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  The Witch of the Woods



      [image: image-placeholder]In the deep dark forest,

she does reside.
Where things do creep,
and things do hide.
In the deep dark forest,
she does reign.
Where things grow wicked,
in her domain.
In the deep dark forest,
should you find yourself,
surrounded by shadows,
it's too late to call for help.
For in the deep dark forest,
you are in her embrace.
A worthy sacrifice,
you will make. 
—A.G. Porter
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  Ava



      [image: image-placeholder]It had rained in my small town of Guntersville, Alabama, for two weeks straight. The local meteorologists were calling it record-breaking flooding all across the state, but most of the deluge was concentrated right here. The amount of rain was stunning in and of itself, but for me, it was more for the mere fact of what weather like this did to my body.  
I couldn’t remember the last time I’d woken up without my head feeling like someone was stabbing it with an ice pick. Having unending rain clouds hovering nearby only increased the pressure in my head. It didn’t help that I’d had another episode last night; sleep paralysis. Since the migraines, they had been intense and more frequent. They were always bad and frightening, but after last night, it felt different. 
I had felt the pressure start within a very intense dream. I couldn’t remember exactly what happened, but pieces seemed to stay with me. There was a figure standing in a field, purple lightning all around her. She held a blade; a dagger. I could tell it was handmade, but skillfully so. Lightning flashed off its dark blade, revealing its sharpness. The image was terrifying, but it wasn’t her that scared me. It was what she said. 
“They are coming,” her words merely a whisper, but the weight of them rang as loud as a raging river. 
That’s when I felt the pressure hit me and I couldn’t move. I saw something out of the corner of my eye, something formed out of the darkness and emerged from the woods. Before I could react, it was on me, holding me to the ground. I could smell the dirt, feel the dampness of the soil seep into my clothes. Then it laughed. The most ear-shattering sound I had ever experienced. 
Sleep paralysis makes you hallucinate, my doctor had said. Some people hear things, some people see things, and sometimes it’s just an intense fear upon waking. For me, it was a mixture of it all. Whatever happened to a person’s body during an episode was hard to figure out, but it was always scary. 
I could still hear that laugh echoing in my ears. Rolling over, I stared up at the ceiling, willing myself to move, trying my best to drown out the sound of the ringing in my ears. 
It was useless. The buzzing was insidious, coming from some dark place I couldn’t reach, driving that horrendous pain deeper into my mind. If it were possible, I’d pull it out and stomp on whatever caused it, crushing it under my foot until there was nothing left. 
“Ava….” My mother opened my bedroom door. 
Like a vampire, I flinched as the bright light from the hall came pouring into my room. I quickly pulled my soft, purple sheets over my head and curled up into a ball. She hurriedly shut the door. She was all too familiar with my bad days. 
From my cocoon of sheets and blankets, I listened to her make her way across my dark room and take a seat on the edge of my bed. She pulled the sheet from my head, revealing a mess of rich black hair and brown skin. 
“Bad morning?” she asked me unnecessarily. 
“It’ll pass,” I reassured her. 
“Are you lying?” She moved a few strands of curly hair from my face so she could see my eyes. 
“No, but give me five more minutes,” I begged. 
“You don’t have five more minutes,” she sighed. “Are you sure you don’t want to stay home?” 
“I’m fine,” I lied. 
“You’ve got a doctor’s appointment after school.” She kissed my forehead. “I’ve already talked to Dr. Abbott, and he’s going to call you in a different medication.” 
“Alright,” I sat up slowly, but the room still spun, “Sounds great.” 
It really didn’t. The last thing I wanted was more pills. 
“Please, honey,” she took my hands, “if you don’t want to go to school, you don’t have to.” 
“Mom, I’m a senior,” I told her. “I can’t afford to get behind. Whatever is going on with me is going to sort itself out, and in the meantime, I’m going to live my life as normally as I can. If I get to a point where I can’t, you’ll be the first to know.” 
“Promise?” She narrowed her sharp brown eyes at me. 
“Promise.” I smiled at her, but I wasn’t sure how convincing I was. 
Mom left me to get ready for school, which was a job when your every move felt like the entire room was spinning like a top. I managed, though, because the more I moved, the better I felt, especially after my shower. Too bad it didn’t make me look better. Standing in front of the mirror, I could see the toll this illness had taken on my body. 
My brown eyes had lost that youthful shine nearly six months ago. Right now, dark circles haunted my face, which only looked darker when accented by my black lashes. My normally sun-kissed skin was pale from lack of exposure to the outside world. I was of Mexican descent on my mom’s side and Mexican and Native American on Dad’s, so my version of pale wasn’t exactly pasty, but to me, there was a difference. 
The only time I was outside of the house was for school, the occasional trip to the doctor, and to go to the library. It had become a sort of refuge. My head hurt too bad to read sometimes, but when I was able, I would tear through the books. Before all of this, I was busy with cheer practice and football games. My best friend Frankie and I went shopping, to parties that we really shouldn’t have been at, and hung out at each other’s houses. 
Now, Frankie Johnston made my life a living hell. We had been friends our entire lives until this point. We were just alike in so many ways. I hated to admit it, but it was true. I’d made the losers lick my high-dollar heels and laughed while they did it. Now, I was on my knees along with them. 
There wasn’t any one moment that made me open my eyes to the terrible shell of a person I had become. I think it was a slow burn. When my health declined right before cheer camp began this past summer, I slowly distanced myself from Frankie and the other girls on the cheerleading squad. Eventually, Frankie called me out for bailing on them. When she wouldn’t take my excuse of not feeling well anymore, she ostracized me. I could tell she had been waiting for the chance to kick me to the curb. 
Soon, I was a fake who had a pill addiction and should be avoided at all costs. If someone was even seen giving me a piece of gum, they were forever banned from the cool kids’ table. I was like the plague, and funnily enough, I didn’t care. My head killed me most of the time, so trivial things like popularity meant nothing to me. 
That seemed like forever ago. Now, not having friends was lonely, I had to admit. Going from being one of the most popular girls in school to one of the most ignored had its drawbacks. On days like today, when my head felt as if World War III were taking place between my ears, it was bliss. It meant I could go to school, take notes, and come back home without worrying about mundane teenage drama. 
Mom dropped me off in front of the school and reminded me, for what felt like the millionth time, that I had a doctor’s appointment. Waving her off, I climbed the steps of Guntersville High School. 
The brick building still had the same 1970s style from when it was first built on a grassy hill overlooking the lake. It was a patchwork of hexagonal buildings with tall glass windows. It was a decently sized school, but with over 500 students and more every year, the city was considering an expansion or a completely new building. It all depended on money. 
Some of my classmates were sitting haphazardly on the steps, under the awning, sharing stories of who got sent home from their favorite reality show, while others were cramming for a test. A group of girls a few grades below me were busying gossiping about some “skank hoe” that was going to get her “face messed up” for stealing someone’s boyfriend. 
I shoved my earbuds in, drowning out the chatter as much as possible. I didn’t want to melt my brain this early in the morning. Nothing played through the headphones, but it relieved some of the noise. If I was listening to something, then it would probably be music my dad wouldn’t approve of one bit. He loved classic rock, and I was more of an R&B person. 
Lately, I was more into instrumental, mainly violin. The vocals of my regular music just grated my nerves. Dad loved playing Led Zeppelin while he was working on cars. I’d watch him from my bedroom window, wishing I felt well enough to join him. 
Getting to my first class was always a hassle. My locker was located past the Jock hangout, and each time I had to walk by, Rob Hastings had to say something dirty. It didn’t matter how much I tried to ignore or avoid him. He was always there. It was like he had an Ava sensor because, like clockwork, there he’d be. 
“Ava! There you are,” his thick country accent assaulted my ears, even through the earbuds. “What? No hello for your old pal? Come on! We have a lot of steamy history, you and me.” 
It was true, unfortunately. Rob and I had dated for a while last year, back when I was cheerleader captain and he was star of the football team. Going out together just made sense back then. Besides, he was smoking hot with beach boy blond hair and green eyes that always made me think of spring. Right now, they made me think of gangrene. 
Trying my best to ignore him, I headed for my locker. My head was pounding, and as I turned the knob on the lock, I was becoming more irritated; the combination wasn’t coming to me. By the time Rob leaned against the locker beside me, I had messed up twice. 
“Ava, I know you can hear me,” he leaned over and talked into my ear, “There isn’t ever any music coming out of those stupid earbuds.” 
I wanted to punch him. I wanted to punch him so badly that I could imagine his nose crumbling under my fist and blood running down that maroon Wildcats jersey he was wearing. 
“How about you and I go out tomorrow?” he was saying as I finally got my locker to open. I wanted to shove it in his face, but he moved. “We can recreate some of our… more intimate moments, huh? What do you say?” 
I was shoving books in my backpack, not answering, and when I tried to shut my locker, Rob held it open. Finally, I looked up at him. He was smiling at me; those green eyes I had once found appealing looked menacing. 
“Let go of my locker, Rob,” I said, taking the earbuds out. 
“She speaks,” he said as his friends joined him, all laughing. “So, what do you say? Do you want to go to the Lookout?” 
“In your dreams. Now let go of my locker,” I repeated, my head feeling like it was going to blow at any minute, showering my classmates with brain matter. 
“What? It’s not like we haven’t been there before, baby.” He ran his eyes up and down my body. “I already know what I’m in for.” He winked. 
“Is that what you’ve been telling everybody?” I laughed, but inside I was dying. “I’m glad all of you losers like going around talking about all the girls you’ve nailed out at the Lookout, but I’m not one of them. I doubt you’ve taken anyone out there, Rob. And if you’ve done anything at all, it’s probably been with Mr. Hand. Now get your girlfriend off of my locker, or I’m going to break her.” 
“You, bi—” he was about to say but was interrupted by someone who walked up behind me. 
“I think she means it, man,” the rough voice said. “Move it.” 
Rob looked over my shoulder, and I watched his face pale in an instant. He looked at his buddies but could tell he would get no help from any of them. 
“Whatever.” Rob shook his head and left, followed by his football brothers. 
I turned to see who had backed me up and found Gabriel Matthews standing there in all his black leather glory. No wonder Rob took off like a dog with its tail between its legs. 
Gabriel’s movie star black hair was down to his shoulders, and his cool grey eyes looked down at me with a certain amount of interest. He really looked down at me because Gabriel had to be the tallest person in our school. He even towered over the teachers. 
He scratched the stubble on his chin, and I couldn’t help but stare at the tattoo that peeked out from the top of his black t-shirt. It had to cover his entire chest. 
People could almost swear he had failed 12th grade three times, but he was one of the smartest kids in our school. He was a shoo-in for Valedictorian, but that didn’t mean he had a ton of friends. There was just something off about him that made the rest of us steer clear. 
“Um, thanks,” I told him, shutting my locker door, which at the moment sounded like a cannon going off. 
“How long have you had them?” he asked me as I started walking toward my class. 
“What?” I asked, noticing people staring at us as we walked together. 
“The migraines,” he said it in a way as if that should have been obvious. 
“It’s been almost six months,” I cut my eyes at him, “How did you know I had them?” 
“I could tell,” he shrugged his shoulders, “I know what it’s like.” 
“You have them, too?” I stopped at the door in front of my class. 
“I’m glad you finally stood up to Rob. The guy’s a jerk.” He didn’t answer me. “Looks like you’ve got a new student.” 
With that, he walked away, leaving me reeling with all the things he said and just talking to him in general. I walked into my class, taking my seat and not really paying attention to anything my teacher was saying. 
Gabriel had never spoken to me the entire time we had been going to school together. Granted, I had never spoken to him either. He was just one of those people that wasn’t on my radar. Sure, I’d noticed him, Frankie had tried dating him for years, but it was clear that he wasn’t interested in anyone here. 
Pulling out my books and paper, I didn’t notice the girl sitting next to me until she tapped me on the shoulder. I jumped so hard that I knocked the desk in front of me with my knee, which hurt like I had shattered my knee cap, and made Holley Adams, another one of my former friends, glare at me with hatred. 
“What is your problem, Black?” she snapped. 
“Nothing. What’s yours, Adams?” I glared back, surprising myself with how snarky I’d become today. “Yeah, that’s what I thought, so turn around and mind your own business.” 
“You’ve got a lot of nerve talking to me like that.” She pushed back her braided hair. 
“And who are you? Queen of the World?” I laughed. “I’m not in the mood for you to go on a tirade about how much better you think you are and how terrible and low I am. So shut that gaping hole in your face and turn around.” 
“I hope there isn’t a problem back there, girls,” Mrs. Swanson piped up. 
“No, ma’am,” the girl next to me answered. Her British accent caught everyone’s attention. “They were telling me how to get to the gym. Seeing as how I am new to your lovely school, I’m afraid I am terribly lost.” 
“How nice, girls.” This new student had clearly already charmed Mrs. Swanson. “You must be Keira Richards.” 
“Yes, ma’am,” she beamed. 
Her pearly white teeth nearly made my migraine double in pain, it was so perfect and bright. She had long, thick blonde hair and the bluest eyes I had ever seen. I’m surprised I didn’t notice her when I walked into the classroom because she was drop dead gorgeous. No wonder Gabriel spotted her from the doorway. I saw that every boy in the room, and some girls, kept glancing back at her. 
“Excuse me,” she whispered to me. “I didn’t mean to startle you earlier.” 
“What? Oh, it’s okay,” I told her. 
“I was being honest about what I said to our instructor,” she smiled, her cheeks blushing, “I really don’t know where the gym is located.” 
“Oh,” I fumbled with my words because having migraines makes it hard to concentrate on just about anything. “It’s not that hard to find. Do you know where the snack machines are? You had to pass them when you walked to the office this morning to get your schedule.” 
“My host parents picked it up for me on Friday, I’m afraid.” She looked even more embarrassed. “The reason I’m asking is that I have to go straight there after this class. I’m here as a transfer student. It’s all based on my exceptional ability at gymnastics. So exciting.” 
“You sound thrilled,” I pointed out. 
“It’s all my mother’s idea,” she sighed. “Anyway, do you think you can show me where to go? I’ve only been there once when my mother and I visited over the summer, and this school is so odd. I’m afraid I might get lost.” 
“Yeah, sure,” I agreed. 
“Don’t worry about it, Keira.” Holley turned around, sneering at me. “Ava here used to be on the cheer squad, but she has these episodes, so she’s not anymore. So, since we’re going to be cheering together, how about, I show you where the gym is?” 
Holley’s words were like razors on my skin. Just the way she said it, it was like she didn’t believe me, as if I was lying about how badly I hurt. If she only knew. 
I really could not care less if she were my friend anymore, but it seemed like I was making a new one. Keira seemed like someone who was over the whole “do whatever it takes to be popular mentality,” and here comes Holley to ruin it all, making it sound like I was mentally unstable. It made me angry, but what was worse, it ripped out my heart. 
I hated feeling that way. I hated it when I let the bullies get to me like that. There were so many pep talks I had given myself, that having friends didn’t matter. Who was I kidding? I wanted friends. It felt good to be liked. 
“You know, Holley, I think I’ll be just fine with Ava showing me if it’s all the same to you.” Keira arched her perfectly plucked eyebrows. 
Holley didn’t really know what to say. Her dark eyes widened with rage, and just as she was about to open her mouth, Mrs. Swanson called our attention forward. Keira gave me a quick wink, and I smiled at her. Holley flipped her hair and quickly turned around. 
I liked Keira instantly. Anyone who could see through Holley that fast was a friend of mine. 
Mrs. Swanson let Keira and I leave a few minutes early so I could show her where to go and then get to my next class. Talk about luck. Mrs. Swanson was the sort of teacher that was a stickler for rules, so this was really out of character for her. Holley glared at us all the way out the door. 
Keira talked to me on our way down the hall, the walls peppered with lockers and “Go Team” posters, and through the double doors that led to the gym lobby. 
To our left and right were concession stands and restrooms. Right in the center stood a floor-to-ceiling glass case full of trophies collected over the years, a testament to the school’s dominance from basketball to soccer. 
Keira seemed to be one of those people that rambled when they were nervous. By the time we reached the gym, I’d learned all about her upbringing in England and why she came to good ‘ol Alabama to practice gymnastics. 
She explained to me all about why she was starting so late in the year. Her paperwork was delayed because of a birth certificate mix-up. Coach Nelson had sent her a video of the routine, so she had been practicing all summer so she wouldn’t fall behind. She hated missing so many football games, but she was glad to be here for competition. Ra-Ra! 
We were a small state and had even smaller towns. When most people thought about Alabama, they usually thought about cotton fields and our SEC football teams, but we had a lot more to offer. Our school, in particular, had an amazing gymnastics and cheerleading program. 
“So, are the other girls as… pleasant as Holley?” she asked as we walked past the trophy case and into the gym. 
“Ha, you noticed, huh?” I snorted. 
The gym smelled like floor wax and sweat. A ball trolley was in the middle of the gym, beside a volleyball net. The high ceiling held giant lights, and each one of them was turned on. I shielded my eyes; the light bothered my head. 
“I’ve been in the business for a while now.” She shrugged her shoulders, looking around the gym. “There are some really nice girls, and there are some really not-so-nice girls.” 
“All I can tell you is that there are a few that aren’t so bad.” I pointed to Coach Nelson’s office. “That’s where you need to be. I have to head to class.” 
“I’m sure I’ll see you around.” She smiled at me. 
“Yeah, I’m sure.” I smiled back. 
“Black,” Coach Nelson called to me as she came out of her office. She always called us by our last names. “It’s good to see you in here.” 
“Hey, Coach.” I nodded toward her. 
“You have some belongings still in your locker.” She clapped me on the back, sending shock waves through my head. “You can get them now or leave them in there for when you come back.” 
“I think I’ll get them, Coach,” I told her, not wanting to give her false hope. 
“Richards, welcome again.” She gestured for Keira to follow her. 
Keira waved goodbye to me, and I headed for the locker room. With the migraines, I was on permanent P.E. restriction. I wasn’t complaining. On days like this, I was doing good just walking to and from each class. Still, it bothered me that at 18, I was unable to do things that I once loved. I knew if I even attempted a simple stunt that used to come so naturally to me, I’d be on the floor, throwing up. 
Pushing the thoughts from my mind, I made my way toward my locker. It was still a few minutes before the next class would be here, so the locker room was bare. It was dark save for a few lights, one of which was flickering in that horror movie sort of way. The light was bothersome. So, I gave the switch a jiggle, trying to get it right itself. No luck. 
Sighing, I gave up on the light, deciding I wouldn’t be in here long, so it was not that big of a deal. I reached my locker, put in the combination, and opened the creaky door. The maroon paint was old and chipped away on my hand. They really needed to get new lockers. 
A shirt and a pair of shoes were inside the small metal compartment. The shirt was one that Rob had bought me when we went to a concert to see one of my favorite artists. Just the sight of it made me see red. I wanted nothing that reminded me of our time together. 
I had been a different person then, a person who I would rather forget. I grabbed the t-shirt, crumpled it up into a ball, marched over to the nearby trashcan, and threw it in. My chest was rising and falling at a rapid pace. I was furious, which was not a good idea. Anytime my emotions got the better of me, especially being angry, it sent a pressure to my head that was unbearable. 
I suddenly felt sick. Rushing to the stalls, I barely made it before my breakfast came back up. My back hugging the stall wall, I slumped to the floor once it was over. After purging my stomach of its contents, the pain in my head had tripled. There was no way I could finish out the day. 
I reached into my back pocket to pull out my phone, ready to call my mom for an emergency pick-up, when I felt the room spin. My body slid sideways, and I hit the icy floor before I knew what was going on, sending my phone skidding across the dingy, grey tile. 
My head hit with a good crack, and I felt my eyes roll in the back of my head, and then my body went rigid. My eyes snapped back into place, staring out at the end of the stalls, unable to move. There was a slight haze around everything as if I were dreaming, but there was no way I could be. If I wasn’t, then why couldn’t I move? 
An intense pressure suddenly surrounded me. I knew there was someone else in the room with me, but I couldn’t see them. The lights were still only half on, so the room was dim. Above me, they flickered. Footsteps in the distance were closing in. The closer they got, the more intense the pressure became until I thought I might be squashed beneath it like a bug. 
I knew what this was. Sleep paralysis. But how? It only took place right before waking up or falling asleep. The only thing I had been doing was barfing my guts up. Had I passed out? Why? This had never happened before. 
A pair of legs rounded the corner. They stopped as if the person they belonged to wanted to take a good long look at me. Then, another pair appeared, smaller, thinner, more faint. Then another, and another. Before long, a group was standing at the edge of the stalls. 
Then they rushed toward me, all of them at once. A fiery hand grabbed my throat, cutting off all the air to my lungs. I could feel them on me, straddling my body, pinning me to the ground. My eyes were wide open, but I couldn’t see them. Where were they? Those bone-sharp fingers pinched into my skin as I struggled to breathe. 
There was a smell, a stench that made my eyes water, and then I felt a pressure on my lips. It was as if they were trying to kiss me, but they yanked my mouth open with their other hand. I wanted to scream, but nothing came out, my voice lost in fear. My head was pounding; my ears ringing so loudly it hurt. 
I heard it then, a laugh, the same laugh from my nightmare last night. It was deep, rough. It wasn’t coming from me; it was from… that thing; the thing attacking me. Its mouth was on mine, and it breathed in deeply, drinking me in. It was taking my breath. It was going to kill me. I had to fight back, but I was so weak, and it was so strong. 
It was useless. There was nothing I could do but lay there and wait for the end to come. 
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  Ava



      [image: image-placeholder]Floating. That’s what it felt like. The blackness had already taken hold of me and now, I was just suspended. In what? The air? I didn’t know, but I was somewhere, and it was just nothingness.  
There was no cold, no heat, no light. It should have been overwhelming. I should have been terrified, but I felt more at peace than I had in a long time because there was also no pain. 
My head felt clear. I could form a coherent thought. For the first time in six months, my body, my mind, was free. 
Are you free, Ava? 
It was a voice from within the darkness, or was it in my head? I turned my head from side to side, but it was pitch black, there was no way I could see anything. 
Do you want to stay here? Here in all of this blackness? 
Who are you? Where are you? Where am I? 
It’s nice here away from the light, isn’t it? 
I… I don’t hurt. It feels… good. 
Good enough to stay? 
I… I don’t know what you mean. 
The voice was raspy, but I couldn’t make out if it was male or female. It sounded far away, but it was hard to tell since it bounced off the walls of this place, whatever it was. The way its voice echoed, it made me think I was in some sort of cave. 
There was something picking at the peace that had settled over my consciousness. Its claw-like fingers, digging until it hurt, digging until I realized how uncomfortable I truly was. 
That’s it. You see it now. You see it for what it really is, don’t you? 
Who are you? 
Don’t give in, Ava. You’re stronger than… 
Nothing. The voice just stopped talking. For a while I remained silent, wondering where it could have gone. I listened until I couldn’t take the silence any longer. 
Hello? Are you still there? How do I get out of here? Hello? Hello! 
There was a rustling sound in the distance that made my entire body freeze. I don’t even think I was breathing. It sounded like a bug, with thousands of tiny hairy legs, scurrying across a stone floor. I shivered, goosebumps forming all along my body. 
For a while, the silence took back over. It lasted so long that I was beginning to believe I had imagined the sound altogether. Then, a bit closer this time, I heard it again. I knew it wasn’t just a trick my mind was playing on me; there was someone or something in here with me. 
This once peaceful rest was now a thing of nightmares. I did not understand where I was or how to get out. My hands and feet could feel nothing. 
Again, I heard rustling in the distance, each noise sounding closer and closer. The nearer it got, the clearer the sound became. Deep within me, I knew it was someone. It was that same someone who had found me lying helpless on the locker room floor. I had to get out of here, but I was at a complete loss as to how. 
Over here. 
The voice was back. I jerked my head around, trying to find it. 
Hello? What do I do? You have to help me. 
I can’t. 
Then why are you here? 
You have to help yourself. 
How? 
Don’t give in to the shadows. Don’t find comfort in the darkness. Open your eyes. 
They are open! I can’t see anything! 
No, Ava, open your eyes. Wake up! You have the power to fight against this. Use it! Wake up! 
What? 
Wake up! 
Suddenly, a scream reverberated off of the cavernous walls. The blood in my veins seemed to freeze in place. Every hair on my body stood on end. Then, I heard pounding, like thunder that never ended. That was when I realized that something was running at me. 
Wake up, Ava! Open your eyes! 
My eyes jerked open, and a brilliant light instantly blinded me. It almost looked like a mixture of blues and purples, like flashes of lightning, but then it faded to white. There were muffled voices and I think I heard someone say my name, but I wasn’t sure. Slowly, faces took shape above me. There was a mess of black hair, the smell of leather, and a black tattoo. 
“She’s coming to,” I heard someone say. 
“Step aside, young man,” another person said. 
When I could finally see, I focused on a pair of intense grey eyes. 
“Gabriel?” I questioned. “Why are you in the girls’ locker room?” 
Really, Ava? That’s what you’re going to ask? I thought to myself. 
He looked back at me, an odd expression on his face, one that I couldn’t really read. It was probably because I was still loopy, but I was almost certain he looked angry. I began noticing more faces around me; Keira and Coach Nelson were there. To my horror, so was Frankie. 
She had the most intense sneer on her face. I wasn’t a mind reader, but I was almost certain what she was thinking, “There goes Ava again, acting like she’s dying. She’s such a Drama Queen.” 
Why did this have to happen here? Why did it have to happen in front of her? This was just ammunition, and I handed it right over to her on a silver platter. 
The paramedic was securing a brace around my neck. 
“I don’t need that,” I told him. 
“It’s procedure, honey,” he responded. 
I figured it was better not to argue or resist. The last thing I wanted to do was give Frankie and her goons any more juicy gossip to carry back to the rest of the school. So, I remained silent when they put me on a stretcher, strapped me down, and lifted me onto the gurney. 
There was only one way out of the locker room, and that was through the gym. The paramedics rolled me out to a group of whispering onlookers. I closed my eyes so I wouldn’t have to look at them. It was that mantra you told yourself when you were little and afraid of the dark, “If I can’t see them, they can’t see me.” 
The truth was, I didn’t want them to see me right now. I wanted them to see me for who I was, not what I was going through. If I could force them to sit down and listen to what I had to say, I would. Maybe then, they would be kinder. Maybe then, I wouldn’t have to feel like a freak. Maybe then, they would understand. But life is a jerk, and it doesn’t care what you want. 
I took a glance as they lifted me into the ambulance and saw Gabriel towering over the other students, that same intense glare on his face. 

      [image: image-placeholder]I was at the hospital for the entire night. I hoped that it would just be a few hours, but my family doctor, Dr. Hester, wasn’t hearing of it.  
“Ava, this is a very serious matter,” she told me. “We need to do several tests, and if I’m not happy with what I see, then you may have to stay an additional day. No arguments, young lady. We have to make sure we take good care of you.” 
My parents agreed. I was stuck there until the doctor cleared me. For hours we sat in the hospital room, Mom worrying, Dad answering work emails, and me pretending I was asleep. If I was awake, Mom would hover, and right now I couldn’t stand it. 
My mind was too busy with scenarios of Frankie trying to make my life more of a living hell. I’m sure she had something amazing up her sleeve. I guess staying in the hospital was a reprieve from her endless torture. 
There was a knock, breaking my train of thought. I could hear Mom’s shoes clicking on the white tile floor as she made her way to the door. 
“Hi,” the British accent hit my ears like a musical note. “I’m Keira, a friend of your daughter’s. Well, we actually just met today. Um, these are for her.” 
My eyes shot open, and I watched as Keira handed my mom a bouquet of sunflowers. They were gorgeous and my favorite flower. I wondered how she could have guessed that. Maybe she had asked someone, but who? 
“She’s sleeping right now, but….” 
“I’m awake,” I announced, my voice cracking in a way that made me sound more pitiful than I was. 
“Oh, well,” Mom started, giving me a look that said, “You should rest.” 
“It’s okay, Mom,” I told her, sitting up. “I could use some company.” 
“Alright, but just for a while.” She smiled sweetly. 
She moved aside and let Keira enter. Keira gave Mom a mesmerizing smile and gingerly walked over to me, then embraced me in a warm hug. 
“How are you?” she asked. 
“I’m alright.” I shrugged and tried not to flinch at the pain in my head that the movement caused. “Honey, why don’t we grab something to eat?” Mom prodded Dad with her foot. “Would you girls like anything?” 
“Oh, no, I’m fine, Mrs. Black,” Keira told her. “My host family made a large dinner.” 
“Your host family? You’re an exchange student?” Dad raised an eyebrow. 
“Hence the accent,” Keira giggled. “I’m here from London on a gymnastics scholarship for the cheer team.” 
“Oh….” Mom looked worried. She was well aware of how awful Frankie and her goons had been to me. 
“It’s alright, Mom,” I jumped in. “Keira is cool.” 
Mom looked at her and then at Dad. He was still staring at Keira as though trying to determine if he could trust leaving her with his daughter. After a moment, he grabbed Mom by the hand. 
“We’ll be right back,” he said, kissing my forehead, and then they left the room. 
Once they had left, I relaxed immediately. I didn’t even realize I was so tense. I loved my parents, but sometimes they acted like I might break. It could be overwhelming. 
Keira sat in the chair my dad had just occupied and looked over at me. It was funny, but even though I’d literally just met her, I felt very comfortable around her. 
“So, how are you really feeling?” She cut her bright blue eyes at me. 
Keira wasn’t stupid. I didn’t think my parents were either, but she and I were the same age. It was easier to talk to your friends about certain things. 
“Like I about died,” I confessed. 
“It’s okay to feel bad, you know,” she said in a tender voice. “We’re only human, Ava. We’re not built to hold it all inside.” 
I nodded my head in agreement, and for some reason, I just broke down crying. Keira rushed over and hugged me to her chest, letting me get tears all over her pretty black shirt. 
Why was I breaking down in front of this girl? I didn’t even know her. Sure, she was nice and seemed to be reaching out to me, but I’ve never been one to be so open. I felt this weight on my shoulders, and having her come here to check on me just seemed to be that one last piece to have it all come crashing down. 
“I’m sorry,” I told her as I wiped my eyes dry. “I don’t know where that came from.” 
“Don’t worry,” she hugged me one more time, “It’s what friends are for.” 
I smiled, feeling better than I had in a long time. It felt good to have a friend. Still, there was a slight fear in me. Keira was my friend now, but I couldn’t help wondering how long it would last. Frankie had a way of convincing people to believe just about anything. Keira seemed like a strong-willed person, but there weren’t many people who could resist Frankie’s charms, or her threats. 
Keira stayed even after my parents came back. Before long, she had them convinced she hung the moon and stars. Even though she was new to all of us, Keira just had something about her that pulled you in, and you couldn’t help but want to be near her. There was something bright about her presence that made me feel like I needed her to be here right at this moment. 
Near the end of visiting hours, she stood up and announced she needed to get back before her host family thought she had run away back to London. Mom and Dad were sad to see her go, but none more than me. 
Thankfully, I was able to go home the next day, but Dr. Hester scheduled me for several follow-up appointments. Apparently, she thought I needed every test that medical professionals had ever created. I still wasn’t able to return to school until she cleared me. 
Keira was kind enough to bring the homework I was missing so I wouldn’t get behind. She also snuck me in my favorite Sonic treat. We made sure to discreetly dispose of the cups so my parents wouldn’t have a fit about it. Dr. Hester had put me on a strict diet of no sugar, but let me tell you something—a girl cannot live without her chocolate chip cookie dough blast. 
Keira kept me up to date on the happenings at school while we pretended I was eating tuna and making half attempts at History homework. As I predicted, Frankie was telling everyone I had overdosed on my migraine meds. Keira didn’t want to tell me at first, but after some convincing, she revealed to me what had been spreading around campus like a wildfire. 
“You really shouldn’t let it get to you, Ava,” Keira tried comforting me. “You know what really happened. Frankie is a vile girl and eventually, she’ll get what’s coming to her.” 
“Yeah, but in the meantime, I do have to worry about it,” I sighed. 
“Well, you don’t have to face it alone,” she told me with a pat on my hand. 
“Thanks, Keira,” I smiled, “You really are my only friend.” 
“Truly? What about Gabriel?” she wondered with a raised eyebrow, seeming really confused. 
“Gabriel?” I questioned, the image of his angry face flashing in my mind’s eye. 
“Yes, I figured you two were friends.” She shrugged her shoulders. “He’s been asking me about you every day. I assumed he couldn’t visit you himself, seeing as how your father might not take too kindly to such a… brooding figure coming to call on his daughter.” 
“Well, that’s nice of him to ask,” I told her. “But Gabriel Matthews and I are not friends. We’ve spoken like once. To be honest, he sort of creeps me out.” 
“Are we talking about the same Gabriel Matthews?” She looked shocked. “Because the dude’s hot.” 
“You can be creepy and hot,” I pointed out. 
“True,” she giggled in that musical tone of hers. “He did basically rescue you, though.” 
“Rescue me?” I felt left out of something. 
“Yes. What? Has no one told you?” Keira looked shocked. “When you started convulsing, you were screaming. Gabriel apparently heard you as he was walking by the girls’ locker room door. He came rushing in and found you on the floor and held you so you wouldn’t hurt yourself and then used his cell to call an ambulance.” 
“Oh, I didn’t know.” I really couldn’t think of anything else to say. 
That was the end of our conversation about Gabriel, but that didn’t mean I stopped thinking about him. He may have come to my rescue, but I still felt like there was just something odd about him. 
I told myself that I wouldn’t think about it anymore, that Gabriel Matthews would just fade from my mind if I concentrated on Math. Who was I kidding? His face was there, haunting me, as I was trying to figure out what 36 times 3 was. It took me a full 10 minutes to realize I had it wrong, and that’s why I had to do the problem over four times. 
I was so thankful to be back in my own bed after a couple days in the hospital, but I still felt as if I had been run over with a steamroller, so my mind was mush. I gave up after Keira left and put on some light music until I was called down for dinner. 
That night Mom made my favorite comfort food, fried pork chops and homemade tortillas. I was full and as content as I had been in a long time, even if she let the pork chops cook a bit too long and the burnt half of the tortillas. It was unlike her to let food burn, but she was tired, too. 
I slept deeply, shifting in and out of a dream that didn’t make much sense at first. Then, as it became clearer, I realized Gabriel was standing in that same field I had seen before, the one with the woman. He was alone though, the night sky bright and full of stars. 
It looked as though he were holding something in his hands. It was shining and midnight blue. When he opened his palms, streaks of blue lightning shot outward, illuminating the surrounding field. Perhaps I should have been afraid, but I was more curious. 
“Look at your hands,” he said. 
When I looked down, I saw my hands were aglow. The color was deep purple, with hints of vibrant pink. I was in awe. I moved my hands in front of my face, watching the light dance beneath my skin. 
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