightly. A bright light stung my vision again. Little by little, I pried my lashes apart against the blinding light. At least this light didn’t sink into my mind, and my eyes gradually adjusted. It was a simple florescent light, like the ones in office buildings. It couldn’t possibly be the light that made my insides feel like they were boiling.


​The thing on my forehead moved outward again, almost like it was shielding my eyes because my hands couldn’t at the moment. Then the thing on my forehead bumped into something, but the obstacle didn’t slow it down…whatever “it” was. Whatever they both were! That’s when I heard it. Just a voice, but it reminded me of an echo, like someone talking in a tunnel.



​Holy crap, she’s waking up already... 96 over 48. Low, but it should get better. It was a woman’s voice, but I didn’t recognize the sound of it. I’ll let the doctor know in a few minutes, the voice continued. He’ll release her. I’ll go tell the family first…. She’s going to need a new dressing on that burn before she goes... What did I do with my pen? Oh yeah, Doctor What’s-His-Face took it…



​The voice kept going; a constant stream of thoughts, one leading to the next. I heard a few other sounds—laughing, crying, yelling and a few unfamiliar pictures flashed in my mind in conjunction with the strange voice. The extra sights and sounds grew overwhelming, so, since I could control it, I tugged the thing on my forehead away from whatever obstacle had slowed it down. Gratefully, the confusing flood of information ceased.


I could open my eyes more as they got accustomed to the irritating, flickering light. I tried to find my voice.


​“Where am I?” I croaked, but it sounded like, “wuummaahhh.” I licked my lips trying to wet my mouth, but my tongue felt like cotton. “What are you talking about? What happened?” I said, a little louder.


The voice came back, more distinct, “It’s okay, honey. You were struck by lightning, but you’re going to be fine. You’re lucky to be alive.”


​“What? What are you talking about?” I said, confusion rapidly shifting to panic. What had happened? Was she telling the truth? How could this happen? I thought you couldn’t live through being struck by lightning! Again, I tried to reach out with my hands trying to grab at… what? Reality? Something that made a little more sense? But I could only wiggle my shoulders.


“What’s on my forehead?” I asked, not sure if I wanted to hear the answer.


​“It’s just a burn,” the woman said. She leaned over me a moment and gently touched around the area where I sensed the little thing moving. But she never touched it. “I gave you some pain meds, so it shouldn’t hurt much. If it bothers you, just let me know and I’ll get you something else.”



​Great, I thought, drugs. That’ll help. Hopefully this was all just some opioid-induced hallucination.


 I noticed my surroundings for the first time as I blinked to clear my vision. Sure enough, I was stretched out on a hospital bed in a tiny room with two doors on opposite sides. My normal clothes had been replaced with a scratchy hospital gown. Where were my clothes? Noisy machines crowded the small space around the bed. That explained the beeping, but the swooshing noise had stopped. The smell of industrial strength cleaners and starch on the crisp sheets overpowered everything except the noise. This place reeked of cleanliness. A blood pressure cuff squeezed my left arm, an oversized, plastic, white clothespin pinched my finger and an IV tube protruded from my right hand. Good thing needles don’t bother me.


​The thing on my forehead moved again, reaching out like I had tried to with my hands. It could move more than my hands because my arms had blankets, wires and tubes draped all over them. That, added to the fact that every inch of my body ached, made it hard for me to move at all. Like I’d been hit by a truck. No, worse than that. Like the truck had hit me, run over me, backed up over me and run over me again. I couldn’t even move a blanket.



​As I tried to disentangle myself, the nurse asked me a few weird questions without looking at me. I wanted to scream, “Who cares if I know who the president is, just tell me what’s going on!” but I didn’t.



​As my thoughts raced, the thing moved, but I knew I had moved it on purpose. I had willed it to move. Maybe I could get her to shut up by waving it in front of her face. I tried, but nothing appeared in front of her. I waved it in front of my own face. Nothing. Okay, so I could feel it, move it, but not see it, though I always knew where it was. I had an invisible new appendage. Super weird. Maybe I should go back to sleep until somebody woke me up for real. Maybe I should say something about it? Sure, and get admitted to the psych-ward too? No thanks.


The nurse, a maternal, kind woman whose name badge read, “Denise” looked over at me. “Don’t worry, dear. I’ll go get your aunt. She’s waiting just outside.” She bustled out the door.


​Daisy, yes, I could remember Aunt Daisy, Crazy Daisy, me and my mom had called her, and my cousin Missy. I could remember who I was too—Ella Hemlock, sixteen years old. A student at the local high school here in Jacksonville, Florida. Practically an orphan. I could do without remembering that.



​Aunt Daisy had insisted I go out with my cousin Missy and her friends. This meant I didn’t have any brain damage, right? Or at least no amnesia. I took a few calming breaths relaxing back on the pillows. I’d worry about the thing on my forehead later. The nurse certainly seemed to think I was fine. It must be some new-fangled medical machinery. Sure.



​Daisy was great. A little eccentric, a little odd, but a perfect aunt because of it. After my mom died, two years ago, she took me in. She’d been divorced a couple times and Missy was from one of the earlier marriages. Even though Daisy was younger than my mom, she looked much older. Maybe that’s why she never visited us. Her short brown hair only just turning gray, but she acted like a teenager sometimes. Daisy wasn’t strict. She trusted us to come home at a decent time and get our homework done. Living with Daisy and Missy was what I imagine living at a sorority house must be like.


While waiting to see my aunt, I examined the thing on my forehead. It seemed like it was attached on the left side of my forehead closer to my hairline than I thought. It snaked out in a long cord at a single thought. I wondered how far it could go. It seemed to have no limit. When I wasn’t doing anything with it, it coiled back up a little bigger than a quarter. My head hurt the most right at the point where it nestled on my head. I wish I had a mirror. My strength began to return so I continued trying to get my arms out of the blankets.


​Just as I knocked the blanket off to uncover the myriad of wires underneath, Daisy and Missy came through one of the doors. “Ella!” Missy burst out as she swept into the room. “Oh, my goodness, sweetie. I’m so sorry I made you go!”



​“Don’t worry about it,” I lied to her, “I’m fine.”


Daisy sat in the small chair next to my bed, throwing me the “poor baby” look again. She often gave me that look when I turned down another chance to venture out with Missy and her friends. Sometimes I wanted to smack that bottom lip of hers.


​Missy perched on the end of my bed looking like she was afraid to touch any part of me.



​The nurse came in behind them to give everyone the run down. My vitals were fine. I was stable enough to go home if I wanted. Daisy had already filled in all the pertinent insurance information.



​“You’ll have to take it easy for a few days,” the nurse said. She turned to Daisy and Missy. “You’ll be able to keep someone with her for at least 24 hours?”


 “Sure,” Daisy nodded, then threw a look at Missy. “I have to work, but Missy can stay home with her tomorrow, right?”


​Missy slightly paled. She hated missing school and not because she was a straight-A student. She hated going more than a few hours at a time without seeing her friends or hanging out with whomever her current boyfriend was at the time. I guess she would have to settle with texting.


 I thought about what my loving cousin might really think of being forced to stay home with me. I wanted to reach out and rub her shoulder and tell her that it was okay if she didn’t want to stay home with me. I wanted to tell them both that I would be fine without them and they shouldn’t stop their lives for me. Almost instantly the little, invisible thing on my forehead stretched out like it had been waiting for the chance. But instead of gently touching her shoulder like I tried, the little appendage flopped like a half-asleep limb and sunk into her head instead.


​Oh my gosh! I heard Missy exclaim in that weird echo voice, but her lips didn’t move. I’m sorry I made her go golfing already. Do I have to be on nurse duty for it? This isn’t fair!



​A little shocked at her anger, I yanked back on the little serpentine appendage. Did I really just hear that? It sounded like Missy’s voice. It sounded like something she might think or say. But how in the world did I hear it? Did I just read Missy’s mind? My mind churned with confusion, shock and maybe, just maybe a little excitement, as the nurse cleared away the tubes and wires so I could move. I had to be imagining this. This had to be some kind of dream.



​“I’ll get the discharge papers,” the nurse said, addressing Daisy, “But I’ll need a parent to sign them.”



​“I’m her guardian,” Daisy said, the same sad expression entered her eyes as I had seen so many times. “Both Ella’s parents are gone.”



​It’s true. My dad disappeared when I was little. Neither Daisy nor I knew much about him. My mom had worked at a water treatment plant in Pennsylvania where we had lived. She had worked there all my life, day by day making her way up the ranks over twenty some-odd years. So much perseverance literally washed away when she fell into a large vat of water to be treated. There wasn’t even enough of her left to cremate. After that, I came to live with Daisy and Missy, my only family left.



​“Oh, I’m sorry,” Nurse Denise said as she stood to leave. “I’ll get the doctor to talk with you and come back to take out the I.V. I’ll need to um…” her voice trailed off as she tapped a few things into the tablet in her hand. “To uh…” she stuttered again distracted.



​“Change the dressing on my burn?” I said, hoping what I had heard earlier was wrong.



​“Yes,” she nodded absentmindedly, then swiveled toward the door.



​After she left, I turned to Missy. I kept the thing tightly coiled on my forehead. “So, what happened, anyway?” I asked.



​“Oh, my goodness,” Missy exclaimed, “it was so scary!”



​Animated, she proceeded to tell us the whole story. She recalled the smell of burnt hair and burnt meat. She told me how everyone in the group had been far enough away that they only got a little shock. She said it felt like an earthquake and sounded like standing in a thundercloud. She told me how her amazing boyfriend had tried to take my pulse, but everyone was afraid to do anything until the ambulance arrived. Then she launched into exactly what the “gorgeous EMTs” looked like.



​“Hailey got sick at the sight of you unconscious and burned,” Missy said. “I guess no medical field for that little daffodil.”



​“Both of you just promise me you will never golf with a single cloud in the sky ever again,” Daisy ordered.



​I nodded. How about, just never again? Missy continued with her narrative as I rested against the pillows. She told me my doctor was pretty good looking but married. Leave it to Missy to be checking out the men. Before she finished her narrative, the doctor came in, but that’s not saying much because Missy never completely finishes anything.



​“Miss Hemlock,” Doctor No-Name-Badge addressed me. “All your tests are normal. Unless there are any effects you need to tell me about, you should be able to go home.” He looked at me, hesitating for a moment. “The only problem I can foresee is the fact that you have no exit wound from the strike. I’m not positive what it might mean for you in the future, but if you have any problems, call the hospital and talk to a nurse. The nurse will bring in your discharge papers.”



​I noticed he didn’t say to call him or talk to a doctor. Nice. He scooted out of the small room before I had time to ask anything. Daisy muttered something about him being unhelpful. Giving him the benefit of the doubt, I assumed he had more urgent patients to attend to. An idea flashed in my mind, but I didn’t want to think about it. My little forehead problem stayed there.



​Once he left, the nurse came in. She had a pile of gauze and rolls of tape and a plastic bag. She set everything down on the bedside table then set to work. She gently peeled away tape, pulling strands of hair with it. When she moved to place the new gauze over the wound, I stopped her.



​“Wait,” I said, “can you get me a mirror so I can see it?”



​“I have one,” Missy offered. Of course Missy had a mirror. She slipped me the small round compact.



​Popping it open, I angled it in front of my forehead. The burn spot was exactly where I thought, the left side of my forehead at the top, next to where my hairline normally was. I don’t know what I expected, but it looked just like an ordinary wound, if any wound is ordinary, with some black, peeling skin around the edges. My hair was fried and melted in a large radius from the burn. There was nothing to indicate I had an appendage sprouting from it though. The burn had an interesting shape to it at least. It looked kind of like the branch of a fern. The burn marks stretched across my forehead, into my hair, above my left ear and even trickled onto my cheek. Maybe the thing I’d felt was a trick of the nerves or something. Like a phantom limb? Yeah, sure. We’ll go with that.



​After I put the mirror down, Denise covered the worst of the wound, which was centered above my eye, with a slimy ointment and new gauze, securing it all with new tape. In the background I could hear her explaining to Daisy how to take care of the burn, but my mind wandered. I wondered when someone would explain what was really going on here. When the nurse took a breath, I kept my eyes on the blanket in front of me and asked, “How long will it take to heal?”



​“It shouldn’t hurt or bother you after a few days.”



​“Yeah, but how long until it goes away?” I asked again, trying to be more specific. When I realized the nurse wasn’t answering me, I looked over at her to see her avoiding my gaze.



​“Well dear,” she said. “It might take a long time. It won’t be noticeable way up there. If you hang your hair just right no one will see it at all.”



​I knew she was trying to make me feel better, but I didn’t care what I looked like. I gave up caring about it a long time ago, which drove Missy nuts. No, I wanted to know how soon this thing on my head would go away. But I couldn’t ask them about it. That would sound crazy. Then I wouldn’t go home at all. Locked up in the cuckoo unit for a lightning strike? No, thanks. I’d just wait for it to heal and see what happened. Who knew how long this intriguing little side-effect would last?



Chapter Two
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Daisy drove us home that evening with her mouth going as fast as her lead foot would move her little Camry. She talked so much she didn’t see a man stepping off the curb as she spun around the corner into our apartment complex. I don’t know how she missed him; he almost seemed to be reaching for the car. I caught a glance of his face and he didn’t look afraid, so I figured he would be fine. Ironic that I might have survived a lightning strike only to end up as roadkill.


​The next day was Monday. As I woke, my hand drifted immediately to my forehead. I gingerly touched the gauze taped there. The invisible appendage wriggled and seemed to wake as well. Still there. Interesting.



​I should have had school, but Daisy agreed I should stay home. Didn’t have to tell me twice. I had taken a couple of pain killers the night before, but I woke up feeling fine. I assured both Daisy and Missy I could manage without them. Daisy left for work, but she insisted Missy stay with me a little longer. I finally convinced Missy it would be fine for her to go to school. I knew she would love to be the center of attention and tell everyone who would listen the entire saga. She was politely hesitant, but eventually jumped in the shower.



​What I needed was some time alone to figure out this new appendage. So, with a mug of scalding tea, I plopped on the sofa. Now what?



​Before I could come up with a test or a plan of any sort, I was saved the trouble with a knock at the door.



​Where Missy would have thrown the door wide to see who had “come to call,” I tried to be a little more cautious. Peeking through the peephole, I saw a tall younger man in a suit accompanied by an older woman. The man was good looking, couldn’t be more than nineteen or twenty, if anything, with a round face and dark, almost black, hair. He wore a simple suit off the rack, but he wore it well over obvious broad shoulders. I knew if Missy saw him, she would pounce.



​The woman, who looked to be in her early 50’s, had blonde hair piled in a loose bun on her head. She had a bag like an old-fashioned doctor’s bag. I figured there was no way the doc at the hospital could be concerned enough about me to send a house call.



​I had no idea who they were, so my first impulse was to pretend I wasn’t home. Then I started to wonder if my new appendage could go through objects. Like, say…a door. After all, how would I try this thing out today if I was stuck at home with no one around? I uncoiled the little thing and pushed it against the door. The door put up more resistance than Missy’s head had, but the thing still easily pushed through.



​Seeing as a larger, stronger man is more of a threat, I touched his head first. I could hear as he ran over similar confrontations he had had with other people in my same situation. I saw him sitting down with several different people. He wondered how opposed I would be to this new information. Would I question him? Believe him? Above all, if I had any, what were my new powers?



​POWERS?! Of course! I snatched my mind back through the door. So that’s what this was! Not only were these people safe, but they had answers! I fumbled with the lock before I ripped open the door.



​I’m not sure what my face looked like, but the pair seemed a little taken aback when I greeted them wide-eyed.



​“Miss Hemlock?” the man spoke first. When I nodded, he continued. “My name is William McCurdy. This is my associate Gretchen Callister. We’re here to talk to you about—”



​“Yes, come in.” I interrupted him. I moved away from the entry way to let them into our small living room.



​As they crossed the threshold, Missy came into the room as well. She held a small mirror up in front of her face. Without looking at me, she asked, “Did I hear the door?”



​“Yeah…” I started to answer her, but her breathing had already stopped at the sight of the tantalizing man I had just invited in.



​She snapped her compact shut, a wide grin spreading over her face. With the look of a child who just got delivered an early Christmas present she held out her hand to the gentleman. “Hello,” she said with the ease of a practiced artist. “I’m Missy.” Leave it to Missy to completely ignore the older woman standing next to him.



​“Missy,” I tried to get her attention in vain, “this is….” I struggled to remember their names.



​“William McCurdy,” he helped me, while offering his hand to Missy. Glancing back to me, he added, “You can call me Liam. And this is my associate, Gretchen Callister.” He indicated Gretchen standing next to him, who held out her hand to Missy.



​After shaking Liam’s hand, Missy absent mindedly stuck her hand out in Gretchen’s general direction. But Missy didn’t even glimpse at Gretchen, hence missing her minute eye roll. “How do you do?” Missy muttered, breathless. I wondered how long a person could go without blinking.



​After a short awkward silence and Gretchen straining to keep a straight face, Liam said, “We were just here to visit Miss Hemlock, actually.” He turned to look at me with anticipation.



​“Yes,” I said. “Have a seat.” I indicated our old, overused couch.



​As they stepped past Missy, she seemed to come to a decision. “Um, you know, Ella,” she tore her eyes from Liam in order to try to look at me intently. “I’ve been thinking.” Never a good thing. “I should probably stay home with you today. That nurse yesterday at the hospital did say I should keep an eye on you.” The look of supplication made her intentions so apparent I didn’t need an extra appendage to know what she wanted.



​However, I did need to know what the other two thought, so I tried dipping back into Liam’s head.



​Not good. How can we get rid of her? She probably won’t trust us enough to leave Ella alone with us. Maybe Gretchen will invite Ella to her “office” so we can talk to her alone later. Maybe I can just ask her out to coffee or something. For once, I might not mind taking that route. Whatever we do, we need to keep an eye on her since Jack is out there somewhere.



​When he thought about asking me out, an idea struck me. “Oh, it’s all right, Missy.” I said, putting on a big smile. “I’m fine. Someone from the hospital told me to expect a visit today. I feel pretty good, so it won’t take long.” I lied, then stepped a little closer to her. “Besides, shouldn’t you let your boyfriend know we’re okay?”



​She narrowed her eyes ever so slightly.



​I watched rather than listened as the gears in her mind turned at an alarming rate. She deliberated between someone she had been with for a few weeks and someone she had just met. Granted, William McCurdy towered over Thomas in the looks and maturity departments, but she already had Thomas. With a brief grimace, she caved.



​“You sure you’ll be okay?” she asked. She had to make sure not to ruin her chances with Liam.



​“I’m positive,” I said. “Thanks anyway.”



​Once Missy had checked the time, she had to rush out the door. I sat down facing Gretchen and Liam. After the door shut behind her, I said, “Sorry about her,” directing the apology at both of them. “She’s a little…friendly.” That was the nicest way I could think to put it.



​“Don’t worry,” Gretchen grinned, “I’m used to it.”



​Liam squirmed uncomfortably for a moment then said, “We really just needed to talk with you.”



​The dirt-covered peephole hadn’t done Liam justice. He had a round face, but with chiseled features. Heavy dark eyebrows threw shadows over his eyes but served to give him a more mysterious look. His eyes were a dark green one might mistake as foreboding, but expressed immeasurable kindness when combined with his smile. I was suddenly hyper-aware that I hadn’t showered since yesterday morning. My hair probably looked like brown seaweed.



​The pair seemed out of place in our apartment, like I was talking to a couple of cops. They were sophisticated and confident. Our home was haphazard and eclectic. However, neither of them looked like it bothered them. They acted as if they were used to these kinds of surroundings.



​Powers, he had been thinking. Remembering the word, I began to probe their minds to find all the answers I could. Then maybe I wouldn’t have to talk to them for very long.



​At first, I just lingered, listening to Liam’s forethoughts. He thought I was pretty, but very young. He also wondered about how I would take the information they were about to throw at me, but he wasn’t focusing on the details. He liked how I got Missy out of the apartment and viewed me as a ‘quick thinker’. I almost laughed at that thought, but I got distracted when I realized my little powers could dive deeper to look at things he wasn’t even thinking about at the moment.



​His mind (holy crap, was I seriously rifling through someone else’s mind? Guess so.) was organized like a filing system with varying degrees of light sporadically dispersed throughout. Some images shone so bright I could hardly make them out. Others were dark, but I could still see them. I dove so deeply into his mind that I wandered into his subconscious. It was kind of creepy. So many different strange emotions intermingled to misconstrue memories. I could discern the basic meaning of what happened in them, but obviously his mind didn’t see these thoughts the same way. It would be fascinating to study it in a psychological situation, but for now I didn’t like how these emotions clawed at me in the darkness. As I pulled out, the emotions tried to follow me, but released as I left the recesses of his subconscious. It was a place I would probably stay away from for the most part.



​Being surrounded by his normal memories again, I soon became overwhelmed with all the information. Certain things popped out to me because they repeated so many times. “People of the Storm”, “Storm People” and “People of the Shadow”, “Shadow” were prominent titles in most of his thoughts. Different names, faces and powers were there too, attached to the titles. I couldn’t make heads or tails of any of it and got frustrated by the overload. I pulled back out to the front of his mind to eavesdrop while he began his spiel again.



​“We thought we should talk with you because we’re very much aware of what you might be going through right now.” We’re People of the Storm, he thought. We all know how confusing everything is for you right now. “Gretchen and I have both been struck by lightning. We know you might be having some interesting side effects.” He recalled to his mind the moment he got struck. I could feel the horror that overcame him when he learned of his powers. He could bend light making anything he wanted invisible. I saw him in an open field, covered in dirt trying to make an odd farming tool disappear.



​I snapped out of his mind when I noticed a woman he had strong feelings for. I realized I shouldn’t be intruding. I caught myself staring at him, although I don’t think it was as long as it seemed to me. I must have looked like a crazy person to him nonetheless. He looked at me cautiously then glanced at Gretchen who returned his glance. Could they read minds too? Did all People of the Storm do this? Maybe they were reading my mind right now!



​Gretchen reached out, putting a calm hand on top of mine. She gave me a big sister-type smile saying, “It’s okay, Ella. We’re here to help.” She left her hand there for just a second, seeming to focus on something far away. Then, moving her hand away, her warm smile lifted again. As she leaned back, she gave Liam a casual nod. Suspicions blossomed in my mind of the seemingly harmless woman, so I whipped my mind’s attention to her.



​Her mind could’ve been in Greek, Chinese or Dutch. I would’ve been just as lost. Everything centered around the human body. I mean, like, INSIDE the body. She had tons of diagrams of the muscles, bones, blood, brain, tendons, you name it. Pieces of bodies swirled around like a horror movie. Charts churned in her mind of all the major organs. Everything connected with cords of energy. Her mind was a veritable web of information on the human body. Unfortunately, I was the fly. I couldn’t make sense of any of it, so I scrambled back out. In the few memories I could decipher, I caught the name The People of the Storm a lot.



​I mustered my courage blurting out, “Who are the ‘People of the Storm’?”



​Liam and Gretchen again shared a glance, but this time wide-eyed. Liam leaned toward me asking gently, “How do you know that name?”



​I hesitated. I knew they wouldn’t be shocked. I knew I wasn’t in any danger from them, but I hadn’t said anything about this ability or appendage out loud yet. It would be like admitting something was wrong with me. I pulled myself together long enough to answer. “I heard it in your mind.”



​“Oh,” he said. He sighed with relief then started to laugh. Gretchen matched him and they sat chuckling for a second, thinking back on my strange behavior. I even relaxed a little at the sound of it. “A mind-reader?” he commented.



​“We haven’t had one of those in quite a few centuries,” Gretchen put in.



​The chuckling subsided, and Liam leaned back on the sofa. “So, how much have you been able to learn?” he asked.



​I followed his lead relaxing into my chair. “Not much.” I answered. “I know you both have powers, but I’m not sure what Gretchen’s are. I heard the name Storm People a lot, but I’m still not sure who or what they are.”



​Liam pointed to his head, “Would you like to do this yourself,” he asked, “or should I just tell you everything out right? Apparently, you’re going to believe us either way.”



​“I’d rather you tell me,” I answered, “It’s still a little confusing.” Just saying it out loud helped me feel a lot better. I already realized there’s a lot in others’ minds that I didn’t want to know. “Don’t worry,” I reassured them. “I won’t enter your minds again unless you want me to. I can’t figure out Gretchen’s mind anyways.”



​“Ha!” Gretchen burst out. “You’re not the only one. It’s still confusing for me. And I’ve been doing this a very long time!”



​Liam grinned at me. “Well, to start, Gretchen is able to understand the human body on a very detailed level. That’s her power. She can communicate with a body to find out anything that might be wrong with it. She can also help it heal at an accelerated rate. Do you mind if she works with you while I explain everything else?”



​“Of course not,” I answered. “What do I need to do?” I sat up, hoping I didn’t have to get undressed or anything. Maybe Liam could make me invisible while I did it, but it would still make me uncomfortable.



​“Nothing at all,” Gretchen responded, alleviating my fears. “All I have to do is be in contact with your skin. I’ll just put my hand on yours again. That’s what I did last time. I just gave your body a quick check to make sure everything was okay for the moment. But this time I’ll dive a little deeper to see if there are any viruses or infections your body is fighting. I’ll be zoned out for a little bit.” She placed her hand on mine again. Her eyes immediately glazed over, trance-like.



​While she sat there, I looked back at Liam wondering where to start. A wave of bashfulness washed over me as I suddenly felt like we were alone together.



​But my shyness was replaced with all my questions bubbling to the surface. I knew it was safe to ask, but I didn’t know where to start. Immediately, confusion clouded all thought. The tears didn’t quite spill over, but my vision blurred as my eyes welled. I decided in an instant to keep it simple. I almost whispered, “What’s happened to me?” Until this moment I had been harboring a hope that this would all end eventually. The visit from this pair revealed the situation to be more permanent than I realized.



​I swallowed hard then forced a few slow breaths. Answers would be coming. He regarded me kindly, but through narrowed eyes. “We’ve been called many things over the years. Demons, sorcerers, monsters, mutants, aliens…well,” he shrugged, “Roswell was sort of my fault—”



​“—Roswell?—”



​“But,” he continued, ignoring my question, “it’s a lot more complex than anyone knows. “You see, humans only use a small percentage of their brains. What percentage is under constant debate, but the fact remains they don’t use anywhere near all of it. Even some other parts of their bodies are never used or seem to have no purpose. Have you ever wondered why? What could people do with that extra part of their brains they never use? The answer lies within us. Within you. That’s what has happened to you, Ella. You’ve been touched by a non-telestial force and it has brought your mind and your body one step closer to reaching your full potential.



​“So,” he continued, relaxing again, as did I, “You asked who the People of the Storm are. Well, simply put, we are The People of the Storm. You, me, Gretchen, and many others. We’ve called ourselves different things in different cultures, but the basics of how we’re created has remained the same over time. The People of the Storm, or Storm People, are people who have been struck by lightning. Those of us who survive a lightning strike are occasionally endowed with different powers. We’re able to use more of our brains. Like I said, Gretchen has power over the body. I have power over light.”



​He paused, I guess wondering if I already knew what he meant or maybe waiting for a shocked response on my end. I nodded, “You can make things disappear.”



​His eyes lit with recognition. He knew I must have pulled it out of his mind earlier. He must have been used to that being the climax to his little speech. “Yes, well, usually I have to prove what I’m capable of for others to believe me.” He tapped his temple, giving me a knowing look. I just nodded in response, a little embarrassed I hadn’t thought of etiquette sooner. “So, we’re kind of a secret society, so to speak. Above all else, we try to hide who we are and, most of all, what we can do. No one wants to be a science experiment.



​“Most of our people try to fit into a regular life again. There are a few whose powers are, um, somewhat hard to control. They usually withdraw from all society. There’s one man who attracts more lightning, but never gets struck. People around him get struck often so he’s become something of a hermit.” He was lost in deep thought for a second, but shook it off. “Your powers should be easy to keep hidden though.



​“There are also those of us who help our people whenever the need arises.” He paused again while I processed what he said.



​“What do you mean ‘help our people’?”



​He shifted a little on the couch, folding his hands together. “Well, for the most part, it’s usually helping them find work or relocation. But recently we’ve discovered an organization we call the Shadow. As technologies have advanced, others who know about our people have tried to gain these powers for themselves. Lightning is extremely dangerous to attempt to harness. There are a few of those so called ‘storm chasers’ that have these ulterior motives. Back when electricity was booming, relay stations and massive generators were being put into production, and a handful of people realized they could risk their lives trying to yoke considerable amounts of electricity into themselves to simulate a lightning strike. Some of them survived to gain powers very similar to ours. While the People of the Storm have been around as long as the world has existed, this new group, the Shadow, have been growing over the past century. They feel as if we, the Storm People, are being selfish in keeping these gifts to ourselves. They think, however twisted it might sound, that we’re trying to take over the world. Make everyone else our slaves or some such nonsense. In recent months, they’ve been surfacing, causing problems for us. We’ve been trying to figure out ways to deal with them.”



​“Why do you call them the Shadow?” I asked.



​Liam grimaced. “Because they live in shadow and create it. When the Shadow shock themselves to try to gain powers, they sap all the power from large areas. That, plus the fact they don’t like the sun because it’s too bright for their eyes. Ironically,” he shrugged with a smirk, “they’re kind of pale.”



​As I processed everything he told me, I noticed my fingernails digging into my palms. I tried to relax my fist without losing contact with Gretchen’s hand. I took a few deep breaths trying to think, then settled on a question whose answer I thought I could handle. “So what do I do now?”



​“That’s up to you, Ella.” Liam seemed sincere in his concern. I sensed he had my best interests in mind. He opened his mouth a little then closed it again. I wondered if I should probe his mind again, but I decided if he didn’t want it said then I shouldn’t pry. I would have to remember that etiquette thing.



​I just wanted my quiet, boring, sad little life back. I didn’t know how much interest these people had in a newbie like me. Like he said, I could hide my powers. I would probably try it.



​At that moment Gretchen decided to come out of her stupor. She blinked a few times and removed her hand from mine. “You’re all set. There were a couple of infections, but those are gone now. I also healed up your scar for you. All Storm People have fern-like scars. It’s how we identify each other, although sometimes they’re hard to see.” She turned her face away from me lifting her bun that hung over the top of her neck. “See,” she said exposing her own fern-like scar. Her own scar shone a silvery-white at the nape of her neck. “I tried to make it as unnoticeable as possible, but I can’t get rid of these entirely on any of our people.” She replaced her hair, turning to face me again. “At least the burnt part won’t bother you anymore.”



​I did my own mental check noticing my burn didn’t hurt anymore, but my little tether was still firmly attached. “Thanks” I mumbled, peeling off the dressing. There went my last hope of getting rid of the little sucker.



​“Sure,” she replied with a wide smile.



​I looked over at Liam and noticed I didn’t see any scar at all. “Where’s your scar?” I blurted out before I realized it might be in a place he couldn’t share in polite company.



​My cheeks started to flush, but he saved me from my embarrassment when he said, “It’s in my hair, over my left ear. All of our people have our scars on our head or neck. The Shadow have scars on their hands, arms and sometimes other body parts because that’s where the shock enters them. And their scars don’t look as much like a plant as ours do.” He turned to Gretchen, flashing a glance as if passing her the baton.



​Her smile wavered as she said, “I heard a little of what you guys were talking about, although not all.” She looked back at Liam, “Did you go over our life spans with her?”



​Life spans?!



​“Not yet,” he answered. “I thought I’d wait for you to get to that little detail. You explain these things so well.”



​“Uh, huh,” she narrowed her eyes giving him a sarcastic tight smirk that shifted to more of a grimace. I half expected her to stick her tongue out at him. “Well,” she turned back to me, “after a mortal is shocked, whether by lightning or by man-made electricity, we’re altered at the cellular level.



​“Liam explained how the human body is capable of so much more than it’s used for. When touched by lightning we gain more use of our brains accounting for the powers we’re given. We can see in the dark better than mortals, but our eyes are also a little more sensitive to the light. It’s different for everyone, just like our powers are different for everyone. The long and short of it is, our bodies’ age differently after we’re struck as well. Some of us age close to the same as we did before we were struck, but slower. I, for instance am 97 years old.”



​My eyebrows popped up to my forehead. Sure, she looked good for early 50’s or maybe late 40’s, but I never expected 97! I stared at her dumbfounded.



​Gretchen nodded at my speechlessness. “I would guess I’ll live to be about 200 or so. If something else doesn’t kill me.” She threw a quick glance at Liam, who nodded at his shoes.



​“So,” I asked when the obvious question occurred to me, “do you know how fast I’ll age?” This would have serious implications for my future.



​“I checked that just now.” She paused, pursing her lips. I thought she was hesitant to answer me, but then she touched the tips of her fingers in sequence. She counted to herself then answered. “You’re using more of your brain, but we never quite use it to full capacity. Your metabolism rate is severely decreased. Cellular decay has been fractionalized. Hormonal flow was like molasses in winter, but your energy connections were brighter than I’ve ever seen. Your blood process—”


OEBPS/image/image-0-0.jpg





OEBPS/image/image-0-1.jpg





OEBPS/image/image-0-2.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Table of Contents





		

Title Page





		

Copyright





		

Dedication





		

Also By H.R.B Collotzi





		

Contents





		

Chapter One





		

Chapter Two





		

Chapter Three





		

Chapter Four





		

Chapter Five





		

Chapter Six





		

Chapter Seven





		

Chapter Eight





		

Chapter Nine





		

Chapter Ten





		

Chapter Eleven





		

Chapter Twelve





		

Chapter Thirteen





		

Chapter Fourteen





		

Chapter Fifteen





		

Chapter Sixteen





		

Chapter Seventeen





		

Chapter Eighteen





		

Chapter Nineteen





		

Chapter Twenty





		

Chapter Twenty-One





		

Chapter Twenty-Two





		

Chapter Twenty-Three





		

Chapter Twenty-Four





		

Chapter Twenty-five





		

Chapter Twenty-Six





		

Chapter Twenty-Seven





		

Chapter Twenty-Eight





		

Chapter Twenty-Nine





		

Chapter Thirty





		

Chapter Thirty-One





		

Chapter Thirty-Two





		

Chapter Thirty-Three





		

Chapter Thirty-Four





		

Chapter Thirty-Five





		

Note to Readers!





		

Books By This Author





		

The Adventure Continues in 





		

More books from HRB Collotzi 













Guide





		

Contents













