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   PROLOGUE
 
   2000
 
    
 
   I think something’s happening to me. I keep having these dreams, these odd, amazing dreams. Sometimes I find myself wanting to sleep just so I can live in this other world in my mind, just slip away into it. I used to think everyone had dreams like these, but now I’m not so sure. They seem too important to be just dreams. They call on me without control, begging for attention. However, it’s hard to see what I need to. They seem so blurry…fuzzy even, like static on a TV. I’ve been searching through static. 
 
   I don’t know why I have these dreams, or even when they started, but the longer they continue the more I realize that there must be a reason. They must have a purpose. I think they may be visions, dreams of my past lives. No one knows about this. I haven’t told anyone. They would think I’ve lost my mind. No one will understand. No one can. Not even Aurora.
 
   The more I think about it, the more I realize that I’ve always felt different from other people. I’ve always felt out of place. And now I know why. I live in two worlds, the past and the present. I know it sounds crazy, but I’m not crazy. And I know crazy; I’ve seen it. Crazy is my aunt. Crazy is my cousin. And I, Sandy Whitmer, am not crazy.
 
    
 
   2000, TODD:
 
   Todd pulled his car up to the yellow house with the white porch. God, he hadn’t been there in forever. It was only vaguely familiar. He got out of his ancient Cavalier and stared at the house, weighing his mother’s decision. This place had to be way better than his home. But his lifestyle wouldn’t fit here. Lies and secrets were going to be absolutely necessary. He would lie as much as he had to, because he was staying. There was no way he was going back to his mom, or back to prison.
 
   Todd pushed his dark brown hair out of his eyes, scratching his scalp nervously. A thin blonde girl, maybe fourteen or fifteen—his little cousin’s age, about five years younger than he was—watched him from the porch next door. In her arms she held a calico cat that kept struggling to get loose. Todd went around to his trunk and pulled out a bag and a box that carried a few of his belongings. He hadn’t taken everything. His mom wouldn’t let him. Well fuck her.
 
   “Whisky, come back!” he heard the girl next-door cry as the fluffy cat came trotting up to him. He tried to ignore the cat, but it kept stretching on its hind legs, pawing at his knee. He reluctantly bent down, picked it up and cradled it against his chest. The cat snuggled its head into his neck, purring loudly against his throat. 
 
   Todd snickered, whispering to the cat, “Do you have any clue who you’re lovin’ up on?” Cat must be confused. Ask anyone from his old neighborhood, he was trouble. He was dangerous even, especially since he had gotten out of prison. He had a rep, and it wasn’t good, not that he was proud of that or anything. That’s just the way it is. Todd began heading over to the blonde girl. She glared down at him from her porch, her lips pressed tightly together.
 
   Todd held the cat out to her, passing it over the railing. “I’m Todd,” he began, figuring being polite to the neighbor girl wouldn’t kill him.
 
   “I know who you are,” she snapped, snatching the cat from his hands. Whisky gave a nasty hiss at the girl and squirmed away, bolting to the opposite end of the porch.
 
   Clearly this girl wanted him dead. What a great fuckin’ way to start in this damn state. 
 
   “Whatever,” he muttered. 
 
   Turning away, he lit up a cigarette. He needed a hit off the pipe, but not here, not now. After. Once he finished doing the whole welcome back to Connecticut deal, then he’d find himself alone and happy. 
 
   This wasn’t his “carefree” home. His aunt was expecting a problem that needed fixing, and he planned to act like he was already fixed. Not one fucking problem. That should be convincing for all of maybe a week. Even the neighbor girl could already tell that he was a loser.
 
   Maybe I like being a loser, he thought.
 
   Todd took a long drag from his cigarette as he snatched up the heavy bag from the ground like it was nothing. This could be good. A new town, away from mom, he thought. He had always liked his Aunt Linda. The times she came to visit always seemed less chaotic. Of course, he hadn’t seen her in years, since before he had gotten into crack and gone to youth prison. He would play it like the system worked, like he was all fixed up and ready to…what did people like them do? Work? He would need to, as if anyone would hire him. He didn’t exactly have a sparkling resume. But drugs don’t come free. This would be good. His aunt knew his issues and had agreed to take him in anyway. She wanted to “help,” as if he needed help. He just needed cash.
 
   His Aunt Linda and Uncle Jack came out onto the little white porch and Linda stepped down the steps toward him, leaving Jack behind with a scowl on his face. Linda had changed drastically, from a happy mom and sister, to this red-dye-job-fresh-from-the-salon bitch.
 
   Great. Different place, same story. But then she smiled at him. The old Linda was still there. Without thinking, he dropped his bag and gave her a quick hug. She squeezed him encouragingly and he immediately knew her deal. She was fucking ecstatic about him being there. And not because he was so much fucking fun. But because she couldn’t wait to mold him like clay and hand him back to his mom. Their rivalry had always been apparent. Well, hell no. He wasn’t going back ever. He loved his mom, yeah, but that didn’t mean he had to like her.
 
   Todd picked up his bag again, looking up at Uncle Jack, reading the tall, slim man instantly. The hate was all too apparent. He didn’t want him there. Well, too fuckin’ bad, dick. Cuz I’m staying.
 
   “Where’s Sandy?” Todd asked, actually excited to see his little cousin. He had always loved her the best, like a little sister—one he hadn’t seen in forever.
 
   “She’s inside,” Aunt Linda answered, guiding him up the steps and into the house. Todd smiled unexpectedly when he saw Sandy. She was sitting on the sofa, her brown hair wild and messy around her face, but, other than that, she’d grown up pretty.
 
   “Hey, Sandy,” he said, feeling as though he was still talking to the little three-year-old he had spent so much time with way back when he lived with their grandma.
 
   Sandy barely glanced at him, and the realization that living there was going to suck hit him hard. He fought the urge to go back to his car and go home. But his mom had kicked him out. He was stuck. It was this or the streets.
 
   “Whatever,” he muttered, tossing his bag to the floor. He headed back outside for the box, his aunt following close behind. Todd stopped halfway. The girl next door was still staring at him. He stared back, trying to figure out what her fuckin’ deal was.
 
   “Hi sweetie,” his aunt called out to the girl, who smiled back politely. “Have you met Aurora?” she asked Todd.
 
   “Sorta,” Todd answered, grinding his cigarette butt into the lawn with his foot.
 
   “She and Sandy are best friends,” Linda told him with a bright smile, brighter than it should be. “Such a nice girl.”
 
   Sandy was her daughter, not Aurora. But he wasn’t stupid enough to point that out to her. He wasn’t dumb enough to care.
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
   SANDY
 
   1954
 
   “Bye Aurora,” I said as if nothing was wrong, though that was not the case. I turned my back to her as I walked down the sidewalk leading away from the diner we spent so much of our lives at. Day after day we walked there and back, pouring our hearts out to each other. We were tight, the kind of friends that told each other everything, everything except… there was one thing she didn’t know about me, and she never would. I winced as rays from the setting sun glared into my eyes. I was alone today. Left to walk home by myself. Aurora.
 
   I turned when I reached the large oak that stood at the edge of the parking lot. It was my tree, the tree that always made it possible to spy on the person who had been nothing but honest to me for as long as I had known her. This tree never let me down, unlike her. I pressed my full skirt close to my body, so I wouldn’t be given away by it, and peeked my head out from behind the rough bark. There she was, looking flawless, as usual, greeting Eric as he stepped out of his shiny black Buick. His hair caught the sunlight, shining a brilliant blond.
 
   He’s so…perfect.
 
   Aurora reached out to him, her hair a perfect heap of golden silk lying over her shoulders. My eyes were glued to her as she slid her arms around Eric’s slim waist. That hussy. The only way I felt any bit of happiness in my miserable life was by imagining that I was in her place. I was the one who pulled at the back of his cotton shirt and drew circles along his spine. I felt his lips brush my cheek, as he…what was he doing? Whispering? Aurora nodded and Eric kissed her lips. My lips. No, her lips, but they should be mine. I should be the one making out with him. I deserved him, not her. She always got everything, leaving me with nothing. I turned my back and leaned against the tree for support.
 
   I shouldn’t keep torturing myself, letting this envy consume me. It’s exactly what made me so depressed. It was tearing my friendship with Aurora apart. I couldn’t let that happen. She was my only friend, the only reason I wasn’t a complete outcast.
 
   “Sandy?” I turned as I heard Aurora’s voice and looked up at her face. “Are you alright?”
 
   “You saw me here?” I asked, pushing my dull, frizzy hair out of my face.
 
   “Cool it, Sandy.” She laughed lightly. “No, I’m psychic. I sensed that you needed a friend. Was I right?” she kidded, her usual, totally non-comical, pathetic excuse for a tease, to brighten my spirits. “I’m sorry I forgot we were hanging out, and I know that you didn’t want to impose on my date, but Eric agreed that he would love for you to join us.”
 
   That was what I hated most about her. Always so caring and willing to include me. I hated that. “I already told you, no! Leave me alone!” I said as I began to walk away.
 
   “I’m really sorry, I forgot.”
 
   “Of course you’re sorry,” I said, trying my best to choke down my hate and resentment. I forced a tiny fake smile. “And don’t worry about my feelings, they’re perfectly intact. Go on now. Have fun on your date with Eric.”
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
   LIKE A DREAM
 
    
 
   “Sandra?”
 
   I snapped back to reality, to the here and now, the year 2004. I was sitting in my mythology class, no longer in a vision of my past, a very realistic dream with striking clarity. That’s how they had been for a while now: clear, bright, emotional.
 
   Now, in the present, there I was, sitting next to someone familiar from long ago. Eric. Eric Jansen. “Sandy? You look kind of sick, you okay?” he asked.
 
   I gazed up into his perfect blue eyes. Even though he was slouching, he still seemed so tall. My heartbeat quickened as I lost myself in his face. His eyebrows were arched with concern. His hair, the color of wheat, was always perfectly messy, locks of light blond tossed about his scalp and over his forehead. His fair skin seemed to always have a slight blush to it. And his jaw, strong and masculine, still held that boyish look that had always seemed to captivate me. Eric’s lips, the lips I could not get out of my head, were of medium fullness and slightly parted, making me want to lean into them. He was so sweet, so caring, so-
 
   “Sandy?”
 
   I had forgotten to answer him. I never forget to answer when his voice speaks. Maybe I really am sick.
 
   “Maybe you should go back to the dorms,” he suggested.
 
   I struggled to hold back a smile. He was concerned for me, how sweet. A feeling of warmth rose up from deep inside me as I reveled in his caring expression. I breathed a short breath, playing the part…or because I had to, I was no longer sure. That settled it; I was staying put. I wasn’t going to play the victim.
 
   “I’m fine, Eric. Don’t worry so much. You’re worse than Aurora,” I teased, as I awkwardly smoothed my hair back behind my ears. It fell right back to where it had just been, hiding my high cheekbones behind a dull brown mess.
 
   “You’re sure you’re alright?” he asked, worry still evident in his face. “You know, Aurora would kill me if I let you get sick in class,” he said with a slight smile.
 
   I loved having classes with him. I began to pull my supplies out of my shoulder bag. I set my notebook and a pen on the table. We still had five minutes before class. I had enough time left to ask what I had been planning to for days.
 
   “Have you worked out your schedule for next semester yet?” I asked.
 
   “Nah. As usual, I’m a little behind schedule,” he laughed at his own pun. “Anyway, I hope next semester is easier than this one.” He doodled on his notebook for a moment in silence. “I barely have any time for anything. Too bad I’m not as smart as you. Then I’d actually get an ‘A’ for once.” His solemn tone almost brought tears to my eyes.
 
   There it was. Right in front of me. My chance. My chance with Eric, to get closer to him. Closer and closer still, until my heart would burst into a billion fragmented bits, never to be pieced back together.
 
   “Well…”—here goes—“I could help you study. I’m a really good tutor.”
 
   His eyes jumped back to my face anxiously. “You wouldn’t mind? I know you always seem kind of busy, but you really wouldn’t mind?”
 
   “Of course I don’t mind. It’ll be fun. And, if you want, you could sign up for the same class times as me for the spring semester. That way I could help you then too,” I said, smiling wider than I thought my mouth should ever stretch. I hoped that I didn’t look too entirely grotesque. This was my chance. I’d waited lifetimes for this opportunity to arise, and I was actually brave enough to take it, to take what I deserved.
 
   “Yeah. Cool. Thanks. Hopefully you won’t get sick of me,” he teased.
 
    
 
   1892
 
   I stood in a long, beautiful white dress. It was my débutante party, giving me the opportunity to impress all of the polite people of my hometown in Virginia. However, as usual, I was doing nothing of the sort. Standing alone in the ballroom, with no one paying me any mind. I nervously coiled one of my curls around my finger, looking around the room, staring at all of my guests. Meanwhile, of course, all of their attention was on Aurora. My father and mother had arranged this party for me, and only me. Why does she always have to steal the attention? I would never know.
 
   “Excuse me, Miss.” A man passed by me, a striking man, a young striking man. The kind any girl would fawn after. I watched him walk past. Tall, blond, straight-backed, obviously a young man of high class, who was clearly more interested in Aurora than he was in me. He began to dance with her, being a perfect gentleman, gazing softly into her eyes. I knew right then that they would spend the rest of their lives together in perfect happiness. Although I wished that I would one day find a similar happiness, I knew it would never come to be. Not in this lifetime anyway.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 2
 
   ONE PLUS ONE
 
    
 
   I spent as much time as I could in preparation for my study date with Eric, but it was impossible to look my best while Aurora kept coming in and out of the tiny dorm room we shared. I didn’t want her suspicious that I was trying to look good, because then she would realize that I was trying to look good for her boyfriend, and that would not be good.
 
   Sitting on my stiff bed, I applied strawberry lip gloss to my thin lips. I tried to do something with my hair. It, of course, wouldn’t do anything. I pulled it back in a ponytail, but it frizzed out around my ears. Where was my hair spray? It wasn’t on my dresser where I always put it. Aurora must have taken it. It was like she wanted me to look bad. Stupid Aurora. Stupid hair. I took it down again and hoped for the best.
 
   With my books under my arm, I raced across the campus to the picnic tables in the quad where we planned to meet. The campus wasn’t big. It was actually pretty small: one of those private colleges where meeting someone new was surprising, yet somehow I knew next to no one. I was in the fall of my second year and still had not made any new friends other than Eric, although I didn’t try very hard either.
 
   The campus was arranged around a large rectangular quad. All of the buildings were situated at the rectangle, facing inward toward a large green with the parking lots hidden behind them. The only buildings inside the quad were Admissions and the Student Center, AKA the cafeteria. The arrangement made the campus seem like its own little world. The benches in the quad were spread out and arranged in a way that made you feel alone and yet a part of everything at the same time. That feeling was the reason most people loved to sit there to study or chat; for me it was a reason to seek someplace else to go. I would have chosen to meet in the library, but when Eric suggested the quad, I couldn’t say no. I was too excited by the fact that he wanted to meet with me at all.
 
   I checked my watch. I was two minutes late, but I was sure that I would be early compared to Eric. I wanted to be there before he was so that I would have the chance to assemble myself into the perfect vision of beauty and desire.
 
   My heart sank as I rushed out from behind the Admissions Building and saw him, his light hair shining even in the shade. He waved me over to a picnic table. That wasn’t the way it was supposed to be. I had wanted him to come to me. I breathed in deeply, hoping it would calm my nerves. I gently smoothed my cream-colored sweater into place, straightened my dark denim skirt and attempted to casually walk up to him.
 
   “You’re late,” he commented as I set my books down across from him. 
 
   “So, may history boot camp begin,” he grinned.
 
   “History?” I asked.
 
   “History… mythology… same difference,” Eric added.
 
   “Mythology isn’t history. It’s fake. Stories told to keep life interesting,” I corrected him.
 
   He laughed at me. “What makes you think it’s all fake? It could be real. Don’t be so quick to judge, Sandra.”
 
   “Who’s teaching who?” I asked, clearly annoyed at his comment. His bright smile died out. I hated that I had caused that change, but if he didn’t learn anything from me in these study sessions, he would have no reason to continue with them or with me.
 
   I began to teach him all about the mythical Greek gods until he seemed to show some sign of understanding. It was taking longer than I thought it would. He really did need my help. 
 
   “Remember Athena?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, she’s like you. Smart…goddess of wisdom.”
 
   I blushed at his comment. Comparing me with a goddess, that had never been done before. Eric gazed into my eyes and I couldn’t help but notice how his blue t-shirt made his eyes seem so deep. I felt I could fall into them.
 
   “Well, yes, but she was also the goddess of war.”
 
   “Who was goddess of the hunt?” he asked. We hadn’t gone over that.
 
   “Artemis,” I told him.
 
   “That’s right,” he exclaimed as if something had just clicked in his head. “My uncle has her tattooed on his arm. Loved to show it off whenever we went hunting.”
 
   “You hunt?” I asked, surprised.
 
   “Yeah, I guess,” Eric said, his face beginning to turn pink. “I actually try not to hit anything. I don’t like the killing part of it.” He began to smile and laugh a bit as he continued, “My family could never understand why I did so well with targets but couldn’t shoot a rabbit. Those darn Disney movies,” he said through his laughter. “I can’t seem to get Thumper and Bambi out of my head.” 
 
   I smiled back at his goofy grin. It seemed funny to think about Eric hunting, and even funnier to think of him pretending to. He was from the country. I guess hunting’s a family thing out there. 
 
   “What?” he laughed.
 
   “Are you serious?” I asked carefully. He burst out laughing.
 
   “Yeah. I can take you shooting sometime if that’ll help prove it.”
 
   “No, no thanks.” I’d never held a gun, or even seen one up close, unlike my cousin. And I did not want to be anything like him. Not that I thought Todd even knew how to actually shoot one.
 
   “All that hunting and you never killed any animals?” I asked.
 
   “Uh…just once,” Eric admitted, looking down guiltily. “My brother and I were meeting some friends down by the crick and on our way there, we got into some trouble. We saw a baby black bear, and I guess Ryder, my brother, got too close. The bear’s mom came out of nowhere and attacked him,” Eric told me, seeming so vulnerable as he talked. 
 
   “I had my Remmy with me, uh, it’s a rifle,” he explained, continuing on, “There’s coyotes and mountain lions around our house, so I usually had it with me. It’s a good thing too, cuz I shot once to try and scare the bear away. You know, it only made it madder, so I had to bring it down. It was the bear or my little brother, you know?” he said, the worry still evident in his face. It made me want to hug him.
 
   “Was he alright?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah. Ryder was pretty messed up, but he made it. Scared the crap out of me, but he recovered alright. He won’t go back to the crick though.”
 
   “Wow,” I said, completely amazed by Eric. He was more than just a pretty face, and so much more than the lacrosse-playing jock I used to think he was.
 
   “Yup. That’s the kind of hazards you have living in the sticks, I guess.”
 
   “So, you have a farm, right?” From what Aurora told me, it was huge.
 
   Eric shifted uncomfortably and I immediately regretted asking. “Kinda. My grandparents own the farm, but I did grow up there. We’ve got a trailer down by the pond.” His cheeks flushed with embarrassment.
 
   “There’s a pond?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Eric answered, a big grin growing on his face. “Oh, the pond’s great. We keep it stocked. You like to fish?”
 
   “I’ve never tried.”
 
   “Fishing’s the best. I loved being on the pond.” Eric leaned back, smiling to himself, completely enthused. “After a day of bailing hay, nothing’s better than jumping off the dock into that cool water.”
 
   “Sounds fun.”
 
   “Yeah?” he asked. I nodded happily. “You’d jump into a mucky pond?” he challenged with a smirk.
 
   “If I had the right motivation,” I countered.
 
   “And fishing?”
 
   “It could be fun.”
 
   “Would ya mind convincing Aurora of that?” he laughed.
 
   “Ha, good luck with that,” I told him.
 
   “Yeah, she’s not all that outdoorsy. She’ll swim in a lake, but-”
 
   “Only in big lakes,” I finished for him.
 
   He nodded, smiling. “And forget fishing. I don’t know why she keeps pushing me to take over the farm. She won’t even go there.”
 
   I knew why. Money. She was seeing dollar signs.
 
   “Actually, you might like fishing,” Eric offered. “You could bring a book,” he said, playfully pushing my textbook toward me.
 
   “How am I supposed to catch anything that way?”
 
   “I’ll watch your bobber.”
 
   “What’s that? A bobber?”
 
   Eric burst out laughing. “I am definitely taking you fishing. It’ll be hilarious!”
 
   “Alright,” I muttered, waiting for him to calm his laughing. I smiled, a bit, but I took offense to his laughter.
 
   “What’s a bobber?” he mimicked me, still laughing.
 
   “We’re getting off topic. Focus,” I said, my tone serious. I pushed the textbook back toward him, making his giggles end, but he clearly had no intention of focusing.
 
   “I can’t! I need study food. So hungry… wasting away… goodbye…” he whined as he sank playfully under the table. He was like a kid who had never grown up, making jokes and laughing at them, pulling stunts all the time.
 
   “Come on, Eric. Quit playing around,” I barked at him. He moaned as if to remind me that he was “dying” under the picnic table. Suddenly I realized that I was wearing a skirt. Oh, how embarrassing, if he could see anything. Well, if he did see something, he made no mention of it as he slid up onto the bench next to me. My face, however, burned bright red. Hopefully my skirt was long enough to cover everything.
 
   He gazed pathetically at me. “Can we get food now? I really am hungry.”
 
   “Fine, you can go now.” That was it, the end of my time with him.
 
   “Aren’t you gonna come? I never see you eat. You’re getting too thin,” he said as he stood up, stretching as though we’d been at work for days.
 
   “I’ve always been this thin, Eric,” I spat out angrily. “If you don’t like it, too bad.”
 
   “Hey, I didn’t mean to make you mad. It’s just… Aurora’s worried about you.”
 
   Aurora, that dumb slut. She was talking about me to Eric, about how I don’t eat enough? What else has she been saying? “I’m not anorexic, Eric. There’s nothing to worry about. If Aurora really cared she’d keep her nose out of my business.”
 
   I collected my books into my arms and stormed away. My perfect day had gone so wrong, so… wait. This whole thing, it was Aurora’s idea wasn’t it? Studying together so she could use Eric to spy on me? That bitch. That damn bitch.
 
   I hated her.
 
   I rushed back to the dorms and into my room. The room I shared with Aurora. I hated that name. It made her sound like freaking Sleeping Beauty. What kind of a name is Aurora?
 
   Our room was so small, and, by the look of it, it was mostly Aurora’s. Our beds were each pushed against opposite walls, separated by a window at the center. Our dressers and desks lined the wall next to the door, opposite our beds. Her bed, the first thing anyone saw when they entered, was always some bright color, pink or purple, with orange pillows. Mine was blue. I had wanted red, a small attempt to make a change in my life, to discover a hidden side of myself, but Aurora had whined and complained until I got a blue comforter, just like back at home. Next to my bed was a little white table I had bought, with a blue shaded lamp and black alarm clock on it. That was literally all of my décor input. Our walls were covered in her bright, artsy posters. The curtains around our window were pink. She had a purple and pink rug woven with a floral design beside her bed, with a fuzzy purple fold-up chair set on it. A tall mirror hung behind that, and, of course, the frame around it was pink. Pink, pink, pink! I was so sick of pink. I was so sick of all of her stuff surrounding me all the time.
 
   I was so mad I swear I could have spat venom. Spat it all over her stuff. Her clothes covering the floor, her TV and DVD player on her dresser, her coffee maker, stereo, and CDs. That’s something I wouldn’t miss, all of her folk-rock crap. Burn it all. Damn it all. Damn her!
 
   I caught sight of myself in the mirrored door to our closet. Cassandra. Sandra. Sandy. I looked disgusting. I always did, with dull brown hair that could never decide if it wanted to be straight or curly, just somewhere in between. Boring hazel eyes. I was too pale and my lips had practically no color to them. I looked so washed out all the time. No wonder Eric didn’t want me. Of course he was with Aurora. Damn her! I was so angry, I wanted to break something.
 
   “I’m pathetic!” I shouted to myself, collapsing violently onto my boring blue bed.
 
   No. If I’m pathetic, it’s her fault. Everything wrong in my life is her fault. But I couldn’t honestly claim that she was all bad. Everything good in my life was because of her. Aurora was the person who was always on my side. She was the reason people talked to me. They may not like me much, but she likes me so I must be okay. She’s the reason I knew Eric.
 
   Eric.
 
   It’s pathetic how my life continually revolved around Aurora Mason. Pathetic, how I was nothing with her and nothing without her. I have to change that. I have to find a way to get out from under her control. Now.
 
   “Sandy, hi,” Aurora said brightly as she entered our room in a blur of pink. Light blue jeans with a pink tank top and a pink shoulder bag. She carelessly tossed her bag in the middle of the floor. I mumbled something vaguely resembling a greeting. 
 
   “I’m going upstairs in a minute,” she said. “They’re having a huge party tonight and I’m going to help John set up his DJ stuff. Want to come?”
 
   “No.” I looked outside at the now-dark sky. How long had I been there? How long had I been sitting there wallowing in hatred? Hours? It felt like minutes.
 
   “Okay. I’ll see ya later.”
 
   “Bye. Have fun.” Hope you get run over by a truck.
 
   She shut the door and I grabbed a can of chocolate cake frosting off the floor by my bed. A benefit of living away from my parents: I could eat whatever I wanted. I grabbed my spoon off the dresser and dug it in. Someone knocked at my door. Stupid friends of Aurora’s, I bet. I heaved myself off the bed and to the door. I wasn’t entirely wrong.
 
   It was Eric. His tall, slim form seemed to take up the entire doorway.
 
   “What do you want?” I muttered.
 
   “Hey to you too,” he responded nonchalantly. “Well, I was wondering when we were going to study next. You didn’t think mythology was all I needed help in, did you?”
 
   I crossed the room and sat down on my bed, looking out the window that separated my side of the room from Aurora’s. “I don’t know if I can. I’m really busy.”
 
   “Come on,” he groaned, lying down on Aurora’s purple bedspread, stretching out as if he owned the place. “You’re going to have to come up with a better excuse than that.”
 
   “And what if I don’t?” I challenged.
 
   “Then I’m not leaving. Got any good movies?”
 
   I shook my head, annoyed at his overconfidence. 
 
   “Why should I have to give you a reason? I offered to help you, and now I take it back. Deal with it.” I was being such a bitch. But maybe guys liked that. Besides, I knew that he was only there to fix me for Aurora. Was he really going to stay? 
 
   “Aurora worries too much,” I said.
 
   “Yes, she does.”
 
   He agreed?! I searched for something, any excuse for him to go. 
 
   “Why don’t you go to the party upstairs?” I asked.
 
   He glanced quickly at me. “Nah, I rather prefer the awkward silence down here.”
 
   Oh my god. He really was going to stay? My heart was speeding up way too fast, pounding hard against my ribs. I was afraid it would thump out of my chest. Could he hear it? Could he hear my heart racing?
 
   “Tuesday,” I blurted out.
 
   He didn’t move, not even a twitch. “What time?”
 
   “Noon.”
 
    
 
   1893
 
   I sat on a blanket in the grass and Aurora sat next to me. We were having a picnic by the lake. Rowboats drifted silently across the water. It was a beautiful day. The sun was shining brightly and glittering across the surface of the water. The sky was a brilliant blue, making the day seem as though it should be wonderful—but, unfortunately, it was not, at least not for me. My lifelong friend and I had been sitting in silence for the better part of the morning. It was Aurora who spoke first.
 
   “I suppose you heard of Mr. Kirpatrick’s proposal?”
 
   “Yes. And, have you accepted?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, I have. I’m sorry. I know you were hoping to receive a proposal from him.”
 
   “You have no reason to feel remorse for me,” I said softly, hoping she could not hear the twinge of bitterness in my voice. I wished that I could at least sound happy for her.
 
   “I know that he will provide a comfortable life for me. I am sorry Cassandra, but I do love Eric. One day, you will marry and forget about Eric Kirpatrick. I know you will.”
 
   “I have not received a proposal yet. My family does not have much to offer.”
 
   “You do, however. Please do not give up hope, not yet. There are many men in the world. I am certain that you will find one of your own.”
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 3
 
   HIDING IN THE BUSHES
 
    
 
   I woke on Monday with a fresh dream in my mind. Kirpatrick? Not Jansen? That’s different.
 
   I had come to call them memories, although I wasn’t quite sure if I believed they were true. It seemed too incredible. Nonetheless, I couldn’t get them out of my mind. They were always so vivid, and they didn’t come only when I slept. I knew that they couldn’t be real. There was no possible way, scientifically or psychologically. Reincarnation again and again? And yet, a part of me believed.
 
   Aurora noticed I was awake. Great. 
 
   “Sandy, wanna go to breakfast with me?” she asked cheerfully. I rolled over on my stiff mattress and dragged my blue comforter over my head. 
 
   Her voice lost its enthusiasm. “Yeah, I don’t really want to go either.”
 
   I pressed the cloth tighter to my ears. What was she talking about? She was upset about something and was waiting for me to prompt her, to urge her on, tell her she had my shoulder to cry on. That way, she would know I cared and that I wasn’t asleep again. Well, she’s waiting for the wrong person. There was no way I was going to let her cry her filthy tears and boogers on my shirt. No way. Princess Aurora will have to find someone else.
 
   “I guess I’ll just go then,” she said. Thank God.
 
   After she left, I went to my Humanities Seminar, the worst form of torture ever invented, and then I went back to my cubbyhole, known as a dorm. Thank God, Aurora wasn’t there. I couldn’t stand her perfectly cheerful company; I would rather sulk alone.
 
   Wait, that was weird. Why wasn’t she there? She’s always here at this time. Where is she? I looked to our whiteboard above her desk. She hadn’t written anything new. It wasn’t like Aurora to be unpredictable. However, rather than worry about her absence, I relished in it. I didn’t see Aurora until she snuck in after midnight, while I pretended I was asleep.
 
   The next day, Tuesday, I was yet again thankful for Aurora’s absence. I would be able to get ready for studying with Eric the right way. I’d put on my makeup and favorite outfit, tight fitting jeans and a thick red sweater, without Aurora’s watchful eyes stabbing into my back.
 
   Three minutes before noon, I was sitting on the same bench as our last date, waiting for him. Eric. I loved spending time with him, even if it was just Aurora’s stupid scheming at work. I was sure that it was easy for her to convince Eric to spend these hours with me. Twelve o’clock exactly. Any minute now, he would come walking out from behind the Admissions building. I felt like I was the most beautiful girl. Confident, in control, sexy. At least that’s how I hoped I looked.
 
   Eric was late, but that was normal. I was late the last time, despite the fact that I was so incredibly excited to see him. What’s the time now? 12:07. Still reasonable. A couple of students walked by me and I realized that maybe I looked foolish sitting by myself with a stack of books, staring into space. Maybe I should take out a book and just pretend to read. Yeah, that way I can tease Eric about being late, and I was oh, so bored. Yes. I opened a book and continued to wait.
 
   I revised and edited our conversations, preparing for everything so I wouldn’t seem stupid at all. I was starting to get tired of waiting for him. There’s only so many times that you can think through an opening conversation. Eric, hi. You’re late. You’re lucky I’m so patient. If you were anyone else, I would have left by now.
 
   It was 12:45. I said noon, right? That’s what we agreed. Tuesday, noon. It had to be right. But he still hadn’t come… why? Did he forget? Did he think I was a loser? Did he think that I would never compare to Aurora? That I wasn’t as sexy and… full? I didn’t know what I had been thinking. I could never compare to Aurora. She looked like a supermodel; the perfect vision of lust, with her perfect face, just enough eyes, full lips, perfect cheek bones, a perfectly straight nose, huge chest and long legs. Her neck was long, too. I could imagine Eric never getting bored of kissing that neck. And the rest of her was just as perfect. 1:01. A full hour had passed and I was finished waiting. I was bored of this cruel joke.
 
   On my way back to the dorms, I caught sight of a black car pulling into the campus parking lot. Eric was driving with Aurora in the passenger seat. I rounded the corner of the building to watch them pull into a parking space. Aurora looked pale and lost. Eric got out of the car as Aurora was opening her door. He came around and helped her out. She collapsed against his body, wearing a tight black dress, and he wrapped his arms around her. What was wrong with her? Why was she acting so needy?
 
   I silently followed them from a distance as they went around the other side of a building and into the dorms building, the Residence Hall. I didn’t want to follow them in there. They would definitely go to our room, and I would never be able to spy on them in there. They’d see me and act as if everything was cool or that I was in the way. 
 
   Defeated, I sat on the steps of the Residence Hall with my books at my feet. Eric bounced swiftly down the steps and fixed the rolled up sleeves of his dress shirt. By the time I realized it was him, he was out of sight. Moments later, he came back with a bag swung over his shoulder. I glared at him. When he was almost past, and still hadn’t noticed me, I spoke up. 
 
   “Eric,” I said, with a twinge of bitterness.
 
   “Hey, Sandra,” he said as he brushed by me.
 
   “I waited for you.”
 
   “What?” he asked as he stopped in the doorway, turning with a concerned yet annoyed look on his face.
 
   “At noon. To study.” It was hard to keep the resentment out of my voice. His cruel joke had hit me hard.
 
   “Sandy, sorry I forgot to tell you.” He was having trouble keeping the annoyance out of his voice, “but I figured you’d realize I went with Aurora.” He walked up the remaining step and into the building without even a backward glance.
 
   I did realize he “went with Aurora.” They had made that blatantly obvious over the past year. He was the one who wanted to study. I never said it was a date, and neither did he. It was her stupid idea anyway. I didn’t understand why his being her boyfriend would suddenly make it a problem. I couldn’t stay there a minute longer. I couldn’t even hide out in my room. I guess the library is the only place left for me. No one ever goes in there.
 
    
 
   1804
 
   I lounged on a cushion in the courtyard of the mansion I called home and others, like Aurora, called small. The maid walked out to me. 
 
   “Miss, you have guests. A Mister Eric Marwick, Miss. And Miss Aurora Bacster. Shall I show them in?”
 
   I stood in my great sunflower-colored dress and said to the servant, “Of course not. I shall greet them in the parlor.” 
 
   I walked out to the parlor and saw my dear Eric, whom I had met an evening earlier at the Governor’s ball. 
 
   “Ah, Mister Marwick, so good to see you again. And Aurora, a pleasure as always. Have the two of you met?”
 
   Eric spoke. “Yes, rather recently.” He smiled at me and then turned his smile to Aurora. “We met just outside your door, as we were about to enter.”
 
   “Oh, how lovely,” I replied, feeling quite the opposite. “Would you like some tea?”
 
   “I’m afraid I have not the time. I must return to London immediately. You left this at the Governor’s mansion last night. I had hoped to return it.” He held my handkerchief out to me, a soft white cloth with an intricate border and my initials on the lower corner. “I’m afraid you must have dropped it when I asked you to dance.”
 
   “So kind of you to bring it all the way here. I know you are a busy man, Mister Marwick,” I thanked him, blushing.
 
   “It was no trouble. I am afraid I must be on my way. It was lovely to see you again, Miss Whitenburg. And it was a pleasure meeting you, Miss Bacster,” he said as he bowed graciously.
 
   “Please, Mister Marwick, call me Aurora.”
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 4
 
   A NEW BEGINNING
 
    
 
   I placed the book I was holding back onto the old metal shelf and picked up The French Lieutenant’s Woman, looking the cover over. No sooner was it in my hand than Eric called my name, breaking the silence.
 
   “What do you want?” I demanded, so angry that I almost ripped the book. All that came from my lips was fury and bitter hate. When he said nothing, I glanced at him from the corner of my eye. His expression was so strong that I had to turn and face him to be sure of what I saw.
 
   I was amazed. His expression was of pure shock. His mouth hung open, eyebrows down and furrowed. His eyes were wide as he stared at my face. I don’t know if he was aware of what he was doing. He was actually moving his head back and took a half step backwards, toward the doors to the stairwell. “Cassandra…?” he whispered.
 
   “What is it?!” I spat the words at him. I didn’t want to be near him another second.
 
   He breathed in sharply and clenched his jaw. “What’s wrong with you?”
 
   Now he was mad?! What reason did he have to be mad?!
 
   “Nothing’s wrong with me, okay? I am perfectly fine! To be honest, I’d like to know what’s wrong with you. What are you, following me?”
 
   “Aurora wanted to see you. She asked me to look here. I’m not your stalker.”
 
   “Well, you can tell Aurora to go away and leave me alone.”
 
   “Fine then. It’s what she’s doing anyway,” he said as he stormed through the stairwell door. I followed him quickly down the steps but not out of curiosity about what he said. There hadn’t been enough time for that to sink through my rage. I wanted to yell at him, slap him, teach him not to make a joke out of me ever again.
 
   “Eric, you can be such a jerk. You lied to me!” I yelled, my voice echoing loudly. He halted suddenly on the landing and I stopped short, almost running into him. 
 
   “Yeah, I figured it out. You never needed my help, you jerk! You and Aurora just wanted to play a freaking trick on me to hurt my feelings,” I yelled to his back. I was so mad. I had been betrayed by the two people I thought I could trust. “Well I will never forgive you for it. Never. You and Aurora tricked me into waiting outside by myself for an hour, like an idiot! Happy? Happy now?!”
 
   He turned around to face me, the stairs making me stand at eye level with him, and I saw pity in his eyes. Real, true pity.
 
    “Don’t look at me like that,” I said quietly as I lowered my gaze. I stepped down onto the landing beside him and turned to look out the old window that lit the narrow stairwell.
 
   “Sandra…”
 
   I inched closer to the window, pressing against the dark wood frame. I felt like I might cry. His body was so close to mine, as close as I’d ever hoped for and it finally came when he betrayed my trust. How could I have been so wrong about Eric?
 
   He leaned sideways against the window trim next to me and his fingertips touched my chin, gently lifting my face to catch his gaze. His eyes always seemed so far away. I was only as tall as his shoulders. He slouched down a bit to look at me closer. I felt warmth radiating from his body and it made me hot all over. For a split second I feared that he might kiss me, but he withdrew his hand and spoke gently.
 
   “Cassandra, we didn’t mean to trick you.” His voice was so soft and warm. “I would never trick you.”
 
   “But, I…”
 
   “Didn’t Aurora tell you?” I looked into his eyes, a deep, swirling blue, filled with concern. “Her uncle died.” His words struck me. Died? “We went to his funeral this morning. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you that I couldn’t meet you. I thought that Aurora told you. I’m sorry. It was wrong of me.” He stood up straight again and I felt a rush of cold wash over me.
 
   “Her uncle died? Uncle Albert, the one who raised her?”
 
   “Yeah. Last week. He had a second stroke and he passed away.”
 
   Was that what she wanted to tell me? When Aurora moved to my neighborhood, her parents had just died. Her aunt and uncle took her in. I was close to both of them. Aurora and I had been best friends since we were ten. She must feel so hurt, so sad. I knew I did. Why didn’t she tell me? Force me to listen, the way she always did about everything else? How could she not tell me?
 
   Eric began to speak again. “She’s going to stay with her aunt for a while, to help her go through everything. I’m driving her back as soon as she’s ready.”
 
   I walked past him, out of the library and straight toward the dorms.
 
   What right did she have to not tell me?! I was close to Albert Bacster too. I lived in the house next to his my entire life, and she didn’t even tell me. That bitch! I hate her. She did that on purpose. She didn’t want me to go to the funeral. She didn’t want me to feel closure. Was she planning on ever telling me, or did she want me to find out when we went home for winter break? Hi, Mrs. Bacster. How’s Mr. Bacster doing? Dead you say?
 
   I stepped into the lobby of the Residence Hall, my shoes slapping loudly on the linoleum floor. I hated Aurora so much. Before, I had only resented her. Now it was all so clear. This was true hate, burning from my heart to the tips of my fingers. She was leaving, without ever telling me what happened. She wanted to make a fool of me and she’d succeeded, that damn bitch. Whore.
 
   I turned a sharp corner and fled into the girls’ bathroom. I was alone except for a girl showering around the corner. I shut myself into a stall and leaned my back against the door. Hot tears began to run down my cheeks. My eyes stung and tears continued to fall, streaming down my face into the corners of my mouth and down my chin. I began to sob. I couldn’t stop.
 
   I sank down to the cold tiled floor in a heap. I couldn’t believe she would do that to me. Keep it from me. Why? What reason did she have to be so cold to me? The thoughts in my aching head began to ball together into one clear thought: Eric was surprised. He thought he knew Aurora, but she kept this from him. He thought I knew. He thought she had told me. But she hadn’t, and he had been made a fool of, too. I dried my face on my sleeve, standing finally, and left my stall. My reflection in the mirror was horrid. My eyes were all red and puffy. My nose was bright pink and the rest of my face was ghostly white. I hung my head as I left the bathroom and made for the stairs. I didn’t want anyone to see this face.
 
   When I reached the door to my room, it was open a crack and I heard voices: Eric’s and Aurora’s. Eric sounded tense, like he was trying to sound soothing when he wanted to sound angry. 
 
   “Well…? Aren’t you going to answer? Aurora, you should have been the one to tell her, not me. Why? Why didn’t you tell her?”
 
   “I couldn’t,” she said as she began to sob. Eric breathed in deeply, like he was about to dive into deep water.
 
   “You two have been friends for so long. She deserved to know. Now the wake and the funeral are both over. You told me that she didn’t want to go. That she hated the thought of death. You made that up? Why would you lie to me like that?” Aurora’s only reply was more sobs and tears. “Grab your stuff. Come on, let’s go.”
 
   I pushed the door open and stared at Aurora, forcing her to meet my gaze. When she did, she looked as pathetic as my reflection. I decided it was time for me to play the part of the bigger person. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Aurora. Mr. Bacster was a good man. Please tell your aunt how sorry I am that she has to go through this.”
 
   Aurora wiped her puffy eyes and replied, “I will. Thank you, Sandy.”
 
    
 
   1804
 
   I walked through my garden, picking flowers for an arrangement, and Aurora rushed to step ahead of me.
 
   “So, I heard you had a gentleman caller. Eric Marwick, was it?” Aurora was having a hard time keeping the resentment from her voice.
 
   “Yes, it would seem he is looking for a wife. He is a fine man.”
 
   “However, rather poor is what I had heard.”
 
   “Then you have heard wrong. He is the only heir to his father’s and his uncle’s fortunes, as well as a great deal of land in the north.”
 
   She pinched her lips together, calculating a response. “How fortunate for you if he chooses you to wed. Wouldn’t it be wonderful for you to have children together. May they be as handsome as their mother.” 
 
   Her carefully planned words struck me, reflecting my deepest fear, that I wasn’t pretty enough. She knew my envy of her porcelain beauty. She was perfectly white and fragile. She would often perform ladylike actions such as fainting at the slightest hint of bad news, while I always stood my ground, unshaken. She always knew how to make me feel like a man in a dress. Burly and ridiculous.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 5
 
   A TIME FORGOTTEN
 
    
 
   I nudged Eric’s arm and his head slowly lifted off the table. That was the third time I had to wake him. For the past three hours of class, Eric could not keep his eyes open.
 
   Finally we were dismissed and everyone filed out the door. Eric and I were the last to leave. It took him a while to realize that our class had ended. I couldn’t blame him for being so tired. He had driven a total of twelve hours the day before—because of Aurora—and this was his third class today.
 
   He and I walked slowly across the dark quad together, heading back to the dorms for the night. We hadn’t said much more than “hi” to each other since the big scene the day before. We didn’t really know what to say. He and I were both embarrassed because of Aurora. My best friend. His girlfriend. I decided someone had to break the silence.
 
   “So, you sure missed a lot of class today.”
 
   Eric grunted in response. He slouched as he walked and it almost made him my height. Almost. Not quite at all actually. He was so tall. I wondered precisely how tall. He had to be over six foot.
 
   “I can give you my notes if you want. We can study together again.” Maybe he wasn’t just tired and embarrassed. His expression was also sad. One of his books slipped from his hand. It fell to the grass and I quickly picked it up for him. “You’re scaring me.” I hugged his notebook to my chest, not wanting to part with it. He looked at me like he didn’t understand.
 
   “Why?” he asked.
 
   Why? He made it sound like I had asked a stupid question; if only he could see how he looked to me. 
 
   “You’re not yourself. Why are you so sad? Why are you acting like the walking dead?” Normally he had so much life and energy. I held his notebook out to him and he took it reluctantly.
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be sorry.”
 
   “I… well…” He looked around the dark campus to see if anyone was close by. No one was in listening range and so he continued, “Aurora and I had a fight on the way to her house. We’ve had fights like this before, but never…” his voice trailed off.
 
   “Did you break up?” I was feeling too sorry for him to be excited at that thought.
 
   “I don’t even know. She slammed the door in my face.”
 
   “I’m sure you can work through this. You two… love each other.” My voice caught on that word. Love. They always said they loved each other and wanted a life together, to get married and have kids. But Aurora didn’t deserve it. I was certain now. She wasn’t worthy of him. I used to think that Aurora didn’t deserve Eric, but she had never given me a reason to believe that Eric would be better off without her. Better off alone, or with me. Anything would be better than how he looked right now.
 
   Eric and I continued our walk in silence. We were halfway to the dorms when I spoke up, asking him a question I had been dying to ask since the memories of him began.  
 
   “Eric, do you believe in reincarnation?”
 
   He glanced curiously at me. “Reincarnation? Like after we die, we become a bird or something?”
 
   “No, not like that, but when a person is born again, into another time, and maybe even looks the same.”
 
   “I don’t really know, I guess I kinda do. I mean, my mom always says I look and act exactly like my grandpa’s cousin did. We even looked at old photos. It was kinda creepy.”
 
   He had said it. He believed. My visions could be real memories. They had to be, they felt too real to be anything else.
 
    
 
   1204
 
   I walked out of my house built of stone and straw and into the pale light of early morning. There was a gray look to the sparse village. A fog. It must have rained during the night. I picked up a basket and set it on the hard packed clay beneath my feet. I bent over, careful not to step on the hem of my dress, and reached for the large pot that held chicken feed. I lifted and immediately set it back down. My brother had filled it near the brim, which I specifically told him not to do. He knows I cannot lift it when it is full. I reached my hand in, just barely fitting through the small opening, and drew out a tiny handful. This could take an eternity. I decided against that. The chickens would be dead of starvation before I pulled out enough for them.
 
   I pulled my long curly hair back, tying a ribbon around it. I placed the basket nearer the clay pot and got down to my knees. Taking the pot by the lip, I tried to tip it slowly in the direction of the basket.
 
   “Pardon me, Lady?”
 
   In surprise at hearing a voice, I dropped the pot far too low and it began spilling its contents over the basket and onto the ground. I struggled to tip it back up, but the weight had shifted making it much more difficult to move. I turned my head towards the voice behind me and saw a boy with a pony and cart. I had never spoken to this boy, yet I had seen his face many times. He worked for the master sword maker and would often take this road. He had a lovely face, though smeared with dirt and sweat. 
 
   “Do you need assistance?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, if you wouldn’t mind.” 
 
   He left his pony on the road and carefully lifted the pot, setting it upright. Then he knelt next to me and began to help collect the spilled feed into the basket and pot. 
 
   “Oh, you need not help me with that. You must be in a hurry.”
 
   “I am in no such thing.” His hair, the lighter shade of wheat, lay before his eyes, yet I could clearly see their deep blue hue glinting with bright sparks. 
 
   “I am ahead of schedule, delivering the chain mail to the armory. Besides, I try to make a habit of aiding maidens in distress,” he said with a slight smile. 
 
   All of the feed was back where it belonged, however my thoughts were not. My eyes caught on his every feature, his strong, broad shoulders and slender waist. His arms were that of a good servant, strong and dark-tanned. His muscles rippled under his tunic with every movement he made. My heartbeat quickened. 
 
   “Would you be in need of any more heavy lifting?” he asked thoughtfully.
 
   “No, I think I shall be fine. Thank you,” I answered with a harsh flush covering my face.
 
   He took his pony’s reins in his hand and gazed back at me. “I shall come back this way tomorrow, and I hope to find myself of some use once again.” He smiled at me and through the dirt on his face, he beamed. “I am always willing to help a beautiful woman.”
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 6
 
   THE WAY TO VICTORY
 
    
 
   That last vision was so strong. So vivid. So real. It was real. They were all real. Eric understood, he agreed. We have been reincarnated, and I was never so glad for that as I was with that last vision. I knew that must have been Eric. He was much more rugged, tan and strong than the present Eric. Much dirtier too, but that was him. And he was with me, not Aurora. Maybe there was a chance for us. Maybe if there was no Aurora, Eric would be mine.
 
   I grabbed a towel and my shower basket and left my room, heading to the bathroom. I was there earlier than usual and had to wait for a shower stall. I crammed into the only remaining space behind the door, last in a haphazard line. I usually aimed to get there once the wait was over and everyone else was on their way out the door, but with the excitement over my last vision, I hadn’t even looked at the clock.
 
   Kelly, a friend of Aurora’s squeezed past on her way to the mirrors and we both said hi. The usual for us; we only carried on conversations in class or in front of Aurora. Two girls ahead of me were talking to each other in barely hushed voices. They mentioned a party.
 
   The taller girl, Chelsea, mentioned an Eric and I perked up at the sound of his name. 
 
   “Now that Aurora isn’t here, maybe he’ll actually come.”
 
   That was my Eric she was talking about. Why would or wouldn’t Aurora have him go to a party? Oh, come on Sandy, she must have told you.
 
   “Yeah, I hear he’s a party freak. My roommate went to high school with him and apparently he ruled the parties,” the other girl commented.
 
   Eric? A party freak? He couldn’t be. Goofy Eric? Impossible. And Aurora wouldn’t let him go? She always went to parties, but I don’t recall her ever saying, “Eric and I” when talking about those parties. She did say once she hated party drink bingers, whatever that means. Maybe she would dump Eric if he were one. Maybe he is.
 
   What if he went?
 
   Aurora might break up with him, giving him a chance for true happiness. It would be worth the trouble of getting him there. I stepped into a now open shower thinking of ways to make Aurora and Eric split up, if they weren’t already.
 
   If I were to break them apart, I would have to be subtle. Aurora might be out of the way right now—an entire state away—but she would be back. She had a way of putting the pieces together. She was smarter than she looked, the witch. Eric could also be a problem. He was smart when it came to people. He could smell a rat, although that didn’t explain why he couldn’t see through Aurora. Maybe I didn’t know Eric as well as I should. That needed to change, before anything began. I must understand his weaknesses, his strengths, and his desires.
 
   Could I ever be desirable to him? Would he ever dream of holding me? Kissing me? Would he ever want me?
 
   That night, Eric and I had planned to study math in the dorm’s lower lounge. It was on the first floor and filled with windows facing a sad view of a parking lot. The lounge itself was kind of cool looking, with all its brightly-colored furniture. It was small—it held maybe three sofas and a few tables— but it was nice to have a neutral place inside the building, a place that was always quiet and mostly empty. The upstairs lounge was the busier and louder of the two. It had a TV. The two lounges and the lobby were the only places in the dorms with security cameras. That explained why they were always the quietest places in the building during party nights, like tonight.
 
   There were only two other people in the lower lounge when I arrived, one writing a paper on his laptop and another doing homework with headphones on.
 
   My mind clung to the last vision I had had and the confidence that it brought me. The way Eric looked at me had felt like the beginning of something wonderful, but when he walked into our meeting place, “wonderful” was not the first word to cross my mind. Terrible. That was the word. He looked the same as before, half dead.
 
   “What-” I began to ask what was wrong but then changed my mind. “You look tired.”
 
   He dropped his black shoulder bag to the floor and slumped down into a teal lounge chair, sliding a bright green pillow out of the way. “I’m so far behind from missing just one day of classes,” he grumbled. “I stayed up so late just trying to get through the readings and papers. One word for my life, pathetic. It was just one day. If I was anyone else it would have only taken an hour or so.”
 
   “I doubt that. Do you want to skip studying, take a break? I hear there’s a party upstairs.” I didn’t know if I was being too subtle or not subtle enough.
 
   “Nah,” he said, leaning back as he opened a notebook on his lap.
 
   Nah?! What kind of answer was that? Couldn’t he have given an answer I could respond to? Plan B.
 
   “I’ve never been to a college party,” I said. Hopefully he would offer to take me, however, the down side would be that I would have to go. Party? I was not a party girl.
 
   “You’re not missing much,” he said. He didn’t even look up from his notebook. Too bad I didn’t have a plan C.
 
   I muttered, “Yeah, probably not. Aurora goes to those things all the time and she never has much to say about them.” Wait, I got an idea. “Do you ever go with her?”
 
   He looked up, slightly annoyed. “No.”
 
   “Whenever she’s there, I just study or watch a movie, totally bored all night. How about you? I know that everyone on your floor must be there. What do you do?”
 
   He pulled his math book out of his bag and opened it rather roughly on the table between us. He shot me an icy cold glare. I had annoyed him and he was trying to send me the message to back off. “I do whatever I want. And I don’t want to go to any stupid party. Got it?”
 
   “Ok, fine,” I replied. I tried to sound upset that he got mad at me, even though I wasn’t. I knew I was being annoying.
 
   Leaning back, he made some frustrated, drawn-out grunt. “You seriously want to go?” he asked.
 
   I turned my head away to just the right angle. 
 
   “No, I’ll survive without a stupid party.” I stuck out my bottom lip, just slightly. Just enough…
 
   “We’re not staying long, got it?”
 
   “Oh, you’re coming too?” I asked, innocently clapping a hand just below my collarbone, like the women in old movies. He stared at me, trying to force back a tiny smile.
 
   The smile proved too strong for his goofy nature to hold back. “You’re such a dork,” he said, grinning through his good-natured insult. I smiled back. 
 
   As we walked up the stairs to his floor, he gave me the party run-down. “Don’t trust any open drinks. You never know what they could be. And don’t ever leave your drink out of your sight. Somebody could slip something into it, okay?”
 
   “Anything else, Professor?”
 
   “Yeah, don’t go alone with anybody, to their room, outside, or whatever. I don’t want you getting hurt or anything.”
 
   “Ok, so far, trust no one, trust nothing. Got it.”
 
   “I’m being serious,” he pleaded with me.
 
   “I’ll come straight to you if anyone tries to feed me rat poison. Come on, this party is on campus, how wild could it be?” 
 
   We stepped out of the stairwell and immediately heard the deep thumping music. After dropping our books off at his room, we turned the corner to the next hall and found people everywhere. Eric handed some guy money and we walked into one of the rooms. 
 
   “You have to pay to go to a party?” I asked.
 
   “How else could they afford the kegs?”
 
   “Kegs? They hold beer, right?” I asked. Eric burst into laughter at my comment. Wow, my party idea really seemed to work out well. He was happier already. I could even feel myself changing. Since we had become closer, I didn’t mind when he laughed at me. Maybe it was because now I was sure that he liked to hang out with me, and it wasn’t just out of obligation to Aurora.
 
   Eric looked out over everyone’s heads, waving to someone. “Hey, I’ll be right back,” he told me as he walked off through the tightly-packed crowd.
 
   The rooms in this wing of the building were much larger and usually reserved for upperclassmen. The beds were bunked, making room for two sofas, which were taken. In fact, so were the beds. Looking around without my bodyguard, the party looked kind of pathetic. The majority of the people were drinking something, probably beer. Everyone was standing around, socializing, or taking in the atmosphere. The energy level was very low.
 
   Where did Eric go?
 
   The thought pounded like a drum in my head when I realized there was a guy staring at me in the most unattractive way: gawking, jaw slack, and slouched over. I found my way out of his sight, but the uncomfortable feeling didn’t go away. Maybe I should have a beer. Everyone else was relaxed, and they were drinking. Where was Eric? How long had he been gone? I looked for an exit. I wasn’t sure I wanted to stay much longer. How long had I been there? Twenty minutes? Half an hour? It seemed so long. Where was Eric? Why didn’t he come back? Maybe I was wrong, and he ditched me here, laughing with his friends over what a loser I am. I slowly walked the perimeter of the room, acting casual and trying to avoid the sleazeball who kept following me.
 
   Suddenly, the music switched to some heavy techno and turned up loud. The whole crowd’s attention was drawn to my right, where Eric and two other guys had just jumped up on a table near the DJ equipment. 
 
   “Excuse me, ladies and losers. This party sucks shit, man. Come on! Get up!” Eric yelled and he downed the drink in his hand. He threw the empty cup into the crowd and a bunch of his friends hopped up on the furniture.
 
   Everyone began to dance. They all seemed to know the song. I, however, did not, but I wasn’t much of a dancer anyway. It was as if someone turned a switch on, the party came to life as Eric and his friends took over the scene. I searched for Eric’s face in the crowd, but I kept losing him. I wished he had stayed on that table. Pushing through two people, I saw Eric put his arm around some guy’s shoulders and declare a contest. 
 
   “Shit. Anyone who can beat me gets to screw me all night!” 
 
   I was shocked. Did Eric really just say that? How could those words come out of his sweet mouth? Just like that comment about the party. I had never seen him act so wild. No, that wasn’t the word. Appalling, crazy, completely different. Was this what a party drink binger was? Eric?
 
   What have I done?
 
   I lost sight of him again as people crowded into the hallway. It seemed like the entire party had emptied into another room. Someone touched my hair. I spun around and saw the sleaze smelling me. Disgusting. I stepped away from him and he smiled an I’m-on-drugs-and-I-like-it-smile. 
 
   “Get lost, creep,” I said as I hurried away from him. My words weren’t enough. He followed anyway.
 
   “Why you gotta act like that, baby. Don’ you know I loooove you? Why you goin’, sexy?” 
 
   The room wasn’t very big and it was hard to lose him now that it was mostly empty. Where is Eric? I had to find him. Now. I stepped out of the room and followed the crowd. Pushing through, I found a place for myself in the mob. Eric and a girl, Chelsea, from the bathroom, were sitting down at a small table, drinking shots of something. The girl fell off her chair. Her friends jumped forward to help her up.
 
   “Oh! You lose!” Eric declared. “Come on, somebody’s gotta take me down! Anybody?!” 
 
   A guy stepped forward. He was huge. Eric’s height, but at least twice his weight, and in need of two chairs for his lard-filled pants. He could definitely out-drink Eric. 
 
   “How many are you up to?” the fat guy asked.
 
   He was completely sober and Eric was drunk, which is why I almost died when Eric said, “No way, clean slate, dude. Man, I could shit you.” 
 
   Shit you? That made no sense at all. I had to stop this. Health class had taught me that people could drink themselves to death. I would not be responsible for letting Eric die. I pushed over someone to get to the front and squeezed through the last group. Without thinking, I grabbed Eric’s arm. Heat swept over my face as I touched him for the first time. He looked at me, eyes bleary and unfocused. He took a casual swig from a plastic cup next to the shots on the table. 
 
   “Sandy, sweetie. Want a front row seat to the drink of the year?” He put his arm around my thin waist and pulled me close to his body. More than close. I was on his lap. Fire blazed through my body. “Alright baby, here we go!” He sucked down the shot in front of him. “Oh, that good stuff.”
 
   “Stop it, Eric. Come on, we’re going.”
 
   “Game just started! I can take you on next, but I’ll go easy on ya, don’t worry.”
 
   I wanted nothing more than to stay on his lap, reveling in the heat coming off his body, but this wasn’t about me. “We have to go, now. Come on.” 
 
   He took another swig from his cup. How was he still breathing? I stood up and tugged on his wrist. There was no way I was letting go, no way I was leaving without him, no way I was letting him get “screwed all night.” Especially not by that guy. 
 
   “We’re going now.” I yanked him to his feet and took the cup out of his hand, then led him out through the tight crowd. I pulled him by the arm all the way down the hall to the door to his room. 
 
   “You’re going in there,” I told him.
 
   He looked at me through glassy eyes, obviously not understanding. “By myself?”
 
   “It’s your room.”
 
   “Why don’t you want me to have fun? You wan’ me to veg by myself when I could party?”
 
   He looked so serious, as if I was crushing his world, locking him in a prison cell for no reason. Maybe I should convince him. “Sober mind to one that’s not, I think the party was starting to die out. We left just in time so we’re still the cool ones, not the last stragglers. Okay? I’ll explain more after you’ve slept.”
 
   He thought for a moment, then he flashed me a devilish grin. “Come in and hang out.” He pulled me through the door so quickly I didn’t have a chance to protest. 
 
   His room was stark in its contrast. One half was spotless and organized, but that was apparently not Eric’s side. His half was a mess, the small amount of floor space taken up by sketchbooks and clothes folded into piles. His bed was pushed all the way into the corner, with his dresser next to his bed on the other side. Hanging on the wall was a shooting target. It was one of those human silhouette ones and it had holes pierced through the head and heart. He really did know how to use a gun. Despite the stories he had told me, it was still unexpected. His desk was crammed in at the end of his bed. Instead of being covered with books, as mine was, the surface was taken up by his large TV. Eric flopped down on his navy blue bedspread and snatched the TV remote from the floor. “You like TV?”
 
   He looked up at me with a goofy grin plastered to his face. I had never been in his room before, or in any guy’s bedroom before. I wasn’t sure what the rules were. I had been standing awkwardly by the half-shut door, pondering my place and wondering if I seemed stupid. 
 
   “Come on, sit down. We can watch infomercials,” he laughed. 
 
   I looked for a chair. The stool by his desk was buried in clothes and notebooks. Eric’s hand patted the bed beside him. I cautiously sat down next to his reclining body. It felt strange to be so alone with him. In his room. On his bed.
 
   Eric clicked on the TV, then hopped off the bed, nearly kicking me in the process. He pulled off his t-shirt, revealing his bare back to me. I almost had a heart attack. He wasn’t slim like I had always thought. His clothing had deceived me. He was muscular. His back was all rippling muscles and when he turned, his abs formed a perfect six-pack. He stretched his back out as usual, but it was much more sexual without the shirt. I had seen him stretch many times. I never imagined it could be more amazing, yet it was.
 
   I turned my eyes away, hoping he hadn’t seen me gawking. The next thing I knew, he was resuming his position on his bed. I stole a glance at him and found he was now wearing a black muscle tank. He caught my gaze. I had to say something. “You changed.” Great choice of words, moron.
 
   “Yeah, the AC here is whack. Too hot or too cold always. See anything you like?”
 
   “What?” Oh no…
 
   “The TV. It’s always boring of this time for night.” His slip of speech reminded me that he was drunk. I had almost forgotten. He lay back and rested his head on his pillow. Some stupid old show was droning on from the television. I could still hear the party’s music lightly thumping from down the corridor. Eric sighed and I dared not face him. 
 
   “Did you like the party?” he asked.
 
   “Um…yeah.” Not. Actually I couldn’t be sure. It needed time to sink in. Maybe I would know tomorrow.
 
   “Yeah, it was fun,” he said.
 
   “Oh, really?” As a last ditch effort to change the awkward feeling I had, I decided to tease him. “I thought you said parties were stupid?”
 
   “I didn’t mean it. Aworwa doesn’t let me go. Says I got no control.” Aurora… “I like parties.”
 
   He sounded so cute, even through his drunken slur. “Me too.”
 
   Eric sat up and turned the TV channel to “I Love Lucy,” then smiled at me. “I Love Lucy. Good stuff. Hey, relax, me su casa. Put your feet up, chill.” 
 
   I did. It was easier than trying to tell him I was too nervous to sit cross-legged on his bed. 
 
   “Yur funny,” he laughed, then bit his lip, as if he was nervous, or something else… “I don’t think you know that. You got good qualities.”
 
   Suddenly I was so embarrassed. I felt like I could cry, though I didn’t know exactly why. “No, I don’t.” 
 
   Why did I just say that? Why did I tell him what I was so afraid that he might find out? Now he knew that I thought I wasn’t worthy. Now, I had helped him realize that I wasn’t. I wasn’t worthy of much of anything.
 
   Eric shifted his body weight and looked intently at me. I dared not glance at him, just stared at the TV, but I could feel his eyes watching me. 
 
   “You have lots of good. You’re smart. You’re funny… and beautiful.” Did he really just say that? Was I dreaming? Was it real? “So beautiful…” he said as I felt his fingers brush against my face, causing my heart to skip a beat.
 
   I glanced over at him, just as the bridge of his nose brushed against my cheek, ever so gently. I felt a harsh fluttering in my stomach. My body went hot all over. My fingers numbed as I wondered what was happening between us.
 
   Eric’s lips swept over mine, sending a tingling sensation all the way down my spine, spreading through my body. Then he pulled his perfect mouth back and leaned his forehead into mine. His short bangs tickled my forehead. I could feel the heat of that kiss through my entire body. I didn’t know what to do. My body had ceased to function, and my heart pounded in my chest. My mind had turned to pudding and still he stayed. I looked helplessly into his eyes. They seemed so soft, so inviting. He swept his hand from my jaw, to the back of my neck. This time, when our lips met, my body came to life. My hand brushed against his waist, feeling the soft cotton of his shirt, feeling the warmth of his body radiating through its fibers. His other hand left the mattress and met my back, pressing my body closer to his. I felt myself melting at his touch. Butterflies rushed from my stomach to my heart, and then through my arms to the tips of each of my fingers. I wanted more, but…
 
   This wasn’t right. I pulled back slowly from his tender kiss. Blood rushed to my brain. I felt dizzy, as though I was balancing on a cloud in a storm. I fisted the cloth of his shirt in my hand and focused on the dark weave.
 
   Now I could think more clearly. I had brought Eric to the party to break up Aurora and his relationship, but I had never meant to hurt her. She didn’t deserve Eric, but I hadn’t meant to…
 
   She didn’t deserve to be hurt by a friend. Especially not this friend, her lifelong friend, her best friend.
 
   “Eric, I have to go. This was wrong.” I cast down my eyes as I left his room, feeling utterly ashamed. I had put my trust in silly visions and not in reality.
 
   Aurora and I have our differences, but this can only lead to ruin.
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   I sat on the doorstep of my house, waiting, as always, for my love. I knew his travel schedule perfectly, and he knew that I would be waiting for him. Any minute now Eric would walk down the beaten path, leading his pony and cart to the armory. He did this once a month, my only chance to see him. All the other days, he would toil with metal in the shop under his master’s watchful eye and command. He would work his hands stiff. He had no chance for romance on those days. His master would never permit it.
 
   So there I sat with a basket in hand, awaiting the arrival of the man I desired more than anything or anyone. I awaited the chance to gaze into his perfect eyes and share a swift meal with him. These were the days I longed for. When we would share loving moments together and wish it would never end.
 
   I saw his figure emerging from the dust in the distance. A sandy shadow of a boy, horse, and cart. I stood and hurried down the road to greet him. He trudged ahead, face down, leading the horse after him. I called out his name and he slowly raised his head at the sound of my voice. I stared, horrified at the large gash that cut down his left cheek. His torn flesh was raw and crusted over with dirt and sweat. Parts of it still bled and the blood was smeared thinly over his face. 
 
   “What happened?” I asked as he hugged my body tightly against his chest, as he always did.
 
   “I was disrespectful. I deserve this.”
 
   “No, no one deserves to be whipped. No matter what they’ve done,” I told Eric.
 
   He laughed. “Understand that you are the only person in this world who believes that.”
 
   “Then I stand alone, tall and proud.”
 
   “Hardly tall,” he teased with a grin, but he winced from the pain it caused.
 
   “Come, now,” I told him, tugging at his arm. “We must clean that out before it festers.”
 
   “I can’t. A battle is brewing in the east. The armory has been cleaned out. I tow this lot to the king. It’s much farther and I must be prompt.”
 
   “Surely you have a moment,” I said as I ran ahead, stumbling into my house. I emerged from the structure with a bowl containing water and a cloth and hurried to return to his place on the dusty road. Gently, I began to clean his face as we walked side by side, followed by a horse and a cart.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 7
 
   HEART TO HEART
 
    
 
   I sat on my bed trying to forget my last dream, as well as the night before, when Eric kissed me. I felt so lost and alone. It was early afternoon and so far I had accomplished avoiding everyone. I simply stayed in my room, door shut and locked. A knock came and I ignored it. There was no reason to answer. It came again.
 
   “Sandy? Are you in there?”
 
   It was Eric. I should answer. I needed to set him straight before he had time to think about last night. The kiss was so short, maybe it had slipped his mind. I heard alcohol could make you forgetful. I opened the door and guarded the opening.
 
   “Hi, Eric. Sleep well?” I asked, trying to act completely normal.
 
   “Can I come in?” he asked.
 
   I sighed deeply as I stepped out of his way. He walked in, holding my books under his arm. I had left so quickly that I had forgotten they were even in his room. He was wearing the same clothes from last night. They were wrinkled, but I couldn’t help but notice that he still looked good. Although, his eyes were bloodshot and tired looking. 
 
   “How’s your head,” I asked as he cautiously sat on my floor. I joined him.
 
   “Pounding. Listen, Sandra, I don’t want to sound weird, okay? But I have to ask you. Did anything…happen between us last night?”
 
   “What? No.”
 
   “I-I could swear we kissed.” He looked distressed and the crack of his voice proved it.
 
   I tried to look shocked. “What? That’s crazy,” I said, acting amused. “We never kissed.” 
 
   I could tell before I finished that he didn’t believe me. He looked at me as though I had just proved that he was right. He could see right through my masquerade. He knew, and I had made things worse.
 
   “We did?” he asked.
 
   “No, no, not at all. Not even close.” I begged him to believe me, but it was hopeless.
 
   “How could we have kissed?” He clenched his jaw as he stared imploringly at me. “How?”
 
   I took offense to his severe expression and lack of faith in me. “Well, technically, you kissed me. I didn’t do anything wrong,” I snapped. Then I looked away, ashamed that I had tossed all of the blame on his shoulders.
 
   “Aurora’s coming back tomorrow,” Eric stated. “I’ll have to tell her then.”
 
   I nearly jumped out of my skin. “What?! You’re going to tell her?! Why would you do that?! You can’t!”
 
   “I have to.”
 
   “No, no, you’ll ruin everything, your relationship, my friendship with her. It will all be over, and no one will be happy.”
 
   “I doubt Aurora would blame you for kissing me. Wait, that came out wrong. I doubt Aurora would be mad at you for something that I did to you. I kissed you.”
 
   “But I shouldn’t have let you,” I answered as I cast down my eyes. “That’s what she’ll think. Listen, just hear me out. You were drunk, you didn’t know what you were doing. So, technically, you didn’t do anything wrong. Right? So why bother her over something so pointless? Why break her heart for no reason? What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her. Right now, the truth will. She’s going through a rough time and she needs you and me. If you tell her, she’ll feel more alone than ever, and who knows what could happen to her. She can’t take all this hurt. Her uncle died.” My heart tightened at the thought of Mr. Bacster. I continued through the burn of tears that threatened my eyes. “She needs time to heal and people to help her with that. Don’t tell her. Don’t ruin her life, or rather what’s left of it,” I added dramatically.
 
   He stared at me, an expression of deep sorrow and remorse taking over his face and posture. He thought that telling her would be the right thing to do, but he couldn’t ignore what I had said. He knew that I was right. Keeping the kiss secret was the best thing to do. Eric swallowed hard and closed his eyes solemnly as he nodded his head.
 
    
 
   Aurora returned on Sunday evening. She hauled her bag up the stairs alone. I didn’t see Eric with her as she came down the hall. Why wasn’t he with her? He couldn’t have told her, could he? He wouldn’t. No.
 
   Aurora waved at me. “Sandy, hi!” She seemed to be herself, for the most part. She was smiling almost as sincerely as usual. That was a good sign. I was still mad at her for not telling me about Mr. Bacster, and I had a feeling that I would never get over it. Why should I? She claimed to be my friend, my best friend.
 
   As I watched her unpack, I realized how hard it was to hate her when I felt so guilty. “How is your aunt?”
 
   “Um, she’s doing better. Sandy? I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about…everything…and stuff.” Her voice cracked, and at one point I feared she would burst into tears. Her voice wavered as she continued, “I just couldn’t bring myself to tell you. I couldn’t bear to make you cry.” She finished her last, highest pitched word just before her face turned red and a single tear fell down her cheek.
 
   She had always been the emotional one. We both cried when Mufasa died in The Lion King, but she had continued in tears through the credits. I was used to seeing her cry. When her first boyfriend broke up with her, and when her second and third did the same. The thought rushed all my guilt into my expression. I turned away so she couldn’t see, pulling the last of her clothes out of her bag and putting them in her dresser for her.
 
   “You don’t have to worry about me. I’ll be fine. Well, um, I have to go to the computer lab. I’ll see you later.” I picked up my book bag and walked out the door. 
 
   I was at the end of the hall when I turned and saw Eric rushing into Aurora and my room. I backtracked silently, sneaking down the empty hall to the door that stood ajar. I stole a glance through the crack and saw the two of them hugging with such a strong embrace they might suffocate each other. But it was sweet, too sweet to ignore now that I knew what it felt like to be that intimate with someone. With Eric. I felt sick and left the hall.
 
    
 
   It was Wednesday. Mythology class was tonight. What was once three hours of pure bliss with Eric was now the most dreaded moment of my life. I didn’t want to go. I couldn’t go. I couldn’t see Eric. He had been avoiding me. I had only seen him a few times since Sunday, but only once was he so bold as to shyly wave at me. All other times he turned his face away as if he hadn’t seen me at all. I stood from the dark green library sofa and headed down to the first floor. My head ached. I reached into my bag for some aspirin and swallowed it dry. The librarian looked oddly at me from behind her desk. I knew immediately that she thought I was taking diet pills. That’s what everyone always thought. To think that the world could be so preoccupied with giving everyone a problem, that they don’t realize their own. That girl must be fifty pounds overweight and she thinks I’m sick and anorexic? She should look in the mirror sometime. I shot her a dirty look as I walked out the door and started toward the English building where my class was being held.
 
   There was still time. I could still turn around. The sun was beginning to turn orange in the sky, sending an awful glare into my eyes. I squinted as I trudged on, shielding my eyes and walking toward impending doom. Don’t go into the light! I smiled at my inner joke. It seemed strangely appropriate. The old brick building seemed to glow an eerie rust color from the backlighting. I was halfway there. Another thirty feet and I wouldn’t be free from torture for another three hours. I could go back.
 
   Turn around, turn around now! But that would only delay the horror. I would have to ask Eric for his notes. No one else in the class would entrust them to me. It was one of those weird classes, filled with old high school divas that thought their parents’ money still mattered to anyone. They looked down on everyone who didn’t have mad drunken sex every night and didn’t wear designer clothes. Through their narrowed eyes, you could see what they were thinking. Can you believe that girl wore those jeans three weeks ago? Can you believe that? How nasty. She’s probably never had a boyfriend, and even worse…I bet she can name all the guys she’s had sex with. I couldn’t help myself. I laughed out loud at that joke. But it was so true. Something was seriously wrong with those girls.
 
   “What’s so funny?” I heard. What? A guy?
 
   I looked up and saw the sleaze from the party. The one who had gawked at me and followed me. He was cute. He was clearly sober now and actually cute. He had a smooth face, perfect complexion and brown hair parted in the middle, swept perfectly back into place. I never would have guessed that he could look this good. Almost as good as Eric. But definitely not as tall. He was maybe four inches taller than I was.
 
   “Oh, nothing,” I answered, in an effort to end to the conversation as we both continued on. He walked past me, looking me up and down the whole way. Ok, he was still creepy. I was sure that would never change. I sped up. There was no way I would turn around now. Not with the whole notes thing and also, I didn’t want him to think I was following him. No need to give him any ideas.
 
   I slipped into class and into my usual seat, and waited, burying my face in my book, The Odyssey. The question now was where Eric would sit. Would he go to his usual place, next to me? Or would he go somewhere else? Someone sat in the chair to my left. I quickly glanced over and saw one of the divas shoot me a snotty look. Oookkaaayy. The clock read 5:59. The professor wasn’t even there yet. 6:00. Eric sauntered into the room and slid into the seat at my right. He dropped his books gently on the table and slouched low in his chair. When the professor entered, I closed my book.
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   I sat and waited, and waited, until I could wait no more. I began my chores. I reached my hand into my chickens’ favorite hiding places and drew out two small eggs. The little hen pecked at my hand as I placed them in my basket. As I searched for more, I comforted my nerves by thinking of all the reasons for his delay. There were so many. An axle had broken, the horse needed rest, Eric was needed for another day…
 
   Once I found all of the eggs, I returned to the road and looked out as far as I could see. No sight of a man, horse or cart. But when my eyes failed me, my ears did not. I heard a voice down the road. Gaining in excitement, I hurried inside and lifted the picnic from the table. He would surely be in a rush again today and would have no time to stay. I tucked the small parcel under my arm and… Where was Joseph? Where was Elijah? Father had gone off earlier in the morning but my younger brothers rarely went with him. In fact, I couldn’t even remember the last time they did go.
 
   Those two had better not be making trouble. I have no patience for their immaturities. I stepped out into the sunlight. The summer’s sun had already dried the morning dew. This day would be hot and make Eric’s task that much more daunting. I took a water pitcher with me and headed down the road toward the castle. It stood out on a small hill just above the horizon. A heavy rock and wooden structure as beautiful as the day it was built. I had been near it once before but never inside. How magnificent it must be.
 
   When I turned my eyes back to the road, I saw three boys, a horse and a cart. They were fighting. I somewhat carefully dropped what I carried and ran as fast as I could manage. I saw my brothers holding sticks like staffs on the man I loved. Eric was bleeding at the mouth but that was his only visible injury. The three stared at me, all clearly embarrassed, until finally Joseph, the youngest, spoke. 
 
   “He started it!” he said, pointing at Eric.
 
   “I don’t see what this boy could have started when he is the one bloodied and not carrying a weapon! Put down those sticks, both of you!”
 
   “You just want to kiss him!” he spat.
 
   “What are you talking about? I’m going to tell father when he returns.”
 
   Elijah said, “Ah, but it was father…”
 
   This intrigued me. “What about father? Speak quickly.”
 
   Elijah was my sweet brother. The loving one who told me secrets, not the family hostile as Joseph was. Elijah pushed a sweaty black curl behind his ear as he told me, “Father knows about your…meetings. He told us to put a stop to it. Today. He says he isn’t good enough. He’s poor, with nothing to show for anything. Says that’s all he’ll ever be and that you’ve become attached.” His voice was higher than usual and he seemed to be pleading with me. I couldn’t look at any of them.
 
   “Go back to the house, both of you. I will speak to father tonight. Now go.”
 
   Elijah left us, dragging Joseph behind him. They were afraid. They feared father; they feared me. There was no way to salvage this situation. I stepped up to Eric and he stood slightly slumped over. He must have been struck in the stomach. Eric spoke to me in a hushed tone. 
 
   “Cassandra…you need not fret my rank. I have been called to war. The king’s guard has seen my strength and skill. I return home today, but they will come for me tomorrow.”
 
   I felt the blood drain from my face and hands as he spoke to me. “War?”
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 8
 
   IN THE DETAILS
 
    
 
   I thought the professor’s droning would never end. Finally the three hours were over, although it felt like class had just begun; I could not recall any of it but the last five minutes. I had had another fantasy. That’s what I would call them. Fantasies. No longer the deceiving name of “memories.” A name carried more weight than the brain could realize. My mind was deceived by my own selfish thoughts and desires. No longer would I fall victim to my daydreams, no longer would I hurt the ones who were most true to me. Aurora had always been my friend, and that is the way she would stay.
 
   I stood up from my metal chair and placed my books in my bag. 
 
   “Quiet today,” Eric said. Eric had spoken the first words since our decision about our betrayal. Quiet today… Why wouldn’t I be? I kept my mouth shut to keep from speaking to the person I was trying to forget. I dared not look at him. His gaze was far too powerful. Enchantingly beautiful. 
 
   “Cassandra… I think we need to talk.”
 
   “We did talk,” I stated.
 
   Although I could not see his face, I knew he was grinning as he said, “Oh, and we’re talking now.” I zipped my bag closed and pushed past Eric, careful not to touch him. 
 
   “Can we just talk… in private?” I saw the divas staring. “Well, not private private, but without people watching? No, that came out wrong too. I just don’t want anyone to hear… remember what we said? We agreed?”
 
   It was fun listening to him trip his way though a sentence, but I knew what he meant. He wanted to talk about the kiss but honor our agreement to keep it secret. Therefore, we needed to be alone to talk, not to kiss.
 
   “We have nothing to say,” I said, slightly amused.
 
   “But I do. I was a jerk. I’m really sorry.” Before I could catch myself, my gaze rose to meet his eyes. Those deep, enveloping eyes. Without change through centuries and li-
 
   No, I could not fall back into belief of those dreams, powerful as they were.
 
   “I-I shouldn’t have…” he let his words trail off. Then, suddenly, he grasped my arm and guided me outside and around to the back of the building. It was dark and somehow the blackness drew us near. I felt dangerously close to him, and alone with him. I saw the look pass his eyes. He felt it, too. He felt the power of the navy glow on our surroundings and the close air that stole our breath. This was a place that we should not be. Together. Alone.
 
   His body appeared exhausted, as though it took great strength to stay an entire three feet from my body. He lowered his head as he took a step nearer. I stepped back and he sighed. 
 
   “I am so sorry. You were right. I didn’t know what I was doing. I was drunk and took advantage of you. I kissed you and ruined our friendship. I forced secrets on you. If it weren’t for me, you and Aurora’s friendship wouldn’t be in any danger. There would be no secrets and no trouble. I should never have drank and I shouldn’t have kissed you. I wish I could turn back time and fix all this. I’m so sorry.”
 
   I looked strangely at him. Could he really be this sorry, this shaken up? It was just a mistake, an accident. Nothing more. So why should he feel this bad?
 
   “Aurora and I have kept secrets before,” I told him. “This is no different. And as for the kiss, it’s ancient history. Forgotten, alright?”
 
   He nodded his head solemnly.
 
   We walked back to the dorms together, through the darkness in silence. I couldn’t keep my mind off of him all night. And once I fell asleep, I had dreams…strange dreams, the kind that seem to never end. I ran, chased by an unseen danger. Branches from nowhere pulled at me, ripping my clothes and tangling my hair. I fell down a pit…a well. Falling and falling for hours. I hit the water and sank, all the while choking and being attacked by sea monsters, crabs and seaweed. I breathed water. I drank blood, and all the time I thought of Eric. Frantic, sputtering, choking, drowning in my own blood, I scraped the walls of my cage and woke, bathed in sweat.
 
   I grabbed my clothes, towel, and shower basket, eager to wash the nightmares away. The bathroom was packed with divas. The last thing I wanted was to flaunt my tiny body for those critical eyes. They were already examining me with their x-ray vision, finding each imperfect fiber of my being. I disappeared from the doorway and made my way up the stairs to the third floor, and, hopefully, a safer bathroom.
 
   As I made my way down the hall, I heard giggling and a groaning sound. Maybe my ears tricked me? No. Passing Eric’s open door, I saw it. Aurora lay over Eric on his bed, giggling in a whisper as Eric buried his face in her hair, kissing and nibbling at her neck, as she held her visible hand on his hip, her fingertips sneaking their way under his jeans. I felt my entire body go hot. I was boiling. My stomach churned. Don’t they ever shut the door? The sick witch left it open on purpose. I bet she wanted the world to see her get some. Eric’s hands slid from her waist and into the back pockets of her tight jeans. At least I didn’t have to see him sneak under her clothes like she was doing to him. At least Eric wasn’t sick like the girl he thought he loved…
 
   I rushed down the hall and into the bathroom. I slammed the shower stall door shut and threw the lock in place. I pulled at the ends of my hair, hoping to erase the image of them from my mind. No success. I quickly stripped, tossing my clothes on the changing bench, stepped into the tiled shower area and drew the curtain closed. Water ran cold over my naked body, cooling my anger and embarrassment. I didn’t know why I had wanted to protect Aurora. While she was gone, I had forgotten how horrible she was. I had felt sorry for her. However, clearly, she was not grieving. No crushed girl would behave like that, displaying her lust for all to see. Aurora. She disgusted me.
 
    
 
   Friday. A party day. I’d heard people talking about it all week. Everyone thought that the week before was the best and they couldn’t wait for more. Eric had brought that party to life, but I was sure he wouldn’t be there this time. Aurora would never let him go. She controlled his every action.
 
   I wouldn’t be there either. I planned to stay exactly where I was, lying down on my bed, reading. I had a stack of books on hand, ready for hours of use. Nothing could upset me so long as I had Harry Potter and Agatha Christie. And I threw an unfamiliar one in, too. The Juniper Game. Seemed promising.
 
   I heard Aurora fumbling with her keys outside our room before she slammed the door open and threw her books to the ground. “Eric took you to a party?!” she yelled.
 
   My heart stopped. I rolled onto my back to see the disheveled appearance of my friend. Her face was flushed and her eyes wild. Her long, silky hair was a mess around her face. “Last week?!”
 
   “Yeah,” I answered slowly. How much did she know? “I wanted to see what it was like.” I tried my very best to hide the guilt creeping to the surface.
 
   “And he drank?” She seemed to be stating it more than asking, which made me even more nervous, like she would continue on to say, And you sucked face with him?
 
   “Yes, he drank.”
 
   “I can’t believe this!” Aurora exclaimed. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you tell me he got drunk?”
 
   “Well, I,” I began, and thank God she cut off my sentence, because I had no clue what I was going to say.
 
   “I had to overhear it. I had to overhear. Eric didn’t tell me. You didn’t tell me. Why would he do that? Why would he drink?” She sank down onto her purple bed, seemingly defeated, anger fading.
 
   I almost visibly sighed in relief. She obviously didn’t know about the kiss, or she would have said something already. “I don’t see what the big deal is,” I told her wanting to somehow rectify the situation. “Everyone thought it was cool.”
 
   “Even you?” she asked.
 
   I stared at her, again at a loss for words.
 
   “Listen, Sandy, I haven’t been completely honest with you about Eric. I didn’t see why I should tell you. But now, I realize I was wrong. Eric…he-”
 
   As if on cue, Eric burst into the room. He looked like he ran there. “Aurora! I can explain!” He was sweaty and out of breath. He must have run from the school’s gym. He was wearing workout clothes, silky black shorts with red and white stripes down the sides and a dark t-shirt with the sleeves cut off. I tried not to notice how good he looked. They both looked at me. Did they notice me stare? No. I knew what they wanted. I didn’t budge, just raised my eyebrows. If they wanted privacy, they had to ask. I was perfectly comfortable where I was. 
 
   “Sandra, could um…” Eric began. He obviously felt weird asking me to leave my own room.
 
   “I don’t see why she should leave,” Aurora said, anger beginning to return to her voice. “I mean, she already knows. She was there!” Aurora exclaimed, throwing her hands in the air.
 
   Aurora wanted to use me to make Eric feel guilty. No way. Grabbing my key and ID from my bedside table, I stood. “Take your time,” I told Eric. I wasn’t going to make him feel uncomfortable, especially not for Aurora. As I shut the door behind me, I realized I had left my book behind. I thought about going back for it, but that’s when the argument erupted. Aurora yelled at Eric for going to the party, Eric yelled at Aurora for trying to control his life. Aurora was mad that he didn’t tell her, and Eric was sorry but still angry about her trying to control him. I walked away. No need to have the entire hall staring at me listening to them. As I reached the stairs, I could swear I heard Aurora bring me into the argument. Convincing myself I was wrong, I headed down the stairs and outside to wait-out their fight.
 
   I sat down on the wide concrete steps just outside the building. There were a few groups of people talking, but no one bothered me. I doubt they even noticed me. Then I saw someone who did. She was an art major, no doubt. She sat on the grass and fallen yellow leaves, holding a large sketchbook, and she stared at me as she drew. I folded my arms and she erased madly. I felt strangely confident knowing that of all the people there she chose to draw me, and, for that reason, I tried not to move.
 
   The art majors seemed so interesting. They always had so many things with them. A sketchbook and toolbox seemed to be necessities. Somehow, they always drew attention when it seemed that’s what they tried so hard to avoid. They were the silent observers. A few people walking by stopped to watch her work, nodding their heads in appreciation. I hardly noticed when Aurora ran down the steps past me.
 
   “Aurora, wait!” I called out to her. She seemed surprised, like she hadn’t noticed me either, and returned to sit beside me. “How did it go?”
 
   She sighed, an action that seemed to demand each muscle in her body to react. “Not so good.”
 
   “Where were you going?”
 
   “I thought I’d go to Rachel’s house tonight.” Rachel, she was a commuter in Aurora’s major. “I just can’t stay here, knowing that Eric’s at that awful party. I’ll see you later. Bye Sandy.” She embraced me quickly before she stood up and walked off.
 
   Eric’s going to the party? I couldn’t help but smile.
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   I was there by the road when the King’s guard rode past, bringing a second horse with him, and I was there when he returned, and Eric rode that horse. He looked so regal, sitting atop his mighty steed. The gash on his sweet face had closed for the most part, and I wondered if it would be gone the next time I laid eyes on him. How long would I go without seeing him? A month? A year? Would he recognize my face?
 
   I stepped up to the path, my valor well wasted on a garden and a few chickens. As the warrior approached, I asked him, “I see you have a long journey to the King. Would you like a drink? Come, take rest in my humble home.” The man was handsome, rugged as he may be, with hair as dark as mine, curling slightly, though pulled back. His face was scarred, much like my love’s would soon be.
 
   Eric’s face betrayed him, revealing his jealousy. The guard slid from his mount. He was not as tall as I expected. He was less than one head taller than I was, and young. Maybe six years or so older than myself. He smiled, a warrior’s smile. 
 
   “Beautiful maiden, I would be honored to rest a while in your company. We shall stay. I wish we had days to spare, but only hours, kind girl.” Eric slowly dismounted, burning holes in his new master’s back. Jealousy did not wear well on him. “Come, young guard. Take pleasure in the offerings of this house.”
 
   I had never spoken with a warrior. I had been warned against it. They were called brutish and were known for having their way with women, whether consented or not. I had always kept from them, but I needed to see Eric. I longed to share time with him once more before he pledged his life to the King’s will. I brought out the finest wine and mead, hoping my father would not notice if it went missing. The guard introduced himself as Heodred, son of Hretheow, also a warrior. 
 
   “I am half the size of my father but can drink twice as much!” He laughed a hardy, contagious laugh. I found myself laughing at his every word. Eric, however, did not laugh. 
 
   “This boy,” Heodred exclaimed, throwing his arm around Eric’s shoulders, “will be accomplished in battle some day, as I am. Maiden, my cup runs dry.” I poured more mead into his flagon and offered the jug to Eric. He took the mead although somewhat forced by Heodred. “Drink, and be happy. Today is a happy day. This woman is lovely, and loves to serve you! Take pride in it and drink!” I beamed. Heodred laughed. Eric sulked in embarrassment, face hidden behind his mug.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 9
 
   GETTING LOOSE
 
    
 
   I pulled my hair loosely up into a ponytail. It was curlier than usual today and it looked better messy. I had laid on my makeup thicker, attempting to make a more grown up and mysterious look; I completed the appearance by wearing my coolest clothes, a skin tight, short-sleeved V-neck shirt with a pushup bra and my tightest jeans. I wished I didn’t need padding to give me any shape, but that’s life.
 
   I rushed up the stairs and immediately was struck by the music’s strong beat. Handing someone some money, I headed into the crowd. I grabbed a beer and popped it open, sniffing it suspiciously. It didn’t smell all that great, but I didn’t think it was supposed to. I took a cautious sip. Yuck! It tasted like a skunk. I reluctantly took it with me on my search for Eric. He had to be there already. Just look for the crowd. There! By the speakers. He was in a group of people jumping. Jumping? Jumping to the music. I guess they couldn’t dance. Oh, well. I made my way through and next to Eric. 
 
   “HI!” I yelled above the music.
 
   He saw me and yelled back, “Sup, sweetheart?!! You drinking, Wild Thang?!”
 
   I blushed. “Yeah! Want some?!”
 
   “Yeah! Let’s go!” He put his arm around my waist and carefully guided me through the crowd and back to the beer. Eric filled a cup from the keg and gulped it down. “So, you look sexy tonight. Showin’ off for me?”
 
   I laughed, “You wish.” He hit the nail on the head with that one.
 
   “Oh, ouch! That hurt,” he said as he grabbed me around the waist again. That seemed to be something he loved when he drank. And I loved it too.
 
   I sipped from my can and Eric burst out laughing. He crushed me into his chest with both arms, nearly spilling my can. 
 
   “It’s not gonna bite, Sandra! Haha! You’re so funny!” He held me, laughing for what felt like forever. Oh my God, his body feels good against mine! “You sipped your beer…hehehe…oh!” 
 
   Finally he let me go and I could breath again. 
 
   “Whoa, check it out! Drinking contest! C’mon, lets go watch!”
 
   We did watch, until Eric got in the game. He sat down on a beanbag chair and easily took down two shots. 
 
   “Hey, sexy girl, try this stuff. You’ll like it better than beer.” He held out the shot to me. “Gulp it.” 
 
   I took it and reluctantly swallowed it down. I choked on it, coughing and sputtering, as it burned down my throat and trickled down my chin. I covered my face quickly to hide it, wiping the nasty liquid away. 
 
   “You alright there?” Eric asked. “Here, come here with me. Moral support.” 
 
   He pulled me by my wrist, bringing me out of the crowd and he held my hand by his shoulder. My fingers tingled as he stroked my hand in his. With his other hand, he drank, trying to beat the other guy. And he did it. He beat him, eventually. The other guy gave in and Eric jumped up, arms raised, declaring his victory. He crushed me into his side once again and kissed the top of my head.
 
   I felt smooth, like liquid. I had gotten used to my beer and finished it. Eric handed me a tall shot glass. “What a team!” he yelled over the music and noise. I gulped the liquid, like he taught me, taking it down much more easily this time.
 
   Everything seemed dazzling and I felt…sexy. Just like Eric called me. Sexy. I gave Eric the signal by yelling in his ears, “It’s over,” and we left the party, giggling as we stumbled together down the hall. The floor felt like it was moving beneath my feet, but I didn’t seem to care that I couldn’t walk straight. Eric wasn’t either. When we reached his room, he pulled me in without a second’s wait. His roommate sat on his bed, doing homework. He glanced up, staring at us.
 
   “We’ll give you quiet,” Eric told him as he pushed me back through doorway. 
 
   He kept his arm around my waist as we made our way to my dorm room. He kept whispering nonsense in my ear and I couldn’t keep from laughing. I didn’t even care to try. Everything was so wonderful. I unlocked my room and we slipped inside. Eric shut the door behind him. I pulled the tie out of my hair, shaking my curls loose, and he wrapped both arms around my waist, lifting me off my feet with ease. He dropped me down on my bed. Our giggling softly continued as he climbed onto my mattress and lay over my body, putting barely any of his weight on me. He propped his arms on my pillow and touched his forehead and nose to mine. We both giggled in a whisper, but our giggling faded as we stared deeply into each other’s eyes. And our staring turned to kissing.
 
   It felt so natural, kissing Eric. His lips were tender, his touch melting and invigorating all at once. His hands found my face and held it as he deepened the kiss. His tongue flicked across my lips and I burned with desire. He brought his body down on mine, arching with lust, moaning with want and passion. I could feel him all over me now. His warmth, his muscles, his lips. I held my arms around his waist and allowed my fingers to feel each muscle’s pull, each tug as his whole body came to life over mine. I burned, I yearned. He was all I wanted, all I needed.
 
   “Cassandra…” he moaned against my lips.
 
   Yes, it’s me. I am the one you kiss, I am the one you want and need.
 
   Closer, closer still. I needed to feel him, his skin. I tugged at his t-shirt and he knew what I wanted. He dragged his lips from mine and yanked his shirt off. He took my hand in his and helped it to find his smooth flesh. He sat over me as I felt his rippling chest under my fingers. He pulled me up to meet his lips once again, kissing me hungrily. His hands wove through my hair and down my back. He found the bottom of my shirt and slipped his hand inside, pulling the cloth up to reveal my midriff. His hands roamed over my back and each place he touched me turned to lava. I was no longer human, I was pure fire. Eric… We lay back down as he kissed my neck, my face, my hand. I knew he wanted to feel me all over too. I was sure of it.
 
   His kissing slowed until he kissed my forehead and stayed there. We were both breathing hard, heavy. His cheek lay against my sweaty forehead and our hands intertwined. We did not move until our breathing was nearly regular. He drew back slightly, gazing into my eyes. “You’re so beautiful…”
 
   “Eric,” I said, my breath coming in pants. “Eric, I love you.” I said it. The three words I had always felt but never spoken. He kissed my mouth in response. We lay down, face to face, with our arms wrapped around each other, and drifted off to sleep.
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   It had been two long seasons before I saw my love again. Our nation had defeated the invaders and been spared from occupation. Eric rode through my village mounted high on his horse. He wore gleaming chain mail and carried a sword at his side. At first, I barely recognized him. He had changed, grown in size and strength, and his face had become harder, more severe. But his eyes were the same. I ran from my house in hopes that he would come to me, and he did. He hadn’t forgotten me. He rode to my garden and dismounted. Eric took me up in his strong embrace, lifting my toes from the ground. 
 
   “I have missed you,” he spoke softly into my hair.
 
   “Eric,” I whispered. I was at a loss for words. My heart had stopped and my mind ceased to function.
 
   He set me down, gently, and smoothed my hair back from my face. 
 
   “I cannot stay. The war is over now, but my duty is not. I ride through here to send word to the western front. It is there where I shall guard the shorelines from attack.”
 
   I nodded. It would be long before he returned, if he ever did. “Are you happy?”
 
   “Not as happy as I’d be with you. But I am gaining rank and proving my merit. One day I will be given land where we will live together. One day I will be free to marry you and we will live in love and bliss. But I must go now. Please, do not forget my promise to you. When I return…”
 
   He kissed my hand, goodbye.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 10
 
   EMPTY THOUGHTS
 
    
 
   I woke as I fell off my narrow bed and onto the old gray carpet. Eric was lying flat against the wall. If the wall hadn’t been there, Eric would have fallen too. I walked, bleary eyed, a half-step to Aurora’s side of the room and collapsed on her bed. As I curled up, I realized…Eric…he’s on my bed! He was here last night! All at once the memories struck me as I accidentally closed my eyes and they refused to open. I was asleep once again.
 
    
 
   My eyes flashed open at a loud thumping sound. Eric had just slammed his head into my wall. He was holding his head and cursing quietly. 
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked, and he jumped at my voice, hitting his head against the wall for a second time.
 
   “Shit! Ow. What…what are you doing here?” Then his eyes widened as he took in his surroundings. Mortified, he asked, “I’m in your room?! What? How’d I get here?”
 
   “You came here, last night, after the party. Remember?” Please remember…I’d hate it if I were the only one who recalled the wonderful things we had felt last night. Please…!
 
   “Um…”
 
   “What’s the last thing you remember?” I asked, desperation creeping into my voice. How could he not remember?!
 
   “Uh, I was doing shots with that Luke guy…I blacked out?!” he exclaimed.
 
   “Don’t yell,” I whined. “My head is killing me.”
 
   He looked concerned. “Oh yeah, last night was the first time you drank, wasn’t it?”
 
   “As if it’s your business…” I responded, annoyed with him now.
 
   “Dehydrated. Drink some water,” he told me as he stood to reach Aurora’s small refrigerator. He stepped on his shirt and looked down at his bare chest. I watched as his eyes grew wider than I had ever seen. 
 
   “Crap! What? Damn, we didn’t…did we…?”
 
   “What?” I pushed, giving him as much attitude as possible through my screaming headache.
 
   “We didn’t do anything, right?”
 
   “No.” If he couldn’t remember, I didn’t want to tell him. How could he not remember the best night of my life? Jerk.
 
   “Oh, thank God!” he exclaimed as he pulled his shirt on over his head.
 
   Thank God?! 
 
   “Yeah, cuz it would be so horrible to get close to me,” I muttered. Jerk!
 
   He looked at me, truly confused. “Sandy, do you…like me?”
 
   That sentence struck me hard, like a sharp blow to the face. 
 
   “No, I’m just sick of people treating me like a filthy slob. You couldn’t even deal with thinking that you might have done something with me. ‘Thank God?!’ You were drunk and you passed out on my bed. And this is the thanks I get for dealing with you?” I snapped.
 
   It was all over. My defenses were up and most likely never coming back down. 
 
   “I should have dragged you outside and made you sleep in the hall, for everyone to laugh at. Stupid jerk. Why don’t you go back to your room and leave me the hell alone?!” I yelled, crossing my arms defiantly.
 
   He looked hurt. I didn’t care. I felt betrayed and alone. No facial expression could change that.
 
   “What did I do?” he asked. I didn’t answer. 
 
   “What did I do to you? What?” he pleaded. There was no way I would answer that. I just stood and opened my door.
 
   “Get out,” I ordered, my face set hard like stone. I wouldn’t fall into his trap again. Eric looked at me, a hurt, subtle pout on his face, and he walked out through the door. He turned and opened his mouth to speak, but I slammed the door shut in his face. Tears began to stream down my cheeks as I leaned back against the door and sank to the carpet, weeping and sniffling. Crying my eyes out. I felt so awful, so cold, so empty.
 
    
 
   I fled to the library for the better half of the day. I brought my own books and read, and read. I spent hours on that forest green sofa on the top floor. The sunlight cascaded through the aged glass and spilled over my body like a blanket. It was so warm and comforting there. Right then, I decided this was my spot, my new place to go to and feel at home. My spot. My home. No one would know. No one would spoil it for me.
 
   I looked at my watch and realized I should eat something. I hadn’t eaten all day, but I wasn’t hungry. I drank a lot of water to help with my now mild headache, but I did need to eat. I stood and the sunlight fell to my feet. It was cold out of the sun. The sun was warm, but the air was cold. I grabbed my sweatshirt from the sofa and pulled it on over my head. The fabric touched my arm and stung. I bit my lip in pain, pulled the shirt off again and stared at the wound. I had scraped my arm in the shower. I had felt so dirty. I had broken Aurora’s trust and poured my heart out to the person who found me appalling when sober and sexy while drunk. And he couldn’t remember. He couldn’t remember breaking Aurora’s trust like I could. I had felt so used and betrayed as I rubbed the soapy puff over my body. I had gotten carried away and rubbed my upper arm raw. It bled, not dangerously, but enough to horrify me. I had hurt myself in my anger for Eric. It disgusted me that it was another way he hurt me and would not know of.
 
   I cleaned my scrape out in the bathroom and put more bacitracin on it. I would need to get band-aids at the store, but I didn’t feel like going out anywhere. It could wait until later.
 
   When the library closed, I went home. I returned to my dorm room as late as possible for someone with no car or life. I had taken a break for food as planned, and I had also managed to choke it down. Now, however, it was threatening to come back up. I was making myself sick, like always. Somehow everything always upsets me to the point of physical suffering. At that moment, I was sick from Aurora, Eric, Aurora-and-Eric, Sandy-and-Eric, and the lack of Sandy-and-Eric. I’m so pathetic…
 
   “Sandy!” I turned to see a hopeful Eric bounding down the hall toward me. I froze, only steps from my door. I suppose I could have hurried and locked myself in my room, but I wasn’t smart enough to react that fast. He slowed to a stop before me, panting and red in the face. He hunched over and rested his palms on his knees as he caught his breath. My eyebrows pushed together, furrowing, as I stared in disgust at his great display. 
 
   “I was… upstairs… the art building… floor three and I saw…you coming… here, so I ran… Hi.” 
 
   Hi? That’s what he chased me down to say? The art building was on the opposite side of campus. What was he doing in the art building?
 
   “Oookaaay. Hi. Bye.” I unlocked my door.
 
   “Please… Please don’t go yet. I need to talk to you.” He looked desperately at me.
 
   “About what?” I asked, tears coming dangerously close to forming. Why was I so upset? He didn’t remember… I said I loved him… What if he did remember?
 
   “Please.”
 
   “Fine.” 
 
   We took a walk out into the parking lot. There was no way that either of us would want to meet in our rooms, or in any place that someone might hear. I leaned against his car, a black Pontiac Sunfire, and realized there was no way I’d go in there with him either. He caught the same impression and buried the keys deep in his pocket, along with his hands, safely tucked away. We stood about four feet apart which apparently was too close for us to feel comfortable. He looked so uneasy as he shifted his weight, searching his mind for the right words.
 
   He swallowed hard, coughed, and began, “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Sorry?” I countered. “I’m getting sick of hearing that. All you ever do is apologize to me.”
 
   I could practically see the wheels in his head turning. I said something he hadn’t expected and he had to figure a whole new approach. I saved him the trouble. 
 
   “Why are you ‘sorry’?” I pulled my arms around myself. It was dark and terribly cold for just a tank top with a sweatshirt over it. Winter was creeping up on us.
 
   Eric began to speak, while staring at the blacktop. “My roommate, Tony, told me… he saw us after the party, and he thought we were… together. He said I was acting like you were my girlfriend and that’s when I realized why you got so mad.” 
 
   I pursed my lips in silent defiance. I must have looked like such a bitch, but I didn’t care. He thought he knew me, understood me, because of what his roommate said? His roommate probably didn’t even know my name. Until now, I hadn’t known his.
 
   “So tell me then, oh wise one, why was I so mad?” I spat, sarcasm was spewing from my lips with such bitter venom, I was afraid to swallow.
 
   “Was isn’t the word,” Eric muttered. Was he mad at me?! 
 
   “I think I’ve been leading you on, in a way,” he continued. What was he talking about? “I made myself available…”
 
   I laughed out loud. I couldn’t help myself. It was so ridiculous. 
 
   “You think I’m needy? That I need someone to fool around with to make me feel desirable? I don’t feel desirable and I didn’t fool around with anyone. I didn’t fool around with you.”
 
   “I know, I know, but-”
 
   “But what? Are you disappointed that I don’t want to fool around with you? Does that hurt your ego? Who’s the one who stopped the kiss last time? It was me. I stopped it because I don’t want you. I don’t want someone else’s guy no matter how lonely I am. Understood? Good.” I began to walk away.
 
   “Wait!” he called out. I stayed. “I was drunk, and I know that you were drinking too. I didn’t mean to touch you. I shouldn’t have. I took advantage of you. You were in an uncomfortable place. You’re not used to parties or drinking. I should have realized that and not gotten smashed, cuz when I did get smashed, I took advantage of you. You couldn’t say no to whatever it is I asked of you because you were drunk too.”
 
   Breath escaped me. He was sorry for being drunk. He was sorry that he lost control. He lost control? I felt so small, so new. How could there be so much in this world I didn’t understand? He lost control because he drank? He didn’t simply become free and happy? Did he forget because of the alcohol? Could alcohol make you forget an entire night? Could it really be that powerful? I thought only drugs could do that.
 
   Should I trust him? Believe what he said about alcohol? I could ask my cousin, Todd. He would know. He might be honest about it too. No. I didn’t need to talk to Todd. This was Eric.
 
   “How much do you remember of last night?” I inquired.
 
   “Not much. I went to the party, ran into you.” 
 
   I looked at him, needing the details, and he caught on. That was one thing I could rely on him for. He always caught on. 
 
   “Uh, that song, Jump jump… you came over, we went to get beer. I was kinda touchy with you.” He blushed but calmly continued. “Ummm, I made some comment about your looks.” More blushing. “You said something really funny, I don’t remember what it was… And I challenged Luke to shots.”
 
   “That’s all?”
 
   “Yeah. Next thing I remember is waking up.”
 
   I looked down, bashfully. I felt stupid for being mad at him, and for my own ignorance. I smiled slightly. 
 
   “You won… the shots.” He grinned.
 
   “So are we good?” he asked earnestly. I nodded. “You want to come and get ice cream with everyone? Me, Aurora, Mike, Tom and Tony?” He gave me his best puppy face. He was really trying hard to make things right. Harder than I thought he would.
 
   “Um, yeah, okay.” I didn’t really want ice cream, or to go out, but I knew that it would be bad if I refused. I had to prove to the world that I was okay, with Eric, with eating and with making new friends. Somehow, it all seemed possible when Eric looked at me.
 
    
 
   We walked in a big group to the ice cream shop. I could see my breath in the cold night air. We were all shivering, and we were going to get ice cream. It was crazy but a lot of fun. Eric’s friends were so funny, all three of those guys, and Aurora seemed really happy to have another girl there. The testosterone level was a little high, but I could have done without having to see Aurora. Unfortunately, I never had that luxury.
 
   I was really surprised when I met everyone. It turned out that I had seen Mike before. He was the sleaze from the party. Fortunately, he wasn’t drooling over me tonight. He actually seemed embarrassed when Eric introduced us, and he said, “Oh, so you’re the babe I’ve been trying not to notice.” A joke, I think, but he seemed nice enough. Tom was super tall, actually taller than Eric, and his hair under his baseball hat was buzzed short. He was kinda heavy set, not fat but thick like a teddy bear. Tony was my height, with short, spiky black hair. His build was thin, like the distance runners in high school, which as it turned out, he used to be.
 
   Being in a group with four guys was a little like being at the circus, with all these crazy animals jumping all over the place but always for the crowd’s benefit. The crowd being, in this instance, the girls. Specifically me that night, I was the new one. They were bidding for my attention so much that I almost didn’t notice Eric’s arm around Aurora’s waist. I really wished I hadn’t noticed Aurora when she playfully smacked Eric on the butt.
 
   We sat down at a picnic table when we got our ice cream. It was so cold. I got my chocolate chip cookie dough in a bowl. That way, no one would notice I wasn’t eating. I know, I had just promised myself that eating wouldn’t be a problem anymore, but I wasn’t hungry. Besides, it would all just go to my hips. Right? Eric got some butterscotch thing that he was raving about. He fed Aurora a spoonful and I cleverly looked away before they made me vomit. Mike and Tony complained that the lovebirds needed their own table while Tom complained that Eric didn’t offer him any.
 
   “Come on Eric, why’s Aurora get all the love?” Tom whined. Everyone laughed. “I want some too, Eric.”
 
   “Go buy your own,” Eric told him.
 
   “Hey, I’m on a tight budget. All my money goes towards important things, like CDs and beer,” Tom commented. Aurora shook her head in mock disappointment. 
 
   “What? I’m legal,” he said. “Not like all of you.”
 
   Mike answered happily, “I almost am, and that’s good enough for me. It’s good enough for Cassie too, right babe?”
 
   “Cassie?” Eric asked, looking surprisingly unhappy for someone with a blonde bombshell hanging all over him.
 
   “Isn’t that her name?” Mike asked. “Cassandra? I like Cassie better than Sandy. It’s too Grease Lightning. You don’t mind, right?”
 
   “Uh, no,” I answered sheepishly. My heart began to race the moment he called me Cassie. I didn’t know if I was still reacting to his creepiness or something else.
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “I’m 18,” I answered.
 
   “I’m 20,” Mike said with a smirk, like his age would be a huge turn-on to any eighteen-year-old girl. It wasn’t, not to this girl anyway. I felt a knot in my stomach tighten. Eric and Aurora stood up.
 
   “We’ll be right back,” Eric said as Aurora led him away.
 
   Tom responded, “Give him a kiss for me,” and smirked at another of his homoerotic jokes.
 
   “Let’s see…” Mike thought out loud as he moved to straddle the bench to my right. “Eric is 20, Aurora’s 19, Tom’s 22 and Tony’s 19. That makes you the youngest here.” He was looking directly at me, not even blinking.
 
   “But still legal, for some you-know-what,” Tom added, probably attempting a joke. 
 
   Mike still stared at me, right in the eye, as if we were in contest. Well, if we were, I wasn’t playing. I looked away and pushed a pile of ice cream mush in my mouth. He got up and started picking on Tom. Tony ate his second cone in odd silence. My eyes caught on Aurora and Eric, kissing by the garbage cans. My knotted stomach tightened, twisting even more, and I fought the urge to vomit.
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   Another winter had come and gone, and still no Eric. I had seen many mounted warriors pass through my village but none return. They were all being sent to guard our borders. It was a noble purpose, serving the king of our people. It seemed that peaceful times were over once again.
 
   My own life was taking a dramatic, unwanted turn. My father had decided the time had come for my marriage. He and my brothers had begun searching for a man worthy of my life. They refused to see that I saved myself for another. They knew of my love for Eric and they told me that he would never return and to not waste my life on a man who could be dead, or betrothed to someone else. I declined to believe any of their prophecies. I knew that Eric would not leave me alone.
 
   It was a gloomy day, the sky was covered in storm clouds. Thunder rumbled in the distance. He who gave me life had decided where I would spend the rest of my days. Tears cascaded down my cheeks and I felt something break in my heart. I could not betray my father’s decision. I could never disrespect him, but I could never marry someone other than my Eric. If I refused to marry I would bring embarrassment on my family and possibly deter women from marrying my brothers. I stepped out into the wind-crisped air and held myself as the coming storm dried my tears. A cart came rolling down the dirt path under the great storm clouds waiting to burst, and I recognized the driver at once. It was Heodred.
 
   He saw me and halted the horses just before me. 
 
   “Maiden,” he called out. 
 
   I nodded to him. I saw that he was covered in blood, some his own, some not. He was dirty and shining with sweat. Then I saw the cart, it had people in it, piled over one another like hay. Beaten and bloodied hay. 
 
   “Your warrior… he lies with them,” he said.
 
   His words cut me like a knife. Horrified, I asked, “Dead?”
 
   “No, not dead, but I fear he may not be long for this world.” He climbed down from his mount and moved to the cart. He reached his arm over the short side and found an arm. He pulled it up and Eric’s weak, blood-coated face breathed the fresh air, using every ounce of his strength to gasp, hanging on to life’s thread. 
 
   “I take them to the king’s court,” he said as he set Eric back down. “There the dead will be honored, and the dying will be given care. Pray he last that long, maiden.”
 
   He spoke with sadness dragging on his words. He was weary and I was holding back his somber journey. 
 
   “Time is fading. They must receive help now!” I exclaimed, voice cracking as I raised it to his bleeding ear. My voice sounded harsh and grated. I sounded as if I had been the one through a war. Heodred drew his strength and courage as he quickened his movements to check the horses’ harness one last time before he continued on.
 
   “Take me with you. Heodred, take me with you! I must be with him,” I pleaded.
 
   “There is nothing you can do for him now.”
 
   “I can love him.” Tears streamed over my cheeks, lips and chin, dropping down to my neck before being taken by the fabric of my dress.
 
   Heodred’s solid hand was suddenly on my shoulder. I looked up at him and there was a tender sadness in his war hardened eyes. 
 
   “Come, maiden, sit beside me. You can hold his hand while we travel.”
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 11
 
   EXPERIMENTS WITH LOVE
 
    
 
   Things were awkward in the days after Aurora and Eric had left me with the boys at the ice cream shop. I tried not to think about it, but I couldn’t hold back any longer. 
 
   “Aurora?” She looked up from her laptop. “Um…what’s the deal with Mike?” I asked.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well,” I said as I shifted my weight slightly on my bed, “he kinda made me nervous. He kept looking at me weird.”
 
   Aurora got a slight smile on her face. “That’s because he likes you, silly.”
 
   “No, that can’t be it.”
 
   “Why not? You’re smart and pretty. Why wouldn’t he like you?”
 
   “Because he’s weird.”
 
   “Maybe he’s nervous. You’re not exactly the easiest person to talk to.” Why was she taking his side?
 
   “He’s weird. Trust me.”
 
   Mike wasn’t the only thought hovering over my tongue. I couldn’t stop thinking about my last dream. It was reality for me. I was haunted by Eric’s dying coughs and the look on Heodred’s face. The look of defeat.
 
   Each time I thought on it, my eyes stung of tears that would come. I had no one to confide in over the train wreck in my mind. No one knew of my dreams, and I could tell no one. These past few ruled my life. They were so vivid and distinct, like kissing Eric. They enhanced my world; they were as real as today. It was difficult to go on, waiting for another. I needed to know what would happen, what did happen…?
 
   Could I call myself sane while believing in these visions?
 
    
 
   I handed Eric the schedule I had decided on for next semester, but he frowned in disappointment, falling back into the cushions of the sofa he sat on. 
 
   “We’re not going to have anything together,” he said sadly.
 
   “What? Why not? We have the same major. You don’t think you’re going to fail, do you?” I asked, sitting up straighter without meaning to.
 
   “No, but… I decided to change my major to fine art,” Eric said, reaching over our notes to hand my schedule back to me. “I’ve always loved to draw and I sat in on a drawing class a couple of times. It’s really awesome. Someone had a picture that looked just like you.”
 
   We wouldn’t have classes together? This was horrible.
 
   “That’s great,” I said, wrapping the ends of my green sweatshirt sleeves around my fingers. “I know how much you hate math. It makes more sense to major in art.” I had never understood why he was a business major in the first place.
 
   “Yeah, maybe I could draw you sometime. Not nude though,” he laughed. “Can you believe that’s a class? You draw naked people.”
 
   “Wow,” I said, my voice hollow. I tried to be happy for him; maybe this could be better than classes together. Hours of Eric staring at me intently, instead of the professor. Now, that would be interesting. My grip on the ends of my sleeves began to loosen.
 
   “I have a drawing that’s hanging in the art building. You should see it. Tell me what you think. You want to go over before class, like…now?”
 
   “Sure.” I closed the notes we had been going over. This should be cool. I was sure he was an amazing artist. I had never seen any of his drawings but Aurora always complained about him paying more attention to his sketchbook than to her. If it was something that she didn’t like, I loved it.
 
   The gray sky began to drizzle water like a mist down on us as we walked across the grass to the large gray structure. We ducked through the door, out of the rain, and went up three flights of stairs. I was out of breath long before the top, and I slowed our procession. Eric continued to talk on and on about how excited he was about his new major, how it would take him an extra year to graduate, and how he wished it was time for finals already so he could get started in art classes. 
 
   “Jeff, the professor, said I’m doing really great from what he’s seen. He was really impressed with my lack of contour lines, whatever that means. It must mean I’m doing something right, right?”
 
   “Right.” I laughed. The more excited he got, the more I did. A bright grin covered his face and his words kept spilling out with such energy that he could light a whole city for a month.
 
   I walked past a drawing of the dorms building, hanging in the hall, and slowed to a stop. Eric joined me in front of the picture. “Yeah, that’s the one I told you about. She looks like you.”
 
   It must have been the day that Eric and Aurora had a fight and I was sitting outside on the steps. Surprisingly, I looked beautiful. There was so much in the picture, but all color seemed to center around me as I stared into space. It was like the artist thought that I was the most interesting thing she could capture in the picture. All the detail lay on my figure and the rest of the image blurred out around me.
 
   “It really is an awesome picture,” Eric gushed. “I wish I could do something that insightful and gifted. Maybe someday…” he said. I had never seen him so enthralled by something. 
 
   “Come on, check out mine.” He grasped my arm and dragged me over to it. It was good. It was Aurora.
 
   It was hard to tell at first, but there she was, looking over her shoulder with a serious expression. It was drawn in black and white and focused in on her face. “It’s not that good…” he said. “I have to take figure drawing, and that should help…”
 
   “It’s great, Eric. Really, you’re so talented,” I told him, and it was the truth. I just wished he wouldn’t focus his talent on Aurora. No matter how I felt about her, one thing never changed. She didn’t deserve Eric. Not now, not ever.
 
   “Yeah, well we starving artists need more than just talent.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Eric. When I’m rich, you can come over anytime to eat,” I joked with him.
 
   “Oh, really? Sure you can afford all I eat?” He grinned as he slapped his hand to his perfectly toned abs and slouched like he was big and fat.
 
   “Hmmm, okay, you’re right. I take it back.”
 
   “Too late. You’re stuck with me now,” he laughed.
 
   After we left the art building, we stood on the aging white wooden porch to the building our class was in. The rain had stopped and left the campus in a rich shade of green under the setting sun. We were early and wasting time. I felt Eric’s eyes on me as I watched the colors. 
 
   He cleared his throat and asked me, “Hey, after class, you wanna go to McDonald’s with me? I’ve been dying for a cheeseburger. We could, ya know, hang out.”
 
   “Sounds good to me!” someone else said. Mike. Eric’s creepy friend, Mike, came striding toward us across the wet grass.
 
   “Mike, sup?” Eric said dryly, pushing his hands deep into his track jacket pockets.
 
   “Can I hang out with you and the chicky?” Mike asked.
 
   Eric shifted his weight uncomfortably. “Uh, yeah, sure. You can come, if you want.”
 
   Mike hopped up the porch steps and stood next to me by the railing. “So, Cassie, when are we going?”
 
   “Um, I don’t know if I can,” I lied. “I have a big test tomorrow.” Another lie.
 
   “Don’t be a tease. You don’t have a class tomorrow,” Mike said with a smile as he leaned in towards me.
 
   Eric spoke up, “We have to go now,” putting his hand on my back, guiding me away from Mike and through the door.
 
   “I’ll see you at nine!” Mike called after us as we entered the building.
 
   “He’s so weird sometimes,” Eric apologized for his friend as we walked up the old, creaking steps. I nodded. It’s not as if I could seriously disagree with that. Mike was weird, every time that I saw him.
 
   Our class droned on and on for hours until we were free.
 
    “You never said if you wanted to go or not,” Eric mentioned as he stuffed his books in his bag.
 
   “How did he know that I don’t have a class tomorrow?” I asked Eric.
 
   “I have no idea. Maybe… I don’t know. Somehow he always knows everybody’s business.” Eric smiled a goofy grin, “Maybe he’s a gypsy schedule-reader.”
 
   “Ooh, does he use a crystal ball?” I asked, playing along.
 
   “No, he uses a rolled up gym sock. It works very well. The stench helps with the psychic flow,” he joked. I snorted. “So…?”
 
   “Sure… I’ll go.”
 
   “If I get rid of Mike, right? I’ll try, but he’s a pest. We have to hurry, hopefully we’ll get to the car before he does,” Eric said as he stuffed my books into his bag, too.
 
   We rushed out the building. 
 
   “Race you,” I said as I broke into a run through the darkness. Eric joined me and raced ahead a few feet.
 
   “You’re too slow!” he called back as he slowed to a stop. I slowed to a walk, then leaned over, resting my hands on my knees.
 
   “No I’m not, you’re just too fast.” I coughed and began to catch my breath.
 
   “Tired already? Here,” he said as he lifted me off my feet and over his shoulder. It happened so fast that it took me a second to figure out where I was. Eric casually walked out into the parking lot, carrying me easily. I was surprised that I wasn’t embarrassed at all. I was relieved, actually. I hated walking from one end of campus to the other. I always thought I’d die on the way. And I always had to stop so I could breathe. 
 
   “Is this better?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah. I think I’ll go to sleep right here,” I replied. Suddenly Eric stopped walking.
 
   “Heads up,” he said as he put me back on my feet. Blood rushed from my head, making me feel a little dizzy. “Um, we’re almost there.”
 
   I looked at him and saw guilt in his face. He had been treating me like a good friend, but I think he thought that I might have taken it as a come-on. It was that whole problem from before, with the party. He didn’t want to give me the wrong idea. Or was there something else? We reached the car and got in, just as Mike stepped up to Eric’s window.
 
   Eric rolled down his window reluctantly. 
 
   “Eric, man. Skipping out on me? Taking Cassie by yourself?” Mike asked. There was something odd about how he said that. I could barely see his face in the darkness, but his tone of voice was more than creepy.
 
   “Yeah. Me and Sandy are just gonna go, but I’ll see you tomorrow,” Eric answered, sounding so serious.
 
   “Wait. Are you sure?” Mike asked. “I won’t bother you.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure.”
 
   I spoke up, giving the final word, “Bye, Mike,” which of course meant, get lost. Mike hesitantly backed away from the car. The shadows on his face showed his anger, though he tried to hide it. Eric sped away.
 
   After going through the drive thru, we parked the car. Eric had gotten two cheeseburgers and a huge pack of fries, along with a huge soda. 
 
   “How can you eat all that?” I asked.
 
   “I’m a growing boy,” he said, smiling. “Growing wider, that is.” He handed me fries, which I had not ordered. When he had asked me at the window, I said I didn’t want anything, so he ordered a medium fries for me. Now, he expected me to eat it.
 
   “I told you I’m not hungry.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. But I wasn’t sure if you were just saying that or you meant it. Besides, I don’t like to eat in front of people. It feels stingy, so even if you don’t eat the fries, they are there for you.”
 
   “Oh.” I said, feeling bad for thinking the worst of him. He wasn’t trying to feed me because I’m skinny. He was just trying to be nice.
 
   “Um, Sandra? I, uh… I wanted to tell you something.” I subconsciously straightened in my seat and shoved a fry in my mouth. 
 
   “I love,” he began and my heart skipped a beat. I knew Eric wasn’t going to say I love you, but my heart didn’t seem to understand that. “Aurora. And that’s why I can’t do this anymore.”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “I can’t keep our kiss a secret from her anymore. I have to tell her.”
 
   “No!” I exclaimed.
 
   “She deserves to know,” he added calmly.
 
   “You can’t!” I felt so desperate. How could he not see the pain it would cause everyone. “Aurora can never know! She can’t! Don’t do this!”
 
   “I love her! Okay, Sandy? I love her, and I can’t keep this from her anymore. We’ve never had secrets before and now…” he squeezed his eyes shut and turned away from me. “I need to tell her.”
 
   “You can’t. You’ll ruin everything. She’ll hate you. She’ll hate me. I can’t let her feel alone like that. Don’t tell her!”
 
   “Maybe she’ll understand. We didn’t mean for it to happen. It just did. Maybe she’ll understand and everything will go on the same.”
 
   “No, it won’t,” I said, slowing my speech. I was running out of arguments quickly. He was so hard to convince…
 
   “Aurora is a strong person. She can handle the truth. She’s a good person. Aurora has overlooked so many things about me.” Eric’s voice shook with emotion. His eyes were moist and his face tired. “She is the most caring person I know and she deserves the truth.”
 
   Deserves the truth? She didn’t deserve much of anything. 
 
   “Eric, betrayal is a powerful thing. Even if we should have told her, it’s too late now. It’s been weeks. She’ll know that you tried to hide it. She won’t forgive that.” Please understand, Eric.
 
   He wiped under his eyes with the back of his hand. The moonlight glistened on his wet skin, and that was when I realized he had cried. He had actually cried for Aurora. Our secret was hurting him more than I wanted to believe. I could only imagine how hurt he’d be when Aurora found out the truth…
 
   “Sandy, I am telling Aurora, with or without you and your permission. Our anniversary is on Saturday. I’m telling her before then. I just wanted to give you some warning about it.”
 
   “No. If you tell her, I’ll never forgive you. She’ll hate me and it will be your fault.” I yanked the door handle and leapt out of the car. I couldn’t breathe in there, so close to him. I leaned against a light pole with my back to my betrayer.
 
   “Sandy, get back in. Sandy!”
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   The cart shook as it wheeled down the bumpy path. We had ridden for hours, most of the day, and the rain had come. It washed in torrents over the landscape. It matted my hair to my back and the sides of my face. I gently stroked the dirt and dried blood from Eric’s weary face. His eyes had not opened since I had heard of his injury. Much of the blood was caked thickly across his face, and the rain would not wash it away. His mouth hung open as he breathed the slightest bit of air into his worn body. His clothes stank of old blood, dirt, chaos, and death. But I refused to give up hope. One last thread held my heart in place, and that is where it would stay. My slender, clean fingers felt over every contour of his face, each lovely dip and curve. His scar, barely visible under the thick dirt, was not lost to my hands. His eyes, I could never forget his eyes, glowing with firelight from the center and to the deep ocean currents on the outer edge. How I longed to see them stare back at me, I would give anything.
 
   The cart came to a stop and I felt a hand touch my trembling shoulder. Heodred effortlessly lifted me from my place alongside my love. I let his strength hold me, for I knew that my legs could not. I had spent a day with the dead and dying. My heart barely held and a storm raged inside and outside my mind. Soldiers closed in around us and began emptying the cart. 
 
   “Some still live,” Heodred told the guard. He leaned me against the cart and joined the effort. I sank to the ground. Never before had my body and soul undergone such torment. I could not stand. My eyes slowly closed…
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 12
 
   A SIGN OF FRIENDSHIP
 
    
 
   “Sandy! Cassandra!! Answer me, please!”
 
   I snapped back to the present and sank to the earth. I could feel the cold of the lamppost burning into my back. I could hear frantic breathing close to my face. I could feel the cold night air and could see the face before me coming slowly into focus. “Eric?”
 
   “Oh my God,” he said in a breath. His shoulders collapsed and his head sank as he rested on his knees before me. “Oh, thank God.”
 
   Fearful tears spilled down my cheeks as I felt string after string in my heart snap. My body shook as I tried to get air to my starved lungs. Eric looked at me, his distress clearly written across his face. 
 
   “You wouldn’t answer…” he spoke, choking on his fear. “Why? What happened to you? You looked like you were in a trance…” 
 
   I reached out and held his wrist, squeezing, as though I thought it would help bring me back to this world and time. My lips trembled uncontrollably and my body felt empty inside. I reached forward and folded my arms around his wide shoulders. He felt so warm, so strong and his racing heartbeat felt comforting against my chest. Eric’s alright. See? He’s here, now. He’s alright…
 
   He wrapped his arms tightly around me as I sank into him, washing my weak body over him like water. I could feel the beats of his heart and mine, falling into step with each other. Both were racing, but now mine was more under control, much calmer than the hurricane I felt tearing my strength to pieces earlier.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked. “What happened?”
 
   “Eric…” That was all I could say. He slowly, hesitantly pulled away from me to see my face. Blood had begun moving through my veins again, beginning to bring everything back to life. I looked into Eric’s warm, thoughtful, enveloping eyes. He held my shoulders firm in his strong hands.
 
   “Cassandra, what happened?” His voice was pleading with me, needing an answer.
 
   “I don’t know.” I caved in, leaning the top of my head against his shoulder, the tears still flowing. It was true, I didn’t know. How could a simple fantasy affect me so profoundly? How could it physically drain me and take over my body? They could not be desires, they were real, true visions. There was no other way.
 
   Eric helped me into the car and insisted I go to the hospital. “Sandra, please. Please, there could be something seriously wrong. You have to see someone.”
 
   “I’ll be fine, just take me home.”
 
   “Cassandra…”
 
   “I’m fine…”
 
    
 
   I couldn’t get up the next morning. I slept and slept. And when I could sleep no more, I lay in my bed, totally numb and detached from reality. Last night, when Eric walked me into my room, Aurora was asleep on her bed. Eric had wanted to wake her so she could look after me, but I refused to involve her. I told Eric that if he woke her, I wouldn’t go to the college’s health center. That had been our compromise last night: I would go to the health center, not the hospital. I knew there was nothing anyone could do. Not one person, anywhere, would believe I was having visions of my past lives. I also doubted that there was any medicine available to keep them at bay; not that I wanted to do that.
 
   I thought over and over about what I had seen last night. Could Eric really be dead? In the past? Could I really have sat there and spent my last moments with him, watching his life hold by a thread, only to be ripped away when I left his side? Tears came to my eyes and it seemed I would never again last an hour without spilling my fears down my face.
 
   I sat up, ignoring the deafening pain in my head. The clock said 1:46 p.m. I quickly dressed so that I could go to the health center, have them tell me I was fine, and then loaf the rest of the day. Maybe another vision would come to me.
 
   Aurora walked into our room as I shoved my feet into my sneakers. “Morning, Sleepy. Did you just get up?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Where were you last night? I tried waiting up for you, but you know what a granny I am.”
 
   “Yeah, um, I went to McDonald’s with Eric.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” she said as she began to run a brush through her golden locks. “I didn’t know you liked their food. Next time I go, I’ll bring you with me.” She smiled her sweet sunshine smile. “So, have you seen Mike?” She batted her mascara-coated eyelashes at me when she said his name.
 
   “Not really,” I lied. I didn’t want her to mention Mike ever again. There was something so strange about the way he acted toward me.
 
   “It wouldn’t hurt you to go on a date once in a while. I have some friends I could introduce you to.”
 
   “Nah. What are you and Eric doing for your anniversary? It’s been a year,” I asked. I didn’t really want to know, but I figured that was the only subject that might divert her.
 
   She narrowed her eyes just slightly, as if she were trying to read into my expression. Then she raised her eyebrows and said, “I don’t know. He’s totally broke, so it’s not like we can do anything special.”
 
   “Oh, well, I should get going. I’ll be back soon.” I stood and left. 
 
   What had she been thinking when she stared at me like that? I turned my face to avoid contact with Mike, who was coming down the hall. He passed by without really seeming to notice me. Thank God he left me alone. I couldn’t deal with his awkward stares. I’d get plenty of that in the health center.
 
   When I stepped into the office, all that I could smell was disinfectant. They must have used the entire bottle, it stank so bad. Why did that stuff have to smell so much anyway? A foul-tempered nurse caught sight of me. “Can I help you?”
 
   “Um, yeah…I’m Cassandra Whitmer…um…”
 
   “Hey, get Cassandra Whitmer for me,” she told the student behind her. The slender, short boy rummaged through files and handed a very thin folder to the nurse.
 
   “Hey, Sandy,” he said, with a slight blush. It was Tony, Eric’s roommate.
 
   “Hi Tony,” I said, surprised to see him there.
 
   He must have noticed my surprise so he added, “Uh, work study, Bio major.”
 
   The nurse cut him off and asked me, “Now, what’s the problem?”
 
   “Umm,” I stared at Tony and he turned away, pretending not to listen, “I felt really dizzy last night, and I thought I might have a fever or something.” Nice story, a little off though.
 
   “Take her temperature and fill out the slip,” the nurse told Tony. He nodded politely and pulled a sheet from the cabinet.
 
   “Sandy, you can sit over there if you want,” he said, motioning to one of those tall doctor’s office beds. At least this one didn’t have a sheet of paper over it. I hated the crinkling sounds. They always seemed to make me nervous, though I never had any actual reason to be. 
 
   “Any preference? Ear temp, or tongue?” Tony asked.
 
   I sat on the edge of the bed and answered, “Um, whatever. Whatever works best, I guess.”
 
   “Hmm, I guess the ear. It’s quick, but you still have to stay for the paperwork stuff.” He brought it to my ear. “So, dizzy, huh? Were you hungry?”
 
   “Uh, no.”
 
   “That’s a problem my, uh, ex-girlfriend always had. She would get so into a painting or something, and she would forget to eat. Can you believe it? Oh, 98.8. A little higher than natural but nothing serious. Have a sore throat or anything?”
 
   “Uh, no,” I answered, again, if that even counted as an answer.
 
   “Do you mind if I practice on you?” he asked. “Just look at your throat and eyes and stuff? You don’t have to; I do it to Eric all the time. Need the practice if I’m going to be a doctor.”
 
   “Uh, sure, if you want.” He was hard to say no to. He talked so sincerely. I had noticed that the night we when for ice cream, but he had gotten quiet fast. Now he seemed much more comfortable. And he looked like a sweet little boy playing doctor, with the stethoscope hanging around his neck.
 
   He caught me looking at it. “Isn’t it cool? Makes me feel important,” he said with that young smile he had.
 
   “What year are you in?” I asked.
 
   “My third. I know I look like a fifteen-year-old, but I’m not.” He smiled again, and this time it stayed, plastered to his face. “I started here when I was seventeen.”
 
   “Me too.” I smiled.
 
   “Graduated early?”
 
   “Um, no. I started kindergarten early.” He looked in my ears with his little flashlight.
 
   “That’s cool.” He looked at my eyes next. He was so adorable. His hair was completely black and left down today. Any other time I saw him, it was gelled up to over a hundred little spikes, each an inch long. Now it lay naturally on his head. Both looks were becoming, but this one made him look younger. He picked up a Popsicle stick thing and said, “Open up, tongue down.” I did so, feeling incredibly foolish for volunteering to be “examined.” 
 
   “Can I check your blood pressure?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   He velcroed the contraption to my arm and stuck the cold stethoscope to my skin. It sent a shiver down my spine.
 
   “Oh, sorry,” he said as he pulled it away and began to rub it vigorously on his sweater. When he placed it against my skin again, it was almost warm. His hands were so gentle, like Eric’s when he had held me the night before. Tony’s eyes lit up as he tightened the bag on my arm and read the results. 
 
   “Good, but I wanted to look at your ears again.”
 
   “Why, see something interesting in there?” I joked.
 
   He looked a little embarrassed. “No, I just, you know…” Then he handed me the sheet. “You can start filling that out now, if you want.” Then he went back to my ears, and then to my eyes.
 
   Tony’s chocolaty brown eyes hardened a little, then melted again. “Okay, I’m finished bothering you.” He smiled.
 
   After being told absolutely nothing important, eat a balanced diet, get enough sleep, I left and returned to the dorms. As I walked down the hall to my room, I could hear shouting. It got louder with each step I took, until I realized it was coming from my room. I put my ear to the door, listening carefully.
 
   “How could you kiss her?!” I heard Aurora screech. My heart pounded against my ribs. “I don’t care if you were drunk! You know how she feels about you! You know!”
 
   “Aurora, I didn’t mean-” Eric began.
 
   “Don’t. Don’t make excuses. You took her to a party, got her drunk and made out with her. Twice. Twice! How can you make a mistake over and over again? You’re back to drinking and now you’ve involved Sandy.” So Eric had told her about our kiss. Despite what I told him, he still had to go and ruin everything. “How could you do that? How could you not tell me?!” she yelled.
 
   What? Not tell her? Then who told her? How did she find out? We were so careful, weren’t we?
 
   I snuck away from the door and rushed to the library to sort out my thoughts. I threw my body onto the sofa and began to write what I heard. I wanted to keep it fresh in my mind, I couldn’t lose any part of it.
 
   You took her to a party, got her drunk and made out with her, twice. How could you make the same mistake over and over. You’re back to drinking and now you’ve involved Sandy. How could you not tell me?
 
   A few parts stood out in my mind. Twice. She said, “Made out with her, twice.” Eric didn’t even know about the second time. He couldn’t remember it, and I had made it very clear to him that nothing had happened between us. I lied, but he didn’t know that. So, whoever told would have seen us both times. Tony saw us leave the party together. He had told Eric how close we looked, that we looked like we were together. But it couldn’t have been Tony. He wouldn’t, right?
 
   Wait, he couldn’t have. Aurora obviously just found out. She was acting perfectly normal before I left and saw Tony. Tony had had no chance to tell her.
 
   It could have been anyone…but Tony, Eric and me. That didn’t narrow anything down.
 
   “You know how she feels about you… You took her to a party, got her drunk and made out with her… You know how she feels about you…”
 
   Oh my God…no, no… Eric knows? Aurora knows?
 
   I felt my world crumbling around me. I dropped my pen to the floor. Aurora knew that I was in love with her boyfriend? How? When did she find out? How did she know?
 
   How did Eric know? My heart crushed in on itself, leaving me hurt and helpless. My life was over. Eric and Aurora both knew and I thought I had hid it so well.
 
   I gasped. Did Eric only kiss me to use me? He knew that I liked him, and yet he still led me on at the parties. Was it all just a game to him? He couldn’t…but he could.
 
    
 
   I realized I would have to face Aurora sooner or later. I still couldn’t believe that my secrets had been revealed. She knew, and she had known for quite some time, it seemed. It had been an hour since I fled to my sanctuary, and now it was time to face my fate. Aurora, my best friend, my only friend…I would lose her. I would be alone forever. I walked to my dorm room, one silent step followed by another toward the solemn Dark Ages of my life.
 
   I unlocked my room and stepped cautiously inside. Aurora sat on her bed with her back to me. As I shut the door, she faced me. 
 
   “Hi, Sandy.” She sounded so calm. Her eyes were slightly red, but she wasn’t crying. She wasn’t angry. She was trying to be calm, and it was working. “I need to talk to you about something,” she said with sad sweetness as she motioned for me to sit next to her. I did. She took one of my icy hands in hers and held it for a moment before she began to speak. “I know about what happened between you and Eric, after the parties.”
 
   “I’m so sorry. I overheard you arguing with him.” I was close to tears, and Aurora squeezed my hand. It felt like when we were younger. Whenever something bad happened, whether in a movie or real life, we would hold each other’s hands and say it would be over by the time we let go.
 
   “Sandy, I wish you had told me, but I understand why you didn’t. You always try to avoid trouble, but I want to tell you that I’m not mad at you. I know that…you think you love Eric. And you may, I could see it in your face. When I first introduced you, I saw how you looked at him. I thought I should break up with him right then, but I was already in love, too. I hoped that you would find someone else and forget about Eric.”
 
   Her hand began to shake and she tightened her fingers around my hand. “Sandy, I thought I knew Eric. But what he did…I told him that I suspected that you had feelings for him last year, but he refused to believe it. He said you were just shy and I tried to believe it too. I tried not to feel badly whenever you saw Eric and me together.”
 
   Tears rolled down my face, and Aurora began to sniffle as she continued, “I thought he was a good guy, I never thought he would take advantage of you like that. I told him how you felt, and he went behind my back to a party and he used you…I never thought he would do something like that.”
 
   I cleared my throat silently and began to speak. “I knew it was wrong…I’m sorry. It’s just…I’ve never felt like this about anyone before, and it was so hard to stop myself.”
 
   “He used you,” Aurora added with contempt. “I can’t stand to look at him anymore. It’s over between us.”
 
    
 
   1205
 
   Women came and took me to wash. They filled the basin with steaming hot water. I felt like I spent a lifetime in that tub as they scrubbed my numb body and treated me with the finest care. They swore they would wash the day’s horrors from my body. After they were finished, I felt clean on the outside, but inside I was still a mess, covered in warriors’ blood and the torment of their passing. I was dressed in the clothing of a stranger and Heodred arrived to escort me to the hall, where the evening meal was ready to commence. The pyres were being built outside and treasures were being gathered for the families who had lost someone. I walked silently past the work and stayed close to Heodred.
 
   My throat was dry and cracked, but I could not last one more moment without asking. “Heodred, how is he?”
 
   He bowed his head low as he stopped walking. He looked at me, his brown eyes soft. “Lady, I do not know. He was taken to the physician. All that we can do is pray.” I nodded, slowly tipping my head forward and back. “He is strong. He has saved my life in battle and I hope to save his life as well. A good man.”
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 13
 
   MAY THE TRUTH BE TOLD
 
    
 
   I sat in my humanities class, an honors class, which must mean “twice as boring” class. I could barely keep my eyes open. We were—sorry, I mean Professor Dodge was—talking about Dracula, an interesting subject that only he could make incredibly boring and perverted. Half the class had their heads in their arms, “resting their eyes.” They were sleeping. Last night there was a huge party that took over all three floors of our building. You could hear the music’s throbbing beat from the other side of campus. I didn’t go to the party. Aurora and I locked ourselves in our room and attempted to bond. We needed some serious healing after Eric had hurt us so badly.
 
   Thanksgiving was coming. It was this Thursday, and our last school day this week was Tuesday, tomorrow. Aurora and I were going to drive back home together in her car. After Aurora’s class, we would head off. I was excited about going home but not excited to see anyone, like my family, one family member in particular. Todd.
 
   We were freed from our confines in the torturous hell called my classroom. I stepped out into the hallway and headed to the stairwell. I dragged my feet as I headed sleepily down the steps. 
 
   “Hey, Sandy?” I turned and saw Tony, smiling shyly a few steps behind. “How are you feeling?” he asked.
 
   “Oh, fine.”
 
   “Can you believe that party last night? Unfortunately, my room was overtaken and I had to go find someplace else to sleep. I just have to stop back and assess the damage. Hopefully, nothing will be broken or stolen. I had all my books right out in the open, although I don’t know who would want to steal them.” He smiled again, and that was when I realized our connection, from the past…Elijah.
 
   He looked and acted just like Elijah, my sweet brother in the past. Could he be? Could he be my brother?
 
   “Where are you going?” he asked me.
 
   “Back to my room,” I said. I needed more time to tell if he was Elijah. I had only had a few short memories of him, but I had to know. “But I can help you clean up, if you want.”
 
   “Yeah, sure. That would be great.”
 
   We walked together across campus. I pulled my denim jacket closed. Tony shoved his fists into his jeans pockets. The wind had a sharp chill to it, and under my jacket I had only worn a short-sleeved shirt. I looked to Tony in his thick, garnet sweater. He shivered slightly too as we walked.
 
   When we reached his hall, the cleaning people were there, picking up cans and cleaning up what I hoped wasn’t vomit. As we entered Tony’s room, I fully realized why he would have fled his room. It was a wreck. Cans were empty and crushed on the carpeted floor. Open cans were on the desks. Beer was spilled on the carpet and Tony’s books were scattered. And then I saw Eric. He lay on his bed, looking as though he had been thrown there and had refused to get up. I had forgotten that he was Elijah’s—I mean, Tony’s—roommate. How stupid of me to come here. I did not want to see him. I shrank back, hiding in the doorway.
 
   Tony walked over to Eric, asking, “Have you been drinking all night? You’re going to trash your system.” 
 
   I forced myself to step into the room. Eric sat up, his eyes squinting. He turned his drunken attention to Tony, dropping a bottle from his hand that said Bacardi on it. The clear liquid spilled out onto the floor. 
 
   “This place is such a mess,” Elijah-Tony, Tony complained, completely overwhelmed. Get it straight, Sandy.
 
   As Tony bent over, picking up the bottle distastefully, Eric grabbed at his throat. Tony jumped back at the sudden movement and pushed his hand away but Eric caught him by the neck with his other hand. 
 
   “What did you do?” Eric demanded, gritting his teeth, squeezing his grip on Tony. “What did you do?!” Tony gasped for air, choking as Eric pushed him down onto the floor, and I stood, frozen in fear. “You told Aurora you son of a bitch! Bastard, you friggin’ asshole!”
 
   “No,” was the sound that moaned from behind my lips. It was barely audible. The bottle slipped from Tony’s hand as he struggled to free himself from Eric’s firm grasp, trying in vain to pull his fingers from his throat. Tony reached out, grabbing a hard covered book from the floor and whacked Eric in the side of the head with it. Eric’s grip loosened and Tony tore free. He slid backward across the carpet, kicking off from Eric’s bed and scrambling over cans as he attempted to stand. As he finally got to his feet, so did Eric. 
 
   Eric lunged for him again, and I yelled, “Elijah, watch out!” Elijah…Tony turned around at my warning, slipping on a beer can, and fell backward to the floor. I rushed inside and grabbed a hold Eric’s arm, poor competition for him, but it was enough to stop the madness. 
 
   “Leave him alone, Eric! He didn’t tell Aurora anything, so just leave him alone, you stupid jerk!”
 
   Eric looked down at me as I spoke, his waxy eyes wild. 
 
   “You ruined it for yourself!” I yelled. “I don’t know who told, but it’s your fault! It’s your own fault!” He just stared at me blankly. His eyes were unfamiliar. Cold. I dropped his arm and grabbed Tony’s as quickly as I could, pulling him up and out of the room. I slammed the door shut, to keep a strong barrier between the two of them, to protect Elijah.
 
   “Tony, are you alright?” I asked, hands trembling now.
 
   “What was he saying?” Tony asked, horrified, holding his neck protectively.
 
   “Aurora broke up with him. He must have thought you said something to her.” Eric scared me. First he used me, now he was attacking innocent people? He was becoming less and less like the Eric from my memories.
 
   Tony rubbed his neck. It was red from Eric’s hold. “What a freak,” he said softly to himself, shaking his head in disbelief. 
 
   “You called me Elijah,” he said in a soft breath. My eyes grew wide. The name had slipped from my lips without thinking.
 
   “Yeah, um, I don’t know why I said that.” I could feel a strong red flush creeping up my body and burning into my face.
 
   “You mean…you didn’t know it’s my name?”
 
   “What?” I asked, heart faltering, mind racing. Did he know? Was he my brother from the past? Did he know that he’s my brother from the past?
 
   “Yeah,” Tony answered, leaning back against the wall, still rubbing at his neck. “It’s my first name. Anthony is my middle name. I go by that.”
 
    
 
   I sat in Aurora’s red jeep as we drove toward our hometown for the holiday break. My mind had gone numb when I heard Tony say that he was Elijah. I wanted to ask him if he remembered me from our past lives, but I didn’t know how to go about asking. How could I ask without making him freak out? Was I the only one who remembered? Did Aurora remember? Did Eric?
 
   “You’re being quiet. What’s on your mind?” Aurora asked, moving her eyes from me, back to the road.
 
   “Turkey,” I lied. “And stuffing.”
 
   We pulled into my driveway. No one was home. My house looked the same as always, a small, yellow house with a red door and a white porch, next to the small white house with the blue door and three iron chairs on the porch. Aurora’s house. A chair for each of them, Aurora, Mrs. Bacster, and Mr. Bacster, who I would never see again. I sighed sadly at the thought of him as I pulled my bag out of the backseat of Aurora’s car. Aurora drove away instead of going home. I wondered where she was going as I entered my home, dropping my bag inside the living room, decorated with white walls and light woodwork, hardwood floors, and an odd assortment of colored glass vases and bottles in anywhere the light touched. The air smelled like…cigarette smoke. I had almost forgotten the smell of my house, though it was much stronger than I remembered. I brought my luggage up the oak stairs to my room and pushed my sheer blue curtains back as I opened the windows all the way. I turned on the ceiling fan, hoping to get the pungent smell of an ashtray out of my belongings and sprayed vanilla scent in every corner. It didn’t help much, but it was worth the effort. I went to the kitchen for dusting rags and furniture polish. I cleaned everything, the shelves and my desk, and was just about to vacuum when my bedroom door flew open.
 
   It was my cousin. Todd Moretti, my idiot cousin, who had been living with my parents and me since I was fourteen. And he had been nothing but trouble.
 
   Todd’s wide, built body filled my doorway, darkening it like an ominous cloud. How fitting. He hadn’t changed a bit, still grungy and slouching with a cigarette hanging out of his mouth. Aurora thought Todd was one of the hottest guys she’d ever met, but I couldn’t understand how she could possibly think that. His face was nice, when he wasn’t scowling, and his body was built and ripped like a professional fighter’s, but it was impossible to ignore the blatant loser persona. All of Todd’s clothes were always wrinkled and falling apart. The t-shirt he wore was dark, making the fraying at the seams more apparent as the fabric stretched across his thick muscles. Not to mention the front of it had a drawing of a hand with the middle finger up, but scrambled over like it was censored for TV, and above it read in bold white letters, F@%# YOU. Todd’s dark brown hair was an absolute mess, like he had never owned a comb. It fell in thick pieces over and across his tan forehead, almost shielding his light gray eyes, and hiding a bold scar that cut through his right eyebrow. He looked nothing like anyone in our family.
 
   “You’re still living here?” he asked dryly, without bothering to remove the cigarette from his lips.
 
   I stared coldly into his bored eyes. “I guess I don’t have to ask you.”
 
   He opened his mouth in feigned shock and his cigarette fell to the pale blue carpet. “Hey!” I exclaimed, picking it up quickly. It wasn’t lit.
 
   “Whoa, Miss Perfect brought friggin’ attitude home,” he stated sarcastically in his deep voice. “You are Sandy, right?”
 
   I glared at him. “Nice shirt,” I countered, ignoring his comment.
 
   He shrugged nonchalantly. “Laundry day. This thing is ancient. I’m surprised it still fits, but mom always did buy things way too big for me. Well, barely fits. Kinda tight. Makes me look like a screwed-up beefcake, right?”
 
   “Where are my parents?” I asked, wanting to be done with him. Usually he was pretty much silent, but when he started talking, it was hard to get him to shut up.
 
   “They called this morning. Not gonna be back ‘til tomorrow. Business trip. Again. It’s like having my own house.”
 
   “Hence the extreme smell.”
 
   He scratched at his scalp before saying in his deep voice, “Yeah, I was hoping you’d clean up. Your parents may smoke, but they don’t like the smell, go figure.”
 
   “You smoked it, you clean it. Good luck,” I said just before slamming the door shut in his face. He pushed it back open immediately. “What?!” I exclaimed. He always exasperated me.
 
   “You’ve got a guy, don’t you?” he asked, his chiseled face twisted into a sly grin.
 
   “No, I don’t.”
 
   “Then, correction. You had one.”
 
   “Get out.”
 
   “Holy shit, Sandy got laid!” he exclaimed.
 
   “You’re wrong,” I said and turned on the vacuum. It died. I whirled around to see him holding the plug.
 
   “Well, something’s different about you. If it’s not sex…what could it be? Feel free to answer. And explain, in great detail.”
 
   “Todd, I don’t want to talk about it. Just go rub dirt on yourself or something.”
 
   “Hmmm, no thanks. You’re parents are coming back tomorrow. Maybe then I’ll do that.”
 
   “Why do you have to bother them?”
 
   He shrugged nonchalantly. “Cuz, as their troubled nephew, it’s my job.”
 
   “If you actually rub dirt on yourself, I’m gonna tell them what you’re really like,” I threatened.
 
   He narrowed his creepy light eyes at me. “No, you won’t. You like being the perfect one. You don’t want any competition.” He smiled as he ran his fingers through his greasy dark hair. “They think I’m in a junior college. Oh, man, that’s so damn funny…” he said, a smirk plastered to his face. The only time he ever laughed or smiled was when he was being sarcastic or putting someone down. He loved to make me feel awkward and annoyed. And in that moment he reveled in fooling my parents. It was like he craved their disapproval. It fueled him.
 
   “I still can’t believe you got into an Ivy League school looking like that,” I said, staring him down. The irony was literally killing me.
 
   “Don’t forget, full scholarship. Yep. I’ll be running the world in no time,” he said, turning to leave. Then he came back, and I sighed in frustration. “You know, seeing as one of my majors is psychology, I could help you work through your boy problems. Or use you for my homework.”
 
   “Sounds like fun, but no.” Finally, he left my room and I was free from his insanity.
 
    
 
   The next morning, I sat on my freshly cleaned couch and watched TV. Todd sat silently on the other end of the sofa with a stack of books on the floor, looking through each one, writing a paper on something for college. He must have written twenty pages so far, all on notebook paper. He always refused to write directly onto a computer. He hated computers, at least that’s what he always said. Watching him work was like watching a mental patient. He wrote furiously and flipped through the books like they were on fire, scribbling notes.
 
   I heard a car pull up, but Todd did not. He was too absorbed in his writing and research to notice. A key slid into the door’s lock. Todd must have heard that, because he shot out of his seat, spilling his books across the floor. I burst out into laughter at him as he grabbed as much as he could and kicked the rest under the sofa. He ran, actually ran out of the room just in time to escape my parents’ entrance into the living room. Todd casually strode back into the room and flopped himself down on the sofa cushion. “Yo,” he said as a greeting to my parents, without even looking at them.
 
   “Sandy, you’re home!” my mother exclaimed as she hugged me.
 
   Todd jumped to his feet and asked, with his arms outstretched, “Where’s my hug?” He smirked as a look of disapproval crossed my mom’s face.
 
   “When is the last time you washed?” she asked, smoothing her silky straight, dyed red hair back from her face. My mom hadn’t always been a fashion freak. She used to just be a normal mom, but around the time I entered junior high, she changed. Now, no one would even think we were related. We had nothing in common, except our hatred of Todd.
 
   “Um, golly gee,” Todd began sarcastically. “I don’t know. When was the last time you gave me a bath?” Thankfully, Todd was being sarcastic. He showered obsessively, taking longer than anyone I knew. He was such a girl.
 
   “Now, don’t start!” my mom yelled, losing her patience with him, as usual. Todd laughed as he walked to his bedroom.
 
   “Mom, when are you getting rid of that thing you call a nephew?” I asked, not expecting an actual answer but hoping to get one.
 
   “It’s a favor to my sister. If you had a sister, you’d know what I’m talking about. Now, let’s go bake some pies. Your grandma is coming tomorrow, so we’ll have to make apple.”
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   Heodred and I stepped into the hall, which was brilliantly lit with candles and torches. In the center of the floor was a large fire, burning brightly, softly crackling as the wood was spent. Tables surrounded the fire and men filled every chair. The King, with the Queen at his side, sat atop his throne as he tore meat from the succulent leg of a young lamb. Wine was everywhere: being poured, being drunk, being spilled. Many of the men were already rose faced and merry. Heodred tightened his grip on my arm as he led me forward through the spectacle. 
 
   “King Frestheow! A broad bounty you offer. The food is choicy and the wine is strong. Your house is fine as ever!”
 
   “Heodred, my good man! I see you have a choicy treat yourself, what a fine woman you carry on your arm. I knew not you had a wife.”
 
   “Great King, she is not my wife, nor my lover. She is the love of Eric, your loyal, dying warrior. She has come out of love, hope and courage, never willing to leave him. She rode on the wagon with Eric and the others for a full day.”
 
   The king leaned forward and squinted his eyes at me. “That takes the work of a strong soul to do. Come forward, child.” Heodred released my arm and I cautiously stepped forward. He leaned back in his great chair as he continued to stare at me. “She rivals my daughter in beauty. Tell me, what are you called?”
 
   “My name is Cassandra. Daughter of Aden, my King.” I bowed my head, trying desperately to be freed from his potent stare.
 
   “Daughter of Aden, the man you love has a special place in my heart. He was but a slave when we met. An apprentice. He caught a traitor in his seething heart with an axe. He, before all of my men, noticed this traitor’s attack and tore him down on the spot. I owe him my life, and now the debt is passed to you, so please, eat, drink and forget your sorrows here.”
 
   “Please!” I exclaimed as I fell to my knees in sorrow, tears streaming bitterly down my burning face. “Please, if a debt is to be paid, let it rest with Eric. Let him live. I cannot bear to lose him!” Heodred lifted me from the floor and I sank into his chest. He held me on my feet and spoke to the King.
 
   “Has Eric passed from this world? We do not know his fate and it presses our weary hearts. Great King, do not try to comfort the blow the truth may carry.”
 
   “Heodred, you are experienced in battle. You should know his fate is grim. He lays unconscious last I knew. He barely breathes. And I fear it will not be long before his last breathe is brought.”
 
   “No!!!” I screamed, my voice raw, the shriek echoing from wall to wall. I sank further in Heodred’s great arms and he could not hold me. I sank to the floor, wallowing in great sobs and screams, choking on the tears of my soul. I struggled to breathe through my spectacle, a heaping mess at the feet of the king.
 
   The lady of the land pulled my weak shoulders around and looked into my face. “Come,” she said. “Come, and we shall see him, together.”
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 14
 
   LIES FROM DECEIT
 
    
 
   I lay on my bed, covers pulled up around me. I was freezing cold, but I didn’t know why. After that dream, I could barely sleep. I didn’t want to sleep. I didn’t want to see my deepest fears intertwined with my grief through the torturous nightmares that haunted my slumber. I knew that the vision was of the past, and that Eric was fine in the present. But the thought of his death kept nagging me and persisting to be foremost in my thoughts. I felt I needed proof that he was indeed alive, both now and in the past.
 
   This didn’t mean I had forgiven him. I hadn’t, and I never would. He had deceived me, used me, all for some twisted pleasure. I was certain that if I had given him another chance, he would have taken it right away. And he would have used me again and again. Aurora was his, but not anymore. Even though she loved him, she was sickened to the point of no return by his cheating.
 
   To think that all he told me was just lies. All those sweet things he said, “you’re beautiful, smart,” they were all just a part of the game. A game he played to the fullest. He didn’t want me for anything more than a cheap good time. And I had played into it. I had believed his apologies. I had thought he was sincere. How stupid I had been to eat up his every word. I was such a fool.
 
   “Sandy?” a deep voice called to me softly. I rolled over and noticed Todd lying on the floor beside my bed. God, he was so odd. “Can I ask you something?”
 
   I sat up and stared down at him, expecting a fight. “What, Todd?”
 
   He stared vacantly at the ceiling, while running his fingers lightly over the faint white scars that cut across the inside of his left arm. “Do you hate me?” he asked.
 
   I turned my face away from him. Was he making a joke? When did he come in? “Mostly,” I answered. He was in one of his moods. His sarcasm usually meant he was happy. I didn’t know what changed since yesterday, but I didn’t like him either way.
 
   “Why?” he said.
 
   “‘Why?’ Do you even have to ask?”
 
   He sat up quickly with a sudden burst of anger, his gray eyes burning into me from behind his dark hair as he spat, “Apparently ‘yes’ if I asked, which I did, because, if I knew, I wouldn’t have to ask. But by your response I would have to determine that the answer is so blatantly obvious that I, myself, should have known automatically, which leads me to determine that you believe I, myself, am the problem entirely, or that you think so highly of me that I must be smart enough to know myself and you so completely that I would know the inner workings of our minds and how they work together, in a room with one another.” He paused for a millisecond to breathe, then continued on, oozing with angry sarcasm, “So, I guess I should thank you, for believing in me so much. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a turkey to baste.” And with that he left the room, slamming my door shut.
 
   “What the hell was that?!” I yelled after him.
 
   Todd popped his head back into my room and said, “Shh. Grandma’s here, so watch your mouth, bitch.”
 
   “Get out!” I screamed.
 
   I got up and slammed the door shut, even though he was already gone. He was so aggravating. Why did I say “mostly?” I hated him fully.
 
   I quickly dressed and tried to let my anger go before heading down the steps and walking out into the kitchen. The lovely scent of turkey wafted through the air and I breathed it in, enjoying every last second before I couldn’t smell it anymore.
 
   “It’s not sex, it’s just turkey,” Todd said from the stove, annoyance still ruling his voice. “Not like you would know the difference.” He squatted down at the oven, baster in hand, squirting the turkey’s drippings over the oversized bird.
 
   “What’s your problem, jerk?” I glared at him and he glared back, his gray eyes set hard like steel.
 
   He looked away first, not willing to play the game and shook his head. “You’re such a bitch,” he muttered.
 
   “Wanna say that to my face?!” I was pumped for a fight. That way, he would get mad or in trouble and sulk in his room for the rest of my visit, just like always.
 
   Todd closed the oven door. “You know, Sandy, I’m really sick of dealing with your shit. Every time I try, you throw it back in my face. You and your freaking problems.”
 
   “I have problems? Excuse me, but I didn’t get arrested and spend time in youth prison. I didn’t get kicked out of my house because I was a demented, drugged-up bastard.”
 
   Todd threw the turkey baster to the counter. It ricocheted off the wall and clattered as it hit the floor. His hands shook as he struggled to regain his calm. “Damn it, Sandy!” he yelled. “Do you think I don’t remember? I don’t need you to remind me all the fucking time.”
 
   “I am sick of having to deal with you,” I told him.
 
   “Sandy, when are you going to grow up? You’re eighteen years old.”
 
   I crossed my arms in defiance. “And you’re going to be twenty-three. When are you going to grow up and move out?”
 
   A look of sadness crossed his face as I gloated. Todd bent down, picked up what he threw, and placed it in the sink as he walked away. I heard his bedroom door click shut and I smiled, proud of what I had done. When he threw the baster, I thought I had won. Usually, that would be when he would storm away. He had held out this time, but I had still gotten what I wanted, in the end.
 
   I walked into the living room, passing by Todd’s bedroom with my head held high. My grandma was none the wiser to my victory where she sat asleep on the sofa. The TV was on and I sat down to watch the Macy’s parade. It went to a commercial. I basted the turkey again and grabbed a fruit cocktail someone had made, filling a bowl for myself. I walked back towards the living room but paused outside Todd’s door. I could hear him breathing inside. Maybe I did push too much this time. Mom was sick of everyone always fighting on holidays. She would have a fit when she came home.
 
   I decided I would fake an apology. I silently opened his door and saw him laying on his bed with his face pressed down into his pillows. He gripped the edge of one tightly. It was wrinkled from his massive sweaty hands. 
 
   “Todd,” I started before he cut me off.
 
   “Get out,” he grated. His voice seemed strained, even through the pillow.
 
   “Hey, I’m trying to be the bigger person here,” I said.
 
   He sat up suddenly and hurled a pillow at me. It knocked my bowl to the floor, spilling fruit onto the carpet. He threw himself back onto his last remaining pillow.
 
   “I was gonna eat that, jerk.”
 
   “Too bad,” Todd muttered, rolling onto his side with his back to me.
 
   “Well, you’re gonna have to clean it up,” I snapped.
 
   “Whatever, get out.”
 
   I kicked his disgusting pillow back into his mess of a room and slammed the door shut.
 
   “Sandy, dear? What’s going on?” my grandma asked from the living room. She lifted herself from the sofa with the help of her cane.
 
   “Todd’s just being a jerk, as usual.”
 
   “Yes, but if he’s the jerk, then why is he the one who’s crying?”
 
   I was shocked and exclaimed, “Grandma?” Did she just call me a jerk? “He started it, besides, he’s not crying.”
 
   “Sweetheart, you can’t always take your anger out on him,” she explained.
 
   My eyes narrowed. “Why not? He’s always making fun of me and getting in the way. He’s the source of my anger.”
 
   “Being so angry, dear…it’s not good for the soul. Think about how your words hurt Todd. Then think about why exactly you said those words. I know both of you so well, and I’ve never seen you react so brutally towards your cousin.” That wasn’t exactly true. Todd and I had way worse arguments before. I opened my mouth to protest, but she shook her head slowly and continued on. “I think you should take some time to think your feelings through. If I were you, I’d go to my room and make a list. Don’t you agree?”
 
   I looked down at the floor. My grandma was always so sincere and knowledgeable. It was hard not to take her advice gracefully. “Yes, I agree.”
 
    
 
   My list of my anger issues:
 
   Todd- he’s a stupid jerk and I hate him. I wish mom had never agreed to take him in. Immature. Stubborn. Stupid. Smart.
 
   Mom- let that jerk in our house-lets him stay. He’s always bothering me about sex and boyfriends. He’s obsessed with it, really. Never leaves me alone! I hate him! He’s messy and gross and a jerk.
 
   Auro  Eri Eric- he used me…he hurt me on purpose. He hurt Elijah. He attacked my brother, the jerk. He made me feel love and took it away, in both lives. In every life.
 
    
 
   Ok, so maybe I had been unfair to Todd. I did hate him, but my anger had no reason to focus so tightly on him. Eric was what was bothering me. I heard a door shut downstairs. My parents must be home from church. I exploded from my room, ran down the stairs and rushed through the living room, past the dining room and Todd’s room, only to find I was too late. Grandma was already speaking with them in the kitchen. She was telling them about the fight.
 
   “He started it,” I said defensively.
 
   “Todd…” my mother snapped. I didn’t know why I had gotten nervous. She always blamed Todd anyways. “Where is he?” she asked.
 
   “Don’t worry,” my grandma answered. “I think Sandy has learned why she hurt him. Once she apologizes, we can put this all behind us.”
 
   “No!” I said. “I may have been a little mean, but I am not going to apologize for it.” My grandma gave me “the look” and I cringed under it. “Fine,” I spat. I stepped up to Todd’s bedroom door and flung it open.
 
   Todd nearly jumped to his feet in surprise, his cigarette falling from his mouth and onto his lap. He was sitting on the only clear space on his floor, writing. 
 
   “Jesus, Sandy! What if I was changing or something?” he exclaimed as he quickly picked up his cigarette and brushed ash from his torn jeans.
 
   “It’s not like I haven’t ever seen you naked,” I said with attitude. And it was true, unfortunately. Because of his former drug habit, my parents didn’t allow him to lock any door in the house, and it took me a while to get used to knocking first.
 
   “Well, Peeping Tom, what do you want?” Todd asked calmly, setting his cigarette on a plate he used for an ashtray.
 
   “I’m sorry, okay?” I turned to leave, but he hopped up quickly, grabbing me by the wrist.
 
   “Excuse me, could you repeat that but nicer this time?” he asked, smiling slyly.
 
   “You’re such a jerk,” I told him.
 
   “Oh. Well that’s a nice apology.”
 
   “Yeah, why don’t you go cry about it?” I challenged him.
 
   “I have a question,” he began diplomatically. “Are you like this with everyone, or do you just save your attitude for me?” I didn’t answer. I gave other people attitude but never for no specific reason like I did with Todd. “Is that a yes? You do? Wow, I feel so special, so…loved.”
 
   “Go to hell,” I said, eyes narrow with anger. I hated when he acted like this, all cool and superior.
 
   He let go of my wrist, saying calmly, “No thanks. You can go ahead without me.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   “Sandy, you should be a linguist. That was a fine use of language.”
 
   “I hate you,” I sneered.
 
   He paused, probably thinking of what the most embarrassing comeback would be so that he could use it. “That’s sad…cuz I don’t hate you.”
 
   I stormed out of his room, slamming the door behind me. I hated how he could make me feel inferior in my own house. Why can’t he just leave?!
 
    
 
   Todd spent most of the morning outside, installing a stereo in his car. He was always working on something in his car. Changing the oil, or tuning up the engine. It was so old and beat up, a boxy, white rust bucket, I didn’t understand why he would keep it at all, no less bother with updating the stereo. It wasn’t even a new stereo. He got it used. Just update the whole car. How can he not be embarrassed driving around in that beater? But I wasn’t about to ask him that. I wouldn’t say anything to him. I had promised Grandma not to fight with Todd anymore today. I didn’t know why she cared about the jerk. No one else did.
 
   He finished up with the stereo and moved on to the engine. Of course. No one could waste time on a car better than he could. As I watched through the front window, letting my hatred for him grow, Aurora came skipping down the sidewalk toward him. What’s she doing? She came up next to him, staring down into the open hood with him. He ignored her, continuing to work, and she continued to flirt. She ran her hand through his dark hair. Gross. I guess she’s done with Eric and moving on to my nasty cousin. Though, I had to admit, she was good at flirting. I never stood a chance against her, even in high school. I was like guy repellant.
 
   Aurora whispered something in Todd’s ear, and I saw his knees literally weaken. Then suddenly, he threw down his tools and stormed off down the street on foot, leaving Aurora standing there alone next to his car. That was weird. Apparently her flirting powers didn’t work on everyone. I turned away, looking for something else to occupy myself with.
 
    
 
   At dinner, Todd slowly chewed his food while I pretended to. I loved all the food on my plate, but I just couldn’t eat. Had my stomach shrunk that much? Or was I too mad at Todd to swallow? Luckily my family didn’t notice how little I ate, or else I would have had to face an interrogation. Todd, on the other hand, stared at my plate and then at me. My parents were talking with great excitement to each other about some business deal. Grandma looked to Todd, saying, “The turkey is wonderful, dear.”
 
   Todd didn’t even crack a smile at the complement of his cooking skills. “It’s too dry. Would have been better if someone didn’t insist I baste it,” Todd said, shooting a look at my mom.
 
   Without even glancing at him, my mom said, “Everyone knows you’re supposed to baste a turkey.”
 
   “Opening the oven while it’s cooking dries it out,” Todd muttered. My mom ignored him, and I couldn’t blame her. When Todd thought that he was right, there was nothing that could change his mind. The battle wasn’t worth the effort.
 
   Grandma ignored the drama, commenting to Todd, “I’m sure your mother would have enjoyed it, if she had been invited to dinner.” As if my mom would ever have invited my Aunt Debbie. They talked on the phone sometimes but barely saw each other. They got along better that way.
 
   “It’s Aunt Linda’s house, Grandma,” Todd answered, swallowing a mouthful of turkey.
 
   Grandma shrugged her tiny shoulders and smiled encouragingly at Todd. “You should bring her a plate. That would be nice.”
 
   Todd speared his vegetables violently, refusing to look at Grandma or even respond. What a jerk. After all she’s done for him. If it weren’t for her, he never would have been able to afford rehab. He owed her his life. Todd looked back to my plate, watching me flatten my scoop of mashed potatoes with my fork. Grandma turned back to her food, picking the carrots out of the mixed vegetables on her plate, but Todd kept staring at my plate. 
 
   “Did you want some?” I asked him, my voice edged with annoyance.
 
   He narrowed his eyes at me. “Well, I know you won’t miss it.”
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   I opened my eyes slowly. Where was I? With Eric. Eric was laying on the bed that my head rested on. All night, I had stayed there, sitting in a chair by his side. I worried that if I left him, he would die, so I stayed where the Queen had left me last night. Eric was still breathing, and that was all that mattered to me. I smoothed his hair back from his heated forehead and my fingertips traced along the scar on his cheek.
 
   Heodred stepped into the shining room. Light shimmered across the walls and rested on his rough face. 
 
   “Lady, this man needs to tend to our friend. Let us give him time to help.” I hadn’t noticed the small man behind him. He was Heodred’s height but much more slim. Heodred took me by the hand and led me out. 
 
   “Come and eat. You must tend to yourself as well.”
 
   I smiled weakly. “I had a dream, a wonderful dream. Eric woke and his wounds were gone. He was presented to the hall, and he attended the ceremony for his fallen friends.”
 
   “Dreams can hold truths, but they are also known for deceiving. Pay no mind to it.” Just at that moment, as the last word died on his lips, a horn sang out, echoing off the stone walls. I went to a large window and saw a woman, riding swiftly on horseback. Her garnet dress flew about her and trailed over the horse. Three soldiers followed closely behind. 
 
   “The King’s daughter, maiden. She rides from Halvor.”
 
   “Halvor? To the north?”
 
   “Yes, she was sent to bring peace to our nations. I fear she may have failed.”
 
   “Why send her?”
 
   “The king has no son and heir. She is all he has. I must warn you, lady. She’s taken to Eric. Though she has not won his heart, she will not give up.”
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 15
 
   THE TRUE YOU
 
    
 
   I threw my bag into the backseat of Aurora’s jeep and quickly scrambled into the front. Aurora drove off, and we were on our way back to school. Todd had made himself scarce all weekend, probably avoiding another fight. That was fine with me.
 
   Aurora sped down the highway and turned down the whining music. “How was your holiday?” she asked.
 
   “Fine, I guess.”
 
   “Yeah, mine too,” she added. “It was weird…without Uncle Al, but okay. I actually almost forgot about Eric. I still can’t believe he would use you. What, was he trying to make me jealous? And to use you, of all people? Come on!”
 
   That sentence struck me as odd. What exactly was she saying? “You think he was trying to make you jealous?”
 
   “I don’t know, but if he was, it didn’t work at all.” Aurora slammed on her horn. “Did you see that?! The stupid jerk cut me off!” She drove on a while, swerving around the other cars on the road before asking, “You okay? You’re really quiet. Something bothering you?”
 
   “No,” I lied.
 
   When we got back to the dorms, I tossed my bag on my bed and left immediately to go see Elijah…Tony. I had been worried about him, worried that Eric might attack him again. I knocked on the door and Tony opened it. “Sandy, hi.”
 
   He was all in one piece. Thank God. “Hi Tony.” I saw Eric inside, sleeping on his bed. “He left you alone?”
 
   “Yeah…well he hasn’t hurt me, but listening to his sob stories is getting a little old. It’s the same thing, over and over again. Do you want to go to the lounge? I don’t really think you would want to hang out here.”
 
   “Sure,” I answered, hoping I didn’t appear as relieved as I felt.
 
   Tony slipped on his sneakers and we walked down the hall to the upper lounge and sat on the back sofa by the windows facing the quad. “So, Eric told me. About what happened with you two and Aurora.”
 
   “Oh, yeah? He’s that proud of what he did?”
 
   “No. I don’t think so. He just kept saying how stupid he was and how he wasn’t thinking.”
 
   “Aurora thinks he was using me to make her jealous, but I don’t know what to think. The way she said it, like she thought I was so inferior. Maybe she didn’t mean it, but it sounded that way.” I leaned back and rubbed my forehead.
 
   “Do you have a headache?” Tony asked.
 
   “Yeah, a little. I get them all the time. Probably stress, tension or something.”
 
   “I took a massage therapy course. I’ll give you a free massage. Turn a little.”
 
   I cautiously turned my back to him. I was never very comfortable with people touching me. Maybe that was because they never did, aside from Aurora. Tony began to work at my shoulders with his hands. 
 
   “Ow,” I said.
 
   “Sorry, but you’re really tense,” and he kept rubbing and working until the pain subsided and I started to feel a little bit better. He worked into around my shoulder blades and then he said, “Hi, Eric.” I tensed up immediately and he laughed. “Just kidding.” I slowly began to relax again. Very slowly. 
 
   “So, Sandy, which do you like better? Tony or Elijah?”
 
   “Uh, I don’t know. They’re both pretty good.”
 
   “Well, if you want, you can call me Elijah, seeing as you’ve already proved you can say it with a straight face.”
 
   “But I thought you didn’t go by that,” I said with a teasing smile.
 
   “I don’t know. I might be up for something new. Besides, if I become a doctor, Dr. Elijah Pascarelli kinda sounds smarter.”
 
    
 
   I felt a change over the next few days. My life, which had once revolved around Aurora, now revolved around Mythology. Eric would arrive soon, and I would have to face him. Aurora believed he had used me, and I believed it too, yet there was a part of me that refused to believe it. There was something wrong with the way Aurora said it in her car, something very wrong that I just couldn’t place. Then again, trust had never come easily to me. I always found that when I trusted, I was disappointed in the end. One thing in my life was certain, I had now begun to trust my dreams and visions. Elijah was proof. Will I be disappointed again?
 
   Class began, and the seats around me were empty. No sign of Eric. 
 
   “Sandy, could you tell us what happened in the last two chapters we’ve read?” 
 
   Oh, great, our professor decided to find out if I’d read. I finished the book two weeks ago.
 
   “Uh, what happened before?” I earned a few unappreciated laughs from the rest of the class. “I mean, I read, but I don’t remember where the class is.” I felt my face go scarlet, not only because of the embarrassing situation, but because Eric walked in. He didn’t sit beside me; he sat two rows ahead of me. I wasn’t sure if that made me happy or not.
 
   A girl in my class helped me when my professor did not. “Odysseus just finished telling the story of his journey.”
 
   “Oh. Thanks. After that the Phaecians…”
 
    
 
   At the end of class, I slowly walked out the door. Eric had left already, and I wanted to give him a long head start. He seemed in a hurry to get out the door. If he wanted to avoid me, I could avoid him too. I had been curious to see how he would act around me, and now I knew.
 
   He had looked terrible. His eyes had dark circles around them, and his messy hair was far more messy than usual. His clothes were wrinkled, and overall, he looked like he was half dead.
 
   I walked all the way back to the dorms by myself. I had to admit, I sort of wished he was there. The campus was so dark and spooky. I could hear twigs breaking and the wind howling. Eric made me uncomfortable, but I always felt safe around him. I swiped my ID card in the door lock and stepped into the lobby only to find Eric, leaning against the wall with his book bag on the floor beside his feet. When I entered, he looked up, hopeful, his eyebrows curved in anticipation. 
 
   “Sandra, hi.” I stared blankly at him, anger beginning to bubble inside me. “I was waiting for you. Uh, I want to talk.” He blinked slowly.
 
   “Eric,” I began, not knowing where my thoughts were heading.
 
   “Please? I know that you don’t want to see me. Tony told me. But I really think we have some things that need to be said.” A girl walked by, staring at us, standing ten feet apart. I moved away from the door so she could get by.
 
   “I think so too. Um…”
 
   “The lounge?”
 
   “Yeah.” I walked down the hall and he followed silently. We entered the mostly empty lounge; it was another night when everyone was somewhere else. One guy sat in a corner, studying with his headphones on. Eric dropped his book bag to the floor and I didn’t give him a chance to start talking.
 
   “You are such a jerk!! You selfish, conniving jackass! I trusted you, I thought we were friends! And the whole time, you were using me?!” The boy quickly got up and left. I was being way too loud, but I didn’t care. My anger overpowered my introverted personality. “Damn you, you fucking jerk. You had a girlfriend, but that wasn’t enough. You thought I was easy?! Well you’re wrong.”
 
   “I don’t think you’re easy,” he said facing the floor, a harsh flush covering his face. Even his ears burned red.
 
   “Maybe now you don’t, but you did. You used me, played with my emotions and my life!”
 
   “Sandra…”
 
   “No, don’t you make excuses! I am so angry!”
 
   “I know there’s no reason for you to trust me, but please, just listen to me. I wasn’t trying to use you. I didn’t mean to do anything that happened. I swear to you, I never wanted to hurt you,” he pleaded, staring right into my eyes.
 
   “You wanted to hurt Aurora? You wanted to make her jealous?” I challenged angrily.
 
   “No. I never wanted to hurt either of you.”
 
   “But you did. Why, Eric?”
 
   “I was…I…” he swallowed slowly, choking on his sentence. “I don’t know. Every time I’m around you, I just screw up.”
 
   “So it’s my fault now?!”
 
   “Not at all. No. It’s my fault. My fault for finding you so…” Eric let his sentence trail off. “I like spending time with you. You’re a lot of fun and I knew I should have stayed away, but I didn’t. And then when I drank I felt totally free from everything. And you were there, and I didn’t think.”
 
   “Thinking seems to be a concept beyond your capabilities.”
 
   “Sandy,” he said, taking offense at my comment, “I may not be as smart as you, but I try. I try hard. I try to do things right. I try not to make mistakes, but I’m not perfect.”
 
   “You’ve made that brutally obvious these past few weeks. You’re not perfect. No one expects you to be. But that doesn’t mean that you can’t be a good person anyway.” I walked out into the hall. Eric followed me out.
 
   “I’m sorry I hurt you. There’s no excuse for it, I know. But, damn it, Sandy, everyone makes mistakes!”
 
   Blood rushed to my head and my eyes brimmed with tears. I kept my back to him. I didn’t want him to see how vulnerable he had made me.
 
   “Who am I supposed to trust, Eric? I can’t even trust myself around you. I don’t want to think you could be so heartless, but I have no reason to believe you wouldn’t be. I have feelings for you, Eric. I really like you, and you knew that.”
 
   “No, I knew that you did like me. Once we became friends, I couldn’t go back to ignoring you. Is that what you want?” he asked.
 
   “No, no it’s not,” I admitted.
 
   “Then what do you want?”
 
   “I don’t know, my head hurts, I’ll see you later.”
 
   He grabbed my arm to keep me from leaving. His gentle fingers loosely held slightly above my wrist. He turned me to face him. “I want to make you happy,” he said. “But I can’t do that until I know what you want.”
 
   “I want you, okay?” I cried. “I want you in my life. I want you to love me.” Tears began to stream down my face. He continued to hold my wrist but he stared down at his feet.
 
   “I can’t love you, Sandra,” he said sadly, setting me free from his grasp.
 
   “I thought you liked me. Didn’t you feel what I felt when we kissed? Didn’t you feel it?”
 
   “Sandy, I love Aurora.”
 
   “But you kissed me.” My voice quavered. “You held me. You told me I was beautiful. Why?” He opened his mouth to speak, but no sound came forth. He tried again, and failed. I stepped up to him. We were so close, our clothes were touching but our bodies were not. “All I want is an answer.” I lifted my chin and gazed up into his eyes. I’m not sure how it happened. I think I may have initiated it, or our souls acted as one. Somehow, his lips and mine met. We did not touch, except our lips, which held to each other and neither of us pulled away. We couldn’t. The bond was too much. The emotions raging inside our hearts could not sort out, could not be stilled by anything but this kiss.
 
   I do not know how long we stood there before Eric’s warm hands touched my face and pulled me away. He looked to the blank wall beside us, slowly touched his fingers to his lips, then wiped them away. He must have felt it, how could he not? He was silent.
 
   He turned away completely and pushed his hands deep into his pockets. “I’m sorry.” I was practically on my tiptoes, waiting in anticipation for what he would say. “I…I…Aurora makes me a better person… I don’t like who I am and she makes me someone else. I fall apart without her. I…I can’t do this anymore. Bye, Cassandra.”
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   The King’s daughter entered the Great Hall in all its splendor. She walked swiftly past Heodred and me, her cape flowing wildly while her skirts rushed along behind her. Her hood fell from her head and set loose her long, flowing, golden mane. She was a fantastic sight as she fell to the knees of her father. 
 
   “Aurora, my child,” he said.
 
   “Oh great lord, I came first news. Please, I wish to go to him. I must be by his side.” The king nodded and she rushed through the crowd of soldiers. That was the woman who rivaled me for first place next to a great, dying warrior. 
 
   At the end of the night, I went up to see him. He was alone once again, no physician or anyone else. I sat by his side, dabbing his hot forehead gently with a wet cloth. His fever had not broken and my heart clenched with the grim realization of what was coming for my love. I took his hand in mine, pressed a kiss to his fingers, and fell asleep at his side.
 
   I woke to find a dark, horrifying stare burning into my soul. Aurora, the king’s heir sat at Eric’s opposite side, watching me wake by flickering candlelight. I had fallen to sleep while watching over him. It was still night, darkness pierced by a single candle and the burning hate in her eyes. I didn’t blink as I stared back at her, and she turned her focus to Eric’s face. 
 
   “We’re losing him,” she said, her voice filled with darkness. She leaned away from him, much of her face hidden by locks of her golden hair and shadow. “His very grasp on life is beginning to fail.” With a slight tilt of her head, she met my gaze with a challenge. “I wonder what you would give for him.”
 
   Startled, I began to respond, slowly, “What do you mean? I love him. I would do anything if it could save him.”
 
   She shifted to face me. Leaning in, intently staring into my eyes, she asked, “Do you know the Agrimony plant?”
 
   “Agrimony?” I inquired.
 
   “This,” she answered, holding up a shriveled leaf. Her voice took on a pleading, vulnerable tone. “This is all we have, but it is not enough. Go and return with three of its leaves. You may take my horse. Herbal remedies have saved others in the past, I should hope it would do the same now.”
 
   In the darkness of the night, in the stables, I fastened the warm, wooly cloak of the princess around my neck and mounted her horse. She told me, “The mountain where you find this is a two-day ride. I know of no other, closer place to find it. Go swiftly now, time is of the essence.” She sent me off with food taken from that night’s feast. 
 
   I rode swiftly through the night and stopped as morning light was beginning to shine out from between the distant mountains. I halted directly outside my garden and dropped from the horse. My legs and backside felt numb and sore from the long ride. I entered through the gate and knelt in the soil. I had plucked the Agrimony herb from this dirt many times, but it always came back. Never before was it so difficult to find. I picked through the brush surrounding my garden and finally found what I sought. I stuffed the plant in one of the many pockets of Aurora’s cloak and quickly sped back toward the castle.
 
   As the sun rose, beating down on the path, bringing warm life to the world, I felt my own strength failing. I hugged the horse’s neck as I let him lead the way back to my love. Eric must live. I would do anything, anything at all for him.
 
   The sun was high in the sky as the sound of hooves, echoing through my dreams, ceased. I slowly opened my eyes and saw the palace wall. The gate was lifted and my clever companion brought us inside. The beautiful horse had taken us exactly where I had hoped. Heodred strode up to me, offering his hand as I lifted myself from the horse’s neck. “Cassandra,” he said, his voice a hoarse, hurried whisper floating in the air, until a loud clatter struck the silence. Three guards rushed down the small staircase to the right of the gate. They were fully armored and as they left the stairs, they drew their swords…on me.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 16
 
   REGAINING PERSPECTIVE
 
    
 
   Mythology class was lonely. Eric sat at the opposite end of the room, as if afraid to come within a few feet of me. He was afraid of what I might do, or what he might do. He still looked terrible. It was obvious that his drinking binges were continuing on. Elijah told me that he would go to a bar or party every night and come back smashed. Eric told me that he was a better person when he was with Aurora, and I was beginning to see that. He was a mess. I thought he might just be trying to break free…of something. But maybe he wanted to be a mess, to catch Aurora’s attention.
 
   I wasn’t sure if I could let myself believe that he wasn’t using me before. I never found it easy to trust. I know I’ve said that before, but it’s true. I had Aurora and Eric both telling me strikingly different versions of the same story. I wasn’t sure if I liked either version. Maybe neither was true, maybe there is nothing called truth. How is truth defined? It changes in each view, with each new experience, and within time itself.
 
   I stacked my books on the table. I had been in the library for hours trying to study for finals, but my thoughts kept nagging me, keeping me from concentrating on anything. I needed a nap desperately. Maybe then I would have another memory and would finally understand what was about to happen. Aurora was going to the movies tonight, with her rebound guy. I knew nothing about him but that he was “hot.” That’s all that mattered to Aurora. It wasn’t as if she was interested in ever seeing him again. Unfortunately, that’s the way a lot of the world works. Maybe she wasn’t consciously aware that she was using this guy, but it still perturbed me. It was seven thirty. She must be gone by now. I could go home and rest, alone now, having the room all to myself. Maybe take a nap with the TV on, or with my favorite book in hand, and have one of those warm, cozy moments that would remind me of the season’s last snowfall drifting down outside my bedroom window.
 
   I walked back to the dorms and halfway up the stairs before I realized I had forgotten to put a few books in the return slot. I had finished with them yesterday, and I wanted to return them early, so I wouldn’t receive any more late fees. I took two steps back but stopped. I had a nagging feeling that I had to continue up the stairs. I hesitated. I really didn’t want any fines; school fines tended to run very high. And if I didn’t return them now, I would forget about it.
 
   I sighed as I ascended the staircase anyway, pulling out my key. I unlocked my door to find Aurora and Eric making out in the center of the room, and they were on my desk chair. Aurora straddled him, her tight, low-cut jeans struggling to stay on. The back was so low it revealed the top of her blood-red thong. Eric’s hands moved all over her back, inside and outside of her black sweater. Her hands were in his hair and under his baggy sweatshirt doing God-knows-what. Eric moaned as her lips ravaged over his mouth and down his neck. I stood in shock, blood draining from my body, watching the sight, Aurora’s animalistic nature unleashed, and Eric’s participation and submission to it. She said she couldn’t stand the sight of him…and now? What changed? What possibly could have changed this much?
 
   I slammed the door shut behind me and the scene froze. Aurora slowly slunk her head around, lips glistening, and gave a weak smile. Eric, however, looked like he didn’t even notice what was going on. He couldn’t take his eyes off Aurora. Aurora straightened herself on Eric’s lap, pushing back her mess of hair and pulling down the edge of her shirt the rest of the way. 
 
   “Sandy,” she said, laying on the guilty sweetness. “I thought you were staying out until eight.”
 
   “No, I told you seven.” My words were hard and cold, like ice. I glared at both of them. Eric finally looked like he realized what was going on. His eyes slowly widened and his jaw slowly dropped. “Fine, whatever, both of you, continue on with what you were doing. But not on my chair!”
 
   “Actually, Eric was just leaving,” Aurora stated as she stood from his lap. “Eric, go.”
 
   He made some attempt at speech but failed and left the room. It was obvious from his hunched back, that he was trying to be invisible. A little late for that. He quietly shut the door behind him.
 
   “So, you two are back together. Would have been nice if you warned me.” I crossed my arms and stared her in the eye.
 
   She closed her eyes, trying to look as angelic as possible. “Sandy, it just happened. He came to me and I just couldn’t be without him any longer.”
 
   “What about all those things you said? You said that you couldn’t stand to look at him, that he betrayed you. You said you despised him.”
 
   “Well, Sandy, you’ll understand someday when you fall in love. Now, I’m going to the movies. I’ll see you later.” Aurora left the room. She sounded like she was mocking me. Was she? She…I said seven, because she said she was leaving at seven thirty. She knew that, right? She was the one who begged me to come back then, so she could have me “help” her get ready. I looked at our whiteboard on our door. It said seven; I had written “back at seven.” She knew, and she lied straight to my face.
 
   She made out with him on my chair. She was mocking me. She knows how I feel and she’s trying to make me feel worse. She wanted to be found. I bet she even lied about her rebound date. How could I have been so stupid? How could I have learned to trust that whore again? I knew what she was like inside. Why was it so easily forgotten? Why did I trust her? Never again.
 
   I will never trust her again. She can’t fool me anymore.
 
   This is the end.
 
    
 
   Tuesday came, the last day of fall finals. I entered my classroom. Eric was there but I was sure to sit as far from him as possible. Eric’s face turned to a bright red when he noticed who had entered. I was glad to see he felt embarrassed about the other night. Maybe I hadn’t been wrong to trust him. When I finished my exam, I left and went directly to my room. Aurora was there, lounging on her bed with a magazine and hot tea, and I was glad. There was something that I had to tell her.
 
   “Aurora, it seems we won’t be sharing a dorm next semester,” I told her, struggling to keep a smile from my face. “I found a new roommate.” Well, I hadn’t found her. Elijah had. I asked him for help and he set me up with a girl from his nutrition class.
 
   Aurora almost choked on the tea she had been sipping. “What? Why? I thought we got over Eric.”
 
   “Um, yeah. I just would feel a little uncomfortable with him coming in and out all the time, like before. I don’t want to, uh, cramp your style.”
 
   “Sandy!” she said, sitting up, hands on her hips as if she was taking to her cat, Whisky. What a stupid name. “There’s no problem with that! Stay! I don’t want another roommate.”
 
   “Sorry, Aurora. I’m just trying to put things right,” I said with my best attempt at fake sincerity, and she fell for it. She smiled sadly and nodded slowly.
 
    
 
   I dropped the last box onto the sidewalk. I wouldn’t be permitted to switch rooms until I got back from winter break, but I still had to move out of my current room ASAP. It was more of an inconvenience than anything. I didn’t really care, though. I didn’t have many belongings in my dorm, and for that I was thankful. Just clothes, a few electronics, and books, really. Aurora would have a much harder time when the spring semester ended, with her mirrors, TV, coffee maker, mini-fridge, even furniture.
 
   I sat down on the curb outside to wait for Todd. I had asked him over the phone to pick me up. I didn’t want to ride with Aurora, and I didn’t feel like explaining to my parents why Aurora wasn’t bringing me. They loved her. I had expected I would have to beg Todd to come, but I barely asked before he said yes. He didn’t make fun of me or complain one bit.
 
   Todd’s crappy car pulled up to the curb I rested on, the engine of the rusted white car rattling loudly before me. He pulled the keys out and strode over, hands deep in the pockets of his faded black hoodie. 
 
   “Need me to carry anything?” He looked so serious that it made me a little nervous. I nodded slowly.
 
   I sat silently in the passenger seat as Todd drove. We stopped at a red light. He grabbed a cigarette out of his pocket and shoved the end in his mouth, then changed his mind and tossed it to the floor of the car. Instead, he turned on the stereo, filling the Chevy with the sound of heavy guitar and drums. His expression was somber, like he was the deepest person in the world. As we approached a bridge that led over a small waterway, I could see he was holding his breath anxiously. Still afraid of drowning. Once, not long after he moved into my home, my mom forced him to come with us to the beach. It was a lake we would visit a few times each summer. Todd refused to go near the water. His fear was so obvious that Aurora and I caught on instantly and tormented him for weeks about it. 
 
   As we completed our journey over the bridge, Todd finally spoke: “So, what happened to Aurora?”
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “Not that I don’t enjoy spending hours in silence with you here, but I figured you would go home with her.”
 
   I shook my head. “I hate her.”
 
   “Oh, okay.” He said it so matter-of-factly that I burst out laughing at him.
 
   “You are so crazy!” I laughed. “Oh, okay,” I imitated him, using his deep voice. He smiled a little.
 
   A techno beat sounded over the rock music. I looked to Todd as he answered his ringing cell phone. 
 
   “Hey,” he said, holding the steering wheel with one hand and the phone in the other as he drove us down the highway. I looked out the window, wanting to look like I wasn’t listening in…even though I kinda was.
 
   “No, mom,” Todd said gruffly. “I’m not gonna sleep with Janet.” My ears instantly perked up, eavesdropping intently now. “I don’t care if she has a yacht,” Todd continued. “Who says she would invite you anyway?”
 
   He fell silent for a while, listening patiently. She must not have seriously asked him to do what it sounded like she was asking. If she was, Todd would rip into her, wouldn’t he?
 
   “Well, it didn’t end too well the last time we hooked up,” Todd told his mom. “What do you mean, what?” he demanded, anger starting to become apparent in his brow. “I got arrested, remember? No, not that time. Indecent exposure. Remember?”
 
   He listened quietly and I could see that he was now physically attempting to quell his anger. He held the phone away from his ear for a moment, taking a break from his mom’s chatter, breathing in deeply through his nose, with his mouth closed into a tight scowl. He placed the phone against his ear again, back to listening. 
 
   “This is fuckin’ ridiculous,” Todd swore. “You’re pimping out your son for a boat ride.” I could hear his mom loudly through the phone now but couldn’t quite make out what she was saying. I hated hearing only one side of the conversation. Aurora did this all the time.
 
   “I said no,” Todd grated. “Goddammit. Just shut it, mom. Shut it,” he pressed. “Alright,” he added calmly. “I love you too. Bye.” Todd hung up his phone, tossing it in the car’s drink holder like nothing had happened.
 
   “Indecent exposure?” I asked, not even thinking he might get angry with me.
 
   “Yeah.” He shifted in his seat but continued on nonchalantly, “Let that be a lesson. When you give it up, do it with someone who isn’t gonna ditch you for their ex five minutes later. Or you’ll end up high, naked, and running through your neighborhood yelling, ‘I’m not a virgin, who wants to fuck me?’” Todd glanced at me with a smirk. “Just sayin’. It might happen.”
 
   “Did you really?” I asked, stifling a laugh. It wasn’t that it was funny, just surprising to picture.
 
   “No. But if I did, I’d be thirteen. And it would be hilarious. Until the cops came,” he told me, then, shaking his head, he corrected his slip, “…or…come.”
 
   I smiled awkwardly, feeling kinda bad for him. I decided to keep it to myself. He was much more likely to get angry over pity than curiosity. Instead, I said nothing. I didn’t want to ruin the moment. It was the first time I could remember that we had had a conversation without arguing.
 
   An ex… Todd must have really liked her. I couldn’t think of one time Todd lost it over a girl. The constant parade of tramps he snuck in late at night never merited even a mention on his most talkative days. He never seemed to care about anyone. Although, he was just thirteen then. I was eighteen now, much more mature, and Eric ditching me for Aurora hurt me so much. And we didn’t even sleep together. Just kissed. And kissed…
 
   The phone rang again, pulling me out of my thoughts. Todd reached for his cell, glancing at the glowing number. “Again?” he complained.
 
   A car in the lane beside us cut us off, veering into our lane. Todd quickly hit the brake and swerved onto the shoulder, nearly taking the other car with him.
 
   “Fuckin’ ass,” Todd growled as he straightened his car, continuing on, glaring hatefully at the bumper of the car in front of him. His phone continued to ring. Todd answered, aggravation still apparent, “What, mom?” he pressed, then waited. He sighed impatiently. “Not a good time. I’m driving. No. Talk to Sandy,” he told her before tossing his phone at me.
 
   I barely caught it and put it carefully to my ear. “Aunt Debbie?”
 
   “Hi, sweetie,” she said in a voice so similar to my mom’s. “How are you?”
 
   “I’m okay,” I replied.
 
   “Good. Can you ask Todd when he’s bringing me my money?”
 
   I pulled the phone away from my face as I addressed Todd, “She wants to know when she’s getting her money.”
 
   Todd answered dryly, “If she showed up to work once in a while, maybe she wouldn’t have to get her son to pay her rent.”
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   Todd raised his voice so his mom could hear, saying, “Hell no, mom. I’ve got my own rent to pay.” Swearing and cursing began to come loudly through the phone, startling me.
 
   “Hang up,” Todd told me. Before I could react, he reached over impatiently and snapped the phone closed. Almost instantly, it started ringing again. Todd tossed it onto the back seat and turned up the stereo, drowning it out.
 
   “You owe your mom money?” I asked, completely confused. He never needed money, not since he quit drugs.
 
   He sighed, slouching lower in his seat. “I finished paying Grandma back for rehab a few months ago. Turns out, Grandma was just giving my mom the checks all along. Now mom thinks I owe her or something.”
 
   We made it home without speaking again. It only took him two hours and twenty minutes, and usually it took three hours. I didn’t even notice we were going so fast. He was a good driver, not like Aurora. 
 
   Todd threw the car into park at the curb in front of our house, his usual parking spot, and began to pull my things from the back seat. I grabbed what I could and followed him up the steps to the door. I searched for my keys while he dropped my bags and boxes on the porch and went to get the rest. I stuck my key in the door and Todd told me, “Call me when you need a ride back.” Then he got in his car and drove away.
 
   He drove away?! But, I still have to get everything up the stairs! By the time I got the last box through the door, my mom and dad were pulling into the driveway. 
 
   “Sandy! Hi!” They helped me stack everything in my room, then searched through a takeout menu together. I walked past Todd’s bedroom suspiciously, wondering why I could never understand him. 
 
   “Sandy, honey?” my mom said to call my attention to her in the kitchen. “I have a surprise for you.” My face lit up. A surprise?
 
   “What, Mom?” I asked as I entered the kitchen area.
 
   “Todd moved out.”
 
   My expression dimmed. He moved out? When? Why? “Oh, wow. Great,” I said with faked enthusiasm. Then I rushed up to my room and slammed the door. I couldn’t understand why I wasn’t happy to be free of him. I suppose my opinion of Todd depended on the day. Some days I hated him, other days I didn’t. I grabbed my phone and dialed his cell number.
 
   “Lo?” he answered.
 
   “Todd?! What happened?”
 
   “What?” he grunted.
 
   “You moved out?” I asked.
 
   “Oh, that.”
 
   “Yeah, that.”
 
   “So, Mommy Dearest didn’t tell you? She kicked me out,” he answered nonchalantly.
 
   I nearly dropped the phone in shock. “What?! No way!”
 
   “Like, way!” he mocked in a prep school cheerleader voice. “Yeah, somethin’ about me being a bum.”
 
   “Pick me up,” I told him.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Come. And. Pick. Me. Up.” I didn’t think I should have to spell it out.
 
   “Why? I just dropped you off.”
 
   “Just do it.” I hung up, hopped down stairs and out to the porch. I knew he would come, because he would want to complain and tell the whole story. And I wanted to hear it. I hated having conversations over the phone. I could never tell what the other person was really thinking, especially if that person was Todd. 
 
   His car pulled up to the curb ten minutes later. I got in and smiled wickedly at him. “Ha, I knew you would come. You’re so predictable.”
 
   He shot off down the road. “Jesus, Sandy. Talk about a mood swing. You must be thrilled I left.”
 
   I paused. “No, actually I’m not. So what happened?”
 
   Todd pulled off the road a couple blocks from our house…well, my house. There were no homes down this way. Just grass and woods. He sighed as he threw the car into park and turned off the ignition. Todd let his head rest against the steering wheel and he looked at me from the corner of his eye. 
 
   “I had it coming. I guess I always do. You’re mom said she was sick of me acting like a bum. She wanted me to get a job.”
 
   “What’s so bad about that?”
 
   “Sandy, you’re majoring in one thing. I have three majors. I have so much work loaded on me that I could never find time for a job. Besides, I don’t know why I would need the money. I have a ton of cash from my two summer jobs. I am nowhere near using that up.”
 
   “So?” I urged him on.
 
   “And she said I was draining on her patience. Why should she care how I dress, or where I go? What I do? So she gave me one month to get out and I left that same day. I’m living with Josh.”
 
   “The pothead?” I exclaimed. “That’s not smart.”
 
   “Yeah,” he agreed. “It’s a great way to get me arrested, but I didn’t have anywhere else to go. I’ll find somewhere better.”
 
   Josh…I had met him a few times. He was actually a pretty nice guy, despite his excessive drug use, and he was the only friend of Todd’s that didn’t ditch him when he decided to get clean. Everyone else had told Todd that he was no longer any fun to be around. It was more likely that his healthy decision to stop had made them feel stupid for continuing with their own destructive behavior.
 
   “This sucks,” I told him. “You just wanted someone to care.” Todd glared at me, then slammed the key into the ignition, forcing the rickety old engine to start. “What? Don’t get mad. You know it’s true. Your mom dumped you on my mom and you were happy. Face it. You wanted to stay.”
 
   He forced his eyes closed and tightened his grip on the worn steering wheel. His hands looked so powerful. I don’t know why I had never noticed before. I had been blinded by thinking of him as a loser and not seeing the person underneath. He slammed on the gas pedal. The engine roared but the car did not move.
 
   “Todd, you’re still in park.”
 
   He pounded his fist on the wheel. “I don’t fuckin’ care, okay? I don’t need anything, or anyone, anytime. Damn it, I’m not a baby.”
 
   “Then why do you pretend my parents didn’t ‘fix’ you? They did. When you came to us, you were the pothead, not Josh. Now you’re Ivy League, with a triple major. Sure you still need to learn about hygiene and not smoking…and about being normal, but still…”
 
   “They didn’t fix me!” he burst out angrily. “I did. And I don’t let your mom and dad know I’m ‘better’ because then I would have no reason to stay with them? Is that what you’re getting at? And you’re not a psych major? Wow Sandy. You’re not gonna make me pay for that insight, are you? I don’t think I can afford something that deep.” His sarcasm cut right through me, as always.
 
   “Shut up. You just don’t want to believe it,” I countered.
 
   “Uh, Sandy, not only do I believe it, but I already knew it. Wake up. I’m not an idiot. There is a method to the madness called ‘Todd.’ I knew all along that your parents would dump me once I was stable. And yes, that’s why I give them ‘the act.’ Okay? It’s a tough balance to keep your mom and my mom on the same page. But I managed it, because I don’t want to go back to my mom. But your mom doesn’t want me, so now I’m living in crack alley, waiting for a cop to snap the cuffs on me again. I’m bringing you home now.”
 
   “I’ll talk to my parents. We can tell them how well you’re doing.”
 
   “Shit, Sandy. Then they’ll welcome me back with open arms, telling me they’re sorry and they love me? Don’t be stupid. You want the truth? They would kick my ass out the door, then rush to the phone so they can tell my mom. Rub it in her face that they could fix the animal better than its own mother. You have a brain, use it.”
 
   “Let’s just forget it, okay?” I was so frustrated with him. My head was beginning to pound like a hammer on nails.
 
   “Why, cuz you know I’m right?”
 
   “Todd, you’re right, okay? I can see this is upsetting you.”
 
   “Thank God you’re not blind.”
 
   “Lets just change the subject, okay?” I said. As he looked at me, I could see him trying to regain a sense of calm. “How are you and, uh, Josh getting along?” I asked so quietly, and, from his reaction, I wished he hadn’t heard it.
 
   “Goddammit, Sandy! Go to hell!” Todd roared. He gripped the steering wheel with one hand and his knuckles went white. Fire consumed his eyes. He ripped open the door and stormed away from the car. I turned off the engine and trailed after him across the frost-coated grass.
 
   “I’m sorry, Todd. But I had to ask!”
 
   “Yeah, sure. Fuck. Cuz you care so damn much. When exactly did you start caring? When you said you hate me? Or before that?” he accused.
 
   “Are you doing drugs again?!” I pressed.
 
   “Damn it! No!! I’m not doin’ fuckin’ drugs.”
 
   “Just checking.”
 
   “Just checking? Aw man…” he growled, his fists literally shaking with anger.
 
   I kept calm and talked with concern for his well-being. “I remember how hard it was for you, with rehab and everything, and I’m concerned, okay? I have a video…at home. I can give it to you.”
 
   “What?” he scoffed at me. “Gonna save me with a do-it-yourself video?”
 
   “No. It’s a video of you…when you’re high.”
 
   The color in his face dropped. He went from blood red to stark white. “What?” he asked harshly, looking for all the world like he was about to puke. “Why…why do you have…how do you have… What?!”
 
   “I got it from a friend of yours…from a party. I kept it just in case…”
 
   “In case what? In case you needed to show someone?” he spat.
 
    “Yes…I…I got it to show my parents, so they would know you were still using and kick you out,” I admitted. It was years ago, back within the first few months of living with Todd, and I had been determined to get rid of him. 
 
   Todd snickered and turned away from me. “Real nice,” he said.
 
   “But I didn’t,” I reminded him. I had changed my mind.
 
   “And why the hell didn’t you? Thought you’d miss me?” he asked mockingly.
 
   “No. You beat up Jimmy Davis for me,” I told him. Jimmy Davis was a boy who had made high school hell for more people than just me.
 
   Todd turned, looking at me with surprise. “How did you know?”
 
   “Aurora told me. And I was glad. He never bothered me again. It made me almost okay with you.” And that was the truth. It didn’t make me like Todd, didn’t make us best friends, like it would if we lived in a movie. It just made it okay to see him most days. He had risked being arrested to do it, seeing as he was nineteen at the time and Jimmy was sixteen. It was a bigger deal than I gave him credit for.
 
   “But, I could show you the video,” I told him. “To remind you of why you quit.” I looked to the ground nervously. How could he possibly not remember why he quit?
 
   “What do you care?” he asked, regaining his defensive wall. “It’s not your fucking business. You think I’m a loser no matter what I do.”
 
   Tears threatened my eyes but I tried my best to keep them at bay. “You scare me when you’re high!” I burst out. He looked at me with an awkward expression. “Remember that winter when your mom went to Florida?” I cleared my throat, hoping that the choking of my words would stop with this small action.
 
   “You mean the one where she didn’t tell me she had left? Which time?” he said.
 
   “My parents and I, we picked your mom up at the airport and brought her to your home.”
 
   “I know that…what does it have to do with-?”
 
   “You were high in your room, completely out of it.” The awkward look vanished and he stared blankly at me. Probably trying to remember that day. It was so long ago, at least nine years. I was very young, but I remembered it clearly. “You threatened me not to tell on you…”
 
   “Okaaaay. Sorry.” He said sorry but didn’t mean it. He didn’t seem to realize what that day was like for me.
 
   “Todd! You threatened me! You said you would kill me if I told my mom. You grabbed my arm and I was so scared! You didn’t care that you were hurting me or scaring me. You just whispered threats in my ear…”
 
   Todd slouched and stared at my feet.
 
   “I’m sorry.” He continued to look down. I kept waiting for him to look up, to look me in the eye, but he wouldn’t. He couldn’t, because now he knew why I hated him. He silently slipped the car keys from my hand and trudged to the car. I followed and stopped with my hand on the rusted door handle.
 
   “Do you want the video?”
 
   He got in the car and slowly closed the door. It creaked loudly, breaking the silence and prompting his response. “I’ll call you if I do.”
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   I sat on the cold, damp dungeon floor. I could feel the cold seeping into my bones, draining all life from me. I shook from cold and fear. The guards had taken the warm cloak from my shoulders when they had dragged me off to this God-forsaken place. The smell of my cage was so pungent. It smelled of rotting flesh. The guards stood watch from the other side of the door. They were told not to look me in the eye. I heard all their orders, and that was the only reason I knew my chance of getting out. It was very slim, if not impossible.
 
   Heodred stepped into the hall, blindfolded and being led by a guard. He stopped his steps just outside my section. The metal bars of the door stood between the both of us. I pressed against the cold metal and reached out for his hand. “Heodred, my friend. You have come to see me?”
 
   “Cassandra, Daughter of Aden, answer me truthfully. Do you possess and use magic?”
 
   I squeezed his hand. “No. Never.”
 
   He squeezed back. His hands clasped over mine and I felt the warmth of his body beginning to thaw my own. “Your hands are ice. The guards… they found disturbing evidence in your cloak. Herbs and feathers. There were bones from a hen as well. How did those things get there?”
 
   “The cloak was not mine. The daughter of the King, Aurora, it was her gift to me. She sent me in search of medicine for Eric, lent me her horse.”
 
   “That is not what she says, maiden. And, how truly sorry I am for this, but her word means more in this place than yours. The people have been informed of your charges and push for death… by fire.”
 
   I gasped. My whole body shook with shock. They wished to burn me? “I have done nothing wrong, just trusted the wrong woman. Heodred, please! You have to help me!” I begged.
 
   “Cassandra! There is nothing I can do. The princess claims it is your bewitching that keeps Eric asleep. She says you bewitched her into handing off her horse. No one is to look into your eyes. That is why I wear this blindfold. They fear you will crawl inside my mind and stage an escape. Do not give them reason to think that!”
 
   “There is no way for me to escape death, is there? If I plead innocence, not one person will believe me. She is a cunning, sly girl. She tricked me so she could keep Eric to herself. Her jealousy runs deeper than I had imagined. And now I am to die by fire. Never to hold my love again. Never to see my family again.” I sank out of his grasp and to the floor. “Oh how I miss them.”
 
   “Cassandra, I am sorry.”
 
   “So this is how it is to end. I must pay the price for loving Eric by her soiled hands.” Heodred pulled off his blindfold and the guard watching him tried to restrain him. Heodred, the stocky warrior drew his blade on the man. The guard shrunk back, knowing this was a battle he would most certainly lose. Heodred was faster and stronger. The guard didn’t even have time to draw his own sword before a blade was placed at his throat.
 
   “Danieles, do not tempt my hand.” He turned his gaze back to me, a frozen heap on the floor. He looked directly into my eyes. “I will die before I see an innocent woman burned alive at the hands of a lying seductress.” Heodred sheathed his sword and stepped away, leaving Danieles confused and shaking. He caught my eye and quickly turned away.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 17
 
   LEARNING FROM MISTAKES
 
    
 
   I hadn’t heard from Todd since that day he drove me home. I had heard from Aurora. She gave her traditional Christmas phone call, at midnight on Christmas Eve. I don’t know why she always did that. Another strange thing to add to the list. She wanted to hang out, I knew it. But I didn’t want to. Truth is, I liked the quiet. I hadn’t had quiet since before Todd moved in, and, even then, Aurora called or stopped over every day. Now, I hadn’t seen Todd in weeks, and Aurora had only called once. It was peaceful. If only I could get the roaring in my head to stop. My thoughts were too much for me. And so was my constant headache.
 
   It was New Year’s Eve. I never did anything on this night. To me, it was like any other night. Aurora usually spent it at Bonnie’s house. We went to high school together but I was never friends with her, so I was never invited. Since Todd quit doing drugs, he would spend the night watching movies and stay up into the morning. Before that, he would be out with his friends. When he was a kid, before he moved in with us, he would disappear for days. I knew because my aunt would call, crying to my mother over the phone. Somehow, I never understood that woman. She would disappear for days, even weeks, and expect Todd to live on his own for as long as she felt like; but then, he would disappear and she would suddenly believe he couldn’t live without her. I know she has her problems, but she’s the reason Todd’s so messed up.
 
   Why is Eric, though? What is his reason for being so strange? Why was he so dependent on Aurora? Why does he hate himself?
 
   A high-pitched noise broke the silence around me. The phone. I answered, “Hello?”
 
   I heard a sniffling sound and breathing, then, quietly, a deep voice came through, “Sandy?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “It’s Todd.” My heart fell through my body. He sounded so distressed. “I, uh, want that tape.”
 
    
 
   I sat on the bus, and every second felt like a lifetime. My heart was pounding and my blood ran cold through my body. Each time the bus stopped, I wanted to scream. Todd had refused to drive over for the video. It was at times like this that I wished I had a car. I didn’t know what to expect when I got there, and this was the last bus of the day. Todd’s neighborhood was scary enough in the daytime, no less at night. Third house down, first floor apartment, door on the right. I was so afraid that Todd would give in that I had run out of the house without even putting my coat on.
 
   When the bus stopped, I could see cars lining the street, and one of those cars was Todd’s. Josh’s front porch was littered with people. My worry for Todd seemed to give me strength. I could think of no other reason for my sudden bravery. I stepped inside the old house without catching anyone’s attention. The air smelled strange. Everyone was smoking or drinking. It wasn’t normal cigarettes, that’s for sure. I caught someone’s eye and asked him about Todd.
 
   “Todd who?” he asked.
 
   I tried again with no answer, but then I found my way down the hall and just started opening doors. Empty bedroom. Bathroom, not so empty. The next door was locked. There were no more doors to my right. Should I check those on the left? I saw Josh in the crowd. He stood a full head taller than everyone else, skin as black as night. He would help me find Todd, but I didn’t want to go back there. The smoke was so thick and so was the crowd. They creeped me out. I coughed, choking on the dense air. This was not where I wanted to be. I have to be crazy, doing this for Todd, I thought. I heard something break. It came from inside the locked room. I threw myself against the door to listen, but it was silent. “Todd!?”
 
   The door swung open and I fell in. Todd caught me, or I just fell into him. Either way worked for me because I didn’t hit the floor. I balanced in his massive arms and he gripped my sweater hard in his fists. He breathed in deeply at my shoulder. It took a second before I realized what he was doing. “Todd, stop!” I pushed away from him and slammed the door shut behind me, drawing the lock. “Don’t try to get high off my clothes.”
 
   He looked down sheepishly. “I wasn’t-”
 
   “Yes. You were. Don’t bother trying again. I avoided the smoke.” A lie. That would have been impossible. The smoke was everywhere. “I have the tape.” I held it out to him. He snatched it out of my grip, turning quickly toward the TV. He dragged his black hooded sweatshirt off his TV and tossed it to the floor.
 
   Everything he owned was on the floor. No furniture. His bed was a mattress on the floor. All his electronics, consisting of a small TV, VCR/DVD combo and a Discman, lay on the floor of his nasty room, along with piles of books and notebooks. He had no dresser, so his socks and other clothes that couldn’t be hung on his closet rod were stuffed in plastic bags in his closet. The closet had no doors, but hinges still hung from the frame anyway. He had one large window. The glass was cracked and duct tape covered a section, probably to hold it together. He didn’t have any curtains or shades or anything. The walls were littered with yellow-edged water stains, dents and even holes. I couldn’t help but wonder if he missed his old room. He hadn’t bothered to decorate it, didn’t hang posters or anything, but he had had furniture there, and a solid window. A dresser, a desk…although he never really used his desk chair. Always sat on the floor.
 
   Todd kneeled on the ancient carpeted floor and tried to jam the video in the VCR, but it wouldn’t go in. He threw his body roughly to the floor and looked inside the slot. He looked like hell. His hands trembled. I watched as a bead of sweat trickled from his forehead, down his cheek. His whole body seemed to glisten with sweat, and his t-shirt clung to his wide back.
 
   “You can go now,” he said sternly, holding the tape like it was his last lifeline, not even looking at me.
 
   I wanted to go, the place scared me, but I couldn’t leave him. Not yet. Not until he was alright. “I’m staying.” I folded my arms tightly across my chest to prove my point.
 
   “I don’t want you to.”
 
   “Too bad,” I replied. He grunted back at me as I cleared a space for my butt on the grimy carpet. I wished I hadn’t worn my good jeans. Just standing in there made me feel like I was coated in dirt. “How are you?”
 
   Todd snorted in response as he began to pull another video out of the slot. “Fuck,” he swore.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   Todd lifted the VCR and looked into the slot past the VHS tape. “It’s caught on something,” he told me, sitting up angrily. He yanked on his video, pulling it halfway out and rocking it back and forth. “Goddammit!” he growled. “Got a screwdriver?”
 
   “Of course. I never leave home without one,” I replied sarcastically. I meant it as a joke, but it seemed to grate on his nerves more.
 
   “Fuckin’ hell,” Todd cursed.
 
   “Let me try.” I took the box from his hands and looked at the jammed tape. “Bye Bye Birdie?” I asked. “Are you serious? I didn’t know about your love of musicals.”
 
   Todd narrowed his eyes at me as he scratched at his forearm viciously. I don’t know if he realized it, but he was actually making his arm bleed a little. “Very funny. I got this piece of shit at a garage sale.”
 
   “And what? You never used it?”
 
   Thankfully, his anger started to diminish. A bit, anyway. “Not the VCR. Don’t own any tapes. I don’t live in the stone age like you.”
 
   “You don’t have anything to open this up?” I asked.
 
   Todd looked at his bedroom door helplessly, finally leaving his poor arm alone. “Not in here. Just forget it,” he growled in frustration. “You should go.”
 
   He wasn’t getting rid of me that easily. I was certain that as soon as I stepped out that door, he would be getting high. I gave him a hard look. He avoided eye contact. I was right. I yanked on the tape, pulling it through the slot and losing half of the tape ribbon in the process. I tore the ribbon in half and pulled the rest of it from inside the slot.
 
   “There, like magic,” I stated defiantly. Todd scratched his scalp helplessly as I put the video I brought into the VCR and set it back in its place on the floor. “Ready?” I asked. Todd sighed.
 
   “Yeah,” Todd said as he reluctantly reached for the remote. He pressed play.
 
   It was a cheap video, made by one of his drunk friends. I went to high school with the kid, one of those guys who were way older than everyone else in their class. When I found out he knew Todd, well… He had some strange crush or something on me, so it wasn’t tough to get the film.
 
   The camera shook and the picture was fuzzy. The camera closed in on Todd. He was nineteen at the time, and was stoned out of his mind. His eyes had red circles around them and he sat in a corner. The cameraman called for his attention: “Hey Todd, you fuckin’ ass. Sup my man.” Todd rolled his head lazily toward the camera, a cloudy happy expression on his face.
 
   I had seen the video before. Not very exciting or frightening, just Todd being stupid and made fun of without realizing it. There was a part about midway through of Todd trying to fight someone who was also high, which, if it had been faked, probably would have been funny. But I knew Todd. He hated being made to look stupid. More than anything. He was such a tough guy all the time, always flipping on anyone who challenged him. He would hate what he saw in this video.
 
   What I wished I could show him was something else, something that would scare the crap out of him. It scared me. It was the last time I had seen Todd high.
 
    
 
   2001
 
   It was a warm day in May. I was staying with the Bacsters while my parents traveled on a business trip. I was old enough to stay home alone, but they were afraid I wouldn’t be alone. Because of Todd and his unpredictable nature, I was banished from my own house. I had stayed late at school and Aurora hadn’t stayed late with me, so I walked the length of the street from my bus stop by myself.
 
   I shifted my backpack on my shoulders, tired of the immense weight. As my house came into view, I saw that Todd’s car had not only returned, but that he had parked it on the lawn. The grass was chewed up and dug into, as if he had been run off the road and had abandoned his car there. I continued forward, angry that he would treat my family’s lawn like a parking lot. Where was he anyway? I stepped up to his car, looking inside. He wasn’t in there. Then I saw Todd, thin as can be, huddled on the front steps of my house like a scared little boy. His hands covered his head and he rocked himself forward and back, humming to himself. Then he looked up, catching my eye.
 
   “Sandy?” he said, squinting as if I were miles away and not just a couple yards.
 
   “Where have you been for the past three weeks?” I asked, hating him for disappearing. I didn’t want him there, but I didn’t want to hear about him not being there either. That was worse, although at that moment, it was preferable.
 
   He looked down, still rocking himself protectively, his eyes hidden behind his dark hair. “Sandy, I need your help. There’s someone…following me. In my trunk.”
 
   I glanced nervously next to me, at the sealed trunk of his nasty car. “What?” I asked.
 
   “It’s my dad,” he said, sitting up straight now. His head jerked, like a tick and he breathed quickly. He was hyperventilating. I could actually see his heart beating through his loose shirt, the fabric moving with its very quick pace.
 
   “Your dad is dead,” I told him.
 
   He ignored my statement and began talking with his hands, explaining, “I was in the bathroom, and I saw him, staring back at me.”
 
   “In the mirror?” I asked, dropping my heavy backpack to the ground. The idiot, he saw his own reflection.
 
   Todd looked at me, confused. “No, he wasn’t in the glass…he was in front of it, on it. He looked just like the photos at Grandma’s.” Todd stood, stumbling a bit as he descended the steps to the lawn. He stretched out his hands in front of him, “I reached out to him, and he reached out to me…” I could tell, even from the distance Todd stood from me, that his eyes looked lost, unfocused, glazed over. “And I freaked,” he told me, starting to seem panicked, “I ran! And he followed me! He’s been in my trunk for days, following me!” Todd pleaded with me to believe him.
 
   “So what do you need me for?” I asked.
 
   He pointed at his trunk with a trembling hand, “I need you to open my trunk.”
 
   I gave his car a wary glance. His assurance was making me nervous. Maybe there really was someone in his trunk. It wasn’t his dad, but someone…
 
   “Please, Sandy,” Todd begged. “Please…” he said, holding his head in his hands protectively. “Open it, open it, open it!”
 
   I summoned my courage, or hatred for him, and said, “Fine.” I went to his door and pulled the trunk release, then walked around to the trunk and pulled it up. I jumped away, just incase. Todd nervously glanced around me and we both saw that the trunk was empty.
 
   “See?” I told him.
 
   “Gone? He’s gone? How did he escape?” Todd asked.
 
   “He’s dead,” I told him.
 
   “You’re right Sandy. You’re right. He’s dead. Dead, dead. Dead, Todd!” he yelled, slamming the trunk closed. He punched the top of his trunk, and I winced, expecting him to scream out in pain. He didn’t. He just stood there unsteadily, then looked at me, saying, “He flew away. I have to follow him. I need to find him. He must have wanted something from me.” He reached into his pocket for something. He drew out a short glass tube, shook his head, putting it back. Then he pulled a cigarette from his pocket. He nodded, that was what he was looking for. He put it in his mouth and held his lighter out before him, about six inches away from the end. He held the flame there until he thought it was lit, then dropped the lighter to the ground. He paced the sidewalk, cigarette in hand, putting his other hand into his pocket. I watched curiously as he lifted that hand to his nose, sniffling, looking as if he were about to sneeze.
 
   Todd stepped up onto the curb, facing into the street. He kind of rocked his body forward and back, swaying, like the smallest breeze could blow him over. His hands trembled. But not just his hands. His entire body seemed to shake softly as he stood, balancing on the raised curb. I watched, unable to tear my eyes away. It was like watching a train wreck. I couldn’t help but wonder what he was doing and ventured a bit closer to him.
 
   “Sandy?” he called out nervously.
 
   “Yeah,” I grunted.
 
   “Let me tell you, Sandy, a story, about a shoe,” Todd began oddly. “Named Blue. Poor Blue. There was nothing he could do. For he was just a shoe.”
 
   “And…?” I asked, trying to get a good look at his face without stepping into the road. I didn’t know what I should be looking for, but my parents did it all the time with him. He was either high or had finally snapped. Probably both.
 
   “And what? That’s his story,” he told me, most of his face hidden in shadow. “He wanted to go out climbing, wanted to walk, wanted to run. It’s what he was made for. But he couldn’t. Because, alone, he was just a shoe. Alone, he was Blue.”
 
   “Deep,” I said sarcastically as I caught a glimpse of what I was looking for. His face was not normal. His eyes had clouded over and were red. He looked like hell, like he hadn’t slept in days, weeks even. It was frightening.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, it is. Fuckin’ deep,” he said, nodding in approval. “Like the ocean. Blue.”
 
   Todd attempted to take a drag from his unlit cigarette, then flicked it from his trembling fingers. He watched as it fell to the pavement of the road before him, but he watched too far, for too long. A look of nervousness crossed his face. He lifted his chin, looking off into the distance, and rolled on his feet; he rolled from heel to toe and bounced back to his heels, balancing on the thin curb blocks. I watched him anxiously, not sure what to expect.
 
   “I’m gonna jump off this building,” he said, so seriously. His voice was deep and grave.
 
   “What?” I asked in disbelief.
 
   “I have to follow my dad. I have to know what he wanted.” He outstretched his arms, as if he really believed he were at the edge of a tall building. He was only standing about three inches above the street.
 
   “It’s decision time,” he said, looking down at the road. “Judgment day. Live or die. Fly or fall. I can fly, Sandy. I know I can. I’m not like Blue. I can do this. I’m sick of walking. I’m gonna jump.”
 
   “Go ahead,” I challenged him, wanting to be done with the idiot. “Jump.”
 
   Todd closed his eyes, as if mentally preparing himself. He leaned forward…too far. I blinked and within an instant, he hit the pavement with his face.
 
   I stared, horrified, afraid to go closer, afraid of what he might do, or if he could do anything. I approached cautiously, carefully, with legs heavy as lead.
 
   Blood. I saw red blood on the asphalt. I cringed at the sight. He wasn’t moving. His eyes were open, vacant and terrifying. I rushed into the house, reached for the phone, knocking it off the table in the process. I snatched up the receiver and dialed 911. I didn’t know what else to do. When they answered, I blurted out in a rushed panic, “My cousin, he’s high and passed out. Hit his head.”
 
   I told them our address and hung up, rushing outside to find Todd still lying in the street. He hadn’t moved at all, but he began to laugh into the blacktop. “Sandy…it was beautiful. I did it, I flew.”
 
   “No, you didn’t, Todd.”
 
   He climbed to his knees with an odd sense of calm. He turned to face me. There was blood all around his right eye, oozing from his brow in a sea of red. His right cheekbone and bridge of his nose were scraped badly. His nose was bleeding heavily, dripping dark red blood from his nostrils down over his lips as he talked. “I did. I soared above it all.”
 
   “You fell, Todd,” I told him, working hard to keep the shaking from my voice.
 
   Todd pulled a small plastic bag from his pocket and swallowed its contents dry. I couldn’t see what it was, but I was sure it wasn’t good. He pushed himself to his feet, looking weak and wobbly.
 
   “No, Sandy, you just don’t understand,” he said, his eyes staring through deep red blood at my face. “You need to open your mind and the truth of lies will come to you.” 
 
   He lifted his hands to the sky as he continued, looking like he could fall over any second, “Like the rays of sunlight pierce the moon, illuminating it, so you will be. We battle, fight for our lives until the enemy is dead. Victorious.” Todd stumbled, falling to the grass, but continued on, unfazed, “Then we become the terminators. Hate begets hate. Love begets hate. Indifference begets hate.” 
 
   Todd sat up and pushed himself back up to his feet, with blood dripping down onto his shirt from his face, staining the gray fabric. “Welcome to the free world, Sandy. Embrace it, believe in it and it will tear you open with pleasure. That’s what life is, Sandy. Pain.”
 
   He wiped his fingers across his lips and stared bewildered at the blood that stained them, as if he didn’t know what it was or how it had gotten there. He staggered across the lawn to his car and fell against the side of it. He pulled the door open, leaving red blood smears across the white metal. Todd collapsed into the driver seat of his car and gripped the wheel, staring through the windshield. He seemed to realize that the car wasn’t on and instead of finding his keys, he began to press every button he could find.
 
   I sat down on the steps to my home, staring in disbelief as he gave up and looked through the windshield again. I don’t know what he thought he saw, but he didn’t even notice the sound of the sirens approaching. He just stared, jaw slack and eyes blank. He stared, frozen, like a mannequin. Police arrived, followed by an ambulance, and I walked into the house, done with Todd.
 
    
 
   I sat in Aurora’s new car, on the way to the hospital. I didn’t want to go, but Aurora was convinced that I would regret not going. She reached over, squeezing my hand in hers, like we were still little kids. “Its okay, Sandy. Everything will be fine,” she told me.
 
   “I know,” I told her. I wasn’t worried about Todd. Why would I be? He was in the hospital because of his decisions. Clearly, he wanted to be there. They were holding him there, yesterday and today, and maybe tomorrow too, like he was a mental patient. Apparently that’s what happens when they think you’re a danger to yourself and others. Stupid Todd.
 
   “I’m only going because you want me to,” I told Aurora.
 
   “Trust me,” she said. “If something were to happen to him, you would never forgive yourself.”
 
   Aurora walked me inside and to the mental ward. They let me into the visiting area and Aurora waited in the hallway. A gruff-looking woman went into a room and seconds later emerged with Todd next to her. He stood taller than the woman, even through his slouch, but he looked as though he weighed half of what she did. But his face was no longer red and white but his normal tan shade, aside from a massive bruise covering most of the right side of his face and the bridge of his nose. His eyebrow had a thick white bandage taped over it. Todd wore clothes that were not his, blue sweatpants and a white t-shirt. No socks or shoes. No one but the nurses and doctors seemed to wear socks and shoes.
 
   When Todd saw me, his expression went from one of tortured annoyance, to his version of a happy smile. His face relaxed and his eyes softened, appearing light, deep and kind. I hated when he gave me his kind eyes. It made me feel guilty for not returning the expression. 
 
   “Sandy,” he said as he reached for me, arms outstretched for an embrace. I backed away, not wanting to feel his slimy grip on me. He noticed and dropped his arms, then took a seat at a table. I slid into the plastic seat across from him and he looked to the floor. I watched him curiously for a moment, before he asked, “Does my mom…does she know where I am?”
 
   “Yes,” I told him. “Grandma told her.”
 
   “Are they…coming to see me?” Todd asked quietly. His voice sounded rough as sandpaper.
 
   “No, I don’t think so. Your mom…she has work and…yeah…” I said, knowing it was a lame excuse. Grandma was just too upset with him to come.
 
   “Aunt Linda?” he asked.
 
   “Work,” I answered.
 
   Todd nodded. “I’ll be out tomorrow,” he said. “Unless I hurt myself. Or someone else. Maybe I will. The food’s not too bad. Kinda like a vacation here,” he said with a thin edge of sarcasm. Then he shook his head regretfully. “You’re the only one who came. How sad is that? None of my friends…I called them, too. Stupid.”
 
   I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, staring at the deep purple bruise on his face. My eyes teared up unexpectedly. I couldn’t help it. I felt my nose go numb and my hands begin to tremble on the table’s surface. Todd noticed and looked at me with those kind gray eyes.
 
   “Hey,” he said softly, placing one hand on mine. I pulled away immediately. “It’s alright. I’m okay,” he told me. “You don’t have to worry about me. It’s a waste of time, really.”
 
   “No,” I began. “I’m not. It’s not that.”
 
   “Oh,” Todd said, lifting his chin slowly. He watched me, waiting for my explanation.
 
   “I didn’t know what to do. The blood and…I didn’t know what to do.”
 
   “So you called the cops. Good. They didn’t arrest me, so everything’s good. You can call them every time you see me. I don’t care, alright?”
 
   I nodded. He was giving me freedom to get him thrown in jail. I didn’t understand it at the time, but he only did that because he thought he would never see me again. He planned not to.
 
   I looked behind me to the door I had come in through. Todd noticed. “You can go,” he told me. “It’s alright. I want to be alone.” He looked at me, waiting, and said softly, “Go.” I stood to leave and as I turned my back to him, he said, “And Sandy? Thank you for coming.”
 
   I rushed to the door without looking back, but as I was led through, I quickly glanced back at Todd. He had his head resting in his arms on the table and his shoulders trembled.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 18
 
   CHEMICAL STRUGGLES
 
    
 
   That was the last time I saw Todd high, but it wasn’t his last time. His addiction continued on, for months longer. We didn’t know where he was, or where he went. I didn’t see him again until that August, when he was laying in a hospital bed, recovering from an overdose. He had been with Josh that day. When things turned for the worse, Josh left him on the curb outside the hospital, hoping Todd would be found and helped. They both lucked out. Todd was seen, and Josh was not.
 
   As soon as he was able, Todd checked himself out of the hospital and into rehab. It was the smartest decision he ever made, and I couldn’t help but be impressed that he did it all on his own. No convincing, offering, or intervention. He was alone in it, but not anymore. I was stronger now. And he was less scary now, too. When he came back to stay with us after rehab, he would fly off the handle at any tiny little thing. He could flip a switch between being apologetic to punching his fist through a wall. But he had made it past that, and now, maybe, he didn’t have to fight alone. I could help. And I was helping.
 
   I looked to the TV screen. He was halfway through the video. Then I looked straight into Todd’s face. He wore a blank expression. He turned off the TV, reached out, and ejected the tape. Todd handed it to me. 
 
   “There’s more,” I told him, but he shook his head.
 
   “That was enough.” Todd sat in silence, staring at the blank screen. A muscle worked hard in his strong jaw. His eyes were dark, veiled behind his messy hair. “Fucking stupid.”
 
   “Keep the tape, for next time. Okay?”
 
   Again, he was silent. He sat, slouched over, and I could practically see the darkness that hung over him. He sniffed the air, catching a whiff of something that I did not. I watched his eyes roll back into his head as his nostrils twitched. He stood, frustrated and grabbed a towel off the floor. I watched him as he rolled it lengthwise and stuffed in into the crack under his bedroom door. Then he reached for his heating vent that blew warm air into the room and closed the grates on it.
 
   “Sorry I dragged you here,” he muttered. He scratched his head absently as he looked around the room. He found what he was searching for, a small space heater behind his bed. He yanked out and plugged it in.
 
   “I can’t believe you live here,” I said. “This place is disgusting.”
 
   He laughed in an awkward, helpless way. “Yeah, definitely. Thing is, I even tried to clean. It’s all stains.” The conversation seemed to be a welcome distraction to him. I could see the change in his attitude and demeanor. It made me want to smile.
 
   “You? Tried to clean? Like I’ll ever believe that.”
 
   “It’s true. I did. Well, Sandy, I’m alright now. You can leave and go do whatever it is that you do.”
 
   “Like what? Sit in my room and stare at the wall? Oh, joy.”
 
   “You probably have the whole place to yourself, right?” he asked, sitting back down beside me.
 
   “Come over,” I offered. “My parents won’t be home until tomorrow.”
 
   His expression fell. “No. I’m good here.”
 
   “Right, that’s why you barricaded yourself in this room? You were afraid to go outside that door, and you’re good here? No way.”
 
   “I’m not going there and I’m not leaving this room. So go if you’re gonna go. I don’t want you in this crack house anyway.” His eyes were dark and dangerous. I believed him. He really didn’t think that he could leave the room and not get high.
 
   “You hungry?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   “I’m gonna go get some food. McDonald’s good?”
 
   “Uh, sure. Take my car.” He held his keys out to me. “Don’t worry. No beer or drugs in there. Don’t speed.”
 
    
 
   I went, got the food—thank goodness for 24-hour fast food—and pulled back up to the house. I gave my best attempt at parallel parking. Todd’s car was pretty easy to see out of, not like my parents’ car. I didn’t hit anything, and I wasn’t really in the road too much. Close enough. I looked at the house, dreading going through there again. Those people were so weird. They were all strung out and sleazy. But I had to, for Todd. I couldn’t let him fall down the wrong path again. I often took for granted how hard he tried. Sighing, I grabbed the food bag and the drink tray and closed the rusting door with my hip. It hurt. I didn’t understand. I had shut the door like that many times in the past, and never had it hurt. Had I lost that much weight? I know I went down two sizes since last year, but… A drink slipped out of the tray and hit the hard cold ground. Shit, that was Todd’s drink. And it splattered on my jeans.
 
   I entered the house and tried to hold my breath. They had turned on the music, ready to kick up the party, I guessed, like Eric had done. Stop. No thinking about Eric. Focus on Todd. I shoved my way into the busy kitchen, looking for napkins. I dropped the bag and tray on the table and began to sop the Sprite off my legs, trying not to be noticed. Good thing Todd likes sprite and not some stuff that stains, like Coke.
 
   “Hey slim,” some guy said. I glanced up at his pale face to find he was staring straight at me, smirking. I immediately looked away, hoping he would just leave. He didn’t seem to be drunk or high, much unlike the rest of the crowd, but he was definitely a slimeball. 
 
   “So Todd let you in his room, that’s cool.” I tossed out the napkins and popped open the fridge. “He’s been shut in there all day. Maybe the two of us can get him to relax, ya know? What do you say?” I buried my face in the fridge, waiting for him to give up. “Maybe next time,” he said, backing off. 
 
   I kept my back to him, not wanting him to think I was open for conversation. Definitely wanted to avoid that, and I didn’t want to leave Todd alone for any longer than I had to. He was right. His friends didn’t understand why he quit, not even a little. I searched through the cabinets until I found a bottle of something without alcohol for Todd to drink, then grabbed everything, went and yelled outside of Todd’s door until it opened.
 
   “You always have to cause trouble, don’t you? You’re soda even picks fights with me. Here,” I said, handing over his drink.
 
   “OJ and burgers. That’s a first,” he complained, while popping it open and drinking from it anyway. We ate while we watched this horrible movie, American History X. Todd seemed to like depressing things. It was the first few minutes of the movie and people had already been brutally murdered before my eyes. I could barely chew without having the impulse to vomit. After at least an hour in attempt, I gave up on my cheeseburger and cradled my soda in both hands. I sipped it slowly to distract me from the movie. I looked to Todd. He had finished eating in about two minutes flat. I supposed one burger was not enough for him. I should have got two. He always had double helpings of everything. I considered offering the rest of my food to him, but then I remembered Thanksgiving. I tossed my food back into the bag and rolled the top up tight, then slid him a wary glance. He hadn’t noticed. He watched the television calmly.
 
   At least he wasn’t one of those jerk guys who laughed at the death scenes. That always bothered me so much. Todd caught me staring at him. He shot me an annoyed look and lay on his stomach, staring at the TV.
 
   Before I knew it, Todd was asleep on the floor. I finished my soda and the straw made that gurgling noise. I laughed out loud. That sound is so funny! It’s great! Aw, I want more soda.
 
   I licked my lips and headed out of the room. Dizziness swept over me and I fell against the wall, giggling. I took a moment to look around at the wonky, spinning room. Some people were dancing, some were drinking. “Hey, baby.”
 
   I whirled around, looking for the person who belonged to that smooth voice I had just heard. I found a cute guy in the living room, smiling at me.
 
    
 
   1204
 
   Heodred was inside, drunk and happy, but Eric followed me out to the horses. I brought carrots to feed them and Eric had slipped out the door behind me. I didn’t see him there, but I could feel him. I heard his steps, heard each breath he took. He slowly approached me and leaned his chin against the back of my head. He breathed in slowly, as if burning the moment to his memory. His hands touched my shoulders. 
 
   “You are a brave woman,” he told me. “More brave than any I’ve known.”
 
   “You haven’t known many women,” I countered, smiling. I turned to face him. “You left so quickly yesterday. I needed to see you again.” I touched his face tenderly. I felt around the gash I had cleaned out not too long ago. He smoothed back my long wavy hair.
 
   “I will come back for you, when I’ve earned my riches and some land. I’ll return for you, if you’ll have me.”
 
   “I will wait for you all my life, if that’s what it takes to be with you.”
 
   He smiled a sly grin. “Just all your life?”
 
   “Many lifetimes. All of eternity if need be. I could never love anyone more than I love you.” He leaned down and kissed my cheek, the first time he ever kissed my face. I felt hot and faint, but I wasn’t willing to let him go, not yet. I touched my lips to his and held onto him with my life. He embraced me and I felt we could never be parted. By anyone. Or anything. Not even death.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 19
 
   NOT MYSELF
 
    
 
   I didn’t know what changed, but being there, with such strange, lovely people…I felt liquid. Smooth. Enhanced. Like everything was brighter. More colorful. That’s the only way to describe it. I sat on the hot boy’s lap, stroking his muscles while he stroked my butt. The sensation in his touch seemed multiplied. It was intoxicatingly sexy. He touched all over my hips and thighs before making his way up to my breasts. They felt so big in his rough fingers. He pulled at my shirt, and then I lost it. Somewhere. The bright colors intensified and took over my vision. But who needed to see when every touch held this much power? Just the sound of the music, I felt like I could reach out and touch it, just pluck each note out of the air and feel its vibrations run through me.
 
   I felt hands all over my skin, but so far away. I felt more hands. Eric. I could barely see the face of the man I kissed through the dazzling blur of color and light. I felt his mouth on my throat and I felt more hands on my back. Everyone wants me. Everyone needs to touch me. Touch me, please. Make me happy. Make me real. The music that floated through my thoughts enhanced and took on a new dimension. I was past 3-D. I was 4-D.
 
   My hair tickled my back, fallen out of its ties. Fingers tickled me. Fingers fondled me. I felt lips on my back and chest and stomach. Was I laying? Standing? Floating?
 
   Floating. I was on air. I was air. I was a goddess, an angel. Being held together by the force of nothing. Colors danced before my eyes and the music was all I heard. The music…I could feel the music. I reached my arm out, lacing it through the colorful notes. They vibrated as I plucked their colors and the notes danced along my arm. I am the music.
 
   Suddenly, the familiar touching began to disappear, one by one. So cold. So alone, only one body…I was tugged from the last body that held me and found myself with a new one…Eric…Words came from him, I heard. The colorful notes on my fingertips resonated as they made contact with his body. He was calling to me. Yes. “Eric…Eric I’m here.” My lips sensed his and overtook them. I washed myself like water over him and let my hands take his body. I’m what he wants…what he desires.
 
   I lost his mouth. His hands covered me, pulled me…
 
   “Ahhhk!” I shrieked. The color and chords left me. Ice covered me. I screamed, thrashing back and forth, trying to lose his grip on me. Freezing cold racked my body. I couldn’t escape. It was covering me. I was drowning in snow…help! 
 
   “Help! Help me!!” I felt arms wrap tighter to me, holding around my shoulders, protecting me, stroking my hair, stroking my forehead. They rocked me back and forth like a baby. I could hear whispers… sweet prayers, whispered in my ear. Hold on, it’s alright… hold on…
 
    
 
   I opened my eyes and they slowly adjusted. Bright, shining…tile. It was morning. Early morning. It must have been sunrise. Pale light filled the small room. I felt trapped, but protected and loved. I felt used and violated. I felt cold and warm…
 
   I was in a bathroom? It was deathly quiet. Not one sound. Cold porcelain pressed against my back. I looked down and realized that I was in a bathtub, sitting in cool water, although I felt surprisingly warm. My shirt was gone leaving my chest covered only by my bra. My shoes were missing, and my hair was stuck to my skin. There were arms around me, pressing at my collarbone from behind. I felt my heart begin to race. Panic surged through me. Who was it? What did they want? They were strong arms, shaped with dark ripped muscle. A man’s arms. I felt his hand touch my forehead gently, like my mom used to do when I felt sick. Who are you? The hand moved as I began to turn to see who was there. One arm released me, the other held fast, keeping me from sliding in the water. I saw the face… chiseled features, a strong wide jaw and kind gray eyes. Todd. He looked so weary. His eyes had dark circles under them and he was deathly pale. I looked at him and he smiled weakly.
 
   What happened? Panic subsided when I saw his face, but reality pressed down upon me. I was half naked in a bathtub, being held up by my cousin. The previous moments were all a blur to me. “Todd.”
 
   “How are you?” he asked, his voice hoarse.
 
   “What happened?” I urged him to answer truthfully; my eyes pierced his and he looked away.
 
   “What did you take?” he demanded.
 
   I stared at him until he reluctantly looked me straight in the eye. “I didn’t take anything,” I answered.
 
   He closed his eyes regretfully, shaking his head. “Well, you were high on something.”
 
   “Todd, tell me. What happened?”
 
   Without a word, he yanked off his black t-shirt and tossed it on my head as he stood. His body crackled and popped from the motion. How long had he been there? Minutes? Hours? Had he been there all night? I drew my arms through the sleeves and pulled the body of the shirt over my tan bra, trying not to drop it in the water. Todd held his hand out, taking mine in his and pulled me to my feet, water sloshing around the porcelain. He helped me out of the slippery tub, then got me a towel from a cabinet. 
 
   I caught a glimpse of my face in the mirror. I was white as paper. Dark red circles had formed under my eyes and my hair was sweaty and matted to my forehead. Blood seemed to drain from my body as the realization of that night hit me.
 
   I held the towel, still folded in my hands, and said, “Everything’s a blur of color, and noise…”
 
   Todd’s gaze intensified and his face tensed. “Still?”
 
   “That’s what I remember…like a dream.”
 
   Todd took the towel from my hands and wrapped it around my waist, covering my soaking wet jeans. He rubbed the towel vigorously against the outside of my thighs, making me feel like a child being dried by her parent after a bath. 
 
   “Why’d you leave my room? Why’d you go out there with them?” he asked, standing up straight again.
 
   I shook my head. “I don’t know.”
 
   “You don’t know?! Damn it Sandy! You could have gotten hurt, died or something! Hell, you almost got raped!”
 
   Tears flooded my eyes and fell down my cheeks in rivers. I couldn’t even try to hold them back. Todd swallowed hard and pulled me against his bare chest. He wrapped his thick arms around me and hugged me tightly as I pressed my head into his shoulder, weeping on him. I had hoped what I recalled was a dream. Maybe some was, but to what extent?
 
   “Todd, tell me everything?” I asked.
 
   He sighed and sat me down on the toilet seat lid. He knelt beside me on the small, wet rug and messed with his hair, pulling his fingers through it like he really didn’t care what it looked like. “I saw you weren’t in my room, so I went out to find you,” he said, then fell silent. I watched him, waiting for him to continue. It seemed as difficult for him to say as it was for me to hear. Todd began to pull at the fibers of the rug as he slowly continued, “When I did…there were three guys all over you and they, uh, yeah, well, they were all over you. I got rid of them and pulled you in here. You were so hot, sweating real bad. I tried to cool you off in the tub, but you kept thrashing around. So I held you still and tried to calm you down. Eventually, you fell asleep.”
 
   I squirmed in my seat. Ew, three guys.
 
   Todd reached out and lifted the bottom hem of his shirt that I wore. I stared at him uncomfortably until he said, “Look.”
 
   I looked where he touched my stomach. My skin was red and puffy. It looked like a bite mark. I shuddered at the thought. “I think I saw a couple more,” Todd said. He searched through the cabinet until he found peroxide. He soaked some toilet paper in it and handed it to me. “Who’s Eric?” he asked.
 
   “How do you know about Eric?” I inquired as I began to disinfect the wound. It didn’t look like the skin was broken, but I wasn’t taking any chances.
 
   “Well, you called me…uh, you said his name while you were out of it.”
 
   I tried to think back to when I said his name. I think I said it a lot last night. But…wait… “Todd, did I kiss you?”
 
   He snickered, then started to laugh. I stared at him uncomfortably until he calmed down a bit. He looked at me, grinning, holding back another laugh. “Oh, you did a lot more than that.”
 
   “I know I implied I wanted to know everything, but there is a limit to what I can handle.” Ewww!
 
   “Don’t worry, Sandy,” he told me. “People used to marry their cousins. Man, those were the good old days.” My eyes widened and he burst out laughing again. “Ya know, I’m sure there’s some state that will let us get hitched.” Again with the laughing. Now I remembered why I couldn’t stand him.
 
   “Oh, this is so like you,” I sneered. “You were probably jumping out of your pants at the thought that I would touch you.”
 
   The smile on his face died immediately. “What are you saying, that I liked it?” he asked, ferocity taking over his expression. “You’re sick, you know that? Sick. I didn’t want my little cousin grabbing me, so shut the hell up! Oh, by the way, there’re two more bites on you, and they’re not from me, bitch. I’m outta here.” He unlocked the bathroom door and slammed it shut behind him.
 
   “Todd, I’m sorry!” I yelled, desperate for him to come back. I doubt he heard, but I waited for a response. There was yelling from outside. Maybe the party was still going on. I cautiously stuck my head out the door and saw something I didn’t expect. Todd was beating on some guy in the living room. The guy was laid out on the floor, trying to fight back, but Todd was on him, pinning him down with his knee on his chest. 
 
   I stood there watching in shock as Todd hauled fist after fist on his face. He just kept hitting and hitting. Blood splattered across the carpet and Todd’s bare chest. Slowly the sleepy partiers who were laying and sitting everywhere in the room began to come to life. A tall guy came from behind Todd and pulled him off the bloody mess, but Todd whaled on him. He threw the guy into the wall by the shoulders, then pushed him back again, slamming him into the wall over and over. Three more people, two guys and a girl, tried to pry him off but he fought with all of them hanging on him. The guy he attacked slid to the floor and Todd followed him down, whaling his fists into him. Then Todd got up, with the two guys still pulling at his arms and back. They screamed at him to stop.
 
   I couldn’t move. I was too scared. Todd shook the guys off him and stared down the girl who had tried to stop him. Todd screamed at her, yelling, “Where is he?! Where is that son of a bitch?! Tell me, Denise!” His voice was raw and dangerous. The guys stood behind him, unsure of what to do. Todd shoved the girl into the seat of a chair. “Where?!”
 
   “I don’t know…” she whimpered, biting on the ends of her wild pink hair nervously.
 
   Todd turned from her and began to search through the sea of bodies passed out and lining the walls. He searched and searched as I began to emerge from the bathroom. He stormed out the front door and I sunk back into my haven. I locked the door and heard Todd outside, storming across the lawn in search of someone. I felt worse as I heard the yelling and screaming amplify.
 
   I snuck out of the bathroom and into Todd’s room as quickly as I could, locking the door silently behind me. The yelling and noise stopped. It seemed like an eternity before Todd shook the door handle, trying to enter his room. I heard him punch the door as I slid back the lock. He slammed the door wide open as he entered, nearly hitting my face with it. 
 
   Todd threw my shirt at me. “I’m taking you home,” he growled, not even looking near me.
 
   “Todd, I didn’t mean-”
 
   “Never turn your back on your food again. I won’t always be around to bodyguard you. Now grab your damn purse.”
 
   We rushed from the house. Todd stayed close to me, protectively. He pushed me along as everyone stared. I was still barefoot, but there was no way I was going to bring that to his attention. When we got outside, people in the yard began to yell obscenities at Todd, trying to rile him up, but he was playing it cool. Cool as a hot stove, but cool compared to before. A huge guy picked up a broken tree branch and headed toward us. I clambered into Todd’s car, slamming the door quickly, and Todd sped away from the curb as the guy was about to smash the windshield with the branch. He barely missed.
 
   I sat, silent and embarrassed, twisting my sweater in my hands. My heart pounded in my throat. I still wore Todd’s dark t-shirt, swimming in its massive size. I looked carefully over at him and saw a bit of blood had soaked into the sleeve of the white t-shirt he now wore. His knuckles were bruised and bloodied, and he squeezed the steering wheel with such force that I expected it to break. I forced my eyes closed, not wanting to see any more.
 
   His car screeched to a stop in front of my house. My parents’ car was gone. Where did they go last night? I couldn’t remember. My brain felt fried. I felt so dirty…
 
   “Get out,” Todd said sternly, dragging me out of my thoughts.
 
   “Todd, I’m sorry. I never consider your feelings and what you did for me, it was great. Thank you, Todd.” He shifted uncomfortably in his seat, staring out the window. He mumbled something indecipherable. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean what I said.”
 
   “Fine. Now go.”
 
   “Come in with me. Please?” I begged. I didn’t want him going back to that house, not ever. He glared at me, his gray eyes hard as steel. “I feel kind of weak,” I lied. I felt mixed up, confused, dirty, and like I had gotten hit over the head, but not weak…physically anyway.
 
   Todd got out of the car and gently pulled me out. He held his arm around my waist as he helped me to the door. Todd searched through my purse with his free hand and pulled out my keys. He jammed them in the door and lifted me inside with one arm. 
 
   “Need anything?” he asked. “I’ll make you some food. God knows you need it.”
 
   “I’m gonna take a shower really quick,” I called after him as I shut myself in the bathroom. Tears threatened my eyes, but I wouldn’t let them fall. I refused to feel sorry for myself. I knew what happened to me last night would haunt me all of my life, but I wasn’t about to let it start today.
 
   I detached my mind from my body, a skill I had perfected long ago. As I washed myself, cleansing every last inch of my body, I thought of nothing. My mind was numb, just the way I wanted it to be.
 
   When I was showered and dressed, I walked into the kitchen to see Todd flipping an egg in a pan. “You like cheese?” I nodded and he laid four pieces on the fried egg.
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   I sat, crumpled in the corner of my cell. Hours earlier, guards had attempted to blindfold me without looking at me. It was a failed act. They were too frightened to risk looking me in the eye. They feared my nonexistent powers. 
 
   The door at the end of the hall opened with a loud screech of metal grinding against metal. A procession walked into my presence, hooded figures carrying amulets. The leader of them all stepped up to me. He removed his hood to reveal his wrinkled, tired, but strong face. 
 
   “Witch, your powers cannot work on me, so do not try.” He pulled a cloth from his cloak and tied it tightly over my eyes, but not before I caught the glance of my brother, Elijah, under the hood farthest from me.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 20
 
   CAUGHT IN THE ACT
 
    
 
   Todd and I sat next to each other on the sofa, watching old episodes of “Saved by the Bell.” We must have both fallen asleep because when the front door opened, we nearly jumped out of our skin. We turned and looked to see my parents standing in the open doorway. Todd cursed under his breath. For three long seconds, no one said a thing…no one moved. The air seemed to have been sucked from the room. Todd slowly came out of shock and stood to go.
 
   “Todd,” my mother said, “We didn’t expect to find you here…”
 
   “Yeah, well I didn’t expect to be here.” He tried to walk past them to the door, but my dad stepped in his path, grabbing his chin with his hand.
 
   “What’s going on here?” my dad asked, almost in a whisper to Todd’s face. I could see my cousin’s Adam’s apple move up and down as he swallowed hard, looking up into my dad’s stern face.
 
   Todd pulled away. “Leave me alone.” Dad blocked the door.
 
   “Is that blood? Why are you bleeding?” my mom asked in a harsh manner. “What happened to your hands?” she demanded, pointing to his bruised, gauze-wrapped knuckles. “Have you been into drugs again?”
 
   “What’s it matter?” Todd spat the words with potent venom.
 
   “Tell us the truth,” my dad demanded. “You can’t lie to us. We know you, Todd, whether you like it or not.” My dad was never this harsh on him before, at least not that I could recall.
 
   “I can’t believe this!” my mom exclaimed.
 
   “Todd didn’t do drugs, mom!” I yelled.
 
   “Don’t bother, Sandy,” Todd said through gritted teeth. He reached and grabbed the door handle. Curling his lips back, he spoke directly into my dad’s face, “Get out of my way.” My father moved, gesturing that he really didn’t care, and Todd stormed out, slamming the door closed behind him.
 
   “Todd, wait!” I scrambled off the sofa and to the door, but Todd was already pulling away from the curb.
 
   “What’s going on?” my mom asked me. She stared straight at me. “Why are you protecting him, Sandy? Why was he here?”
 
   I looked down guiltily. I felt I owed it to Todd to tell my parents the truth, to tell them everything that happened last night. But I also knew that they might blame Todd for all of it. Todd would hate it if I told them how caring he was to me, how scared he was…
 
   “Cassandra! Answer your mother!” my dad yelled.
 
   I looked up into my parents’ faces and carefully answered, “Todd’s a really good guy.” My father let out a grunt and my mother sighed with frustration. “No, he is. I guess I never took the time to realize it before, but he is.”
 
   “Sandy,” my mother began, but I wouldn’t let her continue. I had to tell them how wrong they were. I had to, even though Todd would kill me for it.
 
   “Todd’s not in a junior college,” I said.
 
   My father added blandly, “That much we figured.”
 
   “No, you don’t understand,” I continued, pushing myself to finish, “Todd isn’t going to a junior college. He’s going to Yale.” Their eyebrows furrowed in mild disbelief. “Yale…Ivy League. He received a full scholarship. He has three majors that he’s working on. He didn’t want you to know.”
 
   “Obviously because he’s lying,” my father said.
 
   “Well there’s one easy way of figuring that out.” I picked up the phone and held it out to him. He took it from me and placed it back on the cradle.
 
   “That doesn’t explain anything we’ve asked you. Why was he here?”
 
   “He was sad,” I said, planning not to reveal anything incriminating to them. “He was upset, so I invited him over. I wanted him here!”
 
    
 
   The next day, I sat in a booth at a diner, waiting for Todd. He wasn’t late, not yet. I shifted my weight uncomfortably, hating the sound that the rubbery seat cover made. I pretended to look over the menu. The waitress was being so impatient with me for not ordering immediately. It wasn’t as if there was a line waiting for my seat or anything. The place was mostly empty. Just a lazy jerk, I guess.
 
   The glass door swung wide open, and Todd walked through nonchalantly, looking like the King of Gloom in his torn, faded jeans, black hoodie and black t-shirt underneath. His eyes did a quick scan of the place, then spotted me. He strode over, ignoring the hostess’s greeting, and slid into the booth across from me, leaning back like he owned the place.
 
   “Early much?” he asked, obviously not expecting a response from me. Todd took off his zip-up hoodie and tossed it to the end of the booth, over my coat. He drummed his fingers on the table as he shifted his weight in his seat. His knuckles were battered and cracked, with old dried blood and scabs covering them, and his hands looked swollen even through the dark purple bruises that covered them. He looked me in the eye suspiciously as I looked up to his face. His bruised face. It hadn’t been bruised the last time I saw him. The skin under his left eye was red, purple, and puffy. He had a nasty cut on his lip, too.
 
   “What?” he asked me impatiently.
 
   I shook my head, figuring that I didn’t want to know what happened. It would only make me feel guilty. I knew it had to do with me.
 
   “Did you order?” he asked. I shook my head. A smirk spread across his face. “Did you forget how to talk?”
 
   “No,” I snapped back. A small laugh escaped his lips, but he quickly extinguished it, flipping open the menu in front of him.
 
   “Do you know what you want?” he asked.
 
   “Yes,” I answered.
 
   “Perfect,” he said, closing the menu. He looked around for a waitress, caught her eye, and gave her a head nod. She walked over to us.
 
   “Ready?” she asked, staring a little too long at the bruise on his face.
 
   “Yeah. Double pancakes, sausage and bacon. Plus some OJ,” he said. “And for the lady, something she’ll pick at and not finish.”
 
   I rolled my eyes at him before speaking up with my real order. “French toast. Bacon. Coffee.”
 
   The waitress wandered away. “Coffee?” Todd asked. “Since when?”
 
   “Since now,” I snapped back. “And I don’t need your commentary on what I eat.”
 
   “You mean, what you don’t eat,” he said, his expression hardening, ready to battle it out.
 
   “I eat plenty,” I said, not fully believing it.
 
   “Yes,” he said. I couldn’t believe my ears. Todd agreed with me? “If you want to be the size of a Chihuahua, you eat exactly the right amount.” I should have known better.
 
   “Whatever,” I said as our beverages appeared on the table. Forget guilt. “How’s your face feel?” I asked like it was an insult.
 
   “Pretty damn good,” Todd answered nonchalantly. He didn’t even care. No way was he that cool. It had to burn him up inside. “I bet the other guy feels wonderful.” Todd raised his hand, pointing a finger at his cheek and motioned as though he was turning a knob or something.
 
   “What does that mean?” I asked, completely lost.
 
   He furrowed his eyebrows at me, apparently surprised. “I broke his jaw,” he answered. He made the motion again. “They wired it shut. He won’t be biting anyone for a while.” He gulped down half of his juice. “You’re welcome,” he added.
 
   “I didn’t ask you to do that,” I said, guilt creeping in anyway.
 
   “I know. By the way, how are you?” he asked sincerely, leaning forward. It was hard to keep track of his flip-flopping emotions. He was always back and forth. But he really cared. He had proven that. Maybe it’s best to take everything he says lightly.
 
   When I didn’t answer, he tipped his head slightly to the side and gazed sadly into my eyes. “I’ll be fine,” I said.
 
   Todd rested back against the seat again and drummed his fingers impatiently on the table. “So, you said you needed to tell me something?”
 
   I sighed. I wished I wouldn’t have to tell him, but I knew the story would get back to him anyway, and I’d be the prime suspect. “Yeah,” I began. “I…told my parents that you go to Yale.”
 
   He looked at me, expressionless, then tipped his chin down, nodding, looking at the floor. “I figured you would,” he said. “Frankly, I’m surprised you lasted this long.”
 
   “What, you don’t think I’m good with secrets?” I asked, challenging him.
 
   “No, I think you’re great with secrets. So, how’d my mom take it?”
 
   “I don’t think they told her yet,” I said.
 
   Todd burst out into his typical mocking laughter. “Ya think? I can guarantee she knows by now.”
 
   “Are you mad at me?” I asked.
 
   “No,” he said. “I don’t friggin’ care.”
 
   I wished that were true. And I bet he wished it too. I saw the look on his face. He stared down at the table, worry spreading over his expression and he scratched at his arm violently. I looked away. I had to.
 
   Everything will be fine, I told myself. Todd will be fine. His mom will be fine. They will both be fine.
 
   “Sandy?” Todd called out to me. I looked at him. His arms were crossed, and he was looking down. I couldn’t see his eyes, hidden behind his dark, disheveled bangs. I wanted him to look at me. I had a hard enough time reading him without hair blocking his face. I said nothing, knowing he would have to look up. And he did. His light gray eyes held probably the deepest, most intense emotion I had ever seen on him.
 
   Remorse.
 
   “Sandy,” he began again, trying to escape my gaze but drawing back to it. “I’m really sorry about what happened to you. I shouldn’t have asked you there. Screwed up. Crap. I fucked up.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say. He did mess up. He shouldn’t have asked me to go to Josh’s. It was the most frightening day of my life, my whole life. And all for him. But, I could have said no, right? No. I would never. I had offered my help, and he took me up on it. I wouldn’t have gone back on my promise. There was nothing I could say to make him feel better.
 
   Thankfully, our food arrived. Eating would fill the silence. It would distract him. I watched him, waiting for him to eat. I picked up my fork, waiting for Todd. Nothing. He stared off into space, darkness filling his eyes. I set my fork back down on my placemat.
 
   “Todd, it’s over,” I said, needing him to stop tearing himself down inside. “I’m fine. Let’s eat.”
 
   Todd nodded, slowly picking up his thin fork in his thick, bruised hand, looking as though he was having trouble keeping it in his swollen grip. It felt like I was coaxing a rabbit out of its burrow with a little baby carrot. I’d need more than that with Todd.
 
   “Todd, I’m serious,” I said, hoping that would make a full carrot. Almost. He looked into my eyes. It was hard to bring him out of his guilt, especially since I was still blaming him for it all. I guess, deep down, I knew it was my own fault. Todd said it was from me turning my back on my food. And he would know, wouldn’t he?
 
   “Please, just eat. Okay? You’re depressing me,” I told him. Real nice. Meet his apology with more guilt. It was a bitchy move. I knew it, but I couldn’t face him or even the subject. But he took the bait. He began to eat, sort of violently, as if he were forcing himself into action, spearing the sausage and shoving it in his mouth. But at least we were finished with the apology portion of our morning.
 
   “Did you really break his jaw?” I asked, amazed that the words spilled out on their own, out of nowhere.
 
   Todd smirked, swallowing his food. “What do you think?”
 
   And that was a yes. I smiled. It was nice to know he had my back, and even nicer knowing that he was tough enough to handle the job. Those thick muscles weren’t just for show.
 
   I sipped my coffee, watching Todd drown his pancakes in syrup, stuffing his mouth like someone was going to take his food away from him. I brought a piece of shriveled bacon to my lips. The smell seemed to nauseate me. Or maybe it was just the conversation. I chewed, the greasy crispiness breaking up in my mouth tasted wonderful, but I had to force myself to swallow.
 
   You have to eat it. All of it. I had unsuccessfully countered Todd’s comments on my eating habits earlier, and I could not let him win it again. I sliced my French toast, dipped a piece in syrup, and shoved it in my mouth. I chewed it until it became a thick paste in my mouth, and forced it down. Keep going. Another piece. And another. More, more.
 
   One slice down, one to go. But my stomach was hating me now. My throat felt like it was closing. Force it down! I chewed, and chewed. And the more I chewed, the more my throat closed. Todd was looking at me now. He was chewing. He was swallowing. Why couldn’t I?
 
   I drank my coffee, using it to wash the food down. It worked. I set the mug back on the table, satisfied but only for a moment. My stomach lurched. I turned to the side and raised my hand to my mouth just as I began to choke on what I had already swallowed. My body heaved the food out of my mouth and past my fingers, dribbling vomit onto the rubber seat cushion.
 
   “Jesus, Sandy,” Todd exclaimed, leaping out of his seat. He rushed toward me.
 
   I heaved. More food spewed out of my mouth. I was choking on it. I tried to cough, but all that came was more chunks of French toast mush. Todd squatted before me, blocking me from the restaurant, pulling my hair away from my face. I heaved again. Nothing but dribble now. My stomach lurched again. There was nothing left. It was all in my hand and on my bench. One last heave racked me. My jaw muscles locked open, gagging on nothing.
 
   “Okay, okay,” Todd said, reaching for the napkins with his free hand. He wiped them across my lips and the seat, trying to clear it so I could slide out of the tight booth. People were staring. I could feel their eyes on me as Todd worked quickly.
 
   I heaved again, covering my mouth with my hand, needing it to stop.
 
   “More?” Todd asked. I nodded harshly. In one quick movement, he had me in his arms, sliding me out of the booth. He carried me quickly around the hostess stand and toward the bathrooms. There was a short line formed outside the women’s room. Todd pushed into the men’s, carrying me into the empty space and set me on my feet over the sink. My stomach heaved again. There was nothing. Just dry heaves. My throat felt like someone was twisting it, tying it in knots. And it burned. I grasped the cold white sink with both hands, leaning over it, waiting for the lurching of my body to stop. Todd still held me, one arm around my shaking shoulders and the other holding back my hair.
 
   Finally, I felt calm return to my body. I breathed, trying not to take in the pungent smell of vomit, and trying not to taste it on my tongue. I turned on the water with trembling fingers, and Todd backed away from me, giving me space. I rinsed my hands, trying to get the slimy putrid mess off as quickly as possible, then cupped my hands, rinsing out my mouth.
 
   “You okay?” Todd asked, beginning to wash his own hands in the sink beside mine.
 
   “Yeah,” I said.
 
   Todd wiped a wet paper towel over the front of his black t-shirt. If I had the capability of appearing any color other than green at that moment, I would have been red with embarrassment.
 
   “I’ll get our coats,” he said, leaving the bathroom.
 
   I looked up into the mirror and ran a shaking hand through my hair. Amazingly there was nothing stuck in it. Todd must have some experience in holding back girls’ hair while they vomit. He knew just what we really care about. Nobody look, and don’t mess the hair. I wanted to laugh, but I couldn’t. My stomach still felt squirmy and my head was beginning to pound.
 
   By the time I emerged from the bathroom, Todd was just finishing paying at the host register. He grabbed a fistful of mints from the little basket by the menus and led me outside. He put my black wool coat over my shoulders as he guided me to his car and closed me inside. He got in the driver’s seat and tossed the mints on the dashboard. I didn’t reach for one. I wanted a new taste in my mouth so badly, but I was afraid I would start heaving again if I put anything else in my body. Todd ran his hands through his greasy hair, looking about as tense as I felt.
 
   “Home?” he asked. I nodded.
 
   He began to drive, and I let the motion of the car wash some sort of calm through my nerves.
 
   “Want to tell me why you weigh twenty pounds and you threw up your breakfast?” Todd demanded. I should have known he wouldn’t let this go.
 
   “I’m not bulimic,” I told him.
 
   “That’s obvious,” he said, mockingly. “Are you sick or something?”
 
   “Maybe it’s a stomach bug,” I said.
 
   “No, I mean sick. You didn’t get this fuckin’ tiny overnight.”
 
   “No, Todd,” I snapped back. “I’m fine. Just take me home.”
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   I sat in the dark, on the hard, cold, wet floor. I couldn’t see anything through my thick blindfold. I wanted desperately to itch my head. The wool over my eyes irritated my skin beyond belief. I wished I could just take it off. My hands were tied so tightly behind my back that I hadn’t been able to feel my fingers for hours. I heard a door open with a screech and the door to my cage open as well.
 
   “Get up,” a man said in a harsh tone. He pulled me up by the arm and dragged me out. He pulled me up some steps. I could barely feel them under my icy, numb feet. I kept tripping all the way. My legs hadn’t woken up yet and I couldn’t see where I was supposed to go. I stumbled along. He yanked my arm harder and I fell to my knees, scraping them on the rough stone. He continued to drag me as though I was just a rag, or dead animal. The rough rock of the stairs tore at my legs. I bit my lip in pain, refusing to satisfy him with a scream. Finally, he pulled me through a doorway and I felt fresh air blanket my face, cool crisp air that smelled sweet. For the first time in days, I felt I breathed real, viable air. He continued to pull me along. I heard a crowd muttering amongst one another. Their voices raised louder with each step I took. I had been submissive thus far, but I could not keep quiet forever.
 
   “Excuse me?” I said, my voice raw, sounding new to me. I had not spoken in so long. The guard continued to pull at my arm. I could hear that soon, very soon, we would be in the crowd. “Guard? Sir?” I coughed, a racking, wrenching, painful cough. My knees weakened, but I was still pulled. I regained myself and asked, “What is happening?”
 
   His grip on my arm tightened at my innocent words and his reply was given without remorse. “You will soon discover, witch.”
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 21
 
   ON MY WAY SOMEWHERE
 
    
 
   I looked out the car window and watched the trees go by. My life in the past was so cold lately. I was so scared then, and scared now. I was scared for the visions and for school. I had a new room, with a new roommate. I was glad to be rid of Aurora. Nothing could make me regret that, but I still had those pesky butterflies bouncing off the walls of my stomach. A cold shiver ran down my spine. I turned the knob for heat and set it to high. I cuddled up against myself, facing the trees, watching, waiting for something, some continuous vision to take over my mind and put the wondering to rest. Snow started to fall in heavy flakes, coating the old, gritty snow piled off the side of the highway.
 
   “Mind if I smoke?”
 
   I didn’t turn at the voice.
 
   “Uh, Sandy, that was my version of a joke. I know you don’t usually laugh, but you could at least give me the evil eye or something.”
 
   I turned and stared at Todd as he drove. He had a cigarette hanging out of his mouth. It was burned down most of the way. He must have been smoking it for a while. He turned his head slightly and blew a puff of smoke out the barely open window. Then he tossed the butt out and rolled up the glass. He coughed a hacking, clearing-his-throat kind of cough. I turned back around to stare at the trees again.
 
   “Damn. I know I look like a high-class chauffeur, but if you’re gonna treat me like one, you have to pay me like one.”
 
   “Todd, what do you think of me?” I asked, ignoring his comment. “Am I annoying? Is it my fault I have no friends?”
 
   I felt his hand reach out to stroke my head, slowly sweeping the back of my hair into place. This kind of treatment was something new from Todd. Ever since New Year’s, he treated me like a glass doll. He touched me a lot more often, whether touching my shoulder as he talked, or touching my hair like now. At first it seemed so strange. I was afraid he had forgotten we were cousins, but it was nice.
 
   “Sandy, I’ll admit, you’re hard to get along with, but give people time.”
 
   I turned and sat straight in my seat. Todd withdrew his hand and changed lanes in one swift movement. 
 
   “Aurora,” I began, then changed my mind and asked instead, “What do you think about Aurora? Do you think she’s… I don’t know…strange?” His head lurched forward as he bit his bottom lip. “What does that little piece of body language mean?”
 
   “Aurora…hmmm, let me think. She’s a bitch.”
 
   “You think she’s a bitch?” I asked. I was shocked. Everyone always loved her, but Todd didn’t?
 
   “She’s a total bitch. Sorry, but it’s true.”
 
   “I know,” I replied, my jaw still hanging.
 
   A smile grew across his face as he started to laugh. “Well, good. I’ve always hated her, and now I can share it with you.”
 
   This conversation was getting interesting. I inched forward in my seat. “Why do you hate her?”
 
   “You really want to know?” he asked.
 
   “Yes!”
 
   He burst out into fresh laughter. “Well, I don’t know if I should tell you. It’s kinda personal.”
 
   “Please!” I begged.
 
   “Okay,” he began.
 
   He paused for so long I didn’t think he was going to continue. I waited patiently, watching his expression grow serious. “Well, Aurora has this way about her, acting like she’s all high and mighty. She thinks she’s so damn powerful.”
 
   He hesitated, but I egged him on. “Todd, that’s all? Come on, I want details. Specifics.”
 
   Todd blinked, eyes narrowing as he delayed answering. When I didn’t let him off the hook, he answered darkly, “She killed Jameson.”
 
   “Who?” I demanded. Killed someone?
 
   “Her cat,” he explained.
 
   “Her cat was named Whisky,” I corrected him. Where did he get Jameson from?
 
   “Right,” he agreed.
 
   “Short for Whiskers,” I offered.
 
   “Oh,” he whispered, inclining his head. “I thought it was weird she named it after alcohol.”
 
   I shook my head at him, recalling the day years ago when Aurora showed up at my door in tears with a stack of “missing cat” fliers. “Whisky ran away.”
 
   “She did not run away. That cat was scared to death of her,” Todd stated.
 
   “Aurora loved Whisky. We drove around for days afterward, searching for her,” I offered. The idea that she killed her cat was completely outrageous.
 
   “Aurora hated her. Trust me.”
 
   “But that doesn’t mean she killed her.”
 
   “It doesn’t mean she didn’t either.” Todd stared into traffic, carefully watching the other cars around us. “Al believed me.”
 
   “Now I know you’re full of it. Albert Bacster hated you. He wouldn’t believe you if you said the sky was blue.”
 
   “Well, he did. Not at first, but a couple months ago, maybe a week before he died, he asked me about it again.”
 
   “How would you know if it was her?” I asked. Todd didn’t say anything, just stared at the road. “Were you high?” I asked.
 
   Todd’s nostrils flared as he bit back a spurt of anger. “Yes. I always was back then,” he admitted, tightening his jaw. “But that doesn’t mean that I imagined it.”
 
   “Okay, so there’s the possibility of a dead cat,” I said, not even close to being convinced. “Is that it?” I asked. “Nothing else? Four years next door to her, and that’s all you’ve got?”
 
   He half smiled, as if he was as surprised as I was at how our relationship had changed so drastically. “Alright, but…alright.”
 
   Todd’s smile faded and he glanced imploringly at me out of the corner of his eye. He looked away uncomfortably, like he just realized whom he was talking to. “Um…Aurora’s hot. She’s like totally babe gorgeous, with that hair and whatever it is she smells like…so of course I wanted to, uh, test her out, right?”
 
   Great, like I wanted to hear how hot she was and how badly he wanted her. But I let him continue.
 
   “Whenever she stayed for dinner, she would like, take her foot and leg and stuff under the table and kinda rub against my leg. But then this one time, she was sitting next to me and grabbed me. Just took her hand right between my legs with everyone sitting there. No one noticed, of course, but still, ya know?” he said with a grimace.
 
   He was struggling to keep his hands on the wheel. He always talked with his hands. I furrowed my brow and nodded slowly. Where was this going? I didn’t know any of it, and I was surprised, but…
 
   “So, one day, as soon as everyone left…and I mean directly after, she showed up on the porch. So I opened the door to get rid of her, but before I could say a word, she was inside and all over me.”
 
   “When was this?” My mood had gone sour listening to him talk passionately like he was Danielle Steel or something.
 
   “That’s just the thing. You guys were still in high school. And I remember it like it was yesterday. It’s almost like it’s imprinted in my mind. It’s so…vivid. I don’t even know why I let it happen. It’s illegal and stuff, but before I knew it, we were in your room-”
 
   “Wait,” I stopped him. “My room?! Why were you in my room?”
 
   “Just listen, okay. Listen,” he said, the animation of storytelling brewing up inside him. “You need to hear this.” He saw an exit for a rest area and cut across the traffic to get there. He swung into the empty lot, turned towards me, and then went off, both hands working through lively gestures and movements as he spoke.
 
   “We were goin’ at it on our way up the stairs, and when we got to your room, she threw me to the floor, and she whispered in my ear, ‘Hurt Sandy.’”
 
   My heart thudded against my chest. “What?”
 
   “Yeah. ‘Hurt Sandy.’ It took a while to sink in, and once it did, I felt like I had just snapped into reality, ya know?”
 
   “She wanted you to hurt me?” I was in a state of disbelief. How could she?
 
   “I tried to play it cool. That bitch said you were too happy and confident. After we, ya know, I asked her what she meant by that. She said you were becoming a problem. Then she just put on her clothes and left.”
 
   I sat still for a moment, digesting what Todd had just told me. This was unreal. She wanted him to hurt me? Then something dawned on me. “You had sex with her?!” My fury erupted in a blaze of venomous words. “You damn bastard! Jerk! You had sex with her after she asked you to hurt me?! Damn you, you ass.” I ripped my seatbelt from my waist and clambered out of the car and into the parking lot. Todd did the same.
 
   He looked so sad for a moment, but then the curve of his mouth changed from sadness to contempt. “Damn you Sandy. I wanted her. I needed her, okay? Sorry if it hurt your feelings.” He said it with no remorse, and I was horrified.
 
   “All along…” I whispered under my breath. “All along, you’ve been doing what she wants. You’ve hurt me so many times… You’re doing it for her…” I gasped and pulled my arms protectively around my bony waist. “You drugged me, didn’t you?” I breathed a sharp breath as my heart pounded its way into my throat. “You did that. You drugged me…”
 
   Todd’s mouth dropped open in astonishment. “What the hell?! I did not!”
 
   I shuddered and slowly backed away from him. He was the one who said how I was drugged…by my soda. He said it. No one told him, no one confessed. He didn’t figure it out. He didn’t have to, because he did it. “How could you…? How could you?! You freaking jerk!! How could you?!” I shrieked, holding myself in the freezing cold. “I trusted you!” My voice went raw. I felt a searing pain strike my throat with each word I sent from my lips. “I trusted you, Todd!”
 
   Todd’s face was twisted with hurt. His jaw hung open, and his eyes were wide. He slowly shook his head, but he said nothing. He stepped towards me, and I jerked away. 
 
   “Don’t come near me!” I yelled. I could feel myself becoming hysterical, but I couldn’t gain control. “You, you planned this… What were you going to do? Drive off a bridge? Kill me in the car so you could be with Aurora? Is that how you were going to hurt me? Everything leading up to one final moment? Were you happy I fell into it, Todd? Were you excited? Was this your idea, or her’s? Answer me!”
 
   Todd fell back against his car, leaning on the closed door. He shook his head, same as before. In a quiet breath he said, “No…”
 
   “Get away from me!” I shrieked, grabbing my head in my hands. The world was beginning to spin around me. I felt strangely hot standing in the falling snow. “Get away from the car, Todd! Back up!” 
 
   He did as I demanded. I stumbled over to the car and pulled out my belongings one by one. I threw them to the snow-coated pavement. 
 
   “Go!” I yelled at him as I backed away from the car. “Leave me alone. Go! Get away from me.”
 
   He seemed to shrink before my eyes. He slouched lower and lower, with snow gathering on his shoulders and in his hair. “Sandy, I can’t leave you here.”
 
   “GO!” I yelled as loud as I could. “Get in your car.”
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you. I couldn’t.”
 
   “Get. In. Your car. Now!” I screamed.
 
   His nose was red and his eyes began to line with pink as he slowly obeyed me. He sat down in the driver’s seat, his bare hands shaking in the winter air. A car pulled in to the far side of the lot, but I didn’t care. Todd was my main focus now, my only focus. 
 
   “Close the door, Todd. Close the door and drive away, you fucking ass.” 
 
   He cautiously closed the door and put his hands on the steering wheel, but he didn’t turn on the car. I knew he wouldn’t listen to me. It wasn’t in his plan to let me get away.
 
   I saw a stick, laying in the snow, half covered. With a shaky hand, I dragged my damp, waving hair out of my face and picked up the stick. It was a half of a broken bat and heavy in my grip. My head was pounding and my vision was beginning to pulse. Todd yelled to me. He had opened his car door and was half out, yelling, “Sandy, calm down, okay? Just breathe-”
 
   With one sure swing, I sent the heavy stick down on his outstretched arm. I heard a sickening crack and his eyes shot unbelievably wide. He grabbed for his arm in pain. 
 
   “Stay away from me,” I said in a low tone. 
 
   He fell against his car and slipped into the seat, closing the door quickly with his uninjured right arm. He breathed hard, heaving heavily with each breath. Up and down his head bobbed as he took in short, deep breaths through the obvious pain. But his stubbornness outlasted his sense. He began to slowly roll down the window of his salt-coated old car. He opened it a crack and said, “Sandy, please, don’t-” 
 
   But I refused to hear another word. I swung the broken bat down on the glass, cracking it. The cracks ran like veins over the window. Todd stared horrified at me through the glass, but I raised my arms again. I sent the bat down hard, shattering the window. Shards showered down on Todd, some cutting him slightly. I ran the bat along the window’s edges as Todd scrambled to start the car. The remaining bits of glass fell onto his shoulder and lap. The car’s engine roared and I sent one last swing down on the car’s window frame, bending the old metal as Todd jammed his foot on the gas pedal and drove off, using only one hand on the steering wheel.
 
   I fell to my knees, dropping the bat. I held my head with my hands, slowly rocking forward and back. I fell backward, landing on a mound of old snow and crossed my legs. Sitting, I continued to rock. My head was pounding in rhythm with my heartbeat. The two together felt like enough force to move the earth. A ringing sound erupted in my ears and I screamed in pain and misery. I let darkness consume me.
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   The guard pressed my back against something hard. I felt as he wrapped ropes around my body, securing me to the object I stood against. I wriggled a little, and pain shot through my body. I wanted to scream, but I was afraid. I was so afraid. I couldn’t see my surroundings and I couldn’t move. I had no idea what was happening, but I heard the crowd around me begin to cheer. My blindfold was removed and the first thing I saw was my feet, standing on branches and logs. Then I realized I was standing on a pile of them. The eager crowd around me drank and cheered excitedly.
 
   Two guards came forth with wine pitchers. I stared, horrified at them. One ignored me, but the other smiled: a wicked smile, an eager smile. They began to pour the wine around my feet, over the branches. The evil guard poured some wine into his cupped hand and rubbed it on my chest, grabbing a clothed breast in his grip as he did so. The crowed cheered as he violated me. I tried to squirm away from him, but I couldn’t move an inch. The other guard poured the wine over the log I was bound to. It ran down the back of my hair and soaked into the back of my dress. The nasty guard poured the remaining wine over my face and body as the crowd erupted into more eager yells and screeches of delight. The men and the women of the crowd both cheered at my embarrassment and fright. The liquid dripped over my face and lips. It tasted strange and weak. Sweet. Was it truly wine? I sputtered and squinted my eyes as the liquid threatened to fall into my eyes.
 
   The old man who had blindfolded my face now came forth, shooing the guards from my presence. He took a cloth and wiped my face and neck free from the liquid. He touched the cloth to my skin so tenderly and with such care, that it lulled me into a small sense of security. Then he slowly backed away from the pile I stood on and yelled, “BRING THE FIRE!”
 
   A guard touched his torch to the pile and it immediately lit up in flames. Fire danced around my feet for a moment until it caught my dress, sending it up in flames, lapping up my body. I stood in pure shock, watching my death approach. The crimson flames spread around me and I began to feel its heat. Steam and heat rose all around me. First warm, then hot, then burning. I screamed out in pain as the flames began to overtake me. I felt my skin beginning to tighten and burn. I screamed and writhed, trying to break free, but no matter how I tried, I couldn’t. I was caught. 
 
   My eyes searched the crowd for some familiar face, or some kind face, but my panicking gaze caught on the Princess, the one who tricked me and put me here. I watched her sniveling face twist into a horrifically pleased smile as my flesh burned and my hair caught fire. Aurora.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 22
 
   FINDING NORMAL
 
    
 
   I swam in a sea of darkness, dreams haunting me. I was lost in nowhere… My eyes slowly opened to see the ceiling of a car. I slowly moved my hands. They moved at my will. I wasn’t bound and I wasn’t burning, at least not anymore. I carefully and calmly looked over my hands. I could still feel the heat from the fire. I could still smell the smoke of burning wood and flesh. I felt numb, but I was slowly coming to. Staring at the ceiling I realized this wasn’t where I had been when I slipped into a vision.
 
   Todd?!
 
   I jumped forward in my seat, but the seatbelt caught me halfway, jerking me backward.
 
   “Cassie, you’re awake.” I violently whirled my head to see Mike driving the car. Mike, the sleaze, the slimeball, the strange, creepy friend of Eric.
 
   “Mike?!”
 
   “You are one lucky chicky. I saw you sleeping in the snow, so I brought you into my state of the art heating system here. It’s called a car.” In other words, it was not just a car but a brand new car. A Beemer. “So, was it some bad booze?” he asked. I nodded, just to get him off my case.
 
   I searched my surroundings. We were about twenty minutes from school. I looked in the back seat and saw all my stuff piled there.
 
   “I grabbed everything, know why? Cuz I’m a good guy.” He flashed me one of his slimy smiles. I forced a smile in response. That seemed to satisfy him for the time being. “Want to go anywhere? Just me and this sweet thing?” he asked, looking me up and down while barely looking at the road. Was he stupid? I must look awful. My hair hung in stringy, mostly dry strands. My clothes still felt wet. I peeled my shirt away from my skin, the water acting like a suction to drag it back. “Want me to take those wet clothes off for you? It would be my pleasure.”
 
   “No thank you,” I said. “Just take me to the dorms…please.” My head was already beginning to pound again. I turned off the heat, hoping to rid myself of the painful and all too vivid memory I had just suffered.
 
   When we pulled up in front of the dorms, Mike put his hand gently on my shoulder and said softly, “Cassie, I really enjoyed the opportunity you gave me to get closer to you.” He leaned forward, and I froze as he kissed me on the cheek. “Need help with your bags?” he asked.
 
   “No,” I answered as I got out and proceeded to pull them from his car.
 
   I brought them up the stairs, one by one, stacking the mushy wet cardboard outside my new door. Of course, I didn’t have a key. Stupid Resident Life Office wouldn’t give it to me early. I could have been done with this last semester, just brought everything down the hall. It was like they wanted to make things more difficult. Once everything was inside the building, I went to the office and found it locked. Wonderful. What was that saying, the cherry on the crap sundae? Whatever. I climbed back up the stairs, wishing I had some caffeine or something. I was so tired of going up and down, up and down. Wandering the hall, I found the RA’s room. She had a huge whiteboard hanging on her door, with little magnets on a calendar to show where she was. A little green magnet covered a box, letting me know she was inside. I knocked impatiently. Just as I was about to knock again, the door opened and an Asian girl with long black hair stuck her head out.
 
   “Yeah?” she asked, clearly not caring why I was there.
 
   “I’m moving in down the hall,” I began.
 
   “Name?”
 
   “Cassandra Whitmer.”
 
   “Okay,” she said, turning around. She pulled a little yellow envelope off a table and handed it to me. “Happy moving,” she said as she shut the door in my face. So she’s my RA. I can see I’ll really be able to count on her for anything. Yeah, right.
 
   When all of my bags were finally in my new room—which looked a lot like my old room but less pink—my new roommate entered. “Oh, are you Sandy?”
 
   She was shorter than I was and a little pudgy. Her dark brown hair lay straight down to her shoulders, and it was amazingly thick. I nodded as she continued to talk. 
 
   “I’m Bailey, and this is our room! I guess you’d already figured that the empty side of the room was your side. Well, I’ll let you unpack then,” she said as she swiftly exited the room. I had one screaming thought about her. She was unusually, and very strangely, peppy. She seemed to have all the energy I had somehow lost, combined with her own energy. I sighed as I pulled my clothes out of my bag and began to stack them. I opened my dresser and found it was already full. I sighed again, then jumped as Bailey popped back into the room. 
 
   “Hiya! Oh, uh, you can have both closets. I like drawers.” I stared at her as she smiled, urging me to take the deal. “You can have the top drawer too for your socks and stuff.”
 
   I faked a smile and said, “Fine. Great.”
 
   Bailey hopped onto her pale green bed, bouncing up and down on the old springs. “This is gonna be great. I didn’t have a roommate last semester. Well, I did, but then she left. Got an apartment or something. But this will be great.” I nodded absently. She was way too excited over having a roommate. I’d give anything not to have one.
 
   At about six o’clock, I was satisfied with my unpacking, and relaxing by reading Harry Potter. Bailey had gone down to dinner a while ago. I didn’t feel like eating. I just wanted to read and forget the day. It was so dark out. I hated winter and its short days. I absorbed myself in the book’s pages and lost myself in the words, until one thought struck me hard, like a slap to the face, waking me.
 
   I had beat Todd with a bat… Oh my God.
 
   Was I crazy, had I really gone crazy?
 
   The memory struck me so hard. It felt new. What had I been thinking? What was wrong with me? I didn’t have to hurt him. But he didn’t have to betray me. He didn’t have to defy my trust to purposely hurt me. He had sex with Aurora. I couldn’t believe it, or that she wanted him to hurt me. She had always done what she did to keep me away from Eric. That was her goal, to have Eric to herself, not to have me killed. That wasn’t necessary anymore. It may have been in the far past, but not now. I was moving away from Eric. Besides, Todd said this all happened before I had even met Eric, before Aurora had even met Eric.
 
   It didn’t make any sense, and I knew why. Because Todd was lying to me. Lying was nothing new to him. He lied to make me feel scared and hateful. That was always what he wanted. He hated me, hated everyone, and now I had an even better reason to hate him. Maybe he wasn’t going to actually hurt me, but he had thought about it. I could tell.
 
   He had a need to control people and make them into what he wanted. He did that to my parents, making them believe he was on his way nowhere. He hid how smart he was and all his successes. But I discovered his secret and he found a way of warping me, too. He made me into a liar. The first time he made me lie was for his drug habit. Then, when I discovered he was going to Yale, he made me lie again. That’s what I hated most about him, how he warped my sense and made me change. He’s the reason I was able to become so secretive, lying whenever I wanted and hiding what I really thought. That was how I could easy to lie to Aurora each time I saw her, how I learned to manipulate people. I would never be as good as Todd, but I still had manipulated Eric for a while. I convinced him to lie to Aurora and keep my secret. I was becoming more like Todd each day, and that was a frightening thought.
 
   Although a part of me wanted to break the cycle, another part thought of it as an advantage. In a world full of lies and manipulation, I could now survive. Naïveté would not be my downfall.
 
    
 
   Friday night. Party night. The first week back in school would be the biggest party, save for the last week, I would think. The first week of classes had gone by smoothly. There were no surprises. I hadn’t run into Eric very much. He had assumed the life of an art student. In other words, he now “lived” in the art building. They always spent hours upon hours in there doing homework or going to class. I wanted desperately to go in there and see what was so captivating. I always did my homework in the library or in my room. Why would the majority of them stay there?
 
   My classes were not as lonely as I expected them to be. I had no friends in them, but neither did anyone else. Everyone kept to themselves, which made class time very boring but very comfortable too, because everyone was an outsider.
 
   I ran into Aurora twice. She was friendly and only passing by, probably scared of an altercation. I could see her jealousy. She was upset I had left her room and she wanted me to stay away from Eric. It was strange how well I knew her. I had already known her for years, but now that I’d been having visions, I knew her even better.
 
   I walked through the mall, shopping. I needed something new that would make me feel pretty and not at all burned. I still couldn’t get that feeling out of my mind. That feeling of ultimate helplessness, dying before a crowd. A cheering crowd. I got a new blouse, my only blouse. It was black with dark red flowers on it: a very sophisticated and sexy design. The cut had…I don’t know what to call it…swag or something to it, with extra fabric at the neck to hang loosely above my breasts. The sleeves were cut at the shoulders and hung in pieces down to my elbow.
 
   When I returned to my room, I quickly changed and looked myself over in the mirror. The store mirrors hadn’t lied much. I looked a little thinner at home, but the shirt still made me look good. I touched up my makeup, adding more dark eyeliner above and below. I took out the soft, bronze eyeshadow Aurora had given to me last semester and laid it on with care. I applied new blush to my pale cheeks and tinted lip gloss I had just purchased. Then I moved on to my hair.
 
   My hair. I never paid much attention to it. Based on how much it hated me from day to day, I would wear it up or down. I took my blow-dryer and curling iron to my dry hair and got it mostly where I wanted it. I put it half up with a slight curl at the ends. I left two pieces of hair hanging over my forehead, and with a little curl around them, too.
 
   After I had perfected my hair, I took a second look in the mirror and undid all of my hard work. It looked terrible, so I fluffed it a little with my hand. It actually looked better being slightly messy, kinda curly, kinda wavy and wild around my face and down my back. 
 
   Bailey walked into the room. “Hey, you look good. Is it all for the party?”
 
   “Uh…no. Not really.”
 
   She shrugged at my answer and lay down on her bed. “Those shoes don’t go with that,” she said, pointing at my black flats. “What size feet?”
 
   “Um, seven.”
 
   “Oh, sorry, I can’t help you then. I’m a six. Isn’t it funny how many people are an eight, and here are two girls that aren’t.”
 
   Ooookay. Someone doesn’t know how to make conversation.
 
   “You have to go to the art gallery. There’s a great exhibit,” she added, recovering from her last strange comment.
 
   “What’s there?”
 
   “Photos of castles. It’s pretty cool.”
 
   There was a short knock on the door before Aurora entered looking sweet as usual. “Sandy, hi.” Then she awkwardly threw her arms around me. “I miss my old roommate! Come back, please!”
 
   I stared at her, unsure of what to say. Bailey broke in, “Well, I’m not giving her up. Sorry, but she’s staying.” Then she flashed Aurora a bright smile, full of gleaming white teeth. I was amazed, and relieved. Before Bailey spoke up, I had almost agreed, just out of pure habit.
 
   “Sandy,” Aurora said, cocking her head at me. “Can we talk? I want to tell you not to feel guilty about Eric. You didn’t h-”
 
   “Aurora, I was actually just leaving,” I lied. I didn’t want Bailey hearing all about our problems, and I really didn’t want to hear it either.
 
   “Eric’s not going to the party.”
 
   I searched her eyes. Why would she tell me that? Did she think that’s why I was dressed nice? Then she added, “So you can feel comfortable going tonight. You don’t have to worry about running into him. He told me you seemed uncomfortable around him.” I tucked my new black suede coat under my arm.
 
   I told her that. I hadn’t even spoken to Eric. “Uh, thanks,” I said as I turned to leave. I looked back and I could have sworn she smirked at me.
 
   Having actually nowhere to go, I went to the art gallery. I stepped inside, free from the cold. My steps echoed loudly as I walked across the shining wood floor. Everything seemed so bright in there. Light reflected off the white walls and white ceiling, bringing brightness into every corner. I looked around and saw that I was the only person there. I smiled, happy that I could hide out there for as long as I wanted. I stepped up to the closest picture. It was right behind a tall desk with a computer and donation cup on it. I hesitantly stuffed a dollar in the jar. I had always been a sucker for those things.
 
   The photo was of a large, gray castle sitting up on a hill. The grass was not what I expected. From what I could see of the other pictures, they were either in black and white or they had bright green grass coating the landscape. But the grass in this picture was a slightly grayed yellow. The castle fit into the misty landscape well. It gave me a sense of familiarity. It was only ruins really. The rock was crumbling and some of the wall had fallen. There was a gaping hole where the door should have been. I wanted a closer look. The photo was not titled. The castle reminded me of someplace I’d been… I looked away, shuddering.
 
   “Wow,” I heard a voice behind me. “You must really like that one. Most people just pass by it.” I turned and saw Eric taking a seat at the tall desk directly behind me. His eyebrows raised when he saw my face and realized it was me, but he quickly shook off the surprised look. He looked away awkwardly, face burning red. I wished I had known he worked there. I would never have set foot inside.
 
   “Do you like it?” I asked. I was surprised I spoke. The words seemed to come out on their own.
 
   He shook his head slowly. “It’s kinda creepy, if you ask me. It seems so…cold.” I nodded and started to move on to another picture, but he began to speak again. “I don’t know, it just dredges up all kinds of memories.” I looked him in the eye. Was he getting that same feeling I was, that I’d been there before? Before I could inquire, he turned to back to his desk and began typing on the computer.
 
   I stepped up to the next piece, a lush countryside photo. Eric asked, “How are your classes?” I glanced back at him. I had felt his eyes on me but when I turned, his face was still buried in the computer screen.
 
   “They’re fine.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   I looked back at the photo, trying to keep myself from going near him, but I couldn’t. I walked up to the desk and said, “So Aurora told me you’re not coming to the party tonight.” He blushed slightly.
 
   “Aurora doesn’t like parties,” he said, looking down.
 
   “Yes she does. She just doesn’t want you to like them.” He stared accusingly at me, eyes slightly narrowed.
 
   “Whatever,” he said, turning back to his game of solitaire. “Mike will be there.”
 
   “Great,” I said through a forced, fake smile. “Then I won’t be alone.” Eric’s gaze shot back to my face and searched my expression.
 
   “Yeah? You two getting close?”
 
   “Not really,” I answered. I could see his expression turn to relief. “So, are we avoiding each other, or not?” Guilt now spread over his face. He was so easy to read. “Maybe it’s best if we leave each other alone. At least for now.”
 
   Eric reluctantly nodded in agreement.
 
   I left, wandered for a while, dawdling in the library and lounge before going to the party. The third floor was packed with students. The music pounded through my veins. I felt slightly nervous and lonely. I hadn’t wanted to go alone. I wanted to see Eric, even though we weren’t on the best of terms. I couldn’t help myself. I quickly grabbed a drink and began to sip it down. I felt so confused. See him, or not see him?
 
   I felt nervous every time I saw Eric and Aurora, because they knew. They both knew how badly I wanted Eric. And I knew I would never have him. They pitied me, because they knew it too. I hated it. I hated pity. I hated Aurora, because she wanted to pity me, more than anything.
 
   They both treat me like a child. Everyone does. I’m sick of it. I’m an adult, sort of. I can be independent. I don’t need Aurora or anyone hovering over me. To hell with them.
 
   I needed to be free from their pity and be free from myself. I needed to move on, forget about Eric and Aurora. Maybe Eric had loved me in the past, but that didn’t mean he could love me now. We had both changed so much. This life had made us both weak. Everyone seemed to be weak in the present. Life was so much more vivid and uncertain in the past. Sometimes I wished things could go back to the way they were. Could Eric and I ever regain the strength and vitality we once had, or would we be trapped forever, for this life and all those to come? Could I even wait for that?
 
   It’s time to move on, girl.
 
   I stood alone in a corner of the room, letting my thoughts wash away with each sip of the drink I held. My mind was beginning to feel so clear and open. The walls seemed to close in around me. I felt so alone in a place with so many people in it. My mind, free to think, at last, became flooded with my last memory. Reality was finally reaching me. The fire…burning flesh and clothing…the smoke.
 
   I shuddered and gulped down the last of my drink. The skunky liquid seemed to help relax me. I didn’t need to have another breakdown. I had lost control with Todd and wound up passing out, free for anyone to take advantage of. I couldn’t lose my mind again, especially not here with so many strangers. I grabbed another drink from the keg and sucked it down quickly. I swallowed it all down.
 
   “Pace yourself, chicky.”
 
   I turned too quickly, because the room kept spinning when I had stopped. I almost fell over but Mike’s hands caught my shoulders. “Mike…?”
 
   “Don’t need to barf, do you?”
 
   “No, I’m fine.”
 
   “Good, Cassie. Want another drink? I know I do. How much did you have?”
 
   “Umm,” I uttered as I tried to work my lips, “Two.” I giggled at myself. I felt him slip his arm around my waist.
 
   “Two? Well I’d say that’s enough of a party for tiny little you. Why don’t we find someplace to sit and…talk?” He smiled and so did I.
 
   “You talk really funny,” I said as he led me over to an inflatable sofa. He sat down next to me. He really was handsome. Had the perfect hair, the smooth complexion, the nice, stylish clothes. And confidence. It was obvious what he wanted, and tonight…he wanted me.
 
   “So do you. So…” he began, letting his words trail off as he touched his fingers to my stomach. It was nice, feeling wanted. More than nice.
 
   “What do you want to talk about?” I asked, excited for some strange reason.
 
   “Come to think of it, we’ll have to do something else. It’s just too loud in here to talk.” As he said that, he slid his hand around to my back and pulled me close to him. I felt his lips touch mine. His hand moved up and down my back as he pressed his lips against my lips, squeezing me close to him. His touch was warm and enveloping. His tongue flicked across my lips and parted them, opening my mouth to his. I let him in. His mouth seemed so sweet and inviting. His lips moved down to my neck. I could feel the tiny hairs on his chin rubbing against my skin. I giggled and touched both of my hands to his face. I pulled his head up and pushed my face into his, catching his lips. I could feel the heat of his body all over me.
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   I inhaled the smoke, choking on it, hoping to end my life faster, in a much better way. I swooned, losing my fight. I heard a yell erupt as my body collapsed. I feared to open my eyes. The fire must have burned through the ropes and let me fall into the fiery kindling. 
 
   Fingers closed around my arm as more yells broke through my trance. My eyes flew open and I saw the fire receding into the distance. I was flung over someone’s shoulder, and I saw Heodred, fighting by the fire. He swung his sword, fighting off the guards of the castle, knocking them down and forcing them back. Then quickly he hopped onto his horse and rode towards me and my captor…or savior.
 
   He pulled me onto his horse by the back of my dress, leaning my wilted body against his chest. He then circled around and pulled the other man up. 
 
   Elijah. He was still wearing the cloak and hood. The horse moved slowly under our weight, but it was a strong workhorse Heodred had taken. We rode in silence, trying to put distance between us and the mob. No one had followed, that we could see. I took comfort in the feeling of Heodred’s large arms around me as he steered the horse. I didn’t feel safe, but I was much closer to calm than I had been in days. Heodred veered the massive steed off the road and into the dark woods, guiding us around trees and rocks until we reached a stream. The horse plowed into the brook, splashing water all around us. I wanted desperately to leap into the water, calm the burning and sizzling of my skin. 
 
   We traveled through the water for a while before Heodred slowed the huge animal, leading us out of the stream before stopping completely. He climbed down from the back, pulling me carefully after him. I rushed into the water, falling to my knees and soaking my body in the cold stream. I dunked my head under the water, still feeling the flames lapping at my body. Heodred followed me in. I helplessly looked up at him through dripping wet hair, and he pulled me up. Elijah lit a small fire to dry me and Heodred checked my legs for burns, diligently moving the singed, wet fabric up my body.
 
   “Do you feel any pain?” he asked gruffly.
 
   “No. I do not know,” I answered. He looked at me, unsure of what to make of my response. “I feel detached.”
 
   He sighed and said, “That is understandable. You danced dangerously with death. The marks I see are treatable.”
 
   Heodred soaked a cloth in water and wrapped it around my burns, instantly cooling them as I dried by the fire. “Thank you for rescuing me. I was so frightened. How…?”
 
   Elijah spoke up. “I switched the wine with juice before fermentation. I knew that that way the fire would not spread so easily. Heodred convinced one of his comrades to oil the ropes, so they burned faster and tore apart. We broke you out, but now the King’s guard will be looking for us.”
 
   Heodred whistled to the horse and then spoke, “Take my horse. You must continue north and stay off the road. Travel for a time through the stream and then across the rocks, so as not to leave a trail. I must return to the castle. I will claim you bewitched my mind and point them west, away from you.” He stood and said, turning his back to me, “Those men are blind. They will never cease the search for you. They do not realize the true witch lies within the castle.”
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 23
 
   POINT ME TO NOWHERE
 
    
 
   I felt overwhelmed by the memory, Mike, and the beer. I’m alive…I mean, I lived. Mike was too close. I was drunk. I gently tried to push Mike away, but it didn’t work. I pushed against his arms harder and harder until he finally broke lip contact.
 
   “Why’d you stop me? Want to go somewhere else…more private?” he asked, offering an invitation he obviously thought I could never refuse.
 
   “Mike…I have to g-go.” My mouth had some trouble saying the words, though less trouble than I thought it should. Maybe I wasn’t as drunk as I thought. But I had to leave, before I did something regretful with Mike. I slowly climbed off the sofa and carefully walked across the room. Mike did not follow as I found my way to the hallway, the staircase, and, finally, my room.
 
   I lay on my bed, more awake than I had felt in days. I stared blankly at the off-white ceiling, thinking over everything. I though about what I had done to Todd. It seemed so horrible, yet so justified. An aching emptiness in my heart grew as I thought about how I had gained a friend whom I trusted and lost him so quickly. I somehow always found myself being used and lied to. Eric often lost my trust and would then gain it back, only to lose it all over again. And now we weren’t speaking. I had thought that was for the best, but…
 
   I had survived the fire, against all odds. Maybe there was still hope for Eric. Maybe if I had somehow kept him from Aurora in the past, then, maybe, I could get him in the present. Everything in my future depended on my next vision of the past.
 
    
 
   I woke up, startled as Aurora shook my shoulders. She stood over me and said, “Wake up, or you’ll sleep all day!” Then she smiled, her widest, most enchanting smile.
 
   “What time is it?” I asked, sitting up. A pounding exploded in my head. I winced from the pain and blinked my eyes.
 
   “It’s eleven-thirty.”
 
   I reached for my bottle of water on the floor and quickly drank almost half. I was so thirsty. “Why are you here?” I asked as I realized she wasn’t my roommate anymore.
 
   “Sandy, sweetie, we need to spend more time together. I have our whole day planned. Well, what’s left of it. Now come on and get dressed.”
 
   As I obediently changed my clothes, Aurora watched and talked on and on about her classes. It always bothered me how she would stare at me when I changed my clothes. Was it really so hard to turn your head away? I slipped into a pair of jeans that used to be tight, and a sweater, while I pretended to listen to her ranting about a professor with an indecipherable accent.
 
   We went to the mall so she could shop and I could give opinions. Basically, she wanted her own personal cheerleader. Wow, Aurora, you’re amazing. Go Aurora! Yeah, beat those boring jeans into something sexy! You can do it! Yay! Pathetic, but not completely. I would want one of those cheers for myself.
 
   We chatted as though we didn’t despise each other at all, and I realized that Eric was the only problem between us. Both our jealousies. But one fact was clear. She had him, I didn’t.
 
   “This year,” Aurora said, “is a new year. A fresh start for everything. The Japanese think that on New Year’s all last year’s problems are forgiven. Everyone gets a fresh start.” She was building up for something, a certain subject, and I knew exactly what it was.
 
   “Aurora,” I began, “We’re really good friends.”
 
   “The best,” she added.
 
   “It’s so weird to fight with you.”
 
   “Fight? Haha. When did we fight?”
 
   “Well, we rarely disagree at all. Our only problem was Eric. But he shouldn’t be. I mean, I’m over him. You’re his girlfriend, not me,” I said, looking down at a pair of jeans in my hand.
 
   “I’m sorry I’ve been so jealous lately. I just, at first I was being protective, and then…everything got sort of warped in my mind. Haha,” she laughed uncomfortably. “I actually thought you were trying to steal Eric from me. Talk about stupid.”
 
   No, Aurora. You were right. I was trying to steal him. I’m trying to put a stop to it though. The first step was confirming the Eric avoidance and next step…well, I wasn’t sure exactly what that was.
 
   “Hey Sandy… Mike is trying to get your attention.”
 
   I turned and saw Mike standing halfway across the store, looking absentmindedly at a clothing rack. “Oh, no.” I uttered.
 
   Aurora turned to me. “What do you mean? He totally likes you.”
 
   “I know. I made out with him,” I said in a panic.
 
   Her jaw dropped in ultimate shock. “Oh, wow. Sandy, you slut,” she joked.
 
   “What do I do?”
 
   “You go to the movies with him.”
 
   “What? I can’t go to the movies with him,” I said in a harsh whisper.
 
   Aurora crossed her arms and asked, “Why not? You must like him if you made out with him, and he likes you. You weren’t just using him were you?” she asked, accusingly.
 
   “No. I just…” Did I like him? I always felt uneasy around him, except for when I was drinking… Could that be because I liked him? Kissing him wasn’t so bad. It was kind of nice. Not fire like Eric, but after my last memory, fire didn’t seem too appealing.
 
   “Well I invited him to come see a movie with us today. That way, there’s no pressure. Totally casual.” She waved him over to us and he happily strode over.
 
   “Hi Cassie, Aurora. Sup, beautiful ladies? Happy shopping? Cassie, how’s your head?”
 
   “Uh, pounding.”
 
   “Yeah, figures. Must be pounding like a bitch. You’re so small, half a beer could do you in.” I smiled uncomfortably.
 
   The three of us went to the movie. Aurora proved that she was a better actor than the movie’s star. She perfectly played the part of someone who wasn’t there at all. She was just there to make sure I didn’t run away when Mike put his hand over mine. She was there to make sure I didn’t scream when Mike tried to kiss me, although she couldn’t keep me from dodging his lips. He caught my cheek instead. I felt queasy every time he came close to me. I couldn’t help it.
 
   After the movie, Mike asked for my phone number. Without thinking, I gave it up. And then it was over. He walked away without forcing me to kiss him or anything. It was such a relief.
 
   “Why didn’t you kiss him?” Aurora asked. “Don’t get all shy around him.”
 
   I looked at her, and her face was lit with pure bliss. I don’t think she had ever been so happy. It was strange…
 
   When I returned to my room, I plopped down at my desk and dove into my homework. It was six o’clock by the time I looked up again. Dinner at the dining hall had started an hour ago, but there was still time to eat. Come to think of it, I hadn’t eaten anything all day, except a pack of M&Ms at the movie theater. I didn’t feel very hungry, but I never did. I decided it was best to go eat. After all, I had spent all that money for a meal plan.
 
   Bailey was returning to our room when I began to leave. She told me to hurry back so we could watch the movie she rented. That was how she wanted to get to know me. We were roommates, but we hardly saw each other. She was always with her friends or boyfriend, and I was always…somewhere. So she came up with “Movie Saturday.”
 
   I casually walked across the dark campus. The sidewalks were slippery and I had to walk slowly. For some reason, my school never thought to put salt down after they plowed. It was annoying. I pulled my coat tighter around me, shivering as I watched my breath appear and disappear before my eyes. It was so cold. I heard a twig break behind me and half a second later, a hand touched my shoulder.
 
   I screamed in shock as I slipped on the ice and fell to the ground. I looked up immediately, ignoring the pain that rushed through my leg and butt. Mike stood over me, looking happy, yet embarrassed at the same time. “Cassie, you okay? I wasn’t trying to scare you or anything. You’re real jumpy.”
 
   “I’m not jumpy! I just slipped, okay?” I snapped as he held his hand out to me. “You shouldn’t sneak up on people.”
 
   He smiled slyly. “And I thought you would be happy to see me. Aren’t you happy?”
 
   He pulled me up by the wrist. Once I was on both feet I muttered, “Whatever,” under my breath. Mike must not have heard. Or at least he deciphered it as a “Yes, I am delighted,” because he put his arm around my waist.
 
   “What are you doing?” I demanded.
 
   Again he smiled his strange smile. “I’m helping you walk, so you don’t slip again.” I just didn’t care to argue with him anymore. I was in pain and tired, wishing I hadn’t thought to eat. Food seemed to be my nemesis lately. It was what got me out there, and what got me high at Todd’s. I hate food.
 
   We walked the rest of the way through the cold and into the cafeteria. He led me over to a seat and said, “Sit and I’ll get your dinner.”
 
   “I’m not an invalid,” I replied dryly. Then I looked at the line and saw Eric. He was eating his corn dog while waiting to pay for it. His glance caught mine. I went hot all over and looked away as quickly as I could. Mike’s hand was still around my waist. I could feel that Eric was watching me. I could feel his eyes on me.
 
   Mike put his other arm around me in a sort of loose hug. “I want to get your food. It’s my way of saying sorry for you falling.”
 
   I just nodded, a sort of violent movement of the head. I wanted to hide. Eric and I had confirmed that we were avoiding each other. I didn’t want to ruin it already. I didn’t want to be the first one to break it. I sat down while Mike went through the line. I looked up and saw him grab Eric’s attention away from his corn dog. Mike was saying something and with each movement of his jaw, Eric’s face became more and more red. He looked down as he nodded and faked a smile. What were they talking about?
 
   After Eric paid, he left. Walked straight out the door with his plate in hand. His food would be frozen by the time he’d make it back to his room. Maybe he couldn’t stand to see me with another guy? No.
 
   Mike paid and placed my food in front of me. “Looks yummy, and I’d love to have some, but I’m on my way back to my apartment. Maybe you could come over some time. I’d like that.” Then he leaned down and kissed my mouth. It took a second to register in my mind, but then it wasn’t so bad. He pulled back, and, without thinking about it, I batted my eyelashes at him.
 
   In a bold moment, I smiled and leaned toward him. He got the message pretty quickly, because he instantly leaned back in and kissed me passionately. It was a short kiss, meant to leave me wanting more. “I’ll call you soon, chicky.”
 
    
 
   1205
 
   Elijah slowly led our horse through the stream and the dark wilderness paths. He tried to keep the horse moving as quietly as possible. He feared that the guards would hear us or see our tracks. He was frightened. I felt bad for my little brother. He had always lived such a safe, sheltered life. In our village, everyone knew him and loved him. The women would talk of how kind he was, the girls would talk of their hopes to marry him someday, and the children would say he was entertaining and kind to them. I felt so bad that he found himself so involved in my problems. I would never wish any of this situation on him. He should have stayed home, tended the animals, grown up and felt the safety of the hearth. But this could change everything. He had helped the king’s prisoner to escape. He had helped his sister, who had never done anything good to deserve it. I wanted to tell Elijah all this, but I knew he would argue the point, telling me I did deserve to be helped, and so much more. He was too kind for his own good.
 
   I was wide awake and it was well past midday when we finally stopped. Heodred’s horse stood before a small, run-down cabin that was half hidden by trees and vines. From what I could see, it was in disrepair, with parts of the roof caved in. 
 
   “We will stay here until dark. Then we will continue on,” Elijah said, sounding so sure of himself, and I realized that Heodred had talked him through everything. Elijah had led us directly to this abandoned cabin, as though he knew it would be here. They had planned everything. It must have taken so much time and thought, which made me feel even worse when I said, “I have to go back.”
 
   “No, you cannot,” Elijah pleaded, begged.
 
   “I must. Eric is still there. I cannot leave him. I cannot abandon him.”
 
   “I will not let you go,” he said, standing up to me in pure defiance, his eyes holding a fierce look. “Afterward, when it’s safe. Maybe then you can go, but not now. He will be alright where he is.”
 
   “Is he dead?” I asked.
 
   “I do not know, but I will not allow you to risk your life for him. I must keep you safe.”
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 24
 
   A NEW LOVE
 
    
 
   Once the movie was over, I went to the bathroom to brush my teeth and wash my face. I returned to my room after I had finished. Bailey hung up the phone just as I entered. “Oh, Sandy, sorry, that was for you.”
 
   “Was it Mike?” It seemed strange that he would call me tonight, but I guess I was feeling a little optimistic…and a little horny. I really wanted to get back to where we had left off in the cafeteria.
 
   To my disappointment, she said, “No. It was someone named Todd. He wants you to call him back.”
 
   “No way. That jerk actually had the nerve to call me?” I exclaimed. How did he get my number? “Well there is no way I will ever call him back. He can burn in hell.”
 
   “Wow, someone feels strongly about her hate. Remind me never to get on your bad side,” Bailey joked as she smushed the side of her face into her pillow. “Good night.”
 
   “G’night Bailey.”
 
   “Don’t let the bedbugs bite.”
 
   I slipped under the covers and sighed deeply, trying to forget that spurt of hatred I had just felt. I hated to fall asleep angry. Because then I would dream angry and wake up angry. I tried to think of something good, then I realized the only good things to think about were Mike and Aurora. Maybe I would end the night thinking of Mike, with his lips touching mine, more forcefully than Eric had kissed…
 
   No thinking of Eric! Before I knew it I had closed my eyes and…
 
    
 
   “Remember Athena?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, she’s like you. Smart…goddess of wisdom.” 
 
   I blushed at his comment. Comparing me with a goddess…that had never been done before.
 
   “Well, yes, but she was also the goddess of war.”
 
   “Who was goddess of the hunt?”
 
   “That’s Artemis.”
 
   “That’s right. My uncle has her tattooed on his arm. Loved to show it off whenever we went hunting.”
 
   “You hunt?” I asked, surprised.
 
   “Yeah, I guess,” Eric said, his face beginning to turn pink. “I try not to actually hit anything. I don’t like the killing part of it.” He began to smile as he continued, “My family could never understand why I did so well with targets but couldn’t shoot a rabbit. Those darn Disney movies,”  he said through his laughter. “I can’t seem to get Thumper and Bambi out of my head.” 
 
   I smiled back at his goofy grin. 
 
   “What?” he laughed.
 
   “Are you serious?” I asked carefully. He burst out laughing.
 
    
 
   My eyes slowly opened in the winter morning light. I had dreamed of September, a memory from this life. The present.
 
   I had hoped for another memory of the far past, so I would see if there was ever a chance for Eric. But this memory was only months ago. Yet everything seemed so different, so innocent back then. It was before Eric and I had kissed, before I had kissed anyone. I had just begun spending time with Eric, and that was all I had ever hoped for. I had felt so shy around him, carefully planning what I would say.
 
   Things have changed. Eric now knew how I felt, and we would never have sweet moments again. The innocence was lost, and all that remained was rubble of past dreams. It hurt me to think of Eric and the way things used to be. And it also hurt to think of the way things were now. I remembered kissing him, holding him. It had felt so good, so right. But now it felt like a knife, twisting and turning in my abdomen, shredding my insides and leaving me helpless and vulnerable. I was sick of that feeling. Sick to death.
 
   I got up and walked out into the hall. I had to use the bathroom. The hall was freezing cold. I tightened my pale yellow robe over my pj’s as I shuffled along. It was early for anyone to be up on a Sunday, but I heard someone bounding down the stairs. I caught a glimpse of the person through the stairwell door window. And he saw me too. It was Elijah. He stopped short and came through the door.
 
   “Sandy,” he said, quietly, as though he thought his voice could wake the whole dorm building. “Hey, how’s it going?” His black hair was down, not gelled up like usual, and he had a name tag and stethoscope around his neck. He must be going to the Wellness Center, to work.
 
   “Uh, not bad. How are you?”
 
   “I’m okay,” he answered. His adorable face looked a little worried. His eyebrows were raised and his face was tense. “Hey, Sandy? Um, I wanted to warn you about Mike. I’ve heard stories…”
 
   “Stories?” I inquired, pulling my robe tighter to me.
 
   “Yeah. He’s not a great guy. You could do much better than him.”
 
   “Elijah, I don’t know why you’re saying this…”
 
   “Eric told me that you’re going out with him. I really think you should reconsider. You shouldn’t-”
 
   I stepped around him toward the bathroom door, “Tell Eric that I can spend time with who I want. And that message is for you too.” Then I stepped into the bathroom where I knew Elijah/Tony couldn’t follow. The nerve of Eric to tell Elijah. I’m not even going out with Mike. What, was Eric, jealous?
 
   I heard Elijah speak to me through the door. “Sandy, I just want you to be careful, okay. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”
 
   Why would Mike ever hurt me? There was no reason. He didn’t have some strange agenda like Aurora did. Eric and my feelings for him were her reasons, but Mike had none. I didn’t know his friends, other than Eric and Elijah. But Elijah wasn’t close with him. He just basically hung out with him if Eric was there. I didn’t know what Elijah was so scared about. Eric must have put the idea in his head. Maybe Eric was upset that I wasn’t still pining after him, that I was over him. I doubted it, but I had been wrong in the past.
 
   I stepped into a stall, drew the half broken lock and sat on the toilet. A pain shot through my body. My butt was sore from where I had fallen last night. I rubbed my dark purple bruise, hoping it would go away, but I knew it would be there for a long time.
 
   After my classes on Monday, I went to the library. I needed some time to just relax and read. I went upstairs to my spot and sat down comfortably on the sofa. A little wave of dizziness came over me, but it passed quickly, and I immersed myself in a book. It was a book of poetry. Normally, I didn’t care at all for poetry, but I felt different today. I felt…giddy. I never went through a poetry stage. Todd was permanently stuck in a poetry stage, writing them constantly. Not love poems or anything like that, but tragic poems and really odd things that were probably drug induced. What I had snuck around for the chance to read actually wasn’t bad. Aurora was right. He had a gift for writing.
 
   Aurora went through her poetry stage when she was thirteen and got her first boyfriend. He always wrote her short love poems during classes, and I would make fun of them. I suppose I was jealous. I saw that she was becoming a woman, and popular, and that I wasn’t. I was still the quiet girl who was always picked on. Most of these bullies were the annoying ones, the ones with stupid laughs and ugly faces. And, of course, they were the ones with friends and multiple boyfriends. They somehow found their popularity despite being poor, ugly, having bad taste, bad hair, and bad clothes. Boys liked them, not even just the stupid guys but the nerdy ones, too. No matter how badly these girls made fun of them, they would come back for more. I would never understand why they had friends, but I finally did understand how they had boyfriends. They were easy. Easy bitches who would give it to practically anyone. And they would give it anywhere.
 
   I had never had a boyfriend, but Aurora had had many. That fact made me wonder about Aurora. Todd said he had had sex with her, but I hadn’t been sure whether or not to believe it. After all, Todd was a liar. Maybe some of what he said was true but not most of it. Aurora had never come out and said she had had sex with anyone, but, come to think of it, she had alluded to it many times. She had told me when she met Eric that she “just wanted to take him right then and there.” I had assumed she was joking, or exaggerating. But now…
 
   Had she and Eric had sex? Of course they had. It would be stupid of me not to believe that. Is that why she was able to keep men coming to her? Is that why I still have no one? Mike hadn’t called yesterday, or today. Was it because he didn’t like me? Did he think I was prude? I wasn’t, I think.
 
   I touched my hand to my forehead. My constant headache seemed to be getting steadily worse. The buzzing sound in my ears was starting to become more than just an annoyance. I pulled a sandwich out of my bag. Bailey had made peanut butter and jelly this morning, and she had made one for me, too. Maybe the food would help. I wasn’t hungry and the thought of eating made me nauseous, but maybe it would help. Just force it down. I took a bite and held back my gag reflex. It wasn’t that it tasted bad. It was okay. But I couldn’t eat…and I didn’t want to suffer a rerun of my diner trip with Todd. Forget eating.
 
   When I returned to my room, the light on the answering machine was blinking. I looked and found the play button. The first message was for Bailey. Her boyfriend couldn’t see her tonight. The next was for me. The voice, Todd’s voice, came across loud and clear: “Sandy, you damn bitch. You’d better be all right. If you don’t call me back, I’m calling your fucking parents. Or the cops. Shit. Or I’ll come see your bitchy ass and I’ll come with a bat of my own.” 
 
   I deleted it immediately after he finished ranting. I didn’t want Bailey to hear that. We were starting to become friends and I didn’t want my stupid, loser cousin to ruin that.
 
   The next message was also for me, but it was much more welcome: “Cassie, this is Mike. So, I’m callin’ like I promised. I’ll pick you up tomorrow at six. How’s that sound?” He always seemed so self assured, so confident. He left his number in case I needed to cancel, which he doubted. He was the complete opposite of Eric. It didn’t seem that Mike would ever get nervous about anything. Mike knew that he was good-looking and that he had me hooked, and he wasn’t afraid to show it. I bet he would never tell me that he needed me or anyone else the way Eric depended on Aurora. And I liked that. That was what bothered me about Eric. I wanted someone independent and strong willed. Someone like Mike. I smiled at the thought.
 
   “Someone looks happy,” Bailey commented as she entered the room. She tossed her books on her bed and collapsed next to them.
 
   “Your boyfriend called,” I told her, but she just nodded.
 
   “I know. I already heard. Some guy called for you too. Who was that? He seemed psycho.”
 
   “He’s harmless,” I lied. “My cousin.”
 
   “Ah, relatives. Such a pain. Every last one. My cousins pretend they don’t even know me. They think it would be bad for their reputation to even say hi. But I don’t like them either, so I guess it all ends even.”
 
   “I just have the one cousin, and he’s such a pain. He tries to ruin my life, every chance he gets.” I lay back on my bed. “Mike called.”
 
   Bailey jumped into life, leaning at the edge of her bed. “Ooh, really? And what did the stud say?”
 
   “He wants to hang out tomorrow night.”
 
   “Are you going?”
 
   “Yes,” I said, my smile growing wider.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   I thought for a second. “I don’t know. He didn’t say.” I took one more second to think before asking, “Bailey? Is it weird I’m a virgin? Still?”
 
   She leaned back on her bed. “No. Not at all.” She looked at me strangely, “Why, are you planning not to be one much longer?”
 
   I looked away, embarrassed. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Okay, well you’re in luck. I was a peer counselor in high school, so here’s the checklist. Ready?” I nodded. “Okay, number one. Are you sure it’s what you want? Number two. Do you have protection? Always use two forms of birth control. Number three. Is it something you can look back on and not regret at all? Meaning…the right time, the right place, the right guy? And two out of three is not good enough. Lastly, number four. Are you aware of all possible consequences? Pregnancy, STDs, AIDs, dot dot dot. The list goes on and on.”
 
    
 
   The next day…today. I was getting ready. I had blow-dried my hair, and it was looking better. I did my makeup, brushed my teeth. Nice minty breath. As I applied the finishing touches, I continued to think over what Bailey had said. She was right, and I think she had everything covered in her list. Was I ready? Was Mike right? Were my reasons right? The more I though about it, the more I began to think that the answers were no. I barely knew Mike. How long could I go before regretting it? A day? A week? Month? Year? Ten years? I had no idea.
 
   Mike slipped inside the open doorway. “Hey,” he said, looking me up and down as he leaned against the closet door.
 
   “Hi,” I said, putting on my coat.
 
   “Done primping, Cassie? Come on, beautiful,” he said as he grabbed my hand. I picked up my purse before turning off the lights.
 
   When we got in his freshly washed and waxed BMW, I asked, “So, where are we going?”
 
   He smiled slyly, “To my place, baby.” Then he sped off.
 
   “Mike?” I began. How was the best way to do this? “Why don’t we go somewhere else?”
 
   He stopped at a red light. “Why?” he asked as though I had asked something incredibly stupid.
 
   “Uh, there’s a movie I wanted to see…” Movie? Go see another movie with him? I was so sick of movies.
 
   “What movie?”
 
   “Well, I don’t remember the name. It was that one…Hotel…”
 
   “Hotel Rwanda?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s it,” I said as I tried to brighten my expression.
 
   “You want to see Hotel Rwanda?” His face showed what he was thinking. He didn’t believe me. I didn’t blame him, I wouldn’t have believed me either. Nevertheless, I nodded. “Okay,” he said, taking a sharp right hand turn. “Movies it is.” I touched his arm gently, to show some sort of affection. Only then did he smile.
 
   The movie theater was almost empty. We sat in the back row and off to the side. As soon as I sat, Mike took my face in both of his hands and kissed me. “I’ve been dying to do that,” he said with a smile.
 
   I slid my arms around his neck and said, “And I’ve been dying to do this.” I pulled him close again and kissed him. I opened my mouth. A French kiss. I felt his tongue moving seductively around my tongue and I let myself go in the moment. My heart thumped and I could feel my hands beginning to shake. I didn’t know why I was so nervous. It was nothing I hadn’t done before.
 
   It must have been over a minute later when Eric-
 
   -When Mike pulled away, looking to the movie screen. The movie was beginning. “Do you really want to see this?”
 
   “Not anymore,” I said, pulling him close again. I kissed him hard, but he pulled away again.
 
   “Let’s go to my car.”
 
   I followed, not wanting the moment to end. He pulled me along by the wrist. I tried not to slip on the fresh slush. It had been snowing on and off all day, and while we were inside another inch had fallen. Small flurries fell on us as we made our way across the parking lot. Finally we reached his car. I instinctively went to the passenger side door, but Mike pulled me around, smiling. “Wrong way, chicky.” He brought me over to the backseat. I got in and he entered after me. He locked the door and inched closer to me. Mike pulled off his jacket and helped me with mine, casually tossing them in the front seat. His cologne smelled so strongly in the small space. He put his hand on my waist, gently rubbing the cloth of my shirt with his thumb.
 
   “Cassie, you are so sexy…beautiful…” He dramatically pressed his lips to mine. It was a gentle kiss…in the beginning. He slowly added more force before he made his way down to my neck. He massaged the back of my neck with his hand while kissing the side of my neck with his mouth. “You taste good.” He pulled his weight closer to me. I held my hands in his dark hair as he had his way with my neck. I could feel his breath all over me.
 
   “You smell good, too,” he added. “What is that?”
 
   “Um, my shampoo?” I said, unsure if that was a good answer or not.
 
   “Mmm, I like it,” he said as he buried his face in my hair. I didn’t think it was possible for him to come any closer, but he did. His hands moved over my back until they found the seam of my shirt. He began to move his hands under it to touch my skin. I gently moved his hands away, so they moved to another section of my body. My legs, thighs…much safer territory. Until he moved on to my butt, well, what he could reach of it.
 
   I never understood the fascination with butts. Breasts I understood, but butts? When I looked at a guy, I looked for his build, his face, his hair. Arms turned me on, muscular arms. Necks too, and abs, especially abs. Even smell. I touched over Mike’s back and chest with my hands. He had a defined shape, but it was nothing like Eric’s. Mike was toned, not muscular but I still liked it.
 
   He kissed the front of my neck, then moved back to the side. Maybe I should kiss his neck too, I thought. I pulled his head up and sunk my face into his neck. I kissed and kissed, until I moved back to his face. He pulled away and adjusted himself to sitting over me, legs on either side. He flipped a sweaty piece of hair out of his face, staring down at me, his mouth closed hard but his eyes soft. I stared back at him. He put his hands on my waist and slowly began to lift my shirt. I put my hand up and stopped it before it revealed my bra.
 
   He smiled softly and said, “Please?”
 
   Don’t be prude, Sandy. That’s how you lose a guy. Don’t be prude.
 
   He didn’t wait for an answer before he began pulling again, but I still held it down. “I’m…not ready,” I said.
 
   He smiled sweetly and said, “Don’t be shy.” I looked at him, wondering whether I should give in or not. Then he smiled sweetly again and said, “I hate shy girls.”
 
   I opened my mouth to protest, but he kissed my cheek. Once I closed my mouth, he moved on to my lips. His tongue parted them and found its way inside. He pulled his tongue back and said, “You’re a good kisser.” Then he moved back in and put his hands up the back of my shirt. I let him. I knew he would keep trying, so I let him. He kissed my collarbone, kissed my chin, my hands, my arm.
 
   “Beautiful?” he asked as he pulled back. “Please?” He looked down at my chest and took the edge of my shirt in his hands. I started to pull his hands away, but then I stopped. And he smiled. He pulled the edge of my shirt up, over my black push-up bra. His smiled his sly smile and began to pull my shirt off the rest of the way, over my head and off my arms. His face seemed to brighten and he took me in his arm and kissed under my collarbone. My stomach twisted, making me feel sick. His hands moved over my bra, searching to feel what was underneath. He touched my skin, rubbing and groping. He kissed around the edges of my bra and licked just below my collarbone.
 
   The licking was strange, very strange. It made me want to squirm away. But I stayed. I didn’t want to lose the moment. I didn’t want to lose the attention. But I was feeling tired.
 
   He felt up and down my back with his hands. His left hand found my bra clasp.  He fumbled with it. “No,” I said. “No.”
 
   “Come on Cassie. You’re so hot. I just want to see. I just want to touch. Please? Please, Cassie? You sexy bitch.”
 
   That snapped me out of the foggy dreamland I had slipped into, where nothing felt completely real. “No, Mike,” I stated. He backed his upper body slightly away to look me in the eye. For the slightest second, he looked perturbed, but then he quickly changed back to his sweet smile.
 
   “Please, Cassie. You know I want you. Don’t play games. Please?”
 
   He was draining on my stubborn ways. I was afraid I might give in when suddenly, out of no where, the car lurched forward, knocking Mike off me, and me almost on him. There was a small crunching sound. “What was that?” Mike asked, his eyes growing a fire inside them.
 
   “I don’t know.” Then the car lurched back, slightly. Mike opened the door, hopping out of his car, and I quickly covered myself.
 
   “Shit! God damn!” Mike yelled.
 
   I looked out the window but snow was blocking my view. I pulled my head and arms through my shirt and squeezed my way out of the car behind Mike. The crunched back end of a Chevy sat two inches from the crunched back end of Mike’s new BMW. The driver of the other car got out to assess the damage.
 
   “You idiot,” Mike ranted. “Look what you did to my car. What the fuck is wrong with you?”
 
   “I’m so sorry,” she said, nervously looking down at the damage she had caused. “I was just backing out of my space. It’s so icy.”
 
   “Bitch, you’d better pay for that! It’ll cost you!” Mike yelled, getting up in her face now.
 
   “Mike, calm down,” I said, but he ignored me.
 
   “I’m gonna need a new bumper now. You had better pay up.”
 
   The girl looked close to tears as she stared down at her car. “It doesn’t look that bad,” I said in her defense.
 
   “Let me get my insurance card,” the girl said.
 
   “You’d better,” he growled. “Damn it, you’d better.”
 
   I stepped back into Mike’s car, feeling so dizzy, and collapsed on the back seat.
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   Elijah and I stepped into the cabin. I expected to find dust coating the floor, but I didn’t. Every inch inside the beaten hut was spotless. There were shelves and shelves of bottles and canisters. From the ceiling hung herbs and grasses. Unlit candles hung in lanterns from the tattered roof. The place smelled strange with so many scents intertwined. Elijah stopped short when he stepped inside.
 
   “This place is odd,” he said. “Abandoned on the outside, clean and well kept on the inside. I don’t like it.”
 
   “Heodred told you to come here?”
 
   “Yes, but he said it was abandoned and no one used it. That is not the case any longer. Come, let’s leave here,” Elijah beckoned to me. “Cassandra, we must leave before the owner returns. Come!”
 
   I shook off my fears and said, “I wonder who lives here,” venturing deeper inside, looking closely at the clay jars.
 
   “What does it matter? We cannot stay.”
 
   “Elijah, we must. I have a feeling, an instinct.”
 
   “I’m sick of women and their instincts. I know a fact. We need to go.”
 
   “Elijah, we’re staying, but we must hide. In the woods.”
 
   “The men will find us there.”
 
   “And they wouldn’t think to search a cottage? Use your head. We’ll hide in the underbrush.”
 
   “And what about the horse? Where shall we hide it? Behind a tree?” he mocked.
 
   “We will find a place.” I guided him out of the house and through the trees. Next to a tall, overgrown stump was a fallen tree. It had fallen into another tree, which stopped it at a good angle. The branches faced the ground making a kind of hideaway underneath, and I knew at once this was the safest place we would find. Elijah tied our horse to a branch. 
 
   “It is pure luck that you found this place,” he muttered.
 
   “I cannot see the cabin’s entrance from here. I will have to go closer.” I snuck away before he could protest. 
 
   I watched the cabin’s entry for hours before I found myself dreaming, asleep. I kept running, staggering. Something was holding me back, pulling at my body. No matter how hard I ran, I could not move anywhere. I heard the wolves behind me. I heard their barking. They were coming closer and closer… I tripped on something. An arm, a hand. It was Eric, his body. He lay lifeless, half his face eaten away, blood coating his clothing, his rags. The wolves were getting closer. I could feel them, they were so close… Help! I wanted to scream, but I had no voice, I had no voice. I was helpless. I tried to get up, but something pulled me back down. It was Eric. His half-eaten, rotting face slowly said, “Do not leave me, my love.” Suddenly, worms began wiggling and climbing out of his body. He screamed and screamed.
 
   When I woke, I could still hear his screams, echoing in my ears. Slowly, my vision came into focus and I heard a twig snap. Someone was coming…
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 25
 
   YOUR OWN PERSON
 
    
 
   I slowly opened my eyes. I was still on the back seat of Mike’s car. I groaned. My head ached and my bones felt stiff. I slowly began to move my limbs, getting them used to movement again. I sat up.
 
   “Hey there, Cassie,” Mike said from the driver’s seat. “Finally awake?”
 
   I rubbed at my temples and tried to blink away my headache. “What?” I asked groggily.
 
   “I couldn’t get you to wake up. You’re a heavy sleeper. That’s what? Twice now?”
 
   “Where are we?”
 
   “Uh, look around, chicky. We’re at school.” I looked out the window and saw that we were in the parking lot behind the dorms. “I was going to attempt carrying you in there, but then I realized I wanted to be alone with you some more,” he added with a sly smile. “So…” he began as he turned around in his seat. “It’s still early.”
 
   I stared back at him, hanging on to the tiny thread of energy that coursed through my body. “I think I’ll just go. I’m really tired.”
 
   He looked at me as though he didn’t understand how I could turn him down for another round of making out. “Come on, I need someone to brighten my mood. My car did get smashed. How can I go home so sad? Cassie?”
 
   I breathed in deeply before saying, “I really should go. Sorry about your car.” I pulled my coat off the front passenger seat and got out of his car. Mike turned off the engine and followed me. He looked mad, but I was too tired to care.
 
   We entered the building and went up the stairs. As we passed by the upper lounge, I saw Eric, Elijah, and Tom in there playing video games. I quickly looked away before they could look up and catch me staring at them. Mike grabbed my hand in his and when we reached my door, he put his arms around my waist and kissed me. I touched his waist lightly with my fingers while his lips moved over mine. When he finally let go, he said, “I had a lot of fun tonight.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “I’ll call you tomorrow,” he said. I nodded and he turned away. Once he was out of sight, I unlocked my door. I entered, flicking on the lights, and collapsed on the bed without even shutting the door all the way. When I realized that, I didn’t care. Bailey would be back soon and she would shut the door for me. 
 
   My mind began to drift as what little vigor I had left slowly drained from my body, but a sudden realization sent a brisk wave of energy through my body. I sat up quickly. The castle in the photo was the castle in my memories, wasn’t it? It looked so much like it. I wonder…
 
   I decided to put this spurt of energy to use and get ready for bed, even though it was only nine o’clock. If I didn’t get ready now, my drive would dissipate and I wouldn’t be able to bring myself to move later. I’d be Sandy-mush. I stood and caught a glimpse of my disheveled reflection. I started to drag a brush through my tangled hair when I heard someone in the hall say, “Tony, you gonna check on her?”
 
   “Yeah. I’ll stop by later,” he answered and then a knock came to my door. It was just a slight tap before Elijah/Tony entered. “Hi,” he said, flashing his adorable smile with just a hint of shyness. “Can I come in…well, all the way in?”
 
   “Of course you can.” I smiled as he came inside.
 
   “So…how’s your head? Still got the tension headaches?”
 
   I sat on my bed and turned my back to him asking sweetly, “Will you do the honors?”
 
   Elijah took his place sitting behind me on my bed. He gently rubbed and smoothed out the aching muscles that formed my shoulders. “Wow. This is really bad. Like you slept on a rock or something. You’re not sleeping on the school’s mattress, are you?”
 
   I winced as he worked on a particularly tense muscle. “Yeah, these mattresses are horrible.” Elijah was so sweet, that never changed, no matter how much time passed. Though I appreciated his help, it felt strange having him touch me this time. I felt dirty as it was from my night with Mike, but with Elijah there, I felt even more guilty. I felt like I was making him dirty in a weird sort of way. This night was so strange.
 
   “So, how was your date?” Elijah asked innocently.
 
   “Um, good,” I said, without being sure of the right answer.
 
   “Mike looked happy.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   “You, on the other hand, don’t. Why so sad?”
 
   “I’m not sad. Just…” Elijah patiently waited for me to continue. “It wasn’t what I wanted.” He rested his hands on my shoulders and I felt close to tears. “I don’t even know what I wanted, or what I want.”
 
   Elijah was silent for a moment before he quietly asked, “What did happen?”
 
   “Nothing. I guess. Its just…I don’t know.” Tears slipped from my eyes and down my cheeks. I didn’t even know why I was crying. I felt so confused…so lost. “Mike…he just makes me so tired.” There was no other way to describe it.
 
   “Tired?” He thought for a second, his hands stilled on my shoulders. “I know a girl who used to go out with him. She said he was really controlling. That was why she broke up with him, because he always wanted things his way.”
 
   “But he wasn’t that way with me…” Was he? “He didn’t want to go to the movies, but I wanted to, so we did…” Well, we didn’t actually see the movie. He wanted to go back to his car, and we did.
 
   Tony shifted away. “I’m just giving you one person’s situation. Mike could be different. I doubt it, but if you think so… I wasn’t there, so obviously I won’t try to tell you what went on.”
 
   I turned to face Elijah and he slowly, sadly closed his lips together in a sort of subconscious pout. With tears staining my cheeks, I smiled and said, “I had fun…” A lie, somewhat. I had liked the attention but felt like I had been pushed into something I didn’t want. I had.
 
   I wiped at my cheeks and sniffled, saying, “I don’t know why I’m crying. I guess I’m just weird.”
 
   “No, not weird. Different, maybe. But not weird.” He looked down at his hands. I could tell that he was thinking about something and watched as the wheels turned in his head. “Sandy, tiredness can have all kinds of causes, and people can add to that. Eating cafeteria food isn’t always enough. You need…balance. Fruit, veggies, protein…” I smiled as I listened. Elijah would make a great doctor someday.
 
   “Okay,” I said, feeling the need to say something but having nothing to say at all.
 
   “Not saying that you were wrong when you said Mike makes you tired, because I can definitely relate…but food, sleeping patterns, stress…these all are factors.”
 
   Yes, Doctor Elijah.
 
   Then Bailey walked in. “Hey Tony. Hi Sandy. What’s up?”
 
    
 
   Mike didn’t call the next day as he had promised. I tried not to get upset that he blew me off. I did my best to not make a big deal out of it. Through the day, I tried not to wonder when he would call, or what he was doing, or if he was thinking of me. I went through the rest of the week that way. It was becoming an unwelcome obsession. I didn’t see him again until Friday. I was walking back from one of my classes when his car pulled into the parking lot. He got out and jogged up next to me, holding my hand as soon as he was within reach.
 
   “Hey, Cassie. Am I glad to see you! I’ve been having the worst week possible, but now…” He kissed my hand that he held. It was freezing cold and he was wonderfully warm.
 
   “Hi Mike…” I said, in a daze.
 
   “I’m free tonight,” he stated. “Want to go see another movie?”
 
   Though I was happy he actually remembered me, I was about to turn him down. I felt too tired to keep him at bay and was about to say so, but then I saw Eric. He was pulling his backpack out of his car and stopped dead when he saw me. His jaw hung slightly and his eyes looked hurt. He was so pale…
 
   “Cassie? Hey, chicky-girl? Lost in thought? Thinking about our last date?”
 
   “Um, Mike…I’ll catch up with you later, okay?” I blurted out as I walked away from him. A part of me screamed inside that I was making a huge mistake, but my heart disagreed.
 
   As I walked toward Eric, I heard Mike call out, “Fine. I’ll call you.”
 
   Eric looked down, pretending he hadn’t seen me. I stepped right up to him and he finally faced me. “Hi Sandra,” he said. He choked on the words a little.
 
   “Is something wrong?” I asked. I felt concerned, but somewhere in the back of my mind, I was annoyed. Annoyed because he had been staring at me. Why was he? Was he jealous?
 
   “Uh, no. I’ve got a cold. Nothing serious, everyone’s getting sick, so…”
 
   “Oh, okay,” I responded. His staring was probably cold medicine induced. Every movement he made seemed slower. Longer. I suddenly felt incredibly awkward. I had just broken our promise to ignore each other. I broke it. “Well…” I began to say an awkward goodbye as I turned to go.
 
   “So, how,” he paused, coughing, “how are your classes going?”
 
   I reluctantly turned back to him. “Uh, fine. You?”
 
   He immediately answered, “Good, good…yeah…”
 
   I stepped back, preparing for my exit, again, saying, “Okay-”
 
   “There’s another party tonight,” Eric blurted out. “I think I might go. Are you?”
 
   He looked hopeful and I didn’t want to hurt his feelings, but another part of me wanted to rip him apart for it. “Umm, I’m probably going out with Mike tonight.” What?!
 
   Oh,” he said in an attempt to respond. He coughed loudly into the crook of his arm. It sounded harsh, painful even, and I felt a pang of sympathy. “How is that? You and Mike?” Eric asked in his now raspy sounding voice.
 
   “Fine.”
 
   He looked down at his feet. “So you’re actually going out with him?”
 
   “Well, we’re dating…I guess,” I said, starting to get annoyed.
 
   “You said he was weird. I thought you didn’t like him.”
 
   “Well I do now, okay?”
 
   “Why?” he asked, looking me in the face again.
 
   “Why what?”
 
   Eric cleared his throat. “Why do you like him? I thought you had better taste than that.”
 
   That sentence struck me hard. “What, like you? That was a mistake. A huge mistake. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were acting jealous,” I snapped. “But since it’s not that, I guess maybe I have to spell it out for you. I like Mike. And he likes me. So just stay out of it.”
 
   I started to storm off, but Eric grabbed my arm, yanking me to a dead stop. I glared back at him. Eric didn’t care. He held me in place as he spoke his mind, “You think he likes you because you’re pretty? Or because you’re smart? Well, you’re wrong. He likes you because you’re a girl. Because you’re a shy, inexperienced girl he thinks he can manipulate and control. He’s done it before. You’re not the first one. Once he gets what he wants, he’ll be gone.” He stopped the spill of words from his mouth to breathe in short raspy breaths. Then he slowly continued, almost pleading with me. “Sandy, you mean nothing to him. Don’t you see that?”
 
   “Let me go!” I yelled, trying to shake his hand away.
 
   “Not until you listen!” His voice was raw and cracking from his cold and frustration. “God! Why don’t you understand? I’m trying to look out for you! Tony and Aurora, too. You just won’t listen, to either of them, to any of us!”
 
   I gave him a defiant glare. His eyes glinted fire, matching my furious gaze. His pale face had become a pasty shade of angry pink, but I didn’t care. What right did Eric have to worry about me? He chose to care for Aurora, not me.
 
   He loosened his grip on my arm but not enough for me to break free. “You are so thick. I though you would at least listen to Aurora’s warning. But apparently that didn’t even work.”
 
   “Aurora never warned me,” I spat. “Why would she? She obviously sees how paranoid you’re acting.”
 
   He let go of me, eyes wide. “What? She never talked to you about this?”
 
   “No,” I stated.
 
   Eric ran his frozen hands through his hair. He didn’t know what else to say, and I wasn’t going to wait. I walked away. In desperation, he called after me, “I care about you, Cassandra.”
 
   It was so hard to hate him when he called me that. I looked down at my icy cold hands, twisting them together nervously, and answered, “I know. But let me live my own life, Eric. Just butt out. You live your life and I’ll live mine.”
 
   I shivered as I made my way across the parking lot and back toward the dorms. I wished life could be easier. I wished that the feelings I felt whenever Eric was around would just disappear. It hurt so much to love someone, knowing they’d never love you back. It felt even worse knowing that he had loved me once, long ago. I cursed my visions. I cursed the day I started to believe them, and I cursed the way they made me feel.
 
   I just wanted out.
 
   When I got back to my tiny room, I called Mike’s cell phone. When he answered with a bored, “Hey,” I knew what I wanted to say.
 
   “Mike, hi. It’s…Cassie.”
 
   “Yeah, I know.”
 
   “Oh. Okay, well I was hoping your offer still stood for tonight. It sounds like a lot of fun.”
 
   “I made other plans.” I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. His tone was unreadable.
 
   “Oh. Um, another time then?” I asked hopefully.
 
   “Yeah, maybe. I’ve got to go. Talk to you later.”
 
   “Okay. Bye.” I regretfully hung up the phone. I didn’t want to give up, but I didn’t want to push too hard. Why did he make other plans? And only ten minutes after he asked me? Was he mad that I had ditched him to see Eric? Maybe he was upset that I hadn’t answered his offer right away. Or he didn’t like me anymore.
 
   I felt like crying. I lay back on my bed, so alone and cursing my life when…
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   I gasped for air. The roaring wind seemed to whip the breath from my lips. I took in some air…not enough. My vision was pierced by flashes of blinding light. I blinked wildly with rain pounding down on my face, entering my mouth, my nose, my eyes. I was sprawled in the mud in the dark. I tried to get up, tried to run. I couldn’t. I slipped again, my face slapping against the muddy ground. I felt a hand close on my ankle. Screaming, I tried to pull away, but it yanked me back, dragging me through the muck. I tasted the grit of wet dirt in my mouth. I spit and tried to breathe. Yes. I caught a break in the wind and filled my lungs with air. I wriggled through the mud and freed my leg from his grasp. Scrambling in panic, I whimpered like a sobbing child. I slipped and slid as I crawled across the wet earth. I found a patch of grass and pulled my weight to it. I heard him slip behind me, and saw the splash of mud and water fly through the storm. His knife glinted as it flew from his grip and disappeared into the darkness that surrounded us. I held the slimy grass in my fist and heaved, sliding forward.
 
   A crack of lightning lit up the sky, sending flashes of light down on the earth. I pulled. The tuft I held gave way and ripped below my grip. My heart and hopes sank as I dug my fingers into the dirt and heaved again. I felt him reach for my ankle again, and I screamed. His hand gained a firm grip on my leg, through my under dress. He pulled at me, scrambled, slid, and cursed. My body slipped back towards him. The more he pulled at me, the more I slid and the more I screeched in a scared panic. I could feel my dress coming up above my knees as I slipped down toward him.
 
   He pulled again, and my face hit the dirt. Precious dry dirt. My body had scraped so far down. Thick sheets of rain quickly washed the dirt to mud, but I found a good holding to hoist myself up. It was too late. His hand pressed on my back. His weight fell down upon my spine. My swollen stomach pressed into the earth. Breath escaped me. My lungs were choked. I had no room, no room at all.
 
   I felt his slimy wet hands on my shoulders and his sharp breath in my ear. I heard him say, “I have you now.” He lifted himself off my body and dragged me up after him, pulling me to my feet and gripping me tightly around my waist. I scrambled to pull his fingers off me. His flesh tore under my nails, but his fingers refused to move. He dragged me through the corral, moving easily through the mud now, pulling me with him. The rain beat down on us and thunder erupted through the night.
 
   He found his weapon, a sword tangled in a mound of soaked hay. He picked it up, despite my attempts to stop him. I grabbed hold of his sword hand, fighting him, trying to make him drop it again.
 
   I spit dirt from my mouth and screamed through the rain, “Why?!! Why are you doing this?” I broke into sobs. “Stop it!! Stop it! No!!!” I screeched as I fought him.
 
   He ripped his hand out of my grasp and I wiggled around in his hold to face him. Mud streaked down his face, rain poured over his features and through his hair. His light hair was now wet and caked to his forehead, face, and neck. His eyes were hard…cold, almost glowing in the darkness, those blue eyes I loved so dearly… Eric.
 
   He was going to kill me. I knew it. How could I resist him? He was no longer himself. He threw me down to the cold, wet grass. Icy rain poured over us as he lifted his blade. He lifted it high above his head.
 
   I tried to get up to run. My bare feet caught in my dress, tripping me. I slid on the grass and the swinging blade sliced through the side of my shoulder. I collapsed in pain, sobbing in anguish. Rain water poured into my mouth, my dirt-laden mouth. The mouth that had kissed Eric; that had spoken such beautiful words to him. And it was all over now…all over. He would kill me, his own wife. He would kill the child inside me. He would destroy our future. Destroy our love.
 
   And yet, his sword did not fall. The cold blade did not slice through my heart. Lightning streaked the sky, lighting his face, revealing painful fear in his eyes. He held the sword with trembling hands. Steel loomed over me, above his head, but it did not move, not until I heard her.
 
   “Eric,” she spoke. “You know what you must do.”
 
   Her voice cut through the storm and her words echoed in my ears. Whispers in my head. I attempted to move, to roll away from Eric, but I couldn’t. I was frozen in place.
 
   I tried to ignore her. I focused on my husband. “Think about what you’re doing!” I told him. “Think about our love. I love you. Don’t do this…don’t blindly follow her. You have a will of your own. Don’t lose it, please!”
 
   The rain still fell, but I was certain of what I saw. Tears rolled down his cheeks. They fell in heavy drops to the ground as he loomed over me.
 
   “Kill her now, Eric!!” she screamed. “Do as I say! You are mine, listen to my words! Kill her!”
 
   “Eric, please,” I pleaded. His face twisted in sadness and hurt. “Please…please, don’t.”
 
   “Cassandra…” he choked. “I don’t want to…” his voice quavered. He was trying. He was trying so hard to stop himself… to stop her, but he couldn’t. She was too strong. I could see his strength failing. But he tried…he truly did try.
 
   “I’m sor-rry. So sorry, Cassandra. I can’t…”
 
   He screamed out, yelling in anguish as his blade fell across my neck.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 26
 
   FEELING OF LOSS
 
    
 
   My eyes were open, but I was sent flailing out of my vision. I fell off my bed and landed in a crushed heap on the floor. I started to cry, wail, and sob. I couldn’t help myself. I felt so empty…so hurt. I lay on the floor for an hour, letting the last moments slip from consciousness, letting the feelings slide away. My heart calmed and slowed, my breathing regulated, and my face eventually dried. The salt from my tears caked over my cheeks, feeling like a thick, tightening crust.
 
   When my fear and anguish gave way, I looked around and saw it was dark out. Bailey lay in bed, mere feet from me, but she slept. She had not woken and seen my craziness. I could hear the soft thumping from the music upstairs. I looked at the clock. One a.m.
 
   I dragged myself back into bed and under the covers. I was still fully clothed but shivering uncontrollably. Huddling under the mass of blankets, I forced myself to think the frightening dream through. Could this one have been real? I wasn’t sure if I believed it. For months I had been remembering further back, to the castle, but this was different. I had only one memory from this time, and it was a mere unsettling conversation with Aurora. Now it had been followed by my murder? Why would Eric have killed me? Who was the woman? I knew her, I was sure of that.
 
   It felt as real as all the others, as real as every other memory vision thing. I could still feel the blade in my shoulder and the hot pain from it. But it couldn’t be real. Not this one. If it was real, it would have picked up where the last one of that time left off, and would not have been so sporadically placed. No, it wasn’t real. I refused to believe it for my own sanity.
 
    
 
   I sat in my bedroom, where I had stayed since Friday night. It was now Sunday night. Friday had turned out to be a horrible night for a lot of people. The police and campus security broke up the party upstairs. A lot of people got in a lot of trouble for drug possession and minors drinking, and even assault. Apparently there was a fight. A big one. I heard that five people were kicked out of the college, and many others were being watched very closely now, on some sort of academic probation. Thankfully, I hadn’t gone to that party. Neither had Eric or Aurora, but a part of me wished they had. Then I wouldn’t have to be careful to avoid them.
 
   Bailey walked into our room. “They had chicken tenders for dinner again,” she complained. “Yuck. If I have to eat one more chicken tender, I’ll get sick. I swear, this school’s cafeteria sucks. Something has to be done. I’ll go to the dean if I have to. Are you with me?”
 
   “Uh, sure,” I said, not really paying attention to what she was saying. I was busy with homework. I had been ignoring the papers and readings since I started to spend time with Mike. It was hard to have a social life and good grades. I just couldn’t see how everyone else did it. Some people have both those and work on top of it all.
 
   The phone rang and my heart skipped a beat. Was it Mike?
 
   “Hello?” Bailey answered. “Yep. Is there a Cassie in the house?” she asked, holding the phone out to me.
 
    
 
   Mike was coming to pick me up any second. I hurried to get ready with Bailey cheering me on. Teasing is more like it. As I worried over how I looked, I made myself a promise. No more giving in, no more submitting. I would do things my way. He said he had rented movies, and I wanted to watch them, not make out or strip down in any way. This time, things would end differently. This time, I wouldn’t feel so dirty when I came home.
 
   Mike arrived. He scooped me into his arms and kissed me so quickly that I barely had time to realize it was him. When we arrived at his apartment, Mike led me up a set of narrow stairs to the third floor. The door to his apartment was covered in layers and layers of peeling paint. He unlocked it and led me in. It was small but cute. The door opened up to the kitchen, to the right was the bathroom, and to the left was a bedroom. Needless to say, the grand tour didn’t take very long. 
 
   “Want anything to eat? Or drink?” Mike asked.
 
   “Um, no thanks.”
 
   “Ah, so that’s how you keep that perfect figure.” He smiled his cocky grin.
 
   “So…” I began, trying to shake off a sudden wave of nausea. “What are we going to watch?”
 
   “Well, that’s your choice. Come with me.” I followed him into his bedroom, which, in addition to a bed and dresser, also had a comfy-looking sofa. For a guy who had so much pride in his expensive car, his apartment was pretty modest. It wasn’t overdone, but it also wasn’t cheap like the usual dorm style of fold-up furniture and throwaway decorations. His room was simple but classy. 
 
   Mike opened a movie cabinet under a massive TV. He pulled four DVD’s out. “Your pick. Or we can ‘watch’ them all.”
 
   I took a deep breath. I had to straighten things out now. “Mike?” He raised his eyebrows. “I really like you.”
 
   “I really like you too,” he said pulling me into his arms.
 
   “With that said…I think we should slow down a little bit.”
 
   “Slow down? Don’t play all innocent now,” he said through a sly grin.
 
   “I’m serious. I think things are moving a little too fast. Could we just back up a little?”
 
   Mike smoothed my hair back from my face. “Sure, Cassie.” Then he kissed my cheek and sat down on his low black sofa. He led me down next to him on the soft microsuede. “So which movie?” he asked. I smiled, feeling so relieved. I said what I felt and there was no problem. I knew Mike would understand. I knew that everyone was wrong about him.
 
   We watched the first movie, Office Space. I had heard people rave about it, but after seeing it, I couldn’t understand why. It was pathetic humor. Halfway through, Mike must have gotten bored, too, because he pulled my chin over to him and kissed my mouth. We made out for the rest of the movie, and he never touched me badly. We just kissed, necked, and kissed some more.
 
   The movie ended. I caught the credits rolling mid-kiss. When Mike noticed it, he pulled away, leaving me with a lost, empty feeling. I wanted his attention back. I wanted to snuggle into his warmth. It was cold in his apartment.
 
   He pulled the DVD out and put it back in its case. Then he put a CD into his stereo. It was some kind of mind numbing techno-rock, much like the music of choice at the parties in the dorms. “You want a beer?”
 
   I shook my head no.
 
   “You want to kiss me?” he asked.
 
   I nodded. Yes, I wanted to kiss him. I wanted him to warm my body and keep me from thinking. He squatted close to me and kissed my face. When he pulled back, he lifted me from the sofa, carrying me in his arms over to his bed. He gently placed me down and climbed on top of me. I felt his weight slowly press against my body. He kissed me, and I let my hand roam freely over his back.
 
   Then he began to pull at my thin sweater, trying to get me to take it off. I pulled my mouth away from his. “No, Mike. I’m not ready.”
 
   “Sorry,” he mumbled against my lips. This lasted only a moment before one of his hands moved back to my shirt seam. I pushed it away.
 
   His hand came right back. Both hands. I drew away from his kisses. “Stop.”
 
   It didn’t work. Mike pushed his tongue into my mouth, tasting passionately, with his persistent hand staying at my shirt. He pulled at the cloth until I gave up fighting, and he managed to roughly pull it off me. I shivered from the collapse of my determination. He rubbed his hand down my body, groping my chest and making my stomach twist nervously. His hand trailed down my stomach to my lower stomach. He slid his fingers into my pants. My body jolted into action, grabbing at his wrist before he got anywhere. I pulled at his strong hand in vain, but he didn’t retreat. He didn’t go in further either but touched lightly now. “Mike…” I began in warning. He wasn’t paying attention to what I wanted.
 
   Just relax Sandy. He wasn’t trying anything more. All he was doing was touching my lower stomach. You’re a woman, act like it. Aurora wouldn’t freak about this.
 
   Who says I have to be like Aurora?
 
   Mike’s kisses gained strength and his hand emerged from my jeans at my persistence, moving up and latching onto my waist. He suckled my neck as I watched him with as suspicious gaze. He was behaving. He wasn’t pushing anymore. Good.
 
   Then he reached under me for my bra clasp. I sat up quickly and shoved him off of me, shocking the both of us. He fell back to the end of the bed, hitting his back against the footboard. I didn’t realize I had so much strength in my arms. I nervously wiped saliva from my face with trembling fingers. I looked down and saw that he had been in the process of taking off my jeans.
 
   “This is too much,” I said confidently. “Give me my shirt.”
 
   “No,” he said.
 
   “What?” I exclaimed as I re-buttoned my pants.
 
   “No.” He just stared at me coldly. “You were fine with this before. You can’t just take a step back.”
 
   I spotted my shirt near him and reached for it, but he shoved me backward. “What are you doing?” I yelled as I fell into his pillows.
 
   Then he smiled his cocky grin and kneeled over me. I watched him nervously, wondering which side of him I’d be seeing. Where was his sweet side? Where did his understanding side disappear to?
 
   “I’ve been patient,” he said, smiling wickedly. 
 
   I glared at him. He had no understanding side. He looked so amused by my resistance. I sat up and he grabbed my right arm, forcing me back down. I bucked against his grip, but he held me down tightly. I could feel his fingers digging into my shoulder. I shoved at his hand and tried to pry it off me, but he grabbed my free hand and thrust it back down onto the pillow by my head. I whimpered as I struggled beneath him. “Get off of me,” I demanded.
 
   “You want me, chicky. Don’t pretend not to.” Then he kissed me so hard I could feel his teeth. His full weight pressed down on my body. I struggled and squirmed but couldn’t get free. Panic surged through me. I broke free from his kiss and started to yell, but he shoved me harder into the bed and covered my mouth with his lips. I tried to break away, but I was stuck, trapped.
 
   Oh my God… Oh my God!
 
   I could barely breathe. He was everywhere.
 
   “Stop it,” I screeched. I yanked my hand free and hit his face. He grabbed my hand again and pushed it down into my other hand, locking my wrists together and rendering me completely helpless under him.
 
   “Let me go!” I roared as he nibbled at my neck. I felt myself becoming hysterical. What was he doing? Why wasn’t he listening? “Mike, please…” I whimpered coming close to frightened tears.
 
   Don’t be scared Sandy, stay angry!
 
   I wriggled under him, trying to work my way out of his grip. He was so damn heavy.
 
   You beat Todd, I reminded myself. Mike is nothing. Nothing!
 
   I bucked under him, trying to throw him off. “Stay down, you fucking bitch,” he told me.
 
   My ankles were hanging off the side of the bed now. I kicked his sturdy, solid wood bedside table. The toes of my shoes locked under the top of it. Perfect. I used it as leverage to push him off, channeling the force from its weight through to my hips. He barely moved, but it was enough to break my right hand out of his grasp.
 
   “Let me go! Mike, let go!” I screamed as I batted at him with my free hand, lashing out like a maniac. He tried to grab for me, but I evaded. I shoved at him and hit wildly at anywhere I could reach. He took my pathetic attempt at battering him easily. I stared at his hand that still held me. It was so close, cutting off the circulating in my hand, mere inches from my face. I surged forward and bit into his finger. He yelled out, his hand recoiling in pain. I was free.
 
   I scrambled to get out from under his legs. He pushed me back down to the mattress, cursing, but I pushed back, knocking him off of the bed. Mike crashed onto the floor, and I leapt off the mattress. He reached for my ankle, and his fingertips scraped at my skin in vain.
 
   I ran, grabbed my coat off the kitchen counter, and fled to the door.
 
   He was up. “Cassie!” he yelled, coming after me.
 
   I screeched in panic as I fumbled with the chain lock. I pulled it free and yanked open the door. He reached for me and I slid through the opening, slamming the door closed on his arm. Mike roared in pain as I rushed down the stairs. I slipped on the steps, crashing down on my backside and sliding down the staircase on my butt. I fell into the wall at the bottom step and clambered to my feet, ignoring the blinding bursts of pain. I fled the building and rushed out to the street, into the freezing cold night.
 
   I struggled to run as I pulled my thick down coat around my exposed skin. My heart pounded against my chest and my lungs screamed, but I kept running, panting heavily. I ran with no energy left to continue on, buttoning my coat as I pressed on anyway. I could feel burning hot blood pulsing through my veins, and I was afraid they would burst from the effort that carried me forward.
 
   I started to feel dizzy and slowed to a jog, looking behind me for the first time since I left, checking for Mike. He wasn’t there. No one was there. I needed to slow down. I couldn’t run anymore. I couldn’t even walk or breathe. My legs felt like they were quickly filling with lead. My wrists ached. I could still feel Mike’s hands all over me. I could still taste him, that bastard. That sick bastard. I struggled to catch my breath, leaning against a tree for support, and protection.
 
   Where was I? Was I going the right way? I looked around. I was in the middle of a neighborhood. No stores or gas stations. No public places with pay phones. I didn’t know who I could call anyway.
 
   When my breathing slowed to a nearly steady pace, I began moving again. I limped along for blocks, trying to ignore the pain that racked my body from my tumble down the stairs. Each time a car passed, I tried to hide. It was damn near impossible, but I tried anyway. If Mike was out looking for me, would I even be able to fend him off again? My mouth and throat felt dry, and my throat was sticking to itself, burning with a raw feeling. My lips were dry and cracking from the cold night air. I trembled uncontrollably. My hands felt freezing cold on the outside but burned hot like lava on the inside. My head ached and pounded against my skull, throbbing viciously. I tried not to think about it. The last of my Advil was gone. I would have to buy more. I wished the pain would numb my thoughts, but panic persisted.
 
   Mike touching me.
 
   Awful thoughts ran though my head in a never-ending loop. Mike, slimy Mike… Why did I ever let my guard down? Eric was right, damn him. He was right. I knew Mike was slime. I knew he was a sleaze. Eric knew. Elijah knew. What was wrong with me? Why me? I knew it was pitiful, but I couldn’t help thinking, why me? Bad things seemed to follow me. I can’t escape.
 
   Why me?
 
    
 
   Somehow, hours later, I found my way back to campus. Luckily, I hadn’t brought a purse to Mike’s. My ID and keys were shoved into the pockets of my winter coat. I trudged to the Residence hall and up the stairs to my room. I caught a quick glimpse of Bailey running barefoot from our room to the staircase at the opposite end of the hall. Ignoring it, I unlocked our door with my shaking hands and stepped inside, closing the door behind me. Safe, finally.
 
   Something moved on Bailey’s side of the room. I glanced over.
 
   My heart pounded against my ribs. My brain jostled inside my skull. I was not prepared for what I saw, for who I saw… Muscular arms and powerful hands. Dark brown hair lay in his dark, dangerous eyes, and a wooden bat in one hand. Todd.
 
   I gasped in panic and fell back against the closed door. I shifted to my side of the room as Todd carefully followed me with his murderous eyes. I hadn’t seen a look so severe from him in years.
 
   “Todd. What do you want? Get out!” My voice was low and angry, masking the paralyzing fear that gripped me. His left arm was covered in a deep blue plaster cast. I could see it shaped around his hand, barely peeking out from under his black sleeve. I backed away and tripped over my bed, falling back onto the mattress.
 
   “Sandy, Sandy, Sandy…” he said. His voice was raw and he seemed nothing like the last time I saw him. I’d swear he was drunk. “You arrogant bitch. You fucking piece of crap.”
 
   “Leave me alone!” I demanded.
 
   “Leave you alone?!” he yelled as he swung his bat, smashing my alarm clock. It clattered to the floor in pieces. “You broke my arm! How can you not fucking get that?! You beat me with a bat, you fucking bitch!” Todd roared. “Well, news for you, I have my own bat now.” He smacked it down next to me on my bed. The mattress jerked and I flinched.
 
   “I tried to talk to you, you psycho!” he yelled, lowering the bat to his side. “You smashed my car. My car! And I don’t even have a damn clue, bitch.”
 
   He swung again, taking out his frustration, knocking my lamp from my bedside table. It clattered to the floor. I scrambled backward, off my bed and pressed against the wall, trying to make my way closer to the door. I had to get out. I have to get away from him. Todd flung the bat to the floor and reached for me, then instinctively pulled away.
 
   “Damn you, Sandy,” he said, looking away, burning holes into the carpet with his eyes. I thought his anger was beginning to fade, but I was wrong. He stepped up to me and yelled just two inches from my face, “Damn you! I didn’t do shit to you, bitch! I didn’t do anything!” He grabbed my shoulders lightly in his massive hands, so lightly in contrast to his fierce attitude. I could barely feel his fingers through my coat, and that was when I realized…he wasn’t going to hurt me.
 
   The door burst open. Eric and Elijah and Tom piled into the room. Tom yanked Todd away from me, grabbing him from behind, pulling him by his underarms. “Let go, you fucking shit hole! Let go!” Todd yelled at him, craning his neck to get a look at who had hold of him. Tom dragged him towards the doorway, but Todd elbowed him in the ribs. Tom flinched, almost losing his grip. Eric scrambled to grab hold of Todd too, but he kept slipping from his reach. Eric made a tight fist and punched Todd square in the jaw, stunning him for a moment, but just. Elijah grabbed Todd’s arm as he was about to throw a punch back at Eric. Together, they all dragged him away. I saw that they were hurting his broken arm, but I wasn’t sure if I cared. I was just so glad he was on his way out.
 
   I saw Bailey waiting right outside our doorway. She yelled at Todd, “Don’t you dare try and push your way in this room again, asshole!” I watched as Todd was pulled out to the stairwell. “Are you alright?” Bailey asked, her freckled face burning bright red. She looked so shaken. I bet I looked worse and just hoped she was too stunned to notice.
 
   “Yeah,” I said, without feeling alright at all. I looked out the window and saw the three dragging Todd to the parking lot.
 
   “He just pushed his way in,” Bailey explained. “He wouldn’t leave. He said he wanted to see you. I got nervous, so I went to get help.”
 
   I barely listened to her talk. I was watching the parking lot. They threw Todd to the ground and I saw Tom kick him hard in the ribs a couple times, only stopping because Elijah pulled him back, chastising his friend. They all walked away and left Todd laid out on the icy pavement. Bailey was staring out the window now.
 
   I quickly took off my coat, threw a t-shirt on and pulled my coat back on. When I reached the door, Bailey turned reluctantly from the window. “Where are you going?”
 
   “I’ll be right back.” I fled my room and hurried down the stairs, passing my three rescuers without one word for them.
 
   Rushing out the door and around the building to the parking lot, I went to my stupid cousin. He was lying on the pavement, shivering in the cold. 
 
   “Todd,” I said. He barely lifted his gaze to acknowledge me. His nose was bleeding a thin trail down his cheek, and there was more blood staining his lips in a deep red shine. I wasn’t sure if it was from his nose or from some other wound. “What? You gave up on drugs, so now you started drinking? Is that how it goes?”
 
   “Ah’m not drunk, Shandy.” As he spoke, bloody spit spilled from his lips. It wasn’t a drunken slur. It was a mouth-full-of-pain-and-blood-slur. He closed his eyes and rolled onto his back, then started to cough. He sounded like he was choking. I stood over him for a moment, watching, then I broke down and helped him. I sat him up and red spit poured from his mouth and down his chin. He made an attempt to wipe it away with his broken arm but gritted his teeth in pain from the movement. His plaster cast looked kinda crushed from what I could see. Todd carefully lifted his broken arm with his right arm and held it protectively close to his body, feeling it over through his hoodie sleeve.
 
   “What’s the matter with you? I made it perfectly clear that I wanted nothing to do with you. And yet, here you are,” I said, kneeling uncomfortably beside him.
 
   “Like I care what you wan’,” he said. How very true.
 
   “I’m sorry for hitting you,” I confessed. “I don’t know why I flipped out. But I do hate you.”
 
   “Bitch,” Todd muttered.
 
   “Do you want me to leave you here?” I asked, meaning it as a threat.
 
   “Fine by me.”
 
   I sighed. I couldn’t stand him, but it wasn’t my nature to leave people helplessly injured in parking lots. I turned and saw all three guys, Tom, Eric and Elijah, watching us from a distance. “Can you help us?” I called to them. Then I turned back to Todd and asked, “Where are your keys?”
 
   The three walked over, looking very confused. “What’s the problem?” Tom asked, cocking his head, oozing with masculinity as he glared down at Todd. I felt strange to have Tom playing the part of a close friend. I barely even knew Tom. But it felt better than having Eric there.
 
   “Can you help me put him in that car over there?” I asked, pointing to the junky old white car parked next to a new Honda.
 
   “No one’s helping no one,” Todd said defiantly. “Jus’ lemme die my lonely death in peace,” he complained, carelessly falling back to the pavement.
 
   “Shut up,” I told him.
 
   Tom grabbed Todd by his underarms, dragging him to his feet, and Elijah helped tow him over.
 
   “Watch the arm, dude,” Todd snapped, pulling from Tom’s grasp. “Back off. My arm’s broken, not my fucking legs.” Tom wasn’t helping him anymore, but he wasn’t letting him go either. Probably thought Todd was going to start something again.
 
   Eric asked me, “Old boyfriend?”
 
   “My stupid cousin. You can go back to Aurora now, Eric. We’ve got this covered.”
 
   “Eric…?” Todd asked, twisting around in Tom’s hold to look back at us. “Aurora?”
 
   “This is Aurora’s boyfriend,” I told Todd, stressing the fact that Aurora did not want him.
 
   Todd smirked, even through the obvious pain in his jaw. “Ah…or boy-toy? Man, no man is a man when he’s with that girl. She fucks with your head.”
 
   “Shut your mouth,” Eric snapped.
 
   “You’d be better off with Sandy,” Todd calmly commented, then added, “even though she’s a bitch!”
 
   “Enough,” I told him, face flush with embarrassment over him, even though I agreed with most of what he said. We reached his car. I unlocked it and they shoved Todd roughly inside.
 
   I drove him to the hospital and Eric followed in his car. He wanted to be sure I had a ride home. Once in a space, I turned off Todd’s car and reached for the door handle, but Todd stopped me. “I don’t need a babysitter,” he told me.
 
   “I just don’t want you dead outside my door in the morning,” I said.
 
   “Sandy, I didn’t drug you. And I wasn’t trying to kill you,” he said, voice deep, looking me straight in the eye, forcing me to meet his steady gaze. “I get why you freaked. I don’t get the beating and insane screaming part, but I get the rest.”
 
   “So you attacked me?!” I accused.
 
   He shrugged through pain and said, “Payback. You smashed my car. You made me mad. Besides, are you hurt?” He paused, waiting for an answer. “I didn’t think so. Now that I have you listening to me, I never wanted to hurt you. Aurora-”
 
   “You lied,” I blurt out over him. “You never had sex with her.”
 
   “Wha’ makes you think that? Cuz she’s too good a person to use sex to her advantage? Gimme a fuckin’ break. You know that’s not true. You said it yourself, she’s a bitch.”
 
   “Why bother telling me this? You aren’t going to convince me of anything.” I stepped out of the car and walked over to the passenger door. Eric got out of his car to help. Todd slowly dragged himself out of his seat. I moved to help him, but he pushed me away. That didn’t bother me at all. I didn’t want to help him anymore.
 
   “Sandy, I don’t know why I told you anything. I should have known you would judge,” Todd spoke, barely audible. It was meant for my ears alone.
 
    
 
   Eric was almost completely silent as he drove me back to campus, and I was incredibly glad for that. I didn’t feel like talking. I sat in the dark safety of his car, watching the lights of oncoming cars stream by, cursing myself for not trusting him and his warning. Tonight was the worst night of my life. I was almost raped. I could have been raped tonight. It was a horrible, sick feeling coursing through me. I slid lower in my seat, hugging my arms tight to my waist. Even though I had escaped it, barely, I still felt so violated. Why wouldn’t I? I had been violated. I had been pushed around. My wrists still ached from Mike’s grip.
 
   After Eric and I parted ways with an awkward goodnight, I showered, scrubbing my black and blue body in attempt to feel clean again. My skin had already begun to change color, revealing a bruise down the side of my back, leading onto my butt and down the back of my right thigh. And I could tell, even in the dim light of the shower, that my wrists were both turning color. My right was bruised up to the elbow. The fall had taken its toll on my thin frame. And Mike’s hands. His disgusting hands.
 
   Nausea pulsed through me and I leaned over, vomiting in the shower. I heaved desperately, hoping every ill feeling I had would leave with it. Water washed over me, trickling into my eyes as I watched the water wash the filth away, dragging it down the drain. I rested my hand against the cold, wet tile, attempting to gather my nerves. Detaching my mind and body somehow wasn’t working as it had in the past. I tried to let go, I tried not to feel, but deep sobs came welling up from inside me. I let the water and tears stream down my face. Leaning against the wall for support, I cried and cried. I huddled in that shower for so long, until the tears stopped. Until my eyes went dry and stingy.
 
   I wanted to forget. I wished I could go back in time to warn myself about Mike. I needed the pain to go away so I could forget faster, but I had a feeling this was one of those awful memories I would never forget. Just like that feeling of terror I had when I woke after being drugged and realized just how completely out of control I had been. I had no idea what I was doing. I would have been even more violated if-
 
   If Todd hadn’t helped me. If Todd hadn’t saved me. That was how he gained my trust. That was what brought us close together.
 
   He kept me safe.
 
   I felt so guilty just thinking about how he had held me in that bathtub, making sure I was alright.
 
   Could he really have wanted to kill me? The threat of burning as a witch had made me paranoid about him. It had made me fall into trusting Mike, really. That was when my guard went up at Todd and down at everything else.
 
   Could Todd have been telling the truth? All along? Who was I more willing to trust? Todd, or Aurora? Aurora had pushed me toward Mike, even though everyone else had been trying to push me away from him. If what Todd said about Aurora wanting to hurt me was true, was Mike just another way?
 
   That still didn’t explain why Todd would have slept with her. I knew he was obsessed with talking about sex, but would he stoop that low?
 
   What would make him do that?
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   I peered intently through the brush and saw a woman’s skirt. She walked swiftly toward the cabin. I saw her dress hem twirl as she said, “Faster. Quickly now. Hold there and bring him.” I wiggled down in the dirt for a better view.
 
   I saw her face. It was Aurora. The king’s daughter. Following her were two men carrying a cloth stretched between the two of them. Laying on that cloth was a man. Not just any man but a warrior. A warrior with battle scars, old and new. It was the man who owned my heart. It was Eric. His arm hung lifeless over the edge. Beads of sweat glistened on his skin in the light.
 
   The men carried him into the cottage and Princess Aurora followed after them. A few moments later, the men emerged from the doorway, bowed low, and left the way they had come. I sneaked over to the cabin’s side. There was a small hole in the wooden wall. I looked through and saw Eric lying in the dark inside of the cabin. Candlelight flickered on his face. Sweat dripped down his forehead and I could barely hear his unsteady breath. His eyes were closed, and his face twisted in pain. Aurora walked over to him, sat on the bed’s edge, and placed a wet cloth on his forehead.
 
   “My darling,” she said, “Soon you will feel better. Very soon.”
 
   He shook slightly as a whisper escaped his lips, “Cassandra…”
 
   Aurora stood. From her body language, I could tell she was angry. “You will not care for that name much longer.” She sprinkled herbs into a bowl and began to grind them. “Very soon, she will be lost to your mind, and I will be all you care for.”
 
   I stayed as still as I could while I watched. She tended to his wounds, a slice across his abdomen and a deep puncture to his arm. I had not seen the wounds at the castle. They had been covered, wrapped, but now, seeing them, the thin thread of hope I had been clinging to broke. His wounds were deep, surrounded in red swollen skin. My heart dropped to the floor and tears burned my eyes. Aurora spread the paste she’d made over the wounds and wrapped cloth to hold it in place. Then she began to toss ingredients into another bowl, humming as she did this. She boiled it over the fire, stirring with care, then filled a mug with the steaming liquid, blowing carefully on it, letting it cool a bit before bringing it to his lips. “Drink.” She poured a stream into his mouth and he weakly choked as it slid down his throat. I heard Eric whisper my name again and I wanted desperately to go to him, but I kept hidden. Aurora reached for a basket on a shelf and walked to the cabin’s door. I shrank back, hoping she wouldn’t see me. She stepped around the opposite side of the cabin, heading toward a patch of weeds and flowers at the far end of the clearing. I slipped inside the cabin door and went to my love.
 
   I sat beside Eric and held his sweating cold hand. “Eric, my love. I am here.”
 
   “Cassandra…” Eric’s breathing came in short, raspy breaths. His eyes opened, just thin slits surrounded by dark red circles and beads of sweat. “Cassandra…how I have longed to see your face…love…” his voice was cracked and raw. I could see his pain with each precious word that came from his lips.
 
   My heart shook with emotion. “Oh, Eric. I was so worried about you. Can you get up?”
 
   “I cannot move. Aurora… she will return. She cannot find you here…”
 
   “I must take you, now.” I stood to move him but realized there was no way I could without injuring him further.
 
   “Cassandra.” He opened his clammy hand and took mine in it. “It is too late. I am dying, Cassandra. Even her herbs and magic cannot stop this outcome. I feel it. I can see the darkness approaching.”
 
   “What are you saying?” Tears brimmed on my lids and spilled over rushing down my cheeks in tiny rivers.
 
   Eric’s face twisted in pain as he struggled to speak, “She has powers, Cassandra. She is dangerous. She has ways to control the mind. I can already feel my mind numbing. Even my death will not stop her. Know that you are the woman I love. I will always love you.”
 
   “Eric…” I heard her footsteps approaching. Eric heard them too. He dropped my hand.
 
   “Go. I could not bare it if she caught you. Go, my love.”
 
   “I will not give up on you. I love you,” I whispered. I left, quickly as I’d come, with tears spilling down my cheeks. I slipped back to my hiding place. Aurora entered the cabin again and I watched her put herbs in their place, emptying her basket.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 27
 
   TIME TO ACT
 
    
 
   I walked across the campus, heading back to the dorms. The day was warm, much warmer than I had expected. The snow was melting, and roofs were dripping. It made me want to shed my winter coat. Everyone seemed excited that the cold weather had finally broken, but I couldn’t feel happy. It was only two days after the Mike and Todd problems and my last vision.
 
   Eric was dying. I knew it before. I knew it, but to hear it from Eric was horrible. It felt absolutely terrible to leave him in Aurora’s nasty hands. Eric was certain that his death was coming and that it could not be stopped. I had promised Eric that I would not give up, that I would always keep trying with him. I couldn’t let that promise go. Even though the promise was lives ago, I could not give up now. I still loved Eric, whether he loved me or not. I wondered if he thought he could have kept his promise. “I will always love you,” he had said.
 
   I needed to see Eric, to make sure he was alright, to see that he wasn’t dying in this life, too. But it was more important that I talk to Todd right now. Something made me think that Todd had all the answers. I had a theory, and he was the only one who could prove it.
 
   He wouldn’t still be at the hospital. But where would he be? He hadn’t answered his cell phone and that was the only number I knew to call. I thought about how to reach him, planning when to call, but as I walked through a large group of people hanging out in the quad, the plan escaped my mind. I saw Mike, the sniveling jerk, in the crowd. Seeing him struck me like a slap to the face. I went cold. An icy chill ran up and down my spine. The slimy psychopath. He had been watching me walk. He was waiting for me.
 
   I pushed ahead faster, heart racing, panic setting in. I tried not to let it show. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. Mike stepped into stride next to me. “So little bitch…”
 
   I kept going. Just ignore him. Don’t let him see you sweat. Don’t acknowledge him at all. Just go.
 
   He grabbed my shoulder, and I nearly leapt out of my skin at the sickening feeling of his long fingers pulling me to a stop. Anger seared through me, pushed by adrenaline. I faced him, ready to fight the jerk if I had to. Then I saw something in his hand. My shirt. All of the blood drained from my face.
 
   Purposely loud enough for everyone to hear, Mike said, “Hey Cassie! You left your shirt at my apartment the other night. That was a good time, wasn’t it? You are so hot in bed, baby.” The stupid diva girls snickered, watching us intently. My eyes snagged on Eric plowing through the crowd, looking ready to kill.
 
   Mike smiled grandly. I fought the urge to run. Start running now and that’s all you’ll ever do, I told myself. Don’t give him the power.
 
   “Oh, by the way, I think I owe you some money, cuz you were so good. I’m still hot. Hey, wanna go at it right here? I’ll pay you an extra twenty?” he asked, waving money in his hand.
 
   He’s just trying to embarrass you, that’s all.
 
   “Leave me alone,” I told him, walking away, trembling nervously. He could keep the shirt for all I cared. I didn’t want it after he had touched it. And I didn’t have a reputation to protect at this stupid school.
 
   He called after me, “Don’t play shy now. You were anything but shy in my hands.”
 
   Then I heard, “Shut your fucking mouth you filthy asshole.”
 
   I whirled around to see Eric stalking toward Mike. He tossed his backpack to the ground angrily. Mike said in his calm, oily manner, “Ah, Eric. Another of Cassie’s satisfied customers.” And that was when Eric slammed him. The smack of fist to face echoed through the campus. Mike fell flat on his back, laid out in the melting snow. Eric reached down and yanked my shirt from Mike’s fist. The look on his face said that he knew it was mine, and he was disappointed in that.
 
   Mike quickly sat up, snatched the shirt from Eric’s grip and stumbled to his feet. “You have to work to get yours,” he said as he wiped his hand across his already swelling face. He made a swing at Eric, but Eric dodged and buried his fist in Mike’s gut. He doubled over in pain.
 
   Eric picked up the shirt again and lied, “It’s still got the tags on it, moron.” The divas all laughed out loud. I almost cried.
 
   Eric whispered harsh words into Mike’s ear, then shoved him to the ground. I didn’t hear what he said, but I wished I did. I watched Eric sling his book bag over his shoulder and walk away, discretely crumpling my shirt into a ball in his fist. I started to follow him, but I saw Todd’s car pull into the parking lot.
 
   I ran toward Todd as fast as I could, which was barely faster than a walk. My lungs screamed and my head pounded. Todd parked, got out of his car, and barely noticed me before I ran up to him. “Sandy,” he said in surprise, leaning back against his car door. I bent over, hands braced on my knees as I tried to catch my breath.
 
   “Todd,” I gasped. “Todd, I need… to talk to you.” Breathe. “Now.”
 
   “Sure,” he said. He passively watched me, waiting for me to continue on. I stared back at him in shock. I couldn’t believe it. He barely had a scratch on him from the tussle two nights ago. He was taken out by three guys and bleeding from the mouth and nose, yet now he only had a tiny cut on his lip. Thinking back to how he looked after the fight on New Year’s, he must have had a very powerful opponent.
 
   How the heck did I manage to break his arm? Was I really that strong?
 
   I shook off my confusion and looked toward the dorms, wishing I felt ready to walk again and go inside. Todd said, “Oh, wait.” He opened his car door and reached inside with his good arm. He pulled out a shopping bag and kind of shoved it toward me. “Here,” he said.
 
   I stood up straight, still panting like I ran a marathon but beginning to feel better. “What?” I asked, cautiously taking the bag from him.
 
   “What do you mean, what? It’s a clock. And you owe me a thousand dollars.”
 
   My jaw dropped. “A thousand dollars?” I repeated. “What for?” Suddenly I wasn’t feeling so much better.
 
   “Hey, you’re lucky it’s so low. If college didn’t make me get health insurance…” he shook his head, “You’d be broke.”
 
   “Like you?” I spat angrily.
 
   He narrowed his eyes, a nasty scowl taking over his face. “You really wanna play it like that?”
 
   How stupid of me. He was right. This wasn’t the time to give him attitude. “I don’t have a thousand dollars,” I told him.
 
   “Should have thought about that before you broke my arm,” he said. “And my window. So what’s it gonna be? Cash or check?”
 
   “I’ll have to ask my mom,” I told him, not to mention come up with a good cover story. I couldn’t exactly tell her the truth.
 
   Todd nodded, shoving his hand into his pocket and looking down at the pavement. He needed that money. And I would bet anything that money was the main reason he flipped out on me just a couple of nights ago.
 
   I led him into the dorms, still trembling from my encounter with Mike. I hoped Todd didn’t notice. Not that he would care. He would probably congratulate Mike for it. No. I felt guilty even thinking that. Todd would probably kill him, not thank him. Why did I always do that to Todd?
 
   Before entering my room, I told my cousin, “Don’t break anything.” He snorted, not amused.
 
   I tossed down my coat and bag, then took a seat on my bed. Todd stood awkwardly in the doorway playing with his now black cast, trying to reach an itch inside. 
 
   “So what’s this about?” he asked in a totally opposite attitude from the last time he stood in my room. He was back to his mild mannered attitude, the way he acted when he was embarrassed or concerned, but was pretending not to be. I tried to focus, to get my mind off of Mike and onto what I wanted to ask Todd.
 
   “Shut the door,” I said. He did as I asked. I searched for the best opening. Maybe I should get him to sit; then it would take more effort for him to storm out, which I figured he might. I shifted toward my pillows and patted the mattress next to me.
 
   “Sit,” I offered.
 
   “What happened to your wrist?” Todd asked, noticing the dark bruise peeking out from behind my blue sweater’s sleeve. I instantly pulled my hand close to me.
 
   “What?” I asked, without thinking.
 
   Todd stepped toward me, reaching for my arm. In a panic, I blurted out, “How could you have sex with Aurora?”
 
   He snorted, annoyed, and followed my change of subject, “This is why you called? This is what was so fucking important? My sex life from three years ago?”
 
   “You had illegal sex with my best friend!” I yelled, thinking that would be the only way to get down to the truth. Get him angry. The calmer, the more calculated. Todd would tell you anything if he was mad enough.
 
   “You call that a friend? She’s a twisted bitch, Sandy,” Todd explained.
 
   I hardened my eyes to a cold stare. “A twisted bitch you screwed. Was it worth it, Todd?” I challenged him.
 
   “No!” Todd yelled.
 
   “What?” I asked, shocked. He seemed to realize what he had said and quickly looked away. “What were you saying, Todd?” I felt desperate. “You had sex with a minor you hated. Don’t lie now. I know you hated her!”
 
   “I wanted her!” he screamed. His face was twisted in a hot, growing rage. “I may not always have, but I did that day! I needed her! She was there and she was so damned strong!” His eyes rimmed red. I didn’t understand, why was he so emotional?
 
   “I should have stopped it, I couldn’t…” he said, turning his back to me. “I have to go.”
 
   Bailey entered the room, gasping at the sight of Todd. He shoved past her, taking off down the hall. I wanted to stop him, but I didn’t know how.
 
   Bailey crossed her arms sternly, “What was that freak doing here?”
 
    
 
   The past Eric said that Aurora could control the mind. Was that what she did to Todd? Is that what she’s doing to Eric? I had to know. I had to be sure, no matter the cost, because I had made a promise, to Eric and myself. My dream where Eric fought and killed me… that was a vision. I could no longer deny it. And if it was real, I was sure the woman I heard was Aurora, controlling his mind. Eric hadn’t wanted to kill me. He had wept and begged. If that was real, Aurora could possibly be controlling his mind now. Could my life be in danger if I become any closer to him?
 
   I went to my only friend who had always been true to me. I could trust him. I needed his help. Elijah was my only hope. His door was open a crack and I knocked, hoping he would be there. I didn’t know his schedule, and I regretted that now more than ever. I heard from inside, “Come in.” I hesitated, then opened the door and stood face to face with Eric.
 
   I think his face lit up. I couldn’t be sure, because I felt my face light up as soon as I saw him. All that I could think about was when he had protected me earlier, and the way he had looked in my last vision. I felt my heart flutter and a soft blush spread across my face.
 
   “Cassandra,” he said, smiling. My heart skipped a beat. He called me Cassandra… “Uh,” he uttered, dropping his pencil on his desk. “What’s up?”
 
   Without thinking I stepped closer and wrapped my arms around his waist. I hugged him and felt his arms slowly close around me, hugging me back. His chest felt so warm and inviting. I didn’t want to let go. Ever.
 
   All of my feelings for him rushed to the surface of my mind. I wanted to kiss him. I wanted to feel his lips and lose myself in him. Mike had been an excuse for trying to forget Eric. Mike had been a waste of time, a horrifying waste of time. This was love.
 
   Eric let me go. I felt the cold reality that this was not the past and he did not love me here. I let go, too. “Um,” I searched my mind for words… “That was for earlier, with Mike. Thank you for standing up for me.” I looked up at his face and he smiled helplessly.
 
   “Yeah. Was that really your shirt?” Then he looked down at the floor. “Sorry, not my business. I just asked cuz I have it, if you want it back.” He pointed to his backpack.
 
   “Uh, you can keep it.” My eyes opened wide in horror at what I said. “I mean, I don’t want it. You can throw it out or something… Is Tony around?”
 
   “Nah, but he should be back any minute. Want to see what I’m drawing? Come look…” he said, not waiting for an answer. “We had to draw some sort of architecture.” He showed me his drawing, and I gasped. 
 
   “It’s charcoal,” he commented. “I’m not very good at it.”
 
   “No… no, it’s beautiful.” I stared at the picture he made. I recognized its subject at once. There was no doubt in my mind. It was my home…that little home in the far past. Some things were a bit off. The hills behind should have been taller. My garden was missing. But there was the doorway that I had stood at, waiting for him so many times. My eyes welled with tears.
 
   “It’s not done yet. So if you think it looks good now, you just wait…” he laughed.
 
   Eric knew. He knew. For how long? Why hadn’t he done something about it? Said something about us? I searched his face. There was nothing, no hint that what he had drawn was anything more than a picture to him. Does he even realize what he’s drawn? What it means to us? 
 
   “Sandra?” he uttered, his voice suddenly filled with concern. I quickly turned my head away, blinking away tears. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Y-yeah. I have to go. Tell Elijah I stopped by?” And I fled the room.
 
    
 
   Bailey watched TV while I reclined on my bed, trying to read my business law book. It was impossible. All I could think about was what I was going to tell Elijah. What could I tell him? I had been at it for hours, and still…
 
   Just when I thought I would never figure it out, Elijah stepped into the room. “Hey Bailey. Hey Sandy,” he said brightly. His hair was spiked up today. Bailey nodded, still staring at the screen. She was obsessed with her soap operas. “Eric told me you came by,” Elijah prompted me.
 
   “Is he still there?” I asked, closing my book.
 
   “No, he and Aurora went for food.”
 
   “Let’s go to your room,” I said.
 
   As soon as we were in, I shut the door. He watched me strangely. “Elijah, I have to tell you something.”
 
   “About Mike?” he inquired.
 
   “What?” I asked, my eyes shooting wide open, then I quickly added, “No.” He crinkled his forehead, looking confused now. What made him think this was about Mike? Eric must have told him.
 
   My heart began to thump hard against my chest. Elijah must have noticed, because he didn’t look confused anymore. He gazed sympathetically at me. I sat down on his bed, quickly becoming dizzy. “Sandy, you can tell me,” he began, dragging a stool over to his bed for himself. “I won’t tell anyone, I swear.”
 
   “Something about Mike?” I asked, trying to play dumb. “There’s nothing to tell,” I added, watching him curiously as he pulled a small black box from his pocket.
 
   “I got you this,” he said, holding it out to me. I took it, curiosity overwhelming me. I opened the lid and saw a silver necklace. I lifted it gently by the thin chain. The charm that hung from it was very pretty, a smooth, long cylinder, with colored gemstone flowers winding their way up the shining silver tube.
 
   “Elijah… it’s beautiful,” I uttered, not understanding why he would give me a gift like this, out of the blue. I ran my fingers over the silver, looking at the pretty design, and noticed that it was hollow.
 
   “It’s a whistle,” he explained. “I got one for my…well, for a friend of mine. She liked it because you can’t tell what it really is. She says it makes her feel safe.”
 
   “Your friend who used to date Mike?” I asked. Was she raped by him?
 
   “A different friend.” He reached out, lifting the silver from my palm, holding it up, explaining, “You blow into it this way. So, if you’re in trouble, you can attract attention and get help. Okay?”
 
   I looked up at him, silent. My chin tightened and my eyes began to sting. He knew. No one had to tell him. He knew what had almost happened with Mike. And, the gift, a perfectly disguised whistle. How did I get so lucky, to find a friend like him?
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked, looking as sincere as humanly possible. His chocolaty brown eyes were so encouraging. I didn’t want to tell him what happened, but I didn’t want him to think what he was thinking had happened. I had gotten away. I was alright, sort of.
 
   “I…I didn’t…he didn’t…” I stammered, “I’m fine…I left.” I tried to compose myself, to somehow get my point across. “I got away,” I added, feeling like an idiot, like I had revealed too much.
 
   “Good,” Elijah said, still so sincere. “But still, if you want to talk…to me or Amelia… I’m sure she’d be glad to help.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said, linking the necklace around my neck, closing the clasp easily. It hung just short enough, like any charm necklace, keeping the illusion. I touched it, feeling its coolness against my chest. “Thank you,” I said again, calmness moving through me now.
 
   “No problem,” he said. He looked out the window, still wearing that encouraging look on his face. He was waiting. Seeing if I had anything else to say about it.
 
   I folded my hands together, trying to remember why I had come here. Aurora and Eric. And Todd. “I think Aurora is controlling Eric,” I blurted out.
 
   I waited for Elijah’s response. It came slowly, and very mildly, “She can be pretty controlling,” he said. His encouraging expression had faded, but he wasn’t quite as horrified as I expected. He was, in fact, very calm.
 
   “So you’ve noticed it too?”
 
   “Yeah. She doesn’t let him do anything, but it’s not like he puts up much of a fight either,” Elijah said.
 
   “What if he can’t?” I asked.
 
   He looked at me curiously. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean, what if she has some kind of hold on him?”
 
   Elijah shook his head regretfully at me, “It’s called infatuation, Sandy.”
 
   “It's more than that. And I need you to help me prove it.”
 
   He laughed. “Prove? I don’t think so.”
 
   “Don’t you want to help Eric?” I asked, staring into his deep brown eyes.
 
   “Eric doesn’t want any help. I tried bringing this up to him once before and he didn’t care at all.”
 
   “That’s because she’s controlling him,” I explained.
 
   “Anyway, I don’t think it’s a good idea to get involved,” he continued. “You saw how Eric was when she broke up with him. He was a mess. He fell apart.”
 
   “I know a different Eric,” I began, “an Eric without Aurora, who is independent, strong, and brave.”
 
   “And how do you know this Eric?” he mocked.
 
   “I had a dream.”
 
   Elijah burst out laughing, then he looked at my stern expression. “Are you serious?”
 
   “Yes. This drawing proves it,” I stated, pointing across the room to the drawing of my little house where it was laid out on Eric’s table. Elijah’s laughing slowed to a stop. “Does Aurora come here a lot?”
 
   “Yeah. Her new roommate doesn’t give her and Eric ‘alone time,’” he complained.
 
   “And you do?”
 
   He shrugged. “I leave the room whenever she comes in.”
 
   I let loose a frustrated sigh. “So you don’t spy on them…you can’t.”
 
   “Sandy, what are you saying?” he demanded.
 
   “Oh, I’ve got it! A video camera!”
 
   Elijah leaned back in surprise. “You want to videotape them?” he accused. “That’s just weird.”
 
   “It’s the only way to know for sure. It will give us concrete evidence.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Do you have a video camera?” I demanded, ignoring the insult. Elijah just didn’t understand. But he would. He had to.
 
   “No. This isn’t alright, Sandy. You can’t just cut into people’s privacy like that.”
 
   “Do you know anyone who could loan us a camera?”
 
   “No, I don’t,” he said, annoyance grating against his voice.
 
   “Please, Elijah,” I pleaded. “You’re the only one who can help me.” The only one I trust. “Please? Do you know anything?” He looked down helplessly. I could see it happening, I could see him beginning to cave.
 
   “I have a tape recorder.”
 
   The world seemed to brighten before my eyes. There was hope. There was a way. I knew I could count on Elijah. He was going to help me.
 
   “I use it for taking notes and stuff.”
 
   “We can use it?”
 
   “Only once, Sandy. I don’t want you obsessing over this. You only get one chance to prove something. If it doesn’t work, you have to promise never to bring this up again.”
 
   I promised. Of course I did, I had no other choice, but he made me swear to even more. We set our plan, and I knew my part. I had absolutely no part. Elijah would wait for Eric and Aurora to return. He would press record on his tape recorder, then leave the room. When he came back, he would listen to the tape. Alone. If there was anything he felt seemed strange or odd, he would let me listen.
 
   It wasn’t a plan I would have made. I would have included myself. But Elijah had all the control. And it was either his plan, or nothing. And so I waited for whichever came first. Elijah, or another vision. A memory would tell me more than a tape recording of a potential conversation. But I couldn’t depend on another memory. They had been coming so sporadically lately that I feared it would take a month to get another one. I didn’t want to wait. Waiting was always the hardest part of everything.
 
    
 
   And so my impatient waiting continued. I did my homework. Strange that my main focus should be the education my parents were paying thousands of dollars for. Odd that my work kept slipping to the back of my mind. I still managed to keep my grades at the top I had become so accustomed to, but I didn’t feel like I was really learning anything at all.
 
   I did my schoolwork, slept, got up, went to one class, then another and another after that. When I returned to my room, I realized I hadn’t eaten a thing since the morning before. I made myself a peanut butter sandwich, ate it, and immediately regretted it. There wasn’t anything to drink in Bailey’s fridge, and peanut butter had a way of sticking to the back of my throat, making me want to gag.
 
   I grabbed my coat and hurried to the cafeteria, looking carefully around the campus for any possible attackers, like Mike. I reached for my whistle charm, squeezing it in my hand. Elijah was right. It did make me feel safer. Staying locked inside my dorm would have felt even better, but I needed milk, and there was no place closer that would have any. Plus, there was the possibility that Elijah had gotten the opportunity to record Aurora and Eric by now, and maybe had found something on the tape. I wanted to be there when he came. But I also didn’t want to throw up.
 
   When I paid for my drink, I gulped down nearly half the bottle. That was when I noticed Elijah through the busy cafeteria. He looked right at me, then turned away as if he hadn’t seen me at all. I stalked over toward the table where he sat with two other people. He stood and threw away his garbage. 
 
   “Well?” I demanded.
 
   He walked to the door and I followed intently. Once outside, I asked again, “Did you get the chance yet?” He didn’t say anything, which I took to mean yes. “Did you listen to it? What did they say?”
 
   He didn’t answer, just pulled his arms through the sleeves of his black leather jacket, zipping it up in silence. I watched his blank expression and lost all hope. There was nothing, nothing at all.
 
   “I think you had better listen to it,” Elijah said grimly.
 
    
 
   We went directly to my room. Aurora and Bailey were both in class, and Eric was in his room. We had to be quick. We didn’t want Aurora to get out of class and somehow overhear our recording. I sat down on the floor and Elijah pressed play on the small recorder.
 
   We heard giggling. Aurora’s girly laugh came through the speaker. I’d know that high-pitched squeal anywhere. “Hang on,” she whispered. Then I heard the door slam. Elijah’s departure. The recording was surprisingly clear, a little scratchy, but everything was understandable. There was no sound for a moment, but then Aurora asked, “What’s this?”
 
   “That’s my project for drawing one class,” Eric responded with a hint of excitement in his voice. He truly loved his new major.
 
   “Why did you draw that?”
 
   “I don’t know, just came in my head. Why?”
 
   “It sucks.” There was silence for a moment. “You should do it over. Draw something else.” Her voice came across cold and unsympathetic. “Who draws ugly old houses anyway?”
 
   “What?” Eric sounded hurt and confused.
 
   “Say you won’t draw it again.”
 
   “Fine,” he said, his voice edged with annoyance.
 
   “Good.”
 
   Eric said, “Sandy liked it.”
 
   Elijah stopped the recorder. “What are you doing?” I asked. “Is it over?”
 
   “Well, no. But…” he answered, his voice trailing off, eyes shifting away from my gaze.
 
   “Why don’t you want me to hear this?” I demanded.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You were avoiding me, and now you cut the tape short.”
 
   “I don’t want you to get worked up, okay?”
 
   I held out my hand impatiently, ordering him, “Give me the tape.”
 
   Elijah sighed heavily, leaned back against my bed, then pressed play again.
 
   “You showed this to Sandy?” Aurora’s voice asked, clearly struggling to keep calm.
 
   “Yeah, she came by earlier,” Eric answered.
 
   “What did she say?” Aurora asked, sweetly.
 
   “You should be happy. We’re getting along again.”
 
   “Great,” she said, her voice devoid of feeling.
 
   “Yeah. I hated not being able to talk to her,” Eric said. Hearing him say that made me grin like a giddy little girl.
 
   “It’s good that my best friend and my boyfriend are getting along. What did she say?” Aurora urged Eric to answer.
 
   “Nothing much really.”
 
   “Come on. Tell me.”
 
   “It seems she’s not with Mike anymore. She must have listened to your warning. Isn’t that great?”
 
   What warning?
 
   “W-What?” Aurora stammered. “Mike didn’t tell me-” she mentioned.
 
   “Since when are you and Mike friends?”
 
   “We’re not.”
 
   “Then why would he-”
 
   Aurora cut him off quickly. “Don’t ask questions, Eric. I’m glad. Mike didn’t deserve her. He’s so slimy,” she said with a laugh. “So she liked the drawing?”
 
   Aurora kept going right back to the picture. She must know exactly what it depicts.
 
   “Yeah, I think…” Eric answered. “Do you know her cousin? Todd?”
 
   “No,” Aurora answered.
 
   No? Of course she knows Todd. She’s known him for years.
 
   “He seemed to know you,” Eric said.
 
   “Oh, I think I remember him. A real loser,” Aurora added. I could almost see her sneering.
 
   “When did you sleep with him?” Eric asked accusingly.
 
   “What?” she exclaimed. “I never-”
 
   “That’s not what he said.”
 
   “When did you talk to him?” she snapped.
 
   “Yesterday.”
 
   Todd went to Eric.
 
   Why would you do that Todd?
 
   “Well he’s a liar. I can’t believe you would accuse me of something like that!”
 
   Eric’s voice hardened even further, “Then how did he know about…”
 
   “What?”
 
   “That, you know. How would he have known,” Eric began before she cut him off.
 
   “Eric…” she said seductively.
 
   “Don’t Aurora. Don’t lie to me and then…” His words trailed off.
 
   “Eric…my Eric… Tell me how you love me?”
 
   “I…”
 
   “Mmm, my strong, handsome man…” she purred.
 
   “Stop, I’m…” he began to say.
 
   “You want me. You need me. You want me, Eric. Say it.”
 
   “I want you,” Eric replied. His voice had lost all its life.
 
   “You need me?” she whispered. “Say it.”
 
   “I need you.”
 
   I heard some movement and then Elijah turned off the recording. “That’s all,” Elijah explained. “They don’t talk much after that.”
 
   I looked at his vacant expression. “You heard that,” I accused. “That whole conversation. If that doesn’t sound strange, how does it sound, Elijah? You were going to let that go? You were going to hide it from me?”
 
   “I was going to handle it,” he explained. “I didn’t want you to-” he paused as I stood up. “Where are you going?”
 
   “To find that bitch,” I spat.
 
   Elijah hopped up, grabbing my arm. “Don’t. Leave it alone.”
 
   “I thought,” I began, “that of all people, I could trust you. Now I know I was wrong. Let go.”
 
   “Sandy, don’t be stupid. Nothing past infatuation has been proven. I only thought the part about the drawing was strange. That’s all I thought you should hear. Because you mentioned the drawing before.”
 
   “The drawing,” I said, staring into space, beginning to feel that familiar loss of the present. It was gone as quickly as it came.
 
   “It seemed important. That’s all.”
 
   “It is important,” I uttered. “It proves all of my visions.”
 
   “Visions?” Elijah asked, his face completely unreadable.
 
   “Yes,” I told him. “It proves it. Eric said she can control the mind.”
 
   “He did? Sandy, what are you saying? That Aurora’s some kind of hypnotist? I don’t-”
 
   “A witch,” I said to myself.
 
   “A witch?!” Elijah exclaimed, his expressionless mask was long gone and replaced with utter astonishment. “Why would you…?”
 
   “She’s a witch, Elijah,” I told him. “Eric said she has powers. What else could it be?”
 
   “When did Eric say that?” he demanded.
 
   “Elijah, keep an open mind. I didn’t believe them at first.” I started. I had to tell him. I needed to tell someone. I had to blow off some steam so I wouldn’t do something stupid like charge after Aurora. If Eric had been right all those years ago, it could become very dangerous, very quickly. I prayed that Eric hadn’t been right, but it didn’t seem likely at this point.
 
   “Elijah, I’ve had dreams, very realistic dreams. And I don’t always have them when I’m sleeping. They come whether I’m awake, sleeping, studying, anything. Don’t tell me I’m crazy, because I already told myself that, but I was wrong. These dreams are real. They’re of my past lives.” Elijah made an audible choking sound from the back of his throat. “Mine, Eric’s and Aurora’s. I’ve been following them back until I reached somewhere in the Middle Ages, I think. I’m not very good with history.” I tried not to stare at the look of horror that flooded Elijah’s expression. “That’s when Eric warned me about Aurora. She’s so jealous. She would do anything to keep him.”
 
   “Sandy,” he began, taking a deep breath. “I think-”
 
   “I know things, Elijah. I knew your first name because of these memories.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I knew you were Elijah.”
 
   “This is crazy. Now I’m involved in this?”
 
   I needed to think of better proof. I didn’t want to reveal Elijah’s place in the past. I was afraid he really wouldn’t believe me then. And then it hit me.
 
   “The photo in the gallery. I recognized it from my dreams. It was the same castle. Eric seemed like he knew it too.”
 
   “Sandy, just calm down,” Elijah spoke slowly. “Seeing the picture could have sparked a dream, just making a story with what you had seen.”
 
   “Listen to me!” I burst out. “In the gallery, there is a photo. It is a photo of the castle in my visions. I didn’t see the photo until afterward. How could I have known it? These visions are real. I’m not lying. I wish there was some other way to prove this to you.”
 
   I gasped as I remembered something. After the first party Eric took me to, we were sitting in his room and I asked, I thought you said parties were stupid? Then he responded, I didn’t mean it. Aurora doesn’t let me go. Says I’ve got no control. I like parties.
 
   A realization hit me hard, like a whack on the arm, or a light bulb buzzing to life in my brain. It made sense to me now. “Elijah?” I asked. “Aurora doesn’t like Eric drinking, right?”
 
   “Yeah,” he answered, looking almost relieved at the slight change in subject. “She tried to feed me some bull that he was in AA. That was a lie. She just wanted me to keep him away from alcohol. How does this lead to proving your dreams?”
 
   “Why would she lie about that?”
 
   He shrugged. “Cuz she’s a controlling psycho. She wanted me to make sure he wouldn’t drink. And if he did, she wanted me to call her.”
 
   “I love how you elaborate in your answers,” I said with a smile growing across my face. “I learn so much. So Aurora doesn’t want him to drink.” The light bulb buzzed in my head, demanding more attention.
 
   Todd.
 
   Todd never hurt me like she wanted, did he? He wasn’t plotting anything. She couldn’t make him. When she asked him to, it was back when we were in high school, and he was always getting high then.
 
   “What are you thinking?” Elijah asked.
 
   “If she’s controlling his mind, could she still do that if he was drunk, or high?”
 
   “What are you saying? You want to get Eric high? Are you crazy?” Elijah exclaimed. “First with the ‘visions’ and now-”
 
   “Eric’s very truthful when he’s drunk. This one time, one of his many apologies, Eric said when he drank he felt totally free from everything. His exact words. Maybe he means free from Aurora, and that would mean he could speak what he really felt, not what Aurora wanted him to feel. He did tell me that Aurora makes him someone else.”
 
   “I can’t believe you’re serious. Do you remember what happened the last time he got drunk? He tried to kill me!” Elijah yelled, his adorable face contorted in adorable anger.
 
   “We have to,” I told him. Elijah just shook his head at me. “Please? If this doesn’t prove anything, I’ll give up, I promise.”
 
    
 
   I decided to give him a few days to think it over. I could tell he felt in way over his head. He was trying to make sense of me and Eric and Aurora all at the same time. I felt I should lie low for a while. I didn’t want Aurora to get suspicious of anything. So, I would continue on as usual, having contact with practically no one. I did call Todd, though. I felt I owed him an apology.
 
   On the third try, he answered with a bored, “Yeah?”
 
   “Hi Todd. It’s Sandy.”
 
   “The evil cousin. How are you?” he asked, sounding as though he really didn’t care to talk to me at all.
 
   “Um, okay. How’s your arm?” I asked nicely.
 
   Todd snorted in response. “Like you care.”
 
   “I do,” I told him, knowing he would just believe what he wanted to anyway. “Does it hurt?”
 
   “No it feels fuckin’ awesome,” Todd answered, his words oozing with sarcasm. “Never felt better. In fact, why don’t you swing by and smash the other one to hell too. Then I’d feel twice as good.”
 
   “I didn’t hit you that hard. You must have brittle bones or something,” I mumbled and immediately regretted it. I didn’t call to upset him. Why would I say that? Todd was silent. Deathly silent. “I don’t know why I said that,” I blurted out in an attempt to recover.
 
   “I know why. All you Ashton women are the same,” Todd muttered. “Fucking bitches.”
 
   “What?!” I spat angrily. How dare he compare me to his mom? Me and my mom and Grandma were nothing like her.
 
   “Self-involved, angry, egotistical…blind to anything you don’t want to see.”
 
   “So are you,” I mumbled, opening my economics book on my lap, hoping its graphs would distract my simmering anger so that I could get through what I wanted to tell him. The real reason I called. “I just wanted to say I’m sorry.”
 
   “Admitting defeat?”
 
   “No, just righting a wrong. I’m sorry that I believed Aurora over you. And I’m sorry I accused you of trying to kill me. I was more than a little paranoid. And I’m sorry for hitting you and your car. I’ll pay for it, I will. And I’m sorry I let my friends beat you up.” Finishing my speech, I breathed in deeply.
 
   “That’s a long list of shit,” Todd commented blandly. “Mine’s not as long. Sorry I broke your clock. Got you a new one though. A better one.”
 
   “Yeah. Thanks.” It actually was better. It played radio, songs and even nature sounds. I didn’t need all that, though.
 
   “Your mom sent a check,” he said. “Thanks.”
 
   “Oh, good,” I said, bending the book’s corners with my fingertips. “I wasn’t sure if she sent it yet.”
 
   Todd fell silent. I could hear him breathing through the phone. Must be smoking. “So, what made you believe me? About Aurora?” he finally asked.
 
   I took a second to think, wanting to make sure he wouldn’t take offense to what I was about to say. “Well, you always talk about sex like it’s so great. And you’ve been with so many girls. But, when you talked about Aurora, you seemed so embarrassed or upset by it. It didn’t make sense for you to be lying.”
 
   Todd was silent for a moment before saying quietly and calmly, “You know, Sandy, when I bug you about boyfriends and shit, I’m just giving you a hard time. I don’t mean anything by it.”
 
   “Yeah, sure,” I responded sarcastically.
 
   “No, for real,” he confessed. “You’re right. I’ve slept with a lot of people, but,” he paused, sighing, “none of them give a damn about me. They just use me, so I use them.” He continued on, voice so deep, “That’s not the way it should be.”
 
   “Why are you telling me this?” I asked, confused by his sudden sincerity.
 
   “I’ve been thinking. About life. Where I’m going. Who I am. Who I’ve been.”
 
   “Like a midlife crisis?” I asked. “A little soon for that.”
 
   “Depends on how long I live. I’m twenty-three now. My dad died when he was thirty-two,” Todd explained. “The way I see it, I’m lucky if I make it another ten years. I keep hearing this ticking in my head, like time’s slipping away. Like I’m running out of time to make myself worth something.”
 
   There was something odd about his behavior. It made me wonder. “You’re not high, are you?” I asked.
 
   Todd sighed. “No, Sandy.” I heard him go back to smoking, breathing deeply, in and out.
 
   “I heard you talked with Eric,” I said, wondering if that had something to do with his new outlook.
 
   “Huh? Oh, yeah. After I left your room, I ran into him.”
 
   “What did you say to him?”
 
   Todd snorted. “I told him the kind of bitch Aurora really is.”
 
   “You should just stay out of it. It’s not your business, Todd,” I advised him. I didn’t want him getting in the way of what Tony and I were planning.
 
   Todd snorted again, agitated. “Well, now that the getting along portion of our conversation is over, how ‘bout you tell me why you’re not eating?”
 
   “This again? I eat,” I snapped.
 
   “Not enough,” he responded.
 
   “I eat when I’m hungry, Todd!” I roared, shocking him into silence. “It’s none of your stupid business!” I yelled as I hung up on him. Why was Todd always so nosy? If I’m thinning away, that’s my business! I fought the urge to throw the phone and threw my book instead, smacking it against my closet doors and letting it drag the anger away with it. I felt my nerves begin to settle back down. Maybe it was best not to talk to Todd. I kept losing my temper with him.
 
   I picked up a phone number on a scrap of paper. Elijah had written out his friend’s number for me, hoping I would call. I told him I would, but now, looking at it… What would I even say? This girl, Amelia, had gone through so much more than I had. How could I possibly tell her how bad I felt, when she felt so much worse? Plus, I hadn’t even seen Mike. My heart would pound randomly when I thought I saw him, or worried that I might. But it seemed like he was keeping his distance, maybe due to Eric interceding in the quad that day. Whatever it was, I was glad. I didn’t need to bother Amelia.
 
   After sitting by myself in complete silence for a while, I decided to get some food. Todd was still bugging me about losing weight, and if even he could notice, it must be drastic.
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   “Eric, my remedy? Did it work?” Aurora placed her hand on his sweaty head. He did not move, but he mouthed the name, “Cassandra…”
 
   Aurora looked down at him and whispered something. Then she said, “Your time has come. I cannot delay your fate much longer. Drink this.” She opened a vial and held it to his lips. The dark red liquid poured into his mouth. A thin line of it ran out the corner of his mouth and down his cheek.
 
   The princess stood in front of the opening I watched through. All I could see was the green fabric that made her dress. I listened intently. I heard Eric’s heavy breathing, in and out… and I heard it stop. Aurora sadly said, “Farewell Eric. We will be together soon.”
 
   My breath escaped me. I fell back to the ground. My heart twisted. Eric… my Eric… he didn’t breathe again. I raised my hands to my gaping mouth, stifling the sounds of my choking sobs. My eyes burned, my limbs numbed as my heart broke in two. I wanted to go inside and tear her away from his body. I wanted to be with him for his last moment. I wanted to protect what was left of him, but it would prove futile. Eric wished for me to hide, so I would, with tears streaming down my face.
 
   I heard horse hooves hitting the hard packed earth. I shrank back into the brush as the horse came to a stop in front of the cabin’s door. Heodred slid from his stallion’s back, drew his sword and stepped into the nearly collapsed cottage. A moment later, Aurora backed out of the cabin and Heodred emerged as well, keeping his sword pointed at the terrible princess.
 
   Heodred yelled at her, “What are you doing with him?”
 
   She snickered. “Are you accusing me of something, dear Heodred?”
 
   “Answer the question.”
 
   She ran her finger lightly along the edge of the sword that threatened her life, yet she did not seem to feel threatened at all. She was perfectly calm as she looked into his eyes. “Heodred, why did you hunt me down this way? Your allegiance is to the King, my father. Why follow me to the edge of nowhere? What is it you truly desire of me?”
 
   The massive warrior narrowed his eyes and pressed the sword tip gently against her neck. “Your trickery does not affect me, witch, and I will show no mercy on a soulless creature. Do not tempt my sword, or your blood will spill.”
 
   Aurora’s calmness was broken. Drawing in a shaky breath, she backed a step from Heodred. “My lord… do not be so quick to kill,” she pleaded. “I wish only to serve the grandest of all the King’s men. I am a simple woman, in need of the strength of a man’s protection.” She stepped back another step. Heodred’s horse reared up and shifted away from her. “Dear Heodred, my hero. You are strong and I am weak. I beg you not act rashly. I beg you.”
 
   Heodred lowered his sword slightly. With his free hand, he rubbed at his eyes. As he did, Aurora smirked and slowly began to untie the laces that held her dress. Heodred noticed and brought his blade to her neck once again.
 
   Raising her chin, she spoke, “Heodred…you wouldn’t kill a woman. Especially not a woman you desire. You want me. You need me.” She slipped her dress from her shoulders. It fell down around her ankles. She stood, her body bare before Heodred. He flinched slightly and she smiled. Her bare white skin seemed to glow in the sunlight. She stepped out of her dress and fingered Heodred’s sword again. She stepped around the blade and ran her hands over his shoulders. Leaning against his back, she placed her face against his neck.
 
   Heodred’s face was expressionless. What was he doing? Why wasn’t he attacking her?
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 28
 
   A NEW REALIZATION
 
    
 
   I felt myself snap out of my vision. I looked around the room and saw that Bailey was sitting next to me on my bed. Her hand covered mine and she was saying my name.
 
   “Sandy, are you alright?”
 
   “Yes,” I responded.
 
   “You were just staring at the wall. Must have been some daydream. You couldn’t even hear me,” she said, her piercing green eyes filled with concern.
 
   “Sorry,” I mumbled. “I’m fine. I’m going to…get a soda,” I told her, easing myself up from my mattress and out the door. I headed down the stairs but stopped halfway, holding onto the railing, vision swimming. I gripped the rail harder, leaning into it to keep my balance.
 
   Eric was dead. He had died. I had been there. He had hung on for so long. He had survived so much. He was a beaten servant who built himself up to being respected and honored. He fought valiantly until that day in the cart, when he looked like death. But he survived. He held to his life. She tried to help, but even the witch could not save him. I wanted to die so that I could be with him.
 
   But of course, that couldn’t be, because he was alive now. In this time, he was still alive. He wasn’t in a fatal battle. He wasn’t a warrior. He was a student in a college, learning and living…as much as she would let him live.
 
   And Heodred, poor Heodred. He had taught Eric to fight, win, and survive. He had come to my aid. He had brought me to the castle. He had let me stay with Eric when he needed me. Heodred saved me from the fire. He saved me from capture, and now he was at Aurora’s evil command. He was becoming her puppet. I could see it in his eyes. That strong man, descended from a long line of warriors. He himself was a great warrior. I knew that. It was his greatest pride.
 
   Aurora was dangerous. Aurora was evil. She had brought death in around me, setting me up for burning. And she had watched as the flames grew up around me. She had smiled.
 
   I knew her. I knew how relentless she could be. And that was why I knew to be careful. There was no use trusting in her. Just as Heodred said, she had no soul.
 
    
 
   I paced in my room. Back and forth, back and forth. Bailey had watched me curiously at first, but now I could feel her annoyance was growing. She finally voiced it by saying, “Sandy, I can’t read with you pacing like that. If they make us pay for the carpet, it’s going on your bill.”
 
   I ignored her. I didn’t mean to, but I couldn’t help myself. I was just so worried, nervous. As I paced, Tom was trying to get Eric drunk. They decided it was too risky to bring alcohol into the dorms after the abrupt ending to the third floor’s last party. Truth was, two people had been expelled, and ten were on “probation” with the school.
 
   The plan was for Tom to sneak Eric into a bar, then get him drunk. I didn’t see how Elijah and Tom had managed to convince him, or how Elijah got Tom to help. All I knew was to wait until Elijah came to my door. Then, I would sneak into their room before Eric could enter. Lucky me, I got to hide under the bed. Elijah didn’t want Eric to see me during his test. He was afraid that it would compromise the “credibility of the evidence.” However, he wanted to be sure Tom was there, just in case Eric wanted to strangle him again.
 
   The only reason I had a part in the setup was because I promised to keep quiet. And I would. But I wanted to see Eric. I wanted to read his expression when he brought down Aurora.
 
   The knock finally came and I sprung to the door. Elijah stood there, looking tired. “I don’t know how well it could work,” he told me. “He can’t even put together a coherent sentence.”
 
   “What?” I blurted out, tripping over my tongue.
 
   “Tom got him plastered. He can’t walk, focus, nothing.”
 
   “But we have to do it tonight. Aurora’s away. We won’t get this chance again. And he’ll tell her, you know he will.”
 
   “He’s faced, Sandy,” he explained again.
 
   I thought for a second. Why didn’t anything ever work the way I wanted? This was horrible. But it had to happen. “We’ll try anyway. Maybe he’ll get better?”
 
   I didn’t need to hide under Elijah’s bed. He thought Eric wouldn’t even see me if I was quiet enough. I still had to “hide,” though. I sat on the floor at the end of Elijah’s bed, mostly hidden from Eric’s side of the room. I pulled the end of his comforter over my legs. Then the door flung open and Tom dragged Eric inside with his arm draped over Tom’s shoulder. “I don’t know what happened,” Tom explained in his deep voice. “He holds his beer so well, I couldn’t tell if he was drunk until he fell on his face.”
 
   Eric laughed a little and said something through slurred speech. I couldn’t even make out one word. It sounded like baby babble. 
 
   “Eric? Do you have to vomit or anything?” Elijah asked. Eric rolled his head over to face Elijah. He pulled from Tom’s grip and stumbled toward his bed. Tom grabbed him by the arm and sort of shoved Eric in the right direction. Eric fell onto his mattress, lying on his side, looking sick. He looked horrible.
 
   “He puked in the bathroom a minute ago,” Tom told us.
 
   “I’mmah. I’mmah fine, Tony,” Eric replied. “Ah’m fine.” Then he laughed again. “Nevar bettar. Widdle draunk dough.” He grinned through slitted eyes.
 
   “Okay, uh…Eric? Why won’t Aurora let you drink?” Elijah questioned him.
 
   “Cuz she says,” Eric answered plainly.
 
   “Why do you even stay with her?”
 
   Eric sighed loudly as he rolled onto his back. Staring at the ceiling, he answered, “She wans it.” He closed his eyes sleepily.
 
   “Stay awake, buddy,” Tom told him, nudging Eric’s foot and prompting him to open his eyes again.
 
   “What does she want?”
 
   “Wan…wants me, Ton-eee.”
 
   “Why?” Elijah added. Eric shrugged helplessly. “Umm, what does she want from you?”
 
   “Sex,” Eric answered. A one word reply. The obvious answer if you ask me. Elijah was not good at asking questions. He asked all the wrong things.
 
   Elijah began to ask, “Why does-” before I cut him off.
 
   I whispered to him, “Ask if he wants it.”
 
   Elijah shot me a look, warning me of my place in the masquerade, but continued on, “Eric? Do you want it? With Aurora?”
 
   Tom muttered, “That’s a no brainer.”
 
   “No,” Eric replied.
 
   Tom stepped back. “No? What’s wrong with you, kid?!” he exclaimed. Exactly what I’d expect from him, and most guys.
 
   “I hate her,” Eric said, seeming a little more empowered now. A little less drunk, too. But he was, there was no doubt about that. “Sometimes, I really hate ‘er.” Eric began to talk on his own, no longer in need of prompting. He had something to say and he was going to say it. “She says I need her. I don’t need her.” He closed his eyes, looking so tired.
 
   “What do you need?” Elijah prompted. He didn’t answer. “Eric?”
 
   Eric sighed, opening his eyes slightly. He stared up at the ceiling. “Death.”
 
   Elijah unconsciously shifted backward. So did Tom. But I began to make my way out of hiding. 
 
   “Death?” Elijah breathed, shaking his head nervously. I crawled out from behind the bed. Elijah made no move to stop me. His mind was busy working. His gears were turning, trying to decipher if Eric actually meant to kill himself. But I knew he would not. He would never kill himself. Aurora wouldn’t allow it.
 
   I knelt down beside Eric’s bed and took his sweaty palm in my hand. He didn’t notice. I looked to Elijah. He slowly nodded and asked, “What do you think of…” I stared at him, a silent reminder. “What do you think of Cassandra?”
 
   Eric blinked sleepily. “Cassandra…my…”
 
   Elijah looked desperately at me, then Eric’s hand closed tight around mine, and I felt myself slip into a vision.
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   The rain still fell, but I was certain of what I saw. Tears…real tears rolled down his face. They fell in drops to the soaked earth. He sobbed.
 
   “Kill her now, Eric!!” she screamed. “Do as I say! You are mine, listen to my words! Kill her!”
 
   “Eric, please,” I begged. I saw how his hands shook, I saw how his face twisted in sadness and hurt. “Please…please, don’t.”
 
   “Cassandra…” he choked. “I don’t want to…” his voice quavered. He was trying. He was trying so hard to stop himself…to stop her, but he couldn’t. She was too strong. I could see his strength failing. But he tried…he truly did try.
 
   “I’m sor-rry. So sorry, Cassandra. I can’t-”
 
   He screamed out, yelling, and his blade fell across my neck.
 
   I felt nothing. But I saw everything. I saw the rain, the mud, my blood.
 
    
 
   I stared straight down at Cassandra’s lifeless body, her head detached and lying near my feet. I saw the sword in my bloodstained hands. The rain was washing away the blood that dripped from the sharp blade. I looked down at the damage I had inflicted, the horror I had made. My sword slipped from my hand to the mud-soaked earth. The sword of a murderer. The cursed sword of a man who could kill his own pregnant wife. Of a man who did kill his wife. She was with child. And I had killed her.
 
   I looked through my tears, past my dripping wet hair and through the piercing rain, and felt my life draining away. My aching muscles lost what strength she had let them have. I saw Aurora. The jealous fiend. She was making her way through the heavy sheets of rain. Her lips twisted into a smirk as she stepped up to me. She was proud of herself. Her hand ran down my mud-and blood-soaked shirt. She touched my face and smeared some of the filth away. Then she spoke, “Well done, Eric. Now we can be together, at long last.”
 
   I wanted to pull away. I wanted to turn my sword on her. I wanted to gouge her eyes out with my bloodied hands. But I could not. I could not even speak against her. The will of the witch was stronger than I could ever have imagined. I was her dog. She commanded and I would act, with no will of my own.
 
   Her sneering lips covered mine in a greed-soaked passion. Aurora pressed up against my chest, rubbing territorially against the splattered blood of my beloved. She wanted me, and so she would have me. I was a helpless child in her hands. A rage grew within me, but I knew it would never surface. I had no power.
 
   She lay over me on the grass, our bodies moving together. She had been waiting for this moment and would not wait for anything now. This had been her goal since she first laid her cold eyes on me. Her skin touched mine, but I didn’t feel it. I felt nothing but the horror I had committed. My eyes focused on the severed head that lay beside us. Cassandra’s dark hair was spread back from her face. Her eyes were open, but her expression was almost peaceful. I wanted to hold her. I wanted to reach out and take her in my arms. Tears of love and sorrow still streamed down my face. I tried to reach for her. I tried to hold my love, but my body acted only in the way that would please Aurora. I cried, wept bitterly. I cursed myself and my weakness.
 
   One year ago, I had met Cassandra. One year ago, I had first felt love take control of my actions. It was not long before we were married, expecting, and perfectly happy. Elated. There was no word to describe how wonderful we felt.
 
   One year ago, I had met Aurora. I never trusted her. I never fell for her kindness the way Cassandra had. I tried to keep her from us. I tried to protect my family from the danger that lurked whenever Aurora was near. I tried, but tonight I failed. Tonight, I had felt all at once what kind of power Aurora had. I had refused her, so she took me. She took control and made me kill the person she was most envious of. The person I loved more than life. Cassandra.
 
   I wanted to hold my love, but Aurora still kept me from her.
 
   When Aurora was satisfied from the passion she had made, she lay next to me, breathing deeply in the pounding rain. I looked at her, tried to show the hatred I had for her. Tried, and did. She closed her eyes gently and I felt my hands come under my control again. I could feel. I could move the way I desired.
 
   I dove for my sword, the sword that lay next to my Cassandra’s body. I had no time. I had to rush. I felt the tug on my body as Aurora tried to enter my mind, but I pushed through it. I shoved myself forward and took my sword by the sharp blade. I raised it up and buried it deep in my chest. Searing pain surged through my broken body. I fell beside my Cassandra. Crumpled next to her, I took her precious hand in mine. I wept and begged, “My love, I am sorry. I never meant for this. I ask not forgiveness, only that you may rest with the angels. My love, you will always be my love, Cassandra. I will love you forever. I am truly sorry, my beautiful Cassandra.”
 
   I heard Aurora yelling to me, trying to take over, trying still to control my heart, even to the very end. But I held her hand, my Cassandra’s hand. Darkness came and I could no longer see. I felt Aurora’s hands tearing at me, and then I felt my soul slip away.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 29
 
   FOLLOWING LOVE
 
                 
 
   Tears burned trails down my cheeks. I looked at Eric and saw that he too had tears streaming down his face, flowing like rivers from his eyes.
 
   I saw it. I had seen Eric’s memories. I had felt Eric’s past, been inside his mind. And he still held my hand.
 
   He slowly sat up on his bed, looking me in the eye through blinding tears. “Cassandra…” he breathed shakily. “I…”
 
   “Eric,” I began. “I understand.” I squeezed his hand and he pulled me up to him, locking me in an earnest embrace. I felt his warmth, the irregular beat of his heart, his heavy breathing. I pressed my hands against his back and his arms tightened around me. My cheek pressed against his and our tears fell together.
 
   Eric’s heartbeat slowed and steadied. His face fell to my shoulder and his hold on me loosened. His arms fell limply to his sides. I pulled back from him slightly and saw that his eyes were closed. I gently guided him to lie down. He was asleep. I wrapped my arms tightly around myself, longing for the comfort he had given.
 
   “Sandy,” Elijah began, “What was that about?”
 
   I looked to him, wiping my tears from my face. “Elijah, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” I stood and my knees threatened to buckle. Tom made a move to catch me, but I caught myself.
 
   “Was that…?” Elijah began, letting his words trail off.
 
   “I now know that Eric can’t stop her. If he couldn’t stop her when he knew me first, there’s no way he could stop her now.”
 
   “He could,” Elijah begged, trying to bring me comfort. “He could.”
 
   “No,” I answered. “She’s weakened him. Eric’s not the warrior he used to be.” I left the room, saying, “Take care of him.” I solemnly walked down the hall. Eric couldn’t stop her. Maybe I couldn’t either. But I could try.
 
    
 
   I couldn’t sleep the rest of the night. I waited, and waited. The sun rose up over the treetops, light spread across the sky blue carpet, and still I waited. She would come. I knew she would. And when she returned, I would be here. I would be ready.
 
   Elijah rushed down the hall to the upstairs lounge, where I sat on the windowsill, looking through the large window. I stared at the steps to the entrance, watching for Aurora.
 
   When he sat beside me, I asked, “How is Eric?” My eyes never left the windowpane.
 
   “Fine. Hungover. He doesn’t remember last night at all. The last thing he can recall is being at the bar.” Elijah studied my face. “What happened? You had a dream? Was that it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   I looked him square in the eye. “Do you really want to know?”
 
   “I just want to help. I want to understand.”
 
   “Elijah…Tony. You want me to understand that I’m crazy, right? That was why you agreed to both of my ideas. I’m not stupid.”
 
   “Well, just consider the possibility that these dreams aren’t real memories. Maybe you’re psychic and your mind uses things it will see to form a story in your mind,” he offered, seeming to realize how ridiculous he sounded.
 
   I laughed and it came out sounding more mocking than I’d meant it to. “You would rather think I’m psychic than believe that I could have visions?”
 
   “I think psychic mind games are a shorter stretch than reincarnations,” Elijah replied with venom. A realization seemed to surface in Tony’s mind. “Maybe your headaches are the cause.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Sandy, you should see a doctor. Maybe there’s a medical reason for all these dreams.”
 
   “Go away!” I told him.
 
   “Just listen to me-” he said, but I cut his sentence short with a gasp.
 
   “There she is,” I breathed. Tony followed my eyes to the window. “Aurora’s back.”
 
   “What are you planning on doing?” he accused.
 
   “Go back to your room,” I told him, distracted by Aurora disappearing from sight as she entered the building. Tony/Elijah slowly turned away from me, as I wished, shaking his head in disapproval. I waited until I knew she would be in her room, settling in, thinking everything’s fine. Then I went and rapped on the door.
 
   Aurora answered with a puzzled look on her face. “Sandy, hi. I just got back.” She kept the door mostly closed. “Is there something you wanted?”
 
   I was ready to take her on and tell her off. I shoved the door open all the way and saw Mike lying on my old bed. My heart stopped. He was lounging there as if he belonged. I looked from Aurora to Mike and back again. Which one did I want to tear apart first? Although realistically, I could never take them both, or either of them.
 
   “Cassie,” Mike began, “How’s my slut?” My guts twisted, making me want to puke, or run. Or both.
 
   “Shut up, Mike,” Aurora commanded him. He responded by casually looking out the window.
 
   “Sandy, I…” Aurora let her words trail off. I could tell that she was trying to figure how to rectify the situation, but I wasn’t going to stay for her bull. I walked away, forcing myself to move slowly, to keep from running like a scared little girl. When I reached the stairs, I checked to see if Aurora had followed me, but she was not there. I rushed up to the third floor.
 
   I needed to get focused again. Seeing Mike there with Aurora had thrown me off. My mind was spinning with all sorts of unproductive feelings. I needed to focus on my goal. I needed to see Eric, to have that little reminder of why I was going to risk everything by standing up to a witch with so much experience in warping the mind. And I wanted to convince Elijah that I wasn’t sick, but just as I reached the last step, a headache pounded through my skull. The pain clouded my vision and a wave of dizziness and nausea swept over me. I hadn’t felt a headache this bad in two months.
 
   I steadied myself on the handrail, trying to keep from losing my balance, gripping the metal rod tightly until the pounding in my head began to subside. My vision cleared and all that remained was an awful ringing in my ears.
 
   I pressed on. Reaching Tony and Eric’s room, I knocked and entered without waiting for permission. Elijah was reading on his bed with earphones on, and Eric sat up from his bed as I entered. He quickly pulled on a white t-shirt, as if embarrassed by his bare chest. He brought a hand to his head and winced through his hangover. I stood dumbly in place, not quite sure what to do.
 
   I felt desperately close to danger since I had decided to bring down Aurora. I felt panicked, yet ready, yet scared out of my mind. One thing I had to do, for Eric and myself, was to give him some of the strength Aurora seemed to drain from him. If I attacked Aurora, I did not want her to use Eric so easily. I didn’t want him to fall under her spell so quickly. If Aurora called on Eric to attack me, there was no way I could survive, unless he hesitated for some reason. He needed a reason. I prayed I could give him one.
 
   I closed the door behind me and Eric said, “Hey Sandy.” I winced unintentionally. I had hoped he would call me Cassandra. I didn’t expect it. Only hoped. Wordlessly, I stepped over to where Eric sat, leaned down, took his face in my hands, and kissed his mouth.
 
   To my surprise, he didn’t pull away. He briefly lingered motionless against my lips, then kissed me back.
 
   Eric kissed me. Then he pulled away.
 
   Eric stood up with my hands linked around his neck, arms resting on his broad shoulders. I wasn’t letting him go, not yet. His deep blue eyes stared at me desperately. He opened his mouth to speak, but no words came. Instead he pulled his arms tightly around me, slouched down level to my face, and took my lips. Fire raged through my body, heating every inch of every limb. I felt his warmth, the tender touch of his lips on mine, the hungry feeling in his body and the thumping of his heart. His hands rubbed and groped my back as we kissed. He wasn’t pulling away. I wasn’t either. We were in our own world where loving each other was safe and Aurora couldn’t touch us.
 
   His warm breath tickled my face as he took a short moment to catch his breath. I stood on my toes, afraid that a break in our kiss would mean the end of this feeling coming from him. I never wanted it to end. I wanted to hold him for all eternity. I asked myself, Could he really feel the way I felt? Did he somehow recall the vision I had found in his touch last night?
 
   “Sandra…” Eric breathed. He leaned his chin gently on the top of my head. “I…  You…” He searched for words. He sought an explanation of why I was here and what we were doing. I knew. I knew…
 
   I kissed just below his Adam’s apple and leaned my face into his neck, fitting perfectly against his warm skin. I felt at one with the methodical pulsing of his blood as it rushed through his body. I caught sight of Elijah, watching us, gaping in shock. I closed my eyes, ignoring it. Eric squeezed me tighter.
 
   “How…how is, what…” Eric said, still making an attempt at a sentence. Then his mind seemed to snap back into full function. “Aurora,” he stated without any audible emotion.
 
   “Forget her,” I spoke to his neck.
 
   Eric pulled back from me. He kept one hand on my waist, but he set the other on his bed as he carefully sat down on the mattress, guiding me along with him. I sat beside him, gazing into his eyes, his deep blue, living eyes. He looked so alive. I hadn’t seen him this way in a very long time, since before I tried to steal him from Aurora. Since before I had ever kissed him.
 
   “Sandra, I…” he began, guilt flooding his expression. He looked me in the eyes and I looked away. I couldn’t bear to see his face while he pushed me away again. I couldn’t take the rejection. “Sandra, I feel torn.” Looking to his face, I saw sadness take over. “I see you, and my heart,” he paused, swallowing quickly, “My heart says go for it, but I can’t. There’s Aurora.”
 
   “But there doesn’t have to be,” I pleaded with him, squeezing his hand tightly in mine as tears threatened my eyes. My heart was slowly breaking, falling to a thousand pieces in the bottom of my chest.
 
   “But there is.” This time he looked away. My bottom lip quivered and a lonely tear fell down my cheek. I breathed in a shaky breath. “Cassandra, I just need time to think.” A small whimper came from my throat. Eric squeezed my hand tightly in his. “My head’s so trashed, I can barely speak right now, but I promise, I won’t take long. I promise,” he added with a small smile tugging at the corners of his lips. He glanced at the clock and sighed. “I have to get to work. Sandy, I’ll see you later?” He stood, pulled a sweater over his head and left the room, face flushed, looking guilty.
 
   I realized Elijah was still there. He hadn’t moved from his place on his bed and he was still staring. He watched me in disbelief. I looked away. I felt so embarrassed, crying in front of him.
 
   I had an ill feeling that Eric would forget me as soon as he saw Aurora. My mind reeled from the past few minutes. How could he respond so well to my kiss? If he were under Aurora’s control, how could he act on potential feelings for me? Was he drifting away from her? Was her power over him weakening? Or was he just pretending?
 
   Was he pretending that he needed time to think? Did he already know he would choose Aurora and he was just letting me believe I had a chance? Did he think he was doing me a favor?
 
   He was stuck to Aurora. She had him. She was all he thought about. I knew it. She had him. He never wanted to kiss me. This wasn’t the past. He and I had had both changed so much. Maybe he would never love me again.
 
   He wouldn’t, whether I got rid of Aurora, or not.
 
   I stood sadly. I needed to leave before I broke down even more in front of Elijah. I stepped toward the door, turning too short, and bumped into Eric’s desk. A pile of notebooks slid off its surface and fell to the floor. 
 
   “I can get that,” Elijah offered, but I ignored him. I bent to pick the books up but stopped, my hand hovering over a drawing. Eric’s sketchbook had fallen open to a pencil sketch of a landscape. Rolling hills and tall grasses. Horses grazing in the distance. I did not know this place, though I felt as if I should. It was drawn with such emotion. It seemed so personal.
 
   I knelt on the carpet, cautiously reaching out. I flipped the page and saw myself. I was drawn in profile, looking down, reading from Gilgamesh. The picture was drawn with such care. I looked beautiful. My hair was swept up in a small bun and tiny locks of hair fell down around my face. When did he draw this? I asked myself. I read that book last semester.
 
   Did he draw this last semester? Before everything started? I lifted the book into my hands and flipped the page, finding myself again.
 
   “What is this?” I whispered. Elijah got up and sat by my side, pulling the headphones from his ears. “They’re of me.”
 
   “Guess he likes to draw you,” Elijah commented.
 
   “Why?” I asked, amazed at what I was seeing. Elijah shrugged impishly. “Elijah…do you think Eric was being honest? Was he telling the truth that he was confused about me and Aurora?”
 
   Could he actually have feelings for me?
 
   I stayed in Elijah and Eric’s tiny room for a great deal of the morning. My brother and I went through Eric’s sketchbooks. There were many drawings that resembled me. Most of them looked exactly like me. Each time that I turned the page, finding another image of me, my heart skipped a beat.
 
   But my heart skipped two beats when I saw the sword. It was the sword that had killed me in my vision. The blade glinted and the handle was of twisted metal, piece after piece sliding over one another until forming a guard around the handle. The drawing was labeled November 2, 2003. That was the day we first met in this life.
 
   ***
 
   I sat in my cubbyhole of a room, trying to concentrate on my reading. I was so annoyed, I couldn’t keep my eyes on the page for more than twenty seconds. Aurora was changing her clothes, again and again. She pored over her closet and every combination of clothing possible. Every time I managed to go back to my book, she would ask my opinion. “Sandy? Do I look too easy in this? Should I wear the denim skirt instead? What coat should I wear? Where’s my digital camera? You can take a picture of my top five outfits! I feel so smart. He makes me feel smart, like I could do anything. Do I look smart?”
 
   “Sure,” I said, rummaging through her things until I found the tiny camera. I snapped a picture of her.
 
   “Sandy, I wasn’t ready,” she complained. “Oh my gosh! I only have ten minutes! Quick, pick my outfit!”
 
   “I don’t know anything about clothes.”
 
   “Just do it!”
 
   “The denim skirt and blue tank.”
 
   “Okay, then it’s the low-rise, ripped-up jeans and the black tank,” she decided. “Sorry, Sandy. But you really don’t know much about clothes.” She yanked off the blue top and threw it to the floor. Just another piece of clothing to the pile some like to call a floor. “Where’s my black bra?” she asked.
 
   “How should I know?” I responded, burying my face with my book.
 
   “I swear I left it on my bed,” Aurora whined.
 
   I reached under my legs and pulled her bra out. “No, apparently, you left it on my bed.”
 
   “Oh,” she squeaked as she pulled off the white bra she wore. “Good thing you found it, or I would have had to borrow yours,” she said with a sly grin.
 
   “You would have looked like a double D stuffed in my bra.”
 
   “Hmmm, that doesn’t sound half bad. Eric would certainly have something fun to look at. Cleavage City.” She adjusted the cup tightness for the most cleavage possible, but who could tell the difference? She already had all the cleavage I could ever dream of.
 
   “Sandy, dear, this guy is the hottest. You know how super hot your druggie cousin Todd is? Eric is way hotter.”
 
   “I can’t believe you think Todd is hot,” I commented. “He’s a loser.”
 
   “Yeah, but losers can be hot. Sometimes that’s what makes them hot. Todd’s got the build of a pro football player. Add the fiery temper and those bleary eyes, and, oh baby, you’ve got a winner!”
 
   “You’re sick.”
 
   “But, anyway, Eric is who I’m focusing on tonight. When we come back here, could you make yourself scarce?” she asked, her eyes lighting up even more.
 
   “Why, hoping to get lucky?”
 
   “Sandy, Sandy, Sandy. Eric isn’t the kind of guy you would want to hold off on. He’s the kind you take as soon as you get him, understand?”
 
   “Fine,” I said. I looked back to my book while Aurora admired herself in the mirror.
 
   She stuck out her chest and pushed her breasts up with her hands. “I’m not getting smaller, am I?” she asked, crinkling her brow in worry.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Having a guy stimulates them, makes them bigger. Did you know? Maybe we should find you a guy.”
 
   “What a solid reason for a relationship,” I added with bored sarcasm.
 
   A knock came to the door and Aurora jumped. “Sandy, don’t get it!” she whispered harshly to me.
 
   “Obviously,” I stated dryly. She was half naked and she thought I would just open the door?
 
   “Just a sec!” she called out as she pulled her jeans up over her thong underwear. “Coming!” She threw her shirt on, adjusted her cleavage view and tossed her hair into place. Opening the door wide with grandeur, she leaned against the doorframe. “Hello,” she cooed.
 
   He was… alright, I guess. He was tall. Taller than most guys at our college. Certainly taller than anyone Aurora had ever dated. He had a slim figure, too slim for Aurora with her gorgeous curves. His expression was of pure high school jock satisfaction. He had that cocky look that was a part of every jerk’s face. In that way, perfect for Aurora. He also had that blatantly stupid look. There were no intellectual thoughts going through his head. His hair was an absolute mess, locks of blond tossed over his forehead and scalp. It was the typical cool hair, but I had to admit it worked on him. He had a strong jaw line but not too strong, just enough. His nose was almost perfectly straight, but it had a slight, very slight bump in it. He had kind of full lips with a hint of a pink blush to them. And his cheeks were bright pink. He was blushing. I tried to find that annoying, but it broke every ill thought of him. I could not think one more bad word of him.
 
   “Hi, Aurora,” he said in a hoarse whisper. Then he faced his shoulder and cleared his throat. “Hi,” he said again. Eric looked inside past Aurora and saw me. He smiled politely, “Hi. You must be Sandy.”
 
   Aurora stepped aside to let him enter. His blush deepened when he saw the various clothes and undergarments strewn across the pale carpet. “Tornado hit?” he joked. Aurora burst out giggling.
 
   “Eric, you’re so funny. Sorry, my roommate’s such a messy person.” Aurora looked to me to back up her story.
 
   “Yeah, Eric. I’m a real slob.” I said dryly, more dryly than I meant to. But Eric nodded, bobbing his head dumbly. 
 
   “Nice to meet you, be on your way now,” I said sternly as I turned back to my book.
 
   “See you, Sandy,” he replied.
 
   “Yeah,” I said, not really paying attention. Something about him made me feel strange. He was stupid like all of Aurora’s past dates, but he was strangely attractive. Something made me overlook my usual sour attitude when I looked at him. My sarcasm seemed dull and pointless. Maybe because he took it in stride. He was too easygoing. That was the problem, and not anything else.
 
   When they returned hours later, Eric didn’t stay. Despite Aurora’s infinite persistence, he left as soon as she opened the door. I found that odd. I thought I knew his type. Obviously he wasn’t like anyone Aurora had ever dated before.
 
   ***
 
   The rest of the night, I lay in my bed, tossing and turning. I didn’t want to wake Bailey so I tried to stay quiet. I just felt so frustrated. Every time I fell asleep, I woke up a second later. I couldn’t get the drawings out of my mind. They were bringing all kinds of past memories up from their resting places. I kept thinking about last year when I couldn’t stand Eric. I had forgotten that. I had told him I hated him, multiple times. He never seemed to notice or care. I don’t know which bothered me more.
 
   So much had changed. The night I had first met him, my visions gained a new clarity. Before they were just dreams of my childhoods of the past. But once I met him, the feelings of my dreams gained a new sense of reality. They tickled the hair on my body and their colors seemed more vibrant, instead of the usual grayed wash. They came with force, building up more and more, taking over portions of my day as well as night in sleep. And they began moving backward in time, screaming for more attention. My visions were calling to me, forcing me to remember.
 
   They seemed to have a will of their own. Sometimes they seemed to be warning me. The visions showed me my recent past when I was beginning to lose my innocence. They were a reminder. They were a warning. They were helpful at times. Other times, they caused problems, interfering in my new life, causing me to live in the past and forget to live life now.
 
   But at this point, most of all, I believed they were helping me. They warned me about Aurora. They brought me closer to Eric. And maybe, just maybe, he would finally be free from her control.
 
    
 
   The next day, Monday, I left my business math class and began to head back to my room. I had my book bag slung over my shoulders and I walked slowly, doggedly. I felt tired. Awake, but physically drained. I could still function, but my mind hurt. I had been thinking and worrying too much, and a massive headache racked my brain.
 
   I tried to ignore it as I walked along, trying to let my mind rest for a moment. Those tension headaches weren’t causing themselves. My worrying was causing them. Don’t worry! I commanded myself. I walked past the library. Almost home where I could sit and relax. Someone called out behind me, but I ignored it. I didn’t know the girl, but I had a small inkling that she might actually be calling to me. I hesitated, then continued on. She ran up behind me and touched my shoulder.
 
   “Hey, wait! Stop,” she breathed. Her freckled face was flushed as though she had been running.
 
   “Um, can I help you?” I asked.
 
   “You’re her!” she exclaimed happily, her long reddish curls bouncing around her shoulders. “I’ve been trying to track you down for days!”
 
   “Sorry?” I inquired. What was she talking about?
 
   “I drew you,” she began. “Last semester.” What? “I drew you sitting on the steps by the dorms? Well, anyway, I was doing a painting of it, and I needed you again. You don’t mind, do you?”
 
   “Mind what?” I asked. I had no idea what she was talking about. I remembered the drawing she had made, but…
 
   “Would you please model for me? It will only take like twenty minutes. You can just sit while I draw. I’ll be quick, I promise.”
 
   I nodded. What else could I do? I didn’t have any real excuse to get out of it, and she wanted to draw me. Just like before, when it had made me feel so proud, I was beginning to feel honored by it. We turned around, heading for the art building.
 
   “We can do it inside, it’s too cold to do it outside. Brrr! We’d be popsicles!” She was giddy about it. “I was hoping to find you soon. I was just sitting in the studio and I saw you walking.” We stepped into the large building. “I just need to get my stuff.” 
 
   I followed her up the long flights of wide stairs that opened to a hallway filled with artwork. This was the same hall I had visited with Eric last semester. His drawing of Aurora was no longer there, and I was glad of that. I didn’t want to see her face. We entered a room filled with drawing tables. She walked over to a table covered in very large sketchbooks. There were two other people in there, one working diligently, the other working furiously. I put my book bag and coat down as the girl picked through her box of drawing stuff.
 
   We set up at the first landing on the stairs. I sat like I had before. She settled in across from me, leaning against the wall and adjusting the position of her materials. “So, I’m Julie.”
 
   “Sandy. I haven’t seen you around campus.”
 
   “Yeah, I commute. I would just die cooped up in the dorms. I heard they each have their own distinct smell. Is that true?”
 
   I laughed. “Yes.”
 
   “Turn your head a little more.” I did as she asked. “There, perfect. Um, could you try to look sad? I called the last piece Melancholia. Profound, huh?” She snorted. Little did she know how easy it would be for me to “look sad.” 
 
   She continued chatting, “I don’t know, people seem to like titles, but most artists hate them. That’s why you get amazing paintings named Lake Study Number 5. It’s hard to think of anything good.”
 
   She continued talking on and on about art nonsense. It filled the awkward silence, so I accepted it happily. She drew, scribbling furiously over the paper, then turned the page and drew some more. She came in close, staring at my face, and walked around me. That part was creepy. It felt like she was a vulture and I was her dying prey. I figured it was just a part of the “process,” but it bothered me anyway. Julie went back to drawing from different angles before deciding where to sit, and then sat in silence, sketching and working carefully.
 
   It was at the point when she put down her paper, looking satisfied, that someone came up the stairs. Eric stared me straight in the face. His expression was unreadable as he said hi. Julie immediately showed him her work.
 
   “See, Eric. Thank you for pointing her out to me. I would never have found her on my own!”
 
   “Hey, no problem, Jules. She set for a break?” he asked, shuffling the paper shopping bags he held from one arm to another.
 
   “Yeah. Actually, Sandy, you’re all done.”
 
   “Oh, okay,” I replied.
 
   “Sandy, you’ve gotta come see what I’ve been working on,” Eric told me. “Got some time?”
 
   “Uh…” I said, unsure if I wanted to go. Questions ran though my head. I needed answers, but was he ready to give them? “Yeah, alright.”
 
   I walked up the stairs by his side. When we reached the top, I stopped to catch my breath. Eric waited patiently. 
 
   “These stairs are killers,” he mentioned with a laugh. “They should put in some elevators.” 
 
   We walked into a full classroom. There must have been fifteen students in there, all drawing and chatting. I felt incredibly out of place. I followed Eric closely as he took a large sheet of paper from a rack and placed it on a table away from the rest of the class.
 
   He casually sat down on a stool set before it and asked, “What do you think?”
 
   I looked carefully at the paper, examining the chalky black smears across the page. It was a mass of confusion with lines spread everywhere. I searched for some familiar shape but everything seemed so scattered. I thought I saw a horse, maybe a man. “It’s nice,” I lied. Well, maybe it wasn’t a lie. Maybe if I knew what it was, it would be nice.
 
   “Liar.”
 
   I looked at him. Did he just call me a liar? “What?” I asked.
 
   “You don’t like it. That’s okay. It’s not done.”
 
   I looked back to the paper. “What is it?” I asked shyly, placing my hand on the desk to lean in for closer inspection. I could almost see him smile.
 
   “It’s a battle,” Eric answered. “For this project we’re supposed to not be literal. Sort of between academic and contemporary? I’m not really sure what that means, so I’m just trying to draw out the emotions you would feel. Right there’s the underside of a horse. See it? Like in shadow? And there’s a man being flung off another horse. There’s a spear, another one, a sword, shield, blood. Lots of blood.”
 
   “Is that a hand?” I asked, pointing out something that seemed to cut through the picture with dark lines running over it.
 
   “Yeah. See? You’re good at this. Kinda like a word jumble or something. Where’s Waldo. I have to get some references, but I like it. Hopefully it will turn out well.”
 
   Eric placed his hand over mine. I flushed at his touch. He smiled sweetly up at me. I could see he was trying to think of something to say, but what? He furrowed his brow and looked back to the drawing.
 
   I pulled my hand away from his. “Eric, if you think I’m going to wait forever, I don’t want to wait. I want to know, and it’s not fair of you to string me along like this,” I told him. He didn’t meet my gaze. My defenses immediately rose and I said, “And who says I want you anyway?”
 
   He suppressed a laugh, but his smile came through. “This isn’t funny, Eric. Fine. Laugh all you want. This is just some game to you-”
 
   “Sandy,” he began, still smiling. “You are so cute.”
 
   I stared at him, unsure of what to make of that.
 
   “I have decided. And if you don’t want anything to do with me, I’ll be very sad, but I won’t push you.” He spoke with a slight smile, confusing me even more. He was choosing Aurora? Or me? I searched his flickering blue eyes, trying to find the truth behind them.
 
   “Sandra, I’m going to talk to Aurora after class. Today. I can’t put this off. I don’t want to. There’s a gallery opening tonight. I was hoping you-”
 
   His words were cut short by a man who I assumed was the professor. “Eric, come bring your drawing over here. I was just talking with Adam about its composition and…” He kept talking but I stopped listening as Eric stood obediently and picked up his drawing. I slipped from the room. Eric looked sadly back at me, but I gave him a small smile. I didn’t stick around to be sure he got the message. I felt so embarrassed. When I talked to Eric, I forgot that he was in a class. Sure it was a small class, but I had spoken my feelings so that everyone could hear. What had I said? Was I loud?
 
   One thing was clear. Eric was going to talk to Aurora. But would she let him end it? Was he ending it? Why did he have to speak so cryptically? Was it because of the class? Of course it was. He wanted to be the one to tell Aurora, face to face, not through rumors. That happened once before, when someone told Aurora about Eric and my kiss last semester before he could. I hoped that was why.
 
    
 
   1205
 
   “Heodred, my brave warrior. Put down your blade,” I heard her say. Heodred did as she commanded, dropping his heavy sword to the ground with a clang. “See? It’s not difficult to follow me. Stay where you are.” He did not move. Aurora picked up his heavy blade from the ground, dragging it away from where he stood. She stabbed it into the sod beside her empty dress. Heodred stood, still as a statue as she pulled on her dress again. Heodred began to blink his eyes, slowly at first but then violently. His hands curled into fists. 
 
   As she tied up the laces of her gown, Heodred advanced at her, drawing a long knife from his leather boot, and sent its shining blade swinging at her, aiming to cut her throat. She noticed; her jaw went slack and her eyes widened. The princess stepped back as the blade’s dangerous arc sliced across her torso. Her blood splattered across the dirt and sprayed Heodred in the face. He wiped at the blood, trying to get it off of his eyes as quickly as possible. 
 
   Aurora stumbled backward and fell to the ground beside Heodred’s horse, spooking the beast again. The stallion reared on his hind legs, leaping away from her, and when his front legs fell, they fell on Heodred.
 
   Heodred was slammed to the ground under his horse’s hooves. His horse reared up again, panic in its wild eyes, and sent his hooves down on his master once more. The chestnut stallion backed away from Heodred’s broken body. He lay helpless, gasping in pain as Aurora used his sword to aid in dragging herself slowly to her feet. She pressed her hand over her gaping wound, only able to cover a small portion. Blood ran down her green dress and over her hand. She coughed, her lifeblood spilling from her red lips as she stepped, hunched over, toward Heodred. She placed her foot over his hand, which still held his knife, grinding his knuckles into the dirt.
 
   Heodred spoke between painful gasps, “Leave Eric be, you witch. And Cassandra…”
 
   Aurora laughed and choked through her attempt. “As for Eric, he is already dead.” I felt another tear slide down my face. “I was planning to find and kill that girl you saved, but it is too late for that now. Eric is dead, but I have made sure he will be born again. As will I…”
 
   She dropped Heodred’s own blade over his throat, slicing it open. Blood gushed and spurted from his neck. My heart shook with horror at the sight. She had killed him, Heodred. Killed him with his own sword. I choked back a wail. His body lay lifeless in a pool of blood. He deserved a better death than that. He deserved a better life than that. More tears fell and burned down my cheeks.
 
   Aurora stumbled into the cabin, blood dripping a trail behind her. “In this life, you may not have realized it was I whom you wanted,” she spoke aloud to Eric’s body, “but you will know it in the rest. I’ve made sure of it. We will live many lives together. Eternity is ours.” She fell to the dirt ground of the cabin. I came away from my hiding place, watching her silently from the open doorway. I saw the terrible princess reach for something. A vial.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 30
 
   AN UNEXPECTED TURN
 
    
 
   I huddled on my bed, trying to find a way through the hurt that ripped open my heart. Heodred was so dear to me, and I had not expected his fall. I pinched my lips together, trying to hold back a sob, but it came anyway. I broke down, tears streaming from my eyes and soaking into the bedspread. I wrapped my arms around myself, hoping for some sort of comfort. Heodred was dead. He died and I watched and did nothing. But I hadn’t thought he would die. He always seemed so strong, so untouchable. He had helped me. He had saved my life. And I watched as his horse trampled him and as his blood spilled from his neck. Aurora killed him without a second thought. She felt no remorse. No sadness or anxiety. Nothing. She was no woman. She was a monster. She was horrible.
 
   Damn her, then and now! Damn her down to hell, where she can dwell in the darkest corners, under watch of the most merciless demons ever to find their place under the devil’s dark wing.
 
   I was brought out of my raging, fuming thoughts by a light knock on my door. Wiping my now nearly dry eyes furiously with a tissue, I opened the door and saw Elijah. 
 
   “So,” he began. “You did something when you…whatever. After Eric was drunk the other night, he’s been so cool,” he said, walking into my room. “He’s like the way he was before.”
 
   I sat back down on my bed. I felt so depressed. I knew why, but there was something else that had been at the edge of my mind for a long time now, and I needed to say it. I hadn’t even let my conscious mind know yet, but I had to let it out. Now, before it was too late.
 
   “Elijah?” He looked intently at me. I looked up at him sheepishly. “What if Aurora wasn’t the problem? What if it was me all along?”
 
   “What are you saying?” he asked, falling into Bailey’s green foldout chair.
 
   Would he have been happy with her if I had just stayed away like Aurora had wanted me to? “Eric started to change when I started to pursue him. That was when he started to lose his spark. Last semester. I was his problem.”
 
   “No offense Sandy, but you’re wrong. It started when he met Aurora. I know. I was there. I’ve known Eric since we both came here, before he met you, and before he met Aurora.”
 
   “But are you sure?” I asked him.
 
   “Yeah. It was like watching a highway pileup. He met her and suddenly he seemed lifeless. You say it’s witchcraft, I say it’s infatuation, but either way, it’s not right. You got him away from that and now he’s going back to normal. It’s like you just put the batteries back in him,” Elijah explained in his relaxed manner. He leaned close, speaking clearly and deliberately, yet I still felt uneasy.
 
   “Do you really think it’s over?” I asked, practically pleading for an answer.
 
   He narrowed his eyes in confusion. “You think Aurora won’t let it go?”
 
   “Ummm, yes.” I told him, “Aurora will never let it go. She hasn’t yet, all these lifetimes later.” Elijah did that half roll of his eyes when I said “lifetimes.” I let a spurt of anger wash over me and tried to ignore it. “Elijah, I saw Eric’s past the other night.” He sighed in frustration. “Don’t do that! I’m trying to tell you.”
 
   “What, Sandy?” he asked, attempting to let his annoyance slip away. He wasn’t entirely successful but it was enough for me to continue. I lay back, letting my head rest on my pillow for a moment before I began again.
 
   “I saw myself murdered a while ago. I saw Eric kill me.” I watched as his face turned to pure horrified shock. “Someone was telling him what to do. How to do it. It was Aurora. She commanded, and he killed,” I explained.
 
   “Why would she do that?” he asked, gritting his teeth.
 
   “Because I was Eric’s wife. But Elijah, when I held Eric’s hand, I wound up seeing the same memory but from Eric’s perspective. He tried,” I said, forcing back a choke that threatened my voice. I closed my eyes, gathering my strength. “He tried not to listen to her, but she was too strong for him. She made him do whatever she wanted, until he killed himself.”
 
   I looked back to Elijah and saw that he now stood at the window with his back to me. “Sandy, don’t you see how demented this is? It’s not normal to see-”
 
   “I don’t care if it’s normal!” I yelled through dry tears. I spoke harshly, hoping my words would penetrate his thick skull, “I know it’s real. She has her ways and she doesn’t give in. I watched her kill Heodred. She took his sword and chopped his head off. She doesn’t care about anyone but herself.” Then I gasped. A realization entered my mind that I had not thought of before. I knew that I was risking myself by challenging Aurora. But I had also been risking Elijah. If she could kill Heodred, then she could easily kill Elijah. I couldn’t risk losing him too.
 
   “Go, Elijah,” I told him, “Leave, Tony. Go. Get out of here. Get away from me.”
 
   He whirled around to face me. “What are you saying? I’m sorry I don’t believe that-”
 
   “Just go!” I lowered my voice and slowly said, “I don’t want you involved in any of this. Stay out of this, and stay away from me.”
 
   He looked me in the eye, narrowing his dark eyes. His face didn’t seem as adorable as usual. His jaw was tight, his brow drawn low. For the first time since I met him, he looked his age. “I don’t understand you. I try to help. You let me help. You begged for my help, and now? What are you doing?”
 
   “Just go,” I rasped, harsh and cold like Todd would.
 
   “Fine,” he shot back. He strode out of my room, slamming the door behind him. A wave of guilt swept over me. Should I have told him why? Would he have listened if I told him?
 
   I was pulled from my thoughts by a sudden, screaming headache. I winced, holding my pounding head in my hands. I forced my eyes open. My vision had blurred significantly. I tried to reach for my bag. There was a bottle of Advil inside, and I needed it desperately. Pain like a knife sliced through my skull, making me double over in anguish. A squall so terrifyingly dangerous raged in my head. I tightened my grip on my head, feeling at risk of my head falling apart. I needed to hold it together, keep the pressure down so it wouldn’t explode. Just hold it together!
 
   Tears came to my dry eyes and spilled onto my shirt. Blackness overcame me. I couldn’t see a thing, just bursts of purple and green dancing over darkness. Nothing was visible. I begged for help, unsure if words even left my lips. I heard nothing but the sharp ring of pain. I continued begging to everyone I could think of. Mom. Dad. Todd. Tony. Eric. Bailey. God. I pleaded for him to make the pain stop. I begged for my life. I felt like death was approaching me. I could feel its shadow looming over my pathetic pain-consumed, tear-drenched body. I cried, curled up in a tiny ball, hoping the pain would end, prayerful that the light would return.
 
   Then it stopped almost as quickly as it had come. I watched as my vision parted the shadows to reveal my surrounding room. My head was not completely free from its torture. Pain still sliced through it, but less severely. What remained was like the last remnants of a storm, lightning cracking on the horizon as stray drops fell from the sky. I rushed for my bag and swallowed five Advil at once. I hoped that they would work to hold off any future migraines. I looked to the clock. What had seemed like hours of torture…had been hours of torture, or at least one hour and thirty minutes.
 
   The gallery opening had begun twenty minutes ago. I was certain Eric would be there. He worked in the college’s art gallery and would have had to set up for the speeches and refreshments. He had begun to tell me something about it. I needed to go. If he had talked to Aurora, I didn’t want to give him any reason to fall back to her. I needed to see Eric. I had to see if a future was possible for us.
 
   I stood unsteadily on my feet. A nasty wave of nausea swept over me. I begged God to let it pass. I needed to go. I needed to change clothes and go.
 
    
 
   After dressing in my sleek black skirt and a sweater, I made my way through the campus. It was dark. There was no moon in the cloud-covered sky, and I cast no shadow. I stepped quietly through the familiar pathways, listening intently for any strange noises. All I could hear through the remnants of my headache was the soft tap of my shoes on the sidewalk. Tap, tap, tap. The campus scared me at night. It was so dark and cold. The buildings seemed much more spread out at night than during the daylight hours. Anyone could be hiding anywhere, and no one would notice if I disappeared.
 
   My head and body still ached unbelievably. I felt out of balance and like I was floating above a thundercloud. I feared another shocking pain, feared with my whole being. The Advil wasn’t working the way I had hoped it would.
 
   I saw someone disappear behind a tall building to my right, but I was almost at the gallery. I watched the brick building suspiciously as I walked past it. Tap, tap, tap. My hands were frozen, even through my gloves. I wrapped my arms around my waist, hugging my coat tighter to me. I tried not to think about how icy cold my feet and legs felt.
 
   Another wave of nausea threatened me, but I stepped into the gallery building just the same. I forced down the urge to vomit. I could not do that here, not with all the high society people viewing artwork and talking intellectually. I needed to find Eric. After that I could find a bathroom if I still needed it. After.
 
   I slid my coat from my shoulders and held it folded tightly in my arms. I looked urgently through the cramped area, searching for Eric. I wove through the tight crowds, searching every face. Nausea came over me again. An intoxicating heat spread throughout my body, burning over every inch, even down through the tips of my fingers. My back suddenly ached and my mouth felt so very wet. I needed to sit. Sweat began to trickle down my forehead and back. Why did I feel so sick?
 
   I needed air. I couldn’t breathe anymore. Stars danced before my eyes, veiling my vision and setting me off balance. I searched through the dark colors and finally found Eric’s face. He stood at the opposite end of the room, staring intently at something. A painting. I tried to grab hold of myself. My skin began to tingle with pins and needles and my hands went numb. My entire body felt numb.
 
   And then Eric saw me. His eyes caught mine and a smile quickly spread across his face. He began to make his way to me and I felt a pain like lightning shoot through my head. My body refused to move. My swimming vision cleared for a moment before total darkness came. I felt nothing, but I heard Eric calling my name. I heard the frantic sound of his voice begin to fade as the past rushed forth.
 
    
 
   1205
 
   A vial. Aurora lay sprawled across the blood-coated floor of her secret cabin, reaching for a vial. It was larger than the one Eric had drunk from. She repeated the words, “Soon, very soon…” Holding the potion to her lips, she drank it down and stated, “Now I can die, wither away, and be reborn…” she turned her head to face Eric, “With my brave warrior. My Eric.” Her skin was white as ivory as her lifeblood left her and her cold eyes closed. Her body went limp and the vial still stayed in her lifeless hand.
 
   I stepped up to her and pulled the drink from her fingers. There was more inside…
 
   I hesitated, then looked to Eric. I saw his empty shell, the hollow shell of a man once so full of life. She had not killed him. She wanted him alive with her, which was the sole reason why I trusted in the drink I held. I looked down at it bitterly. I tightened my grip around it and sat down on the edge of the bed Eric had died on.
 
   I stroked his head, gingerly smoothing his blond hair into place. “My sweet Eric,” I said to him. “As I promised… I will not give up on you.” I looked to the corner of the cabin where a short blade gleamed in the shadows. A knife… “May not even death stop my heart from seeking to free my love.”
 
   I drank down a mouthful of the bitter red liquid, set down the vial, and reached for the knife. I stood, held the metal to my heart. My hands shook and I whispered a silent prayer as I dug the blade into my chest. The pain was excruciating and I could feel my warm blood flowing over my hands. My body shook with pain as I fell to the bed. 
 
   I fell over my love, my face pressed against his chest, and I began to feel the cold emptiness of death lingering around me before it claimed my soul.
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