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This book is dedicated to my
lovely wife, Michal. Without her, I never would have finished this
book, and I never would have been able to push my dreams into
reality.

 


This book is also dedicated
to my God. Without Him, I never would have met my lovely
wife…
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“If you want to know the
end, look at the beginning.”

– African Proverb
–

 


…and the
stars of the sky fell to the Earth, as a fig tree casts its unripe
figs when shaken by a great wind. –
Revelation 6:13 –

 


- And the flowers were
trampled under their feet. All of them were. But the daisy rose
above the others and stood tall, carving a way through the valley
to the Mountain of God. – Violet Dawn –
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Falling

 


Her shimmering white hair flowed in
waves behind her, as if the strands were banners that were moving
with the rhythm of the dark wind. It was too much for one person to
handle, immortal or human. The air felt dead around her, the chilly
night whipping at her with intense prejudice, as if its single
desire was for her to die, and die horribly at that. The feeling of
hopelessness was now threatening to consume her whole being, and so
she would allow it, if she could. But nothing would be able to
consume her this night. Nothing seemed able to rescue her from this
internal agony.

She peered over the edge of the
skyscraper, taking in the busy city below. Vehicles of different
shapes and sizes were milling around the grid of streets. They all
looked like blurry, chunky dots in her tear-filled eyes. She wiped
the liquid drops from the corners of her pupils as they transformed
into crimson flower petals and were swept away with the wind to
start the long trek down toward the hapless beings below. She
cupped her fragile, trembling hands over her face and took a deep
breath. The smell of roses filled her senses with a sudden beauty
that made her heart smile slightly.

So, it has all come to this, she
thought. This is the end. The end of this beautiful planet. The end
of everyone’s life on it. Hopefully the end of my own life. She
glanced down at her wrists, the red scars fresh in her skin, the
incident mostly fresh in her mind. Trying to kill herself with the
razors hadn’t worked. She rubbed her neck, which was still slightly
sore from trying to hang herself. Even throwing herself in front of
that semi hadn’t worked. She glanced down at her bare knee and
scanned the bruise for a moment, not surprised that it was almost
completely healed.

A violent gust of wind swept through,
chilling the skin underneath her short, white dress. She wrapped
her arms around herself, shaking her head. I can’t do this!
“I can’t do it!” She sobbed, falling to her knees there on the roof
of the tallest building in Phoenix as flower petals swept across
the space in front of her with manic intensity.

Her mind flashed back to clips of her
evil mother, Evanescence, or the Great Witch, as she had heard some
call her. She was a breed of evil that the world, this world
anyway, had never seen. She had given birth to Pearl, but that was
where the connection to the two ended, at least in Pearl’s mind.
Pearl had been born at the ripe age of eighteen. Nobody else on
Earth had been born at such an age, and she quickly reminded
herself that this was indeed Earth. This wasn’t Heaven and it
wasn’t Hell…yet, anyway. It was about to be hell on Earth, and she
didn’t want to be here for that. She didn’t want to see the
slaughter, the fire and brimstone, the end of the world. The end of
this world.

The visions she had in her mind of the
ways those on Earth were going to perish were gruesome and morbid,
and had prompted her to try and end her life, unsuccessfully. She
didn’t know if she could be killed by another, but even if she
could, she didn’t want to put that guilt on anyone else. Neither
did she want to die by her mother’s own enchanted hands. She knew
the witch would torture her, listen to her own daughter squeal with
erratic horror just before ripping her tender heart out.

This is why Pearl had to do what she
was setting out to do. She had to escape this horrible planet. She
wanted to be with her father. She wanted to go home.

She wiped the blur from her eyes and
peered off the edge of the building again. The end was so near.
What better time to meet her creator? Before the whole planet
became swallowed in darkness, she could go be with the one who had
actually formed her, despite what her mother tried to make her
believe.

She stepped up to the edge, the wind
threatening to knock her off balance. She certainly didn’t want to
tumble down the side of the building. That would be painful. She
wanted a quick, easy way out. A way out of my
responsibilities? Perhaps. But staying here was not an
option at the moment. Not with what she knew was about to occur on
this poor planet. This poor, defenseless planet. They don’t
stand a chance.

She heard a loud bell ring in the
distance. She listened for a moment, keeping her balance on the
ledge, until she was able to count eight chimes in all. She then
closed her eyes and tipped her body forward.

For a long moment, she felt herself
caught in a gust of air, as if she was flying. The feeling was
spectacular, but then the tremendous pull of gravity yanked at her
dress, at her skin, at her very soul, and beckoned her toward the
streets below. As she fell, she smiled at the thought of being in
Heaven tonight.

Her face swept through some of the
rose petals she had cried earlier as their floral scent added a
beautiful irony to her coming death. The sounds of the streets grew
louder and louder. Someone shouted something about her falling
through the air. Then the noise ceased altogether…

 


 


~~~~~~~~~~

 


 



Chapter 1

Thursday, May 22, 2008 - 8:01
p.m.

Gilbert High School Graduation
Ceremony

Gilbert, Arizona

 


Nathan’s eyes opened. Massive pain
coursed through the wound in his forehead. Noise crept into his
senses, and he suddenly realized where he was. He scrambled to move
his arms, legs, even his hands. People were pulling him up,
standing him to his feet too quickly for his brain to catch
up.

The blurriness left his eyes and the
whole graduating class came into focus. Hundreds of seniors in
their black and gold gowns were staring, gasping, standing in awe
of his collapse. The teachers who were holding him up helped him to
take a seat in one of the folding chairs on the stage reserved for
the faculty themselves.

He bent his head down
into his hands and tried to come back to reality. The girl…and the
building ledge…and the darkness—it was all too real. As if he was
there. As if he was the girl. Okay, that’s
disturbing.

“It’s okay, folks. It looks
like Nathan Pierce is going to be alright.”

He turned his head and saw Principal
Carter at the podium. He was smiling at the audience with intense
nervousness. He adjusted his blue tie. “We’ll have medical
personnel take a look at Mr. Pierce to make sure he’s doing okay,
and then we will continue with the names.”

One of the teachers, one Nathan didn’t
recognize, walked over and handed him his rolled-up graduation
certificate. “You dropped this.”

He took it from her, and that’s when
he noticed his hand shaking uncontrollably. His eyes met those of
the aging woman, and he found himself staring into her eyes for a
moment—her calm, blue eyes. He wondered if he knew her from
somewhere, somewhere other than school.

“Take heart, Nathan. You
have been chosen for something great.”

“What?”

Her gaze suddenly shifted behind him.
He turned to follow it and spotted two paramedics approaching the
stage. The female of the two moved in on Nathan as he turned back
and saw that the teacher with the calm eyes was nowhere in sight. A
cold stethoscope was slipped down his black gown and buttoned
shirt, pressed cold to his chest. He shivered with the chill of the
metal.

“My name is Janelle.” Then
she motioned to the other paramedic who was opening up a large
black case to the side of them. “This is my partner,
Michael.”

Michael smiled and pulled a small
flashlight from the case, shining it into Nathan’s eyes. “Looks a
little glazed.”

The woman glared at Nathan
while she listened to his heartbeat. “It’s important that you be
honest with me, okay?”

He nodded.

“Have you taken any drugs
today at all?”

He shook his head
slowly. Drugs?

She continued glaring at
him but spoke to her partner. “Elevated heart rate.”

He took his turn to glower at Nathan
now. Nathan found he had to turn away from the both of them, as if
he was actually guilty of something.

Janelle held onto his arm. “Are you
experiencing any pain?”

“My head hurts.”

She reached up and pulled his forehead
toward her as she gently moved his brown bangs out of the way and
peeled back a black bandage, revealing a stitched gash that was
still healing. “Where did this come from?”

Michael nudged her arm. “He was the
one in the paper. The one I told you about.”

Her gaze went soft and she
replaced the bandage with nimble fingers. “Sorry.”

Nathan tried to smile, but it came off
as more of a grimace. “It’s okay.”

They dumped their tools into the
trauma bag and stood to their feet. “Take it easy, okay? Don’t do
anything overactive tonight. Just enjoy your graduation, and then
go home and rest. That cut is still a long way from
healing.”

He nodded. “Yeah.”

They left him there.
He looked out as the crowd began to seat themselves again,
commotion stirring in the football field as everyone started
chatting with each other. He could hear some of the students
laughing in the midst and it made him feel embarrassed. How could
he have passed out in front of the whole Gilbert High School senior
class? Stupid.

“Now, now. The paramedics
have cleared Nathan, so we will continue with the
ceremony.”

The names were being called again.
Nathan sat in his chair, burying his aching temples in his hands as
his mind replayed his vision over and over again. Who was this
strange girl who kept showing up in his thoughts when he passed
out? What was her name? Where did she come from?

The pain in his head was agonizing,
and he found himself wishing he would pass out again so he wouldn’t
have to feel it. The hammering made it to where he could barely
open his eyes to watch the next set of students approach the stage
and grab their diplomas, some sneaking glances at the now infamous
boy who had collapsed on stage the night of their high school
graduation.

 


**********

 


Pine Shadows Christian Summer
Camp

Hume, California

 


Heather tried her hardest to worship
and not think about the accident. She kept her eyes closed and
didn’t bother with thoughts of those who were around her. She
focused all of her concentration on God, on singing her heart out
to him.

 


Your mercy stirs my heart
to sing, a melody I was taught in creation’s womb…

 


Heather’s voice, though, only merged
with the sounds she already had echoing through her head: the sound
of crunching metal, of shattering glass, of chaotic destruction.
These things were louder than the rest of the camp attendees who
were singing the song.

 


Though the stars fall to
the earth, and darkness plagues the land, Your love will
remain…

 


The memory of the newborn being
crushed in the metal jaws of that vehicle almost made her throat
lurch. She took a deep breath and raised her hands above her head,
determined to worship. She had gone the last couple days without
letting the accident affect her on an uncontrollable level, but now
the music was playing, fiddling with her very soul. She felt guilt
coating her heart like a can of spilled motor oil. She wanted to
worship her God so badly, but it was so difficult with this guilt,
with this memory, with this burden.

 


The flowers of the field
will sing Your praise, and all the world will dance for
You…

 


The burns on her face started to feel
warm. She knew it was the heat from the bonfire in front of her,
but the idea of the fire alone was enough to send a shudder of fear
through her body. She hated fire more than anything in the world,
and being this close to one that the camp personnel had put
together was a little too close for comfort. She continued to
worship, continued to try focusing on the one thing that mattered,
but it was pointless. Her mind and heart were outweighing her soul
with grief and anxiety and fear.

Her eyes shot open and she found
herself shoving past Kari Preen and Evelyn Sun on her way to the
back of the crowd. As eyes turned on her in curiosity and general
concern, she rushed toward the back of the circular clearing to the
small gravel pathway.

The cool forest air hit her like a
sack of campy potpourri, the scents of the pine trees and the
bonfire sweeping across her. She started in a fast walk toward the
forest area, hoping to find some privacy. The last thing she needed
was one of the nosy adult counselors, or worse, Ryan, poking into
business that wasn’t theirs.

The trees rustled their
massive pine branches, knocking needles and cones to the forest
floor. It was almost as if they were dancing to the music,
worshiping God in their own uncanny way. She remembered a Bible
verse from her childhood, something about the rocks singing out to
God. She pulled a small flashlight from her pocket and shined it
around her, finding a nice clearing near the edge of the first line
of trees. She took a seat on a massive log and suddenly found
herself struggling to hold back the tears.

She didn’t feel like she should be
allowed to participate in the worship services, let alone hear the
songs. She felt like a freak, one whom God himself didn’t want
anything to do with.

She had done her fair
share of crying over the last week and wanted to do it no more. She
was tired, still having nightmares of the horrible car crash, of
the newborn who was now dead. Why would God want to take someone
out of this world so soon? Why would he allow something so heinous
to happen to someone so small, defenseless and innocent? And why in
the world would God allow Heather herself to have performed the
act, to have steered their car into the other vehicle?
To commit an act of murder?

She had asked herself these
questions many, many times already and only wanted to shut her mind
off now. It was time to try and move on, but she didn’t feel like
she could. Only she knew what had really happened. When her vehicle
had hit the SUV with the mother and child on board, something had
released from Heather, something definitely not of this world. A
strange shield had gone up over her and Nathan and had protected
them from the accident, had at least protected them from getting
killed. He ended up with a wound to the head and she wound up with
these airbag burns that covered a third of her face.

She touched part of
the wound, feeling the irregularities in her skin that were
scarring over. She held her hands out in front of her and stared at
them for a long moment, wondering what powers they held. Was it
magic? If not, then was it an alien power? There were no such
things as aliens, right? If it wasn’t magic or an alien power, than
what was it? Had it been her imagination? No! If it was her imagination, then
she and Nathan, along with that crazy driving instructor, would all
be dead right now.

The rest of the camp was ringing out
in a more upbeat song now, one that she liked to consider one of
her favorites. She listened to the chorus for a moment, trying her
best to worship in her own little way, in her own little corner of
the forest.

 


You, oh Lord, give me
light to battle the shadows,

You, oh Lord, give me
healing with the pain,

You, oh Lord, give me
shelter in the storm,

Oh Lord, I live to give
glory to your name!

 


She turned her hands over and stared
some more. She had tried a couple times in secret to release the
protective shield again, but had had no luck. She wondered if it
had been a one-time gift from God to protect her and Nathan. Then
why wouldn’t he allow her to protect the ones in the other car as
well? The newborn deserved to live far more than any of them, in
her opinion anyway. And that innocent mother…she didn’t deserve
this horrible curse, did she?

Her heart sank at the thought that,
despite the topic of the song, there was no shelter for her, there
was no healing, and there was no light to help her fight the
internal shadows she struggled with.

The singing stopped. She readjusted
the chopsticks in her chignon and started walking back toward the
camp, flashlight in hand. She made her way around a patch of poison
oak, her thoughts wandering to Nathan. She missed him. Little did
he know how she felt about him. It was something she was heavily
regretting while she was this far from him.

Her foot snagged a rock and she fell
toward the ground, but before she hit the dirt, a bright violet
light appeared from her hands, stopping her freefall. She quickly
pushed herself off of it and stood to her feet, stumbling back in
surprise as it disappeared into a thin purple mist.

She stared down at her
palms again. There was nothing unusual there. Was it her
imagination? Was there something in the air causing her to
hallucinate? No, she hadn’t hallucinated in the car accident. She
knew that for a fact.

She took a deep breath and exhaled it
slowly, making her way toward the camp again. She focused her gaze
down toward her palms and tried to imagine the shield appearing
before her, but nothing came from such a frivolous
activity.

She reached the campground as a large
crowd of teenagers piled out of the bonfire area. That was her
queue that it was dinner time.

A young boy, Heather’s age with curly
black hair and a chubby face, made his way toward her with a
confused look. He was wearing a white shirt that said, “Allergic to
stupid people.” Heather rolled her eyes.

“Hey, why did you leave in
the middle of worship? You almost knocked Kari over on your way
out.”

She shrugged. “I just had to get some
fresh air, Ryan, that’s all.”

He eyed her suspiciously. “Something
wrong?”

They started walking side by side
toward the cafeteria. Ryan reached over and grasped Heather’s
fingers in his. She yanked them away and then pulled her hands into
the sleeves of her brown hoodie.

“I’m fine! Don’t worry about
it. I just had to clear my mind of some things.”

“Like what?”

“Don’t worry about it. It’s
personal.”

He kicked a small pebble. It bounced
along the road in front of them and hit a young girl in the ankle.
She swung around, cast him a scowl, and then jogged ahead to catch
up with her friends. “Why is everything personal with
you?”

“What are you talking
about?”

“I get the feeling that you
just don’t trust me.”

“Ryan, I really don’t feel
like talking about this right now, okay? Can I just have dinner in
peace, please? I have a lot on my mind, especially with the car
accident, and I don’t really feel like talking about it. Not just
to you, but to anyone.”

He nodded. “The accident, huh? I
forgot about that.”

She sighed.
Of course you forgot about
that, she thought, you forget about everything unless it pertains to
you. “It’s just not something I’m ready to
talk about yet.”

“I understand. You probably
feel self-conscious about your burns, huh?”

“What?”

“You know. The burns on your
face.”

“Yes, I know about the burns
on my face. What do you mean I’m self-conscious about
them?”

“Well, I mean if I had burns
that bad on my face, I would feel a little embarrassed around
people too. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. I mean, I respect you
for not wanting to bandage them up. They’re kinda like battle
wounds, know what I mean?”

Heather shook her head, marching ahead
of him.

“What? What did I
say?”

 


**********

 


Devil’s Hideout Nightclub

Scottsdale, Arizona

 


The music swept around her like a
colorful mist, moving her body with its rhythm, pushing her across
the dance floor of the small nightclub.

She danced her way to
the bar, where she slapped her purse down and took a seat on one of
the tall stools. What a night!
She pulled out her cell phone and scanned her text
messages. Most were from friends who were walking the graduation
stage at school tonight. They were jealous, of course, of her
ability to party while they dressed in black gowns that made them
look like television judges and sat in the sweltering Arizona heat,
waiting for their names to be called. One text even called her a
loser. That was Crystal, though, and she was an idiot
anyway.

Cynthia, or Sin, as she was
known around school, erased or replied to the messages, stating
simply that she was having more fun than they were and they were
just jealous of her awesomeness. A couple of the messages were for
favors, but she wasn’t in the mood for that tonight, not yet
anyway. She decided to leave those texts alone and reply to them
later, at her own leisure. She stuck the phone back in her purse
and turned to the bartender, a middle-aged man dressed in a white
shirt and black vest.

“Can I get a Screwdriver
please?”

His blue eyes met hers.
“ID?”

She fished in her
purse and took out the fake ID she had purchased a few nights
earlier. He snatched it from her and scanned it for a full minute.
Then he glared at her. She straightened out her shoulders and hoped
that the black mini-skirt and fancy hairstyle would buy her a few
years. She knew she wasn’t thin like those girls who end up on the
cover of Maxim and
could probably lose a few pounds. But she carried herself in a very
alluring and confident manner and knew the attitude washed off on
others she came into contact with. Normally she wouldn’t wear so
much makeup, like the red lipstick (usually she opted for black or
purple), but she wanted to look older tonight, not gothic like she
did around school.

He handed the ID back to her. “Don’t
think so.”

She took the card and
feigned ignorance. “What are you talking about?”

“There’s no way you’re
twenty-one.” He leaned against the bar and drove those striking
blue eyes into hers. “It would definitely be in your best interest
to leave this place in the next five minutes before I have to
involve my manager.”

On a different night she would let the
issue slide, but this night was different. This was her graduation
night, and if she was skipping the grad ceremony to party, she sure
as hell wasn’t going to let this guy dampen her spirits.

She threw the ID at him. It hit him in
the face and fell to the countertop. “You’re going to serve me a
Screwdriver or I’m going to have you fired.”

He stared into her eyes for a moment
and she found she had to look away; his gaze was so incredibly
intense. He finally took her ID and disappeared into the nightclub.
She could only assume he was going to find his manager, and when he
did, the real trouble would start.

She turned back toward the crowd and
had a sudden urge to get back to dancing, but she wanted to get
just a little bit of alcohol into her system first, to lighten up.
She had been cooped up in the classroom for twelve years; tonight
was a celebration of her newfound freedom and the beginning of her
real life.

“Excuse me?”

She turned around. Another bartender,
a skinny female with blonde hair and large breasts, approached her
with a drink on her tray. “One of the gentlemen in the back of the
club wanted you to have this.”

Sin smiled. “What is it?” She grabbed
the highball glass.

“A Twisted Screw,” the
bartender replied as she hustled back behind the counter to make
some more orders.

Sin smiled. It was free and
the bartender hadn’t even bothered to card her. She took a quick
look around the club, trying to see who had been thoughtful enough
to give her this gift. Nobody stood out in her vision. She decided
she better do away with it as soon as possible before that prude
bartender came back to ruin her fun.

She closed her eyes and drank it down,
letting the liquid coat her throat and enter her stomach with a
cool, fruity taste. She finished it off as fast as she could and
then slammed the glass down on the counter of the bar.

The bartender with the blue eyes was
making his way back toward her with a suited man in his wake. She
stood up from the stool and lost herself on the dark dance floor,
realizing this may be her only chance to have fun in this place
tonight.

She closed her eyes and let the music
take her where she wanted to go. She wanted to get away from
Gilbert, away from Arizona. She was glad to be done with school and
glad to be done with having to live with her mother. That woman was
a pest if Sin ever knew one.

Her eyes suddenly
grew heavy, and her body was doing moves she didn’t even know she
knew. She felt the soft vibrations of the music pulse across her
skin, pulling the hairs from her arms, tugging at the very bottom
of her skirt. She felt good, she felt high. The drink must have
been a bit more alcoholic than she thought because her body was
starting to relax so much that she felt like she was
floating. Awesome!

She tried to open her eyelids, but
they wouldn’t budge more than a slit. It was through this slit that
she noticed a tall, dark silhouette invading her space. She felt
his cold hands touch her stomach and realized they felt good
against her warm body. She let him close in on her, pushing his
body against hers with the rhythm of the music.

She felt free, as if she
was flying, as if she was soaring through the clouds in the night
sky. She suddenly felt an incredible urge to rip her clothes off,
right there in the club. But that would mean she would have to stop
dancing, and she didn’t want to do that.

The figure ran his
hands up and down the sides of her body, and she felt a static
tingling across her skin, especially, suddenly, between her legs,
and realized she was beyond horny now. She must be super drunk, she
thought, but she could only remember, barely remember, having one
drink, that Twisted Screw…how ironic is
that?

The music became louder and the rhythm
started to slow down, or was that her breathing? She felt her body
relax, her muscles loosen and slip almost completely out of her
control. The man was pulling her now, pulling her toward the edge
of the dance floor? She tried opening her eyes, but they wouldn’t
budge at all. Her eyelids felt like pieces of heavy, rain-soaked
cloth. Her legs started to buckle, and she felt the stranger
pulling her up, swinging her arm around his neck to support her.
Why couldn’t she even stand? Wasn’t she floating through the
clouds?

The buzzing she was feeling
moments ago only intensified, like an electrical current running
through her legs, her thighs, her pelvis—she wanted to get laid at
this very moment, but somehow she couldn’t perform the simple act
of opening her eyes. She would open her legs, but she wasn’t lying
down yet, right?

The music was
starting to fade, and she used all of her strength to open her
heavy eyes, just enough to catch a glimpse of red tapestry blur
across her vision. She wasn’t on the dance floor anymore, she knew
this much. She caught another glimpse of the blurry stranger.
Something in her memory suddenly triggered an alarm, but she
couldn’t tell why. Her brain wasn’t cooperating. She found herself
falling into a black hole of sorts. She felt something soft behind
her and realized she was lying down. Finally, time to get that tingling taken care
of.

She spread her legs as
something hard began to stir underneath her skirt, something more
than the electric buzzing. She welcomed it at first, would beg for
it if she could speak. The buzzing had been slow and steady, but
this motion was turning into something rough, a little too rough.
It was like a jackhammer being thrust through the center of her
legs, and she didn’t like that at all. She tried to reach down to
grab whatever was doing it and felt a sudden pressure pin her arms
down above her head.

She tried to struggle but
found that she couldn’t even move. That movement in her crotch was
unwelcome now. She wanted the buzzing back, wanted to be able to
open her eyes. She felt her mind slurring with images of the dance
floor, images of the bartender with the bright blue eyes. She tried
to speak, but her tongue only allowed her a moan. She felt the
hammering between her legs getting harder and rougher. She wanted
to cry, but she couldn’t bring out enough strength to do
it.

Suddenly, she heard
loud shouting that rang in her ears like a basket of firecrackers
going off. She wanted the music back, the sweet music. The rough
jabbing stopped abruptly, and the intense pressure on her arms
lifted. She dropped them down to her legs and fumbled around to
pull her skirt down. She heard something being knocked around. The
shouts were muffled, like the Peanuts characters from her
childhood. She felt the black hole coming back to suck her in and
felt everything inside of her die.

 


 


~~~~~~~~~~

 


 



Chapter 2

 


After the names were
called, the graduates tossed their caps into the air and a roar of
excitement cried out throughout the field, echoing through the
corridors of the empty school building and the streets of the
surrounding neighborhoods. It was a cry of joy, a cry of freedom, a
cry of accomplishment.

Nathan, though, held onto his cap,
hoping that one day he could celebrate something more than a mere
graduation. The haunting images of the car accident wouldn’t be
wiped easily from his memory, nor would they be replaced with an
event such as this. As hard as he tried to take in the graduation
and the thrill of having survived his way through twelve years of
school, he couldn’t shake all that had happened over the last
week.

He silently watched from the stage as
crowds of family and friends poured onto the field, clasping the
graduates one by one, drowning them in congratulations and pats on
the back, hugs and kisses. He watched them smile. He watched the
families come together, all of them happy for their sons or
daughters, sisters or brothers, friends or significant others. It
was truly a time of celebration, a time he had been waiting twelve
years for.

He stood to his feet
and searched the west side of the field for his family. After a few
minutes of glancing through hundreds of faces—thinking one or two
were his family members only to have them turn around and be
complete strangers—he realized they weren’t anywhere close
by. Where could they be?
Surely they had seen him collapse on stage, right?
Wouldn’t they be down here in a split second to make sure he was
okay?

Another curiosity that was
rolling around in his head and seemed to take center stage all of a
sudden was the whereabouts of his girlfriend, Shannon. She had
promised to see his graduation as well, but she was nowhere in
sight. He was beginning to wonder if anyone had come to see him
tonight, but then he dismissed that thought simply because it was
absurd.

He pulled out his cell phone from the
pocket of his white slacks and sent a quick text to Heather, hoping
she was near her phone:

 


R U AWAKE? I JUST GRDUATED.
HOPE U R HVING FUN @ CAMP.

 


Nathan stuck the phone back
in his pocket and turned around to catch Shannon in his field of
vision. She was standing about a hundred feet to the side of him,
laughing with another graduate…a male graduate. Nathan started
toward her as he watched her fingers clasp around the other guy’s
arm and pull him close to her.

He felt jealous almost
instantly. It was like the pinprick of a needle when you go to get
a blood test, that moment when the pain courses through you with
deadly speed, and then suddenly vanishes like a ghost. Only with
the jealousy, the pain disappears into your gut, consuming your
insides with a burning fire. Why was his girlfriend touching
another guy? A better mystery, Nathan wondered, was why Shannon
wasn’t with him, congratulating him on his own graduation. These
were things he was now determined to get to the bottom
of.

As he approached her, she turned her
head to acknowledge him, but very casually at that, quickly turning
back toward her male interest. “Nathan, this is Paul. He was
probably my best friend in junior high. I didn’t even know he went
to this school! Can you believe that?”

Nathan shrugged, not wanting to say
anything for fear of putting his own foot in his mouth.

She waved Nathan away and then clasped
her fingers around Paul’s arm again, pulling him a few inches
closer to her. Nathan felt jealousy creeping in heavier now, and he
knew he better say something or the beast was going to get the best
of him.

“Shannon—”

She turned back to him, a serious look
on her face. “Hey baby, how was your graduation?”

“What?”

“Your graduation. How did it
go?”

“Didn’t you see me collapse
on the stage?”

She ran her long fingernails through
the hair at the back of his head and smiled a pitiful smile. “Yeah,
I saw that. Are you okay? I’m sure if the paramedics thought there
was anything really wrong they would have done something about it,
right? Did they say anything to you about it? Did they say anything
about you needing to get a checkup? Isn’t this the sixth time
you’ve collapsed this week?”

“Fourth.”

She shrugged.

Paul reached his fingers out, holding
them a few inches from Nathan’s forehead. “Whoa, is that the gash
you were telling me about?”

Nathan moved his head back away from
the man’s fingers. “What?”

“Let me see it.”

“No! It’s not a side
show.”

Shannon giggled. “Well,
congratulations to the both of you.” She grabbed Nathan’s face in
her palms and pulled his lips to hers, holding them there for what
felt like a full minute. Nathan was the one to pull away. She
smiled devilishly at him and then turned back to her
friend.

Nathan felt his phone vibrate in his
pocket. He flipped it open to see a text from Heather:

 


I JUST ATE. CONGRATS. I
MISS U. RYAN BUGGING ME! RUDY SAYS HI.

 


“Paul, Nathan is going into
astronomy in the junior college next year.”

The blonde guy smiled at him.
“Astronomy, huh? So, you can predict my future? Am I going to be
rich and famous?”

She smiled. “Paul’s going into acting.
Might get his big break this summer.”

Nathan shook his head. “Not
astrology, astronomy. The science of the universe.”

“Wow, that doesn’t sound
lame.”

Nathan frowned. “There’s nothing lame
about studying the universe.”

Paul ruffled Nathan’s hair a little
like a father would to his son. “Sure thing, little guy. Whatever
you say.”

Shannon smiled at Paul. “Hey, if you
enjoy what you do, who cares what anyone thinks, right? I don’t
care for all that spacey crap, but who am I to judge?”

“Gee, thanks for your
support.”

“Look, I think I’m going to
head out with Paul. He’s having a huge graduation party at his
house tonight and I need a little R and R after the rough week I
had at the office.”

Nathan stared at her for a moment,
choosing his words very carefully despite the chaos that was
building inside of him. “I thought we were going out together
tonight for my graduation. My family has some place special picked
out.”

She placed a finger on her lips and
thought for a moment, then turned back to Paul. “Do you mind if
Nathan comes to the party tonight?”

He placed his hand on her arm and
laughed. “Of course not. Any friend of yours is a friend of mine.”
His eyes shifted to Nathan’s. There was a devious flicker in his
pupils, one that gave Nathan a sick feeling in his stomach. Inside,
he wanted to kick this guy in the junk and watch him cry, but he
decided doing so would be both unlikely and foolish.

Nathan shook his head at Shannon.
“That’s not what I meant. You and I agreed that we were going to go
out and celebrate together tonight. My family hasn’t seen a whole
lot of you lately, and they thought it would be nice to have us all
together on my graduation night.”

She ran her fingers through his hair
again. “We are going out tonight, hon. We’re going to Paul’s
graduation party. C’mon, it’ll be fun. He’s probably got lots of
beer!” Her eyes shifted to Paul at the mention of the beer and he
nodded in agreement with a big, stupid grin on his face. “Besides,
we can hang out with your family any time.”

Nathan huffed under his breath. He
hated keg parties. He didn’t drink and he didn’t like being around
those who were drunk. He had an uneasy feeling every time Shannon
wanted to go to such a party, so he would either let her go and
worry the whole time, or he would somehow convince her not to
go.

He decided to take a moment and text
Heather back, allow himself to cool down:

 


EVRYONE DITCHED ME. SRY
ABOUT RYAN. TELL RUDY I SAY HI.

 


“Who are you
texting?”

He shoved the phone in his pocket and
then mentally kicked himself for doing that in front of her. She
didn’t exactly approve of him being friends with Heather, but he
had known Heather for so long that he wasn’t about to give her up
because of some mild jealousy. Besides, it seemed that she was more
interested in this blonde joker.

“Heather. She’s at
camp.”

She crossed her arms. “Heather,
huh?”

Paul clapped his hands together.
“Let’s get going. I’ll drive.”

Nathan felt chills race
down his spine at the thought of getting into a car with this
bozo.

“Nathan!”

A young Asian girl came running across
the field, a big, bright grin on her face. She was wearing a black
and white dress and had her hair in yellow ribbons, which Nathan
found to be a nice change from what he saw of her during the school
week.

“Hi, Hwami.”

“Hi.” She smiled wider and
handed Nathan a black and red-striped gift bag. “This is for you,
Nathan.”

Shannon glared at the girl.

He smiled, taking the bag
from her. She leaned in and pecked him on the cheek before turning
on her heels and breaking into a run across the field.

“Who was that?”

“Hwami. She’s a friend of
mine.”

“A friend?”

He nodded, digging his hands into the
gift bag. He pulled out a black envelope.

“What kind of friend is
she?”

“We met when I was
picking up the attendance sheets from the classrooms one day.”
Nathan opened the envelope, which wasn’t sealed, and pulled out a
folded sheet of paper. Opening it, he found a certificate that
stated a star had been named after him, by Hwami herself. On the
bottom half of the sheet were the coordinates and a picture of the
star that had been named Nathaniel Christopher Pierce. His heart
leapt at the kind and heartfelt gesture. An actual star named after me?!

Shannon came around and grabbed the
certificate from him. “What is this?”

“She named a star after
me.”

“How can you name a star
after someone? Nobody owns them, right?”

“It’s a star
registry.”

Paul butted in. “Wouldn’t they run out
of stars if everyone is naming all of them? And what is the
point?”

“There are countless stars
in the sky. There’s no way we would ever run out of
them.”

Shannon shoved the certificate back
into his hands and turned to Paul. “This is what I was talking
about earlier.”

He nodded. “Yeah, I
figured.”

Nathan folded the certificate and put
it back in its envelope. “What are you talking about?”

“Brother!”

He turned around to find his sister
running toward him. She had her long brown hair in curls at the
ends and her face dolled up with makeup. She was in a black dress
and heels, her color selection appropriate for the way Nathan was
feeling. From her hand dangled her blue cloth purse with the
embroidered daisy that their grandmother made for her when she was
younger. To Nathan’s dismay, he realized she was heading toward him
alone, with nobody else from the family by her side or in her
wake.

She wrapped her arms around him in a
bear hug, pulling him close to her. His anxiety seemed to melt
away. His fear and worry about everything in the world fell to the
ground with her simple embrace.

“My little brother, all
grown up.” She pulled away from him and adjusted the slipping
shoulder strap of her dress with a frown. “Are you okay? I saw you
fall on the stage. That’s the fourth time now, since the
accident.”

He nodded. “I’m fine. Where’s Mom and
Dad?”

“Maybe we can take you to a
specialist. Those cheap doctors don’t know what they’re doing and
maybe they missed something in the X-rays.”

“I’m fine, really. Where’s
Mom and Dad?”

She let out a long sigh and stared at
him for a moment before answering. He noticed that her left eye had
more eye shadow on it than her right. She must have gotten ready in
a hurry. “They both left after your name was called.”

“What?”

“I’m sorry. Mom said
something about not wanting to sit through everyone’s name just to
greet you at the end. Of course, Dad went along with
it.”

Nathan’s gaze dropped to
the grass near his feet. “Whatever.”

She wrapped her arm around his
shoulder. “You got me, Brother!”

“Yeah. Wait a
minute.”

“What?”

He glared at his sister. “If Mom and
Dad were here for my name being called, why didn’t they stay to
make sure I was okay when I blacked out?”

She bit her lower lip, a
sign that he had caught onto long ago. She was keeping something
from him. She placed her hands together in the shape of a steeple,
her hazel-colored eyes beaming at him, pleading for
mercy.

“Okay…MomandDadwererunninglatesotheydroppedmeoffandtookofffordinnerbythemselves.
Whew, okay, so did I mention how proud I am?”

He stared at her in
disbelief.

“I’m so sorry.”

“Are you
serious?”

She nodded.

“They just took off? Just
like that?”

She nodded again. “Please believe me.
I tried my hardest to get them to stay. In fact, I’m not on their
good side now because I used some choice language with them. You
know that’s not like me, right? Dad’s eyes went wide with one of
the words I used. I told him to—”

“I know it’s not your
fault. At least you came to my graduation.”

She hugged him again. “I wouldn’t miss
it for the world.” She pulled away and looked him over for a
moment. “I’m very proud of you. You know that, right?”

“Thanks. I’m glad someone in
this family is.”

“I’ll always be.”

“Look, I’m going to go out
with Shannon tonight, okay?”

“Sure, I guess. If that’s
what you really want to do.”

He looked at Shannon, who was flirting
with Paul some feet away, and then back to his sister. “Yeah, it
is. I’ll let you know when I’m home.”

“You sure you don’t want to
hang out with me tonight?”

He nodded.

“Is your head okay? Are you
going to be alright? You didn’t have another…dream…did
you?”

Nathan stepped closer to her. “I told
you, I don’t think they’re dreams. I think they’re
visions.”

“So you did have another
one, didn’t you? Like every other time you’ve blacked
out.”

“You can’t tell anyone about
these, okay? Please, Daisy?”

“I agreed that I wouldn’t.
What was it this time? Was the girl trying to kill herself
again?”

He nodded, remembering clearly the
last vision he had the day before: a thin girl in a bathroom stall,
slicing at her wrists with razor blades. He cringed at the thought.
She had bled in the vision, but only for a few seconds, and this
had frustrated her.

He took a deep breath of the warm
summer air. It felt like it was burning its way through his lungs.
“This time she was jumping off a building in the city. I think it
may have been Phoenix.”

Daisy glared at him. “I’m convinced
that you want me to drag you to a specialist.”

“I don’t need a
specialist.”

“Okay, so you had a dream—I
mean a vision—of her jumping off a building? That goes along with
the visions you’ve had of her slitting her wrists, hanging herself
and throwing herself in front of a semi. What do you think all of
it means?”

He shrugged. “It feels like I’m really
there, with her. Or maybe I am her.”

“That’s beyond
disturbing.”

“I know it is! The weird
thing is that she isn’t able to kill herself. It’s as if she’s
immortal. She has scars on her wrists. She has bruises on her neck
and legs. But she won’t die.”

His sister had a thoughtful look on
her face, but only for a moment. She shook her head and rubbed her
cheeks with her hands. “Are you sure this didn’t have anything to
do with the accident?”

He glared at her. “Yes, I’m
positive.”

“Maybe you’re in a type of
shock from the accident. Maybe that’s where these visions are
coming from. We can go to the doctor and they’ll help you sort it
all out, okay? Please, Nathan, please just go to the doctor. I’ll
go with you. Mom and Dad don’t even have to know.”

“Whatever. I don’t want to
talk about this anymore.”

“Look, the injury to your
head, it could be the reason for you blacking out. You know you can
fall into a concussion? Then what am I going to do with you? You
and I are about all that’s left of any normalcy in our family. If
something were ever to happen to you, Brother, I—”

“I’ll be fine, Sis. Trust
me.”

“I’ll keep an eye on you,
that’s what I’ll do.” She wrapped him in another hug and whispered
in his ear: “I’m so proud of you. I’ll always be here for you,
okay? I’m so incredibly proud of you.”

He pulled away and nodded
acknowledgement of her claim. “I have to go now. I’m going to a
party with Shannon and Paul.”

Daisy peered behind him at the
flirting girl again. “Are you sure you don’t want to go out with me
tonight? We could go to Joe’s BBQ for dinner and then to Sonic and
get ice cream sundaes. My treat?”

“That’s alright. I haven’t
had a whole lot of time with Shannon lately.”

She sighed. “Whatever you
want. Call me if you need anything, okay? Anything at
all.”

He gave her a half-hearted
smile and pulled off his graduation gown. He handed it, along with
his cap, diploma and gift bag to her and turned to
leave.

 


**********

 


Heather sat at the table in the
cafeteria, her eyes glancing down at the mush in her bowl. It was
supposed to be soup, the menu item for the evening, but she didn’t
think soup was supposed to look like oatmeal. She didn’t feel like
eating to begin with, and this crap only increased that feeling. It
looked like lumpy sand, and it made her want to go back to her
cabin and put this long day behind her.

She could hear whispering
from the table in front of her and glanced up to see Kari and
Evelyn. Kari was whispering things in Evelyn’s ear, smiling
deviously at Heather. Evelyn, however, was frowning at Heather,
seemingly reluctant to hear the poisonous words that flowed off her
friend’s lips.

Heather sighed, sick
of the politics that occurred even in a church group. She eyed Kari
for a few moments, questioning what the girl was doing here. She
was dressed in a pink hoodie and white capris, a flashy gold buckle
around her waist, one that she wore specifically to draw the
attention of others. She even carried around a black Gucci bag
everywhere she went around camp. What is
the point?

Heather glanced at Evelyn, who was
dressed in blue jeans and the same pink hoodie that Kari was
wearing. It made her sick. She shook her head and then caught
Evelyn’s glance. The girl’s eyes peered at her from behind the
black-rimmed glasses with a look of sadness, maybe even jealousy.
She didn’t want to be Kari’s friend, Heather could tell. It was
then that she actually noticed the large bruise on Evelyn’s neck.
It looked as if she had tried to cover it up with makeup, but the
bruise was too big and purple to be completely concealed. Heather
had heard rumors about Evelyn’s home life, but didn’t want to
believe them.

Heather shook her
head and stood her spoon straight up in the middle of her
bowl. This is sad.

“You shouldn’t play with
your food, you know.”

Heather rolled her eyes as Ryan took a
seat next to her.

“I thought I told you I
wanted to be alone.”

He smiled obnoxiously at her and
opened his small carton of 2% milk. “I know, but I also know that
we’re friends, so I’m allowed to bug you when I think there’s
something wrong.”

“I already told you there’s
something wrong, and I told you what it is. It’s not a secret, and
I really do want to be left alone.”

He shook his head, guzzling down the
milk, making a loud gulping sound as he did. He wiped his mouth on
his arm. “No you don’t. Look, Nathan isn’t here to protect you or
watch over you or whatever you think he’s there to do, so it’s my
job to take his place while we’re here at camp.”

She bit her bottom lip, her teeth
threatening to puncture the skin. “You better get up and move now,
Ryan. I’m not in the mood for you to be talking trash about your
best friend.”

“Best friend? Not hardly.
He’s my friend, sure, but not my best. Not by far. He’s a bit on
the weak side to be my best friend. I mean, he’s into all that
space crap and he won’t drink. Too soft.”

“Well, he is still my
best friend, Ryan, and I don’t appreciate you talking about him
like that.” She watched as the spoon slowly tipped at an angle,
still held by the thick mush in the bowl. Soup? Really? “Besides, I don’t need
to be rescued from anything. I just want to be alone with my
thoughts, okay? Is that too much to ask?”

He slurped down the last of his milk
and crushed the carton in his hand, splashing little drops of the
white liquid across his T-shirt. “Yeah, it is. Look, maybe I know
you better than you know yourself, huh? You and I have been best
friends for years now, right?”

“Heather, is this chump
bothering you?”

She looked up to see Rudy
taking a seat on the other side of her. She wanted to scream. Why
couldn’t everyone just leave her alone? Rudy wasn’t all that bad,
she thought, hilarious sometimes actually, and his company was
certainly more desirable than Ryan’s. But she just wanted to be
left alone.

“What’s new,
Rudy?”

He shrugged. “Nothing
much.”

“Wow, Heather, that was a
bit harsh. You’ll talk to him, but you try your hardest to push me
away?”

“I told you to your face
that I didn’t want you near me right now and you continue to sit
here and talk trash about someone I care about. When will you get
the hint, Ryan?”

“Is he talking trash about
Nathan?”

Heather turned back to Rudy and
nodded.

Rudy looked up at Ryan and shook his
large head. “That’s not cool, Ry Guy. Why are you talking trash
about good ol’ Nathan?”

Ryan wiped the milk off his shirt and
pointed his finger at Rudy. “Mind your own business or this could
get ugly for you.”

Heather scoffed. “Are you
kidding me, Ryan? You’re threatening people at church camp
now?”

Rudy laughed. “That’s okay. You can
only threaten someone when you’re a threat yourself. No worries
here.”

“Okay, fatty, you want to
play games, we can play games.”

Rudy stood to his feet. Heather hadn’t
seen Rudy ever get angry, so she was a little scared. He glared at
Ryan through his glasses. “Why you making fun of my weight, Ryan?
You got nothing else to say? Are we really resorting to junior high
tactics now?”

Ryan laughed. “I don’t need to make
fun of your weight. Your body does that for me.”

Heather buried her head in her arms.
This was going to get really ugly, and she didn’t want to be in the
middle of it. She wanted to be back home, with Nathan by her side.
She suddenly felt an overwhelming sense of homesickness.

Rudy started laughing. “Ryan, you’ll
have to do a lot better than that to push my buttons. I suggest you
get out of here. Heather made it pretty clear that she doesn’t want
you around.”

Ryan looked to Heather for the
hundredth confirmation of that fact.

She glanced up at him and nodded.
“I’ll talk to you later, if and when I feel like it.”

“Yeah.” He held his arms up
in mock surrender and left the table.

“Don’t worry about him. He’s
a chump. He won’t amount to much in life because he doesn’t care
about anyone other than himself.”

“I know, Rudy. Thank you for
getting rid of him.”

He slapped her on the back. “Anytime,
friend!”

Heather winced. She felt her cell
phone vibrate and pulled it out, flipping it open to a text message
from Nathan:

 


R U AWAKE? I JUST GRDUATED.
HOPE U R HVING FUN @ CAMP.

 


She let a small smile run across her
face as she shut her phone and started to get up from the
table.

“Where are you
going?”

“I’d like to be alone for a
bit.”

Rudy smiled. “Nathan?”

She nodded.

“Tell him I said hi, huh? I
hope he’s doing okay. Sucks not having him here with
us.”

“I know.”

She headed out of the cafeteria and
back down the gravel path that led to her cabin. She opened her
phone and started to text Nathan back, her heart feeling warmth
from his digital contact:

 


I JUST ATE. CONGRATS. I
MISS U. RYAN BUGGING ME! RUDY SAYS HI.

 


She looked up at the sky and marveled
at how well she could make out the stars up here in the mountains.
There were no ugly orange city lights here to taint the beautiful
darkness. She spotted the Big Dipper, a constellation that Nathan
had pointed out to her many times before. She enjoyed how much he
loved to talk about the night sky and missed his mini lessons in
astronomy right about now. She followed the two stars at the top of
the Dipper’s cup and found Polaris, the brightest star in the sky.
Nathan had explained to her that Polaris could be used to find
north, in case she ever got lost. She smiled, comforted that she
had something to remember Nathan by, something they had actually
shared together.

She made it back to her cabin and shut
the door, allowing the darkness to swallow her, save for the dim
lighting that peered in through the small half-windows at the top
of the room’s wall. She fell on the hard mattress on the bottom of
the bunk and pulled out the chopsticks holding up her chignon,
letting her brown and blonde hair fall across her pillow as she
settled her head on it. Her phone beeped as she flipped it open,
happy to have somewhere peaceful she could talk to
Nathan.

 


EVRYONE DITCHED ME. SRY
ABOUT RYAN. TELL RUDY I SAY HI.

 


She shook her head and
closed her eyes, regretting the decision to come to camp over
joining Nathan at their graduation. She figured his parents
probably pulled another stupid stunt on him. She knew Daisy
wouldn’t do anything like that to him, and she probably just hadn’t
found him at the graduation yet.

Heather sighed. She wished she could
close her eyes and be there with Nathan right now. She felt the
stirring in her heart again, like so many times before, urging her
to tell him how she felt about him. She suddenly felt a solid
determination to do so after she got back to Gilbert. Up until now,
she had either been too afraid or had refrained from doing so
because he was dating Shannon.

Heather felt horns growing out of her
head at the thought of Shannon and what she would do to that girl
if she had enough courage. She hated how Shannon treated Nathan and
how Nathan continued to pine after her. The stupid girl had taken
Nathan to Prom and left Heather to go by herself. God knew she
wasn’t going to go with Ryan, no matter how desperate she was to
have a date. And then there had been that awkward moment when Rudy
asked her and she had to tell him no without hurting his
feelings.

Voices outside the
cabin pulled her out of her bitter thoughts. Dinner must be over, she told
herself, meaning our date is coming to a
close.

She felt so frustrated, at the verge
of tears, like she could leap out of her skin and run to be with
Nathan right now. She knew it was just because she had had a long
day and was tired and emotional. That, and Ryan and some others in
this camp were getting on the last of her nerves. She wondered
again, for a brief moment, why she decided to come here over
walking the stage with Nathan.

She brushed her hands over the burns
on her face and took a deep breath.

 


I AM SORRY. I WSH I CLD B
THERE W/U.

 


She put the phone setting on vibrate
and shoved it into her pocket. Then she turned over and pretended
to be asleep as the door swung open and Kari and Evelyn waltzed in.
Heather felt the all-too-familiar pang of homesickness sweep
through her again, but figured some sleep would help.

 


**********

 


Sin opened her eyes easier now. The
view was so blurry and made up of lots of swirled colors, so she
closed her eyes again and took a moment to collect herself. She
felt something brush against her fingers, and on instinct she swung
that hand out, hitting something hard.

“Ow! Hey, I’m just trying to
help you. Take it easy.”

It was a guy. She wondered if it was
the stranger who had taken her off the dance floor. She opened her
eyes, this time with more focus. She was in a room, the one with
the red tapestry. In front of her was a man with short black hair
and crystal blue eyes. It was the bartender who had refused her a
drink.

“She’s awake
everyone!”

Her eyes moved around him and saw that
a small crowd was gathered at the doorway of the room she was lying
in.

“Wh…” Her voice cut out and
she swallowed hard, moving whatever phantom lump was in her throat.
“Where am I?”

“You’re safe. That’s all
that matters.”

“What do you…?” She suddenly
remembered the warning bell that had been ringing through her head,
the one she couldn’t pinpoint.

“Just relax, okay?” The
bartender turned to his right, and her eyes followed to what he was
staring at. In the other corner of the room, sitting at a tall
table, was a man in handcuffs. He was being guarded by two police
officers.

A bright light suddenly shone in her
eyes, forcing her to close them. “Hey!”

“Sorry, just have to make
sure you’re okay.”

She opened her eyes again and saw a
paramedic leaning in front of her, gently shoving the bartender out
of the way as he flashed the light in her eyes again. This time she
held them open, hoping he would leave after getting the
satisfaction of blinding her again.

“What happened?”

The paramedic shook his head. “You
were drugged and raped. This guy here,” he slapped the back of the
bartender, “saved you from possibly being killed. That’s what
happened.”

Her heart started pounding furiously,
as if it was angry at her. “Raped?”

“You’re lucky. Usually girls
like you wake in an alley, beaten. Sometimes you don’t wake up at
all.”

She turned toward the guy
in cuffs. On second glance, she noticed her assailant had a huge
welt above one of his eyes and his lip was split open.

The paramedic stood to his
feet and nodded. “As soon as you talk to the police here, we can
administer a rape kit to you, but only if you feel up to it. It
will help in the prosecution of that loser back there, even though
you have the bartender here as a witness. And it’s highly advisable
that you get tested for diseases.”

“Diseases?”

He nodded. “Diseases. STDs.
I don’t mean to scare you, but you don’t really know what kinda
crap that creep might have. Getting tested can give you peace of
mind. We also have emergency contraceptives in the kit, to help
prevent any unwanted pregnancy.”

Sin felt a sudden
sickness in her stomach. Pregnancy?

“As far as I can tell,
you’re healthy, and it doesn’t look like he was able to hurt you
too badly. Are you okay down there?”

She replayed the question
and then realized what he was asking. She nodded.
“Sore.”

The bartender turned to her. “You’ll
be alright. I saw him move you off the dance floor, and I noticed
you weren’t opening your eyes and he had to carry you back here. So
I burst in right when he was having his way with you and hit him a
few times to get him off of you.”
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