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Press Epic

Where indicated, Scripture taken from the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE®, Copyright © 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1995 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission.

This is a work of fiction. All the characters, events, and locations portrayed in the book are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.
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To Aron.

For leading me into a greater adventure.
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Twelve Years Ago

“One,” Gains whispered. Inhale. Exhale. The muzzle of his Glock glinted six inches from his face. A bead of sweat dropped into his eye. He blinked it away, watching the wall opposite him as bullets from the intersecting corridor pelted the surface.

“Two.” Inhale. Exhale. The drone of the alarm blaring from every school speaker compressed his eardrums, almost as much as the concussion of the offending gun. He turned his head to the right and made eye contact with his partner, Agent Stevens. Gains flicked two fingers. His gray-haired partner nodded.

“Three.” Gains took two giant steps into the center of the hall, turned and extended his gun back to the corner where he had been standing.

Inch. He moved a little, revealing more of the hall beyond. 

Inch. Gunfire. A bullet struck the fully exposed wall next to him...only feet away. 

Inch. A little more. 

Gunfire. Another bullet. 

Inch. The alarm. The sweat. 

Inch. 

Gunfire.

A man in a silver and black mask crouched near the exit. Gains sighted him down. 

Gunfire. 

The wall exploded inches from Gains’s face. He flinched. Squeezed. The shot went wild.

On his knees, Stevens thrust his gun around the corner. He sent several blind shots down the corridor, as Gains tried to line the masked man up again. The man slid around into an adjacent hall before Gains could discharge another round.

He ground his teeth. “Let’s go.” 

Gun still extended, he rushed down the hall. He leaned his back to the wall opposite the connecting hall, just out of line of sight. Stevens did the same on the opposite side, repeating the same thing they had just done. Training. Stick to the training. Gains began inching around, watching his sights for the man in the mask.

Before he could maneuver far enough to see the end of the corridor, something rolled into view. Something round and black.

Gains’s heart clenched. “Down!” 

He dove away, scrambling back the way he had come. His partner hustled at his side. 

Fire and thunder consumed the hall around the corner where they had been. Mortar and debris flew through the air. The lights flickered overhead and ceiling tile fell. The shockwave compressed his head for only a moment before relenting back to the drone of the bell tone and the pattering of debris.

Gains looked back at the cloud of dust, no longer able to see the joining corridor. 

Something slammed. A door.

“Come on!” Gains shouted. “He’s getting away.”

With gun at the ready, Gains plunged through the debris and dust. Stevens followed close behind and two steps to the side. The debris cleared midway down the hall, and they sprinted to the end where steel double doors waited. Gains leaned against the wall near one door. Stevens on the other side. They paused. Gains tilted his head closer to the door. Listening.

Scuffling and shouts echoed through the door. Gunshot.

Gains leaned against the push bar and swung out his gun as the door opened. Bullets spattered the building and the door. Gains dropped to his knees. The man in the mask fled, firing blindly behind him. Gains steeled himself and lined him up, ignoring the random gunfire. And squeezed.

The man collapsed.

Gains leaped up, Glock stretched out, and ran toward the fallen monster.

An arm moved. 

Thunder. 

Gains jumped to the ground and rolled, keeping his eyes on the target. The man stood to run again. Gains rose to one knee. Easy kill.

“Markus!”

He pushed away his partner’s voice and took a deep breath. His finger twitched against the trigger.

“Markus!” 

The urgency in his partner’s voice made him turn his head as his gun remained stationary. Stevens knelt next to a man lying face down.

“Bevaldi,” said Stevens.

Gains swore and turned back to the man in the mask. Gone.

“He’s still alive, Markus.”

Gains went to his partner’s side. Bevaldi’s back was saturated with blood. “Stay with him,” Gains said.

Sirens wailed in the distance. Lots of sirens.

“Where are you going?” asked Stevens.

“To finish this.” Gains lifted the Glock to his shoulder and ran forward.

The land sloped to a small ravine with a flowing stream snaking across the bottom. Gains bent his knees for balance and slid down the loose scree. Tight shrubs guarded the water below, and Gains carefully crawled through them. Blood on the ground marked the masked man’s trail. 

On the other side of the shrubs, he glanced in both directions, leading with his Glock. Clear. The stream was a mere trickle, but the impressions of boots were easily recognizable. 

He pointed his Glock in the direction of the blood trail and walked. Quickly. Gains panned his gun over the brush and strained his ears for the smallest sound beyond that of his own rolled footsteps and the gurgling water. 

A crackle in the bushes. Gains swung the gun around and held his breath. A moment later, a bird chirped and flew away. He brought the gun back around and continued. After a hundred yards or so, broken branches, skid marks in the dirt, and drops of muddy blood indicated the man’s exit from the ravine. Gains followed through the underbrush, muscles coiled and senses engaged.

On the other side, boot prints ended where asphalt began. Gains swore again. His phone vibrated and he snatched it from his belt. 

“What?”

“You need to come back.” Agent Stevens’s voice was grave.

“Coming.” Gains returned the phone to his belt and looked again at the road. He hated losing. He wanted to roar and toss his gun in frustration. Instead, he holstered it and turned back to the ravine.

When Gains reached the school again, men in SWAT uniforms with M4s secured the area. A pair of paramedics worked over Bevaldi. Gains shook his head. The idiot. He should have listened.

Agent Stevens stood near the exit door with another man. 

Gains went to them. “He’s in a car. Have the roadblocks been set up like I instructed?”

The other man answered. “Yes. Every road in a mile radius of the school and every major thoroughfare in a five-mile radius.”

“Gains, this is Detective McKenzie,” said Stevens.

Gains nodded. “You’re too late.”

“Markus,” said Agent Stevens. “So were we.” The older man’s countenance fell with more wrinkles than normal.

Gains felt a gnawing in his stomach. He looked one more time at Bevaldi lying beneath the frantic work of paramedics, and sighed. He turned back to his partner. Stevens shook his head and then motioned toward the building.

“There’s more, Markus. Inside.”

“But...”

“Bevaldi was wrong. We were late.”

Gains suppressed his boiling frustration and allowed Stevens to lead him back into the building.

Inside, he noticed the details of the hall for the first time. White and brown—like any other school, with latex ceiling panels and laminate square floors. Colorful bulletin boards hung beside each door, displaying the students’ latest achievements. An elementary school. 

The gnawing grew.

Beyond the explosion debris and where the chase had begun, bloody footprints and smears painted the floor like wayward strokes of a brush. Agent Stevens and Detective McKenzie followed these, leading Agent Gains around another corner and through an adjacent hall. As they walked, the bloody footprints darkened and become more defined, less hurried.

Even without seeing the end of the trail, Gains knew where the footprints led. A door near the end of that hall was flanked by at least half a dozen SWAT and several other men, whom Gains took to be more detectives. The detectives watched them approach. One of them spoke, but Gains didn’t listen...something about waiting for CSU. Gains pushed past them all.

Five bodies lay strewn throughout the room. One was an adult...the teacher. Shot in the back and lying in a puddle of blood.

The other four bodies were in their own dark pools of blood. Tiny hands and faces, pale and lifeless. Gains clenched his teeth and fists...shaking all over, unable to control the boiling within any longer. 

Seconds. If only they had come seconds earlier. That’s all it would have taken. Seconds lost. Seconds hesitated. And they had been too late.

A touch on the shoulder. Gains flinched, turning the hatred of his glare onto his partner. 

“There’s a survivor,” Stevens said. His old face void of its usual hardness.

Gains allowed the edge to fade away. “Where?”

Detective McKenzie stepped forward. “She’s at the principal’s office. I’ll take you.”

He led Gains and Stevens toward the central area of the school. A set of double glass doors indicated the main entrance. Outside, police cars flashed their bright lights, beyond which Gains could see a crowd of students huddled in a parking lot.

Near the entrance were the glass windows of the school’s reception area. Several police officers stood beside the door. Beyond the reception area was an office near the back. The office door had a glass panel, through which Gains could see a man and a woman seated next to a little girl.

“The principal and the superintendent,” said Detective McKenzie. 

Gains nodded.

The girl had a soft face, sallow and smeared red with dried blood. Her dirty blonde hair matted crimson, and her clothes were saturated to the point of almost being black. She stared at the floor with wide eyes, her lips clenched tight. Her entire body trembled as if the temperature were below freezing.

All of Gains’ anger melted away, leaving a pulsing sense of despair in its wake. “Is she hurt?”

“That’s what is so odd,” said McKenzie. “She’s not injured at all. Paramedics checked her from head to toe.”

“Why is she still in here?”

“With the school secured, we thought it best to keep her isolated, so as not to risk the other children seeing her.”

Gains glanced out the nearest window to the children gathered outside. Some screamed and cried. Some just stared around in shock. A few played chase. The teachers all looked like frightened deer. 

He turned back. “How old is she?”

“Seven.”

“Where are her parents?” asked Stevens.

“Dead,” said McKenzie. “A call from a neighbor came in just before you called. Said she saw both cars still at home and went to go check on them, to see if they were sick. When there was no answer she peeked in a window and saw them on the floor. Looks like they were shot earlier this morning. Murdered just like the class. MO is the same and we’re pretty sure it was the same killer. Ballistics will verify it later this week.”

Stevens and Gains exchanged nervous looks.

“We think,” McKenzie continued, “that the gunman was looking for her.” He nodded his head in the direction of the little girl.

Gains pressed his lips together and nodded to his partner.

McKenzie tilted his head. “Do you know something I don’t?”

“I’m sorry. But that information is classified.”

“Is this about that nut-job Bevaldi?” asked McKenzie.

Gains glared at him. “Next of kin?”

“We’re working on that. It may take some time though. In the meantime, I’m afraid I’ll have to bring in social services.”

“That won’t be necessary. She’ll be coming with us.” Gains twisted the doorknob and stepped into the room. 

The girl jerked her head up, fear-stricken. She darted her eyes to the principal and then back to him.

Gains eased closer and knelt. A backpack sat open near the girl’s feet. A few books and papers peeked out. Gains reached in and withdrew a colored sheet of a farmhouse. The sun blue, and the sky purple. The farmhouse was a mixture of orange and green. A yellow cow stood nearby. Yet it was obvious that the color choices were deliberate and calculated, the strokes measured and even—a child with a surrealistic eye for art. A second sheet was of a butterfly, purple and black. The coloring perfectly delicate. Realistic.

“Did you color this?” asked Gains softly.

The girl did not respond.

“It’s very pretty,” he said. “You’re very talented.”

Her body trembled.

“I know you’re scared, but you’re safe now. I’ll make sure of it, okay?”

The girl nodded, just a slight bob of her head. She lifted her face and looked Gains in the eyes, penetrating deeper into Gains’s heart than a first grader should be able to do.

“I’m with the FBI. Do you know what that is?”

She shook her head almost imperceptibly.

“I’m like a special policeman...we help people like you who are really scared. We’ll take care of you and keep away the bad men. Would you like that?”

She nodded again.

“Soon I’m going to take you with me. We’re going to take you away from the school for a little while...someplace safe. I’m even going to send one of my friends to get some of your favorite things from home. Would that be all right?”

Her trembling lips parted and, in a whisper that was barely audible, she said, “Mommy and daddy say I’m not supposed to go with strangers.” 

Gains smiled. “Your mommy and daddy are very smart. I bet they told you all about policemen too.”

She nodded.

“And I’m a very special policeman, here to protect you. But I tell you what, how about I tell you my name and talk with you. Then we won’t be strangers anymore. Then I’ll be a policeman and your friend. Is that better?” He pulled out his badge and opened it. “Would you like to hold this?”

She nodded and took the badge from his hand.

“My name is Agent Gains. What’s yours?”

A small smile pulled at the corners of her mouth. She leaned forward and whispered, “Sandy.”​
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“When I passed by you and saw you squirming in your blood, I said to you while you were in your blood, ‘Live!’ Yes, I said to you while you were in your blood, ‘Live!”
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Ezekiel 16:6 (NAS)
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Present Day

Behind the Dodge Dakota, the trailer jolted and rattled over the uneven pavement. 

“Could you not do that? I have breakable stuff back there,” said Winter Maessen. She flashed her baby blue eyes at her dad, glaring beneath the strands of jet-black hair that swung forward. “I’d like everything to make it to school in one piece.”

“Sorry. Didn’t see the bump.” 

Steve Maessen slowed his truck as they neared the cul-de-sac at the end of the street.

“That one.” Winter pointed to the correct house.

Steve pulled up along the curb and stopped. “All right. Here we are. We’ve still got a long way before reaching Cherithville, so we can’t stay too long.”

“I know, Dad. Just an hour, okay?” 

She opened the door and stood on the pavement, staring at the front of Kaci’s house. She had only been here once before, after Xaphan had taken her and had her beaten. Maybe one day she could actually visit for a happy reason. 

A flicker of heat coursed through her body at the thought of what waited inside. She relaxed and let the sensation pass.

“Are you okay?” asked her dad. He closed his door, the sound filling the neighborhood far too easily.

“It’s happening more often.” She eased her door closed. “The rumbling, feeling like my skin is about to split. I don’t know what it means.”

“You’ll figure it out when God’s ready for you to. It may take years.”

“I hate waiting, and I hate having to figure things out even more.”

Steve laughed. “Of course you do. That’s why God makes you do it.”

She rolled her eyes and moved around the truck to the sidewalk. The rubber soles of her black shoes were all but noiseless, but her cargo pants made a swishing sound to rival the wind. Why was she trying to be so quiet? They were expected. Except for Kaci. She didn’t know they were coming.

Winter stayed focused on the front door, trying not to think too much on Kaci. She didn’t want the rumbling to start again. Not now. Not here.

She paused in front of the door, staring at the morbid reflection in the oval glass. Her hair was longer now than last year, but not by much. Winter wondered if maybe she should have left out a few piercings and self-consciously ran a finger over the five small hoops in her left ear. Only one hoop was in her eyebrow now. She’d let the other two grow closed over the summer. 

“Is something wrong?”

Winter glanced over her shoulder. “No. Everything’s fine.” She took a deep breath and lifted her hand to the door.

But the door opened before she could knock. Kaci’s mom stood there with a small smile. “I heard you talking.”

“Hi, Beverly,” said Winter.

“I’m so glad you came. I know you’ve been wanting to all summer, but well...you’ll see. Come in.” Beverly backed away and opened the door wide.

“Beverly,” Steve said and shook her hand.

“There’s coffee in the kitchen. Chris is at the church, he’ll be home in a little bit. He wants to see you two before you leave.” She closed the door and followed them to the kitchen.

“I’ll take some of that coffee,” Steve said.

Beverly went to a cabinet and retrieved a cup for him.

Winter looked around. “Where is she?”

Beverly sat at the dining room table. “In her room. Where she’s been all summer.”

Winter nodded and began the short trip down the hall to Kaci’s room. The door was closed and she thought briefly of knocking. Then, gritting her teeth, she grabbed the doorknob and just walked in.

Kaci sat on her daybed staring out of the window.  

For the merest second Winter saw her friend’s broken body as it had been when she found her, almost lifeless, in the tower on that terrible night three months ago. A knot pushed up in her throat and she choked it back. 

Kaci turned a little when Winter entered, revealing dark circles under her eyes and sunken cheeks. Her other injuries had miraculously healed in the hospital last May, when Winter had broken into the surgery room and prayed over Kaci.

As Kaci turned more into the light, Winter winced. Small white lines covered Kaci’s face like chicken scratch. One eyelid had a scar across it. Spanning her throat was a slightly larger scar that deformed the skin like an embedded worm.

At the sound of Winter’s involuntary intake of air, Kaci shook her disheveled hair to hide her face. “Why did you come?” she croaked.

Winter straightened and closed the door as she entered. “You haven’t spoken to me all summer, what did you expect me to do?”

“I didn’t want you to see me like this.”

“And why not? I’m your friend.”

“Still?”

“Are you insane?” Winter sat down beside Kaci. Kaci looked away. “Of course I’m still your friend. Why on earth would you think otherwise?” She reached out to touch Kaci’s exposed arm. There were white scars covering its surface and, in the middle of her forearm, the scars created a pentagram. Winter frowned. “You can’t avoid me. You should know better. I’m famously stubborn.”

Winter thought she saw a smile flash across Kaci’s face. She leaned in. “I listed you as my roommate for the fall.”

“You shouldn’t have done that,” Kaci said. “I’m not going back.”

“You have to. You preregistered.”

“I can’t go like this.” Kaci turned to face her, slinging her hair away from her marked face. “I’ll be humiliated—treated like a freak!”

“When has being treated differently ever bothered you? Last year you encouraged it. You said people liked who I was because of my differences. And you made me stay at school when I wanted to go home. Remember that?”

“For different reasons. You weren’t a hideous monster.”

“Plenty of people would disagree with you on that. Looks don’t mean anything. Nobody cares what you look like. It’s what’s inside that counts. You may be broken on the outside, but I’m the one broken on the inside. I’m far more a monster than you’ll ever be. Those people that hurt you? That used to be me. Think about it.”

“You’ve changed...I’ve changed. Things will never be the same. I can never go back.”

Winter pursed her lips. “This is not who you really are. I mean, the way you’re acting and the way you’re talking. It’s not you. You don’t have to change who you are, because if you do it means they won.”

“They won, Winter. Not us. Don’t you realize what they did to me?” Kaci’s eyes flashed with anger and pain. 

For a brief moment, Winter thought she could see something of those memories in her own mind. A rumble formed in her eyes. Heat surged through her body. She blinked and pushed it all away. The phantom image disappeared. “Yes. Yes I do. I’m the one who found you. I’m the one who pulled you out of that tower. I’m the one who broke into the surgery room to pray over you. I know exactly what they did. And I’m still here. I’m still your friend, and all of your other friends feel exactly the same way. They’ve been trying to call, same as I have. How dare you demean your friends by suggesting we’re so shallow that we care about a few insignificant scars? So drop the stupid act and let’s get to the real problem. You’re not mad at us at all. I know what’s wrong with you...so just say it already.”

Kaci looked away, crying. “Why did God let this happen to me? I did everything for him, everything he asked. So why me? I wanted to get married. I wanted a family. God took that away.”

Winter rubbed Kaci’s shoulder. “No, he didn’t. Do you think God is the only one pulling strings on this planet? Everyone’s trying to pull their own strings and the strings of everyone around them. Then you have sickos like Xaphan who come along just to tie knots in everything. God’s the only one who can unravel the mess. So your dream isn’t gone. You’ve just got to let God rewire the strings.”

“But I’m ugly, and they...they did things to me. No man will want me now.”

“Would you rather meet someone who loves you for your looks or for who you really are?”

Kaci’s shoulders slumped.

“And your virginity is not something that can be taken away. It’s more than just a physical condition. It is something you choose to give, and any man who thinks otherwise is not worth having.”

“Easy for you to say.”

Winter raised an eyebrow. “Do you think? I’ve made my mistakes, thank you.”

Kaci looked at her questioningly. “Sorry.”

“I’m not. Yes I made mistakes, but through those mistakes I can be here to help you now. And I’ll tell you this—hiding behind your pain will only increase it. The only way to overcome this is to face it head-on. I’ve been there. I used my pain to push people away. And it nearly destroyed me.”

Kaci looked away.

“It’s a lot to face at one time. I know it sucks. But I’ll help you through it. We’ll be living together and I’ll be there all the time. There’s nobody else on this planet who understands you and what you’re going through like I do. So you can sit here and rot in your own self-pity, or you can come with me and learn to live again.”

“I’m not sure I can.”

“The old Kaci wouldn’t have said that. The old Kaci would remember that all things can be done through Christ.”

Kaci turned back to Winter. “Have you always been like this?”

“What?” Winter definitely recognized a grin playing at the corners of Kaci’s mouth.

“Sitting there in your black clothes with your black hair and more earrings than ear, lecturing me like a preacher on steroids. I don’t remember you being so...profound. Did I miss something last year?”

“Um...no,” said Winter. “I guess that’s new. It happened some last year. I guess...well, things like that are happening more lately. I don’t really do it on purpose. It’s like all these thoughts just get poured into my head, and if I don’t open my mouth to relieve the pressure, I’ll pop like a zit.”

“Eww.”

“Sorry. Pop like a...”

“A balloon?”

“No. Not graphic enough.”

Kaci chuckled.

“See? There you go. A little humor for you. Maybe I should be graphically gross instead of motivational.” Winter smiled.

“We’re not in junior high.” Kaci shook her head.

“Poop.”

Kaci laughed and shoved Winter in the shoulder. “Stop it!”

“Hey, whatever works.”

Kaci leaned back. “So why are you moving in early?”

“Summer’s an RA in Carmichael, remember? She needs help getting her floor ready, so she got permission from the Dean of Students for me to come a day early and help.”

“Oh, I see.”

“Upperclassmen can move in tomorrow. Freshmen in two days. But classes don’t start until next week. Will you come back? Just give it one semester, that’s all I ask.”

Kaci turned back to the window. “I’ll think about it.”

“That’s better than what I got when I came in. So I’ll take that as progress.”

“What about him?”

“Who?”

Kaci’s lips firmed and she seemed to stare harder out the window.

Winter ground her teeth and the rumbling began again. This time she didn’t try to suppress it. “I’m going to find him. And when I do...he won’t get away.”
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Four Years Ago

The ticking of the clock dominated the bulk of conversation. Winter, fifteen years old, slouched in a leather armchair, alternating between staring at a dark wooden floor and the teal and brown rug in the center of the room. She flicked her eyes up to see if the others were still watching her. Her unwashed greasy hair fell on her face, so that the other two could not see her eyes through the black strands.

Her dad, in an identical chair to her left, sat upright and watched her with a mixture of concern and disgust. The disgust was not lost on Winter. Steve drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair.

The room’s third occupant did not sit behind the polished cherry desk at the back of the room. Rather, he sat in another armchair, making a sort of triangular circle. He was younger than her dad, with blondish hair and a neatly trimmed goatee. He leaned forward and peered at Winter. Unlike her dad, this man’s face showed nothing but genuine concern. This was not lost on Winter either. His name was Daniel Lucas, and he was the youth pastor at a church just a few miles from where Winter and Steve lived.

Winter turned away from them, ignoring the last question, and scanned the books filling the bookshelves that lined the study. Most of the titles were out of range of the dim light coming from the iron floor lamp nestled between two shelves. The ticking clock sat on one shelf.

“Winter,” said Daniel. “We’ve been here over fifteen minutes, and you haven’t said a word. Let’s try something different. Tell me about your mom.”

Winter rolled her eyes and shifted her body even farther away from the others, but the leather chair did not relent much.

“We’re just concerned and we’re only trying to help. I realize you were close to your mom and it’s been difficult for you. I understand where you’re coming from.”

“No you don’t,” she said.

“No, I do. My mom died when I was in high school, too. And my wife died when Ryan was in fifth grade. We both know what it’s like.”

Winter clenched her teeth.

“What helped us, me when I was your age and both of us when my wife died, was talking. We had friends, family, people who loved us, who we were able to sit and talk to. It took lots of time to heal, but we did. Keeping it in will only make it worse.”

“My mom is dead, what else is there to talk about?” She refused to look at him.

“Talk about her, talk about how you feel, talk about whatever you want. Just talk.”

“Winter,” her dad said.

“It’s all your fault anyway, Dad. You should have told him that while you two were pretending I wasn’t in the room.”

“There’s no need to pass blame,” Daniel said.

“I’m not passing blame. Blame is already implied. He assumed the blame when he left us.”

Steve huffed. She mustered the deepest hate she could and threw it at him with her eyes. He opened his mouth to say something in reply, but Daniel stopped him. Steve looked away and crossed his arms.

“No,” Daniel said, “let her talk.”

“Don’t try to shrink me.” Winter shifted the hate to Daniel. 

He didn’t flinch. “I’m not, but obviously there’s more to this than just your mom dying. Perhaps if we could resolve all these other issues it could help.”

“There’s nothing wrong with me.”

“I didn’t say there was. Do you think there’s something wrong with you?”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

“No it’s not,” said Daniel. “You seem pretty normal to me. Tell me about it. Maybe I can help.”

“I don’t need your help. Why am I even here?”

Steve turned back to her. “We’re here because you haven’t been yourself since your mom started getting sick. Everything’s changed about you. And after she died you haven’t talked to your friends or me or even come out of your room.”

“How about we completely screw up your life and see how you deal?”

Steve’s face turned crimson.

“Isn’t that overstating it a bit?” Daniel asked.

“How would you know? Has he told you what he did? What I’m reminded of every day?”

“You have no idea what you’re talking about!” Steve shouted.

Daniel held up a hand, before Winter could let out the string of profanities clawing her throat. “Let’s start over,” he said. “Winter, your mother’s just died. You were forced to move to a new home and live with your father, who you don’t really get along with. Things have changed, we’re not pretending they haven’t. But your dad’s concerned...”

She snorted. “Is that what he told you? That’s he’s concerned?” 

“Well, he is. He’s concerned about the changes you’ve made.”

“The only thing he’s concerned about is his pocketbook and how much I could cost him.”

Steve leaned toward her, his face twisted and red. “What’s wrong with you? Why do you keep...” 

Daniel touched a hand to Steve’s shoulder. “Perhaps we should discuss the relationship between the two of you first.”

“We can’t discuss something that doesn’t exist,” said Winter.

“Then perhaps,” Daniel said, “we should find a way to build one.”

“What’s the point?”

“The point is you need a support system. You need someone you can talk to and rely on.”

“Do you honestly think I’ll get that from him?”

Steve clenched his eyes and turned his face.

“Look at him! He won’t even respond! He won’t even deny what I’ve said!”

“Maybe,” Daniel said to Steve, “you could leave us alone for a few minutes?”

“Absolutely,” Steve said. Relief spread over his face, and he quickly got up and walked through the office door.

When he had gone, Daniel looked back at Winter. “So what’s your problem with him?”

“I thought we covered that already.”

He leaned forward and clasped his hands together. “No, you said what you wanted him to hear. Now he’s gone. Now I want the real truth. I want the real Winter to talk.”

Winter’s chin started to quiver and she looked away. “He doesn’t want me. He never has.”

“He took you in, he takes care of you.”

“Out of obligation only.”

“He’s your father.”

“He left us. He left me and my mom because he didn’t want to be with us.”

Daniel frowned. “I’m sure there’s more to it than that.”

“Then why did he hardly ever come to see me? Why did he not try harder when my mom was still alive? He hates me and he’s stuck with me. I’ve only got to put up with it for a few more years. Then...I’m gone.”

Daniel sat back and eyed her. “Is there any way you can find some common ground with him? Learn to get along?”

“No.”

“Maybe you’ll change your mind if you try.”

“Nothing could change my mind. The sooner I can leave the better.”

“So, what will you do then? You must live with him and depend on him. It’s the law.”

“But I don’t have to love him, and I don’t have to be around him. I’ll just keep to myself as long as he leaves me alone.”

Daniel furrowed his brow. “And this arrangement is satisfactory to you?” 

“No. I want to be with my mom.”

“But she died.”

Winter pursed her lips. 

Daniel tapped two fingers together in front of his face. “Do you want to die?”

“What do you think?”

He tapped his fingers some more. “I think you are a very intelligent young woman. I think that you don’t care much about the life you have, but you do care about life. I think you’ll exhaust every way of changing your life before you’ll consider ending it. Am I right?”

Winter shrugged. “Maybe.”

“What would you say if I told you that I knew of a way you could change your life?”

She rolled her eyes. “You mean church? No thank you. My mom was into that and she tried to get me to go a long time ago.”

“No, not church...something more than church.”

Winter cocked her head sideways. “Dress it up in whatever words you want, it still boils down to church. So, no thank you.”

“I see there’s no fooling you.” He tapped his fingers again.

Winter narrowed her eyes. What kind of game was he playing?

“Well, there’s not much more for us to discuss today, I’m afraid. Will you come back?”

Winter tilted her head to the other side in thought. “Why? I don’t have a problem. The problem is my dad, remember? Maybe he should come back.”

“Perhaps. But will you come with him?”

“No.”

Daniel frowned.​ There was a knock at the door. “Excuse me, Winter.” He stood and cracked open the door. After speaking quietly for a moment, he opened it wide.

A boy about Winter’s height walked in, wearing baggy jeans and a T-shirt. He rubbed a hand through his dark hair and smiled at her, dimples forming on his cheeks.

Daniel turned to her. “Winter, I’d like you to meet my son, Ryan. He’s a Junior at Trenton Hills. Have you two met before?”

Ryan shook his head. “It’s a big school, Dad.” He took a step closer to her and extended his hand. “Nice to meet you, Winter. I’ve heard a lot about you. I lost my mom too, so I know how you feel.”

Winter crossed her arms and glowered at his hand. She shoved past him and fled from the room.
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Present Day

As Steve turned onto Hoole Boulevard from the Interstate Highway, Winter could not help but think of the first time he had brought her to Tishbe University. The weather was a complete opposite from the year before, though her dad’s choice of music was still the same—Randy Travis. 

The sun shone in bright green and yellow waves through the leafy netting of the trees lining the road. The wind sighed through the branches and Winter could almost feel it touch her skin within the seclusion of the truck. Perhaps it was just the AC. 

Though the coolness on her skin was definitely artificial, the smell was not. It was the smell of late summer and of an early autumn. The smell of eating watermelon though the leaves fell in swarms from the trees. These trees were not yet turning colors, but they were considering it, almost glowing in anticipation at the edges of each leaf.

Winter watched hopefully for the sight of a student bent beneath a backpack, late for a class, trudging along the sidewalk. But there were none. And when they passed by the Raven, only a few patrons sat among the umbrellaed tables, enjoying delicious deli sandwiches—far from the long lines that usually snaked away from the counter and the dozens who sat in the grass or along the sidewalk because there were no more tables available. 

No traffic. No guard waiting for them at the gate. No people crawling across the Meadow like a kicked anthill. 

There was no life here. Yet. Strange.

Winter consulted her campus map and directed Steve through the streets of Tishbe until they came to Winter’s new dorm. The road passed between identical parking lots. At the ends of each lot were identical dorms. They sat a little apart so the road could pass between, yet they curved back upon themselves. The one on the right was Boon Hall, and the one on the left was Devine Hall.

“Here, Dad. Devine Hall. That’s the one.”

Steve turned as instructed. “This looks much nicer than the last one.”

“I should tell Summer we’re here.” She fished her cell phone out of the pocket of her black cargo pants, scrolled through her phone book, and began pressing buttons. 

Steve parked beneath the awning and looked at Winter. “Now what?”

Winter grabbed the door handle. “I’ll be right back.”

She passed through the double glass doors that led to the lobby and stopped just within. A tiled walkway divided the carpeted floor of the large room...easily twice the size of the lobby in Carmichael. The walkway led to the main interior doors which led to the dorm rooms. 

Winter checked the short desk built into the far right wall to see if a lobby attendant was on duty. Nobody. She did a quick scan over the study tables, chairs, and couches strewn about in small groups. A glassed-in section on one side of the lobby housed a row of washing machines and dryers. 

Still nobody. Winter let her lungs deflate in a long, frustrated sigh.

She walked down the center walk to the dorm entrance, acutely aware of how loudly her shoes squeaked. The lights on the electronic lock were all dark. Winter pushed on one of the doors and it swung open.

“A lot of good that does,” she said. “I still don’t know where my room is.”

She slammed the door and walked quickly back to the front doors. As she exited, her dad raised his eyebrows at her and she shrugged. Then a flash of lime green caught her eye and she looked to the road. 

A Volkswagen Beetle turned toward them. Winter smiled.

Summer pulled in behind the trailer attached to Steve’s truck. She leaped out of the car, leaving her door open and the engine running. Summer ran over and flung her arms around Winter. Winter sighed and hugged her back. She smelled like roses.

“I missed you!”

“Ditto,” Winter said.

Summer pulled away, bouncing on her heels and grinning. She wore an orange T-shirt and a pair of low-rise blue jeans. 

“You cut your hair,” said Winter.

Summer grabbed the ends of her blonde hair where they hung in soft waves just above her shoulders. “Do you like it? I decided it was time for a bit of a change.”

“It looks great. You don’t look so...” Winter bit her bottom lip.

“So what?”

“So...blonde.” Winter laughed.

Summer furrowed her brow. “I’m not sure I appreciate that.”

“Sorry. I guess this would be a bad time to say you put on some weight?”

Summer crossed her arms. “Are you saying I’ve gotten fat?”

Winter laughed again. “No. But you don’t look anorexic anymore.”

“I’ve actually missed that.” Summer smiled.

“Missed what?”

“Your mouth.”

Winter laughed and shoved Summer in the shoulder. “Hey!”

“Too bad we live so far apart,” Summer said. “I’d like to have seen you this summer.”

“Again, ditto. Listen, my dad can’t stay for long. He has to get back this evening.”

“Oh, right. Well, here’s the deal. I’ve got your room number and everything, but you can’t officially check in and get your card key activated until tomorrow.”

“Then how am I supposed to get into the room?”

“My RA key works in all the girls’ dorms. I’ll get us in so we can move your stuff, but you’ll have to crash with me tonight. The interior lock system stays active. Since I’m the only one with a key, we have to stay together, and...well, my room’s not a mess. Hope that’s okay.” Summer watched her nervously.

Winter smiled with one side of her mouth. “It’ll be fine.”

“Good. First thing in the morning, we’ll come over here, get you checked in, and get your card.”

Winter narrowed her eyes. “You know...There’s something different about you.”

“What do you mean?”

Steve shut his door and rounded the front of his truck.

“Hi, Mr. Maessen!” Summer said.

“Hi, Summer. You really don’t have to call me that, you know. Steve will do.”

Summer flushed. “Mr. Steve.”

“Close enough.”

“I can move in today,” Winter said to him, “but I can’t check in till tomorrow. I’ll be staying with Summer tonight.” 

“You still helping her?” he asked.

“She’s going to help me get everything ready for the freshmen,” Summer said.

Steve nodded. “So where do we go?”

“Room 510,” Summer said.

Winter groaned. “Fifth floor?”

“There are elevators just inside there.” She pointed past the lobby to the unlocked double dorm doors.

Steve clapped his hands together. “Well, let’s get started!”

It took them less than an hour to haul Winter’s things to her new room. She didn’t bother to unpack anything, leaving everything stacked in boxes and thrown on top of the drab bed. 

With the last of her things brought up, Winter took a last look at her new room. It looked like a slab of concrete strewn with random tan building blocks. She’d tend to it later. Winter shouldered her backpack with the few things she needed for the night, turned out the light, and closed the door.

Downstairs, Summer gave Steve a quick goodbye and headed to her car to wait for Winter.

Steve took a deep breath and gave Winter a tight hug. “Don’t go getting delusions of grandeur.”

Winter smirked as they separated. “You know me.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.” He furrowed his brow. “Be careful.”

“I will do nothing more than what God asks of me.” 

“That’s not a promise to be careful.”

“The Bible doesn’t say anything about following God being safe.”

“I suppose you’re right.” The furrow lessened and he reached out to embrace her again. 

“Dad...” she moaned.

“I can still want you to be safe. Call me often.”

She squeezed him. “I will.”

“I love you.”

“I love you too, Dad.”

Winter waited beneath the awning as she watched her dad drive away. She kept her jaw tight and her muscles clenched in an effort to bottle up an urge to cry.

A loud buzzy chirp erupted from Summer’s car. Winter shook her head and went to get in.
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“Do you have plans for dinner?” Winter asked as she buckled her seatbelt.

Summer put the car into gear. “Well, everything’s closed on campus. How about the Raven?”

“I’ve never eaten there before.”

Summer grinned. “There’s got to be a first time for everything!”

Summer guided her green Bug through the deserted college streets and back to the front of campus. She parked in the half-full parking lot of the Raven and the two girls got out. 

An old-fashioned bell hanging from a coiled strip of metal rang as the door opened. Winter paused on the threshold and peered at it. She hadn’t seen a bell like that since...

“What’s wrong?” Summer asked from just behind.

“Nothing. The bell just reminded me of someone...um...” She shook the memories away. “...somewhere. Sorry.” She rushed to the counter before Summer could ask another question.

A vast array of collegiate paraphernalia plastered every wall. The only space that wasn’t a billboard for Tishbe University was the menu. Winter scanned the various sandwiches listed and chose a simple turkey. 

Half the tables were occupied. They took their drinks to a high bistro table in the corner and waited for their sandwiches. Summer shuffled her straw in her drink and wouldn’t look Winter in the eyes.

“Spill it,” Winter said. “What’s on your mind?”

Summer cut her eyes to Winter. “I haven’t seen you all summer.”

“Yeah. We’ve covered that, I think.”

“Do you even remember what happened at the hospital?”

Winter took her turn at shuffling her straw. “Maybe.”

“Then tell me what it was. You really freaked us out with wind blowing everywhere, lights exploding, doors bursting open, eyes glowing...”

Winter looked up. 

“Does that always happen now when you get upset?”

“Sure. I always check if my eyes are glowing when I get mad.”

“Really?”

Winter shot her a scowl. “Seriously, Summer? No.”

Summer half grinned. “So what did happen?”

Winter shrugged. “I’m not sure. There’s this rumbling that happens sometimes. And I feel like my skin is stretching. Maybe my eyes glow too, I don’t know.”

“What does it mean?”

Winter gazed at the exposed iron joists and slipped through her thoughts. “I’m not sure. It’s been happening more often, and I can’t seem to control when it happens. It’s linked to my emotional state, somehow. But it’s more than that. It’s like...”

“Yeah?”

Winter leaned closer to Summer. “You know when you’re sick and you’ve taken all this medication that makes you loopy? And you do things and say things, but somewhere in your muddy mind you feel like it’s someone else talking, like you aren’t in control anymore?”

“Yeah, I suppose.”

“It’s like that. It’s like someone else has stepped in. I’m just along for the ride. I can’t control it, I can’t make it start. Sometimes I can suppress it. But when it happens, it’s always the same. I’m not...me anymore.”

Summer lowered her voice. “If you’re not you, then who are you?”

Winter shook her head. “Whatever you think of me, whatever you think of this prophecy thing I have...it’s not me, I’m not doing it.”

“So when you say you’re not yourself...”

“Almost there, Summer. You can do it.”

“Are you saying God is taking over?”

Winter shrugged. “It’s the best explanation I can think of.”

The food arrived, placed gently before them by a perky blonde waitress. Winter sat back and waited for her to leave before reaching for the sandwich.

Summer eyed her.

“How was your summer?” Winter took a giant bite. “Meet any new boys?”

Summer shook her head. “No. I’ve decided to stay single for a while.”

“Really?”

“You sound surprised.”

“Well, considering last year...”

“After you slammed me for it, I decided you were right. I needed to change.”

“Oh. Yeah. Um...” Winter shoved more sandwich in her mouth.

“I spent most of the summer doing some volunteer work with my church’s youth group, as a chaperone.”

“Wow. That’s awesome. What kind of work did you do?”

Summer shrugged. “Outreach to at-risk teens. You know, runaways and druggies.”

Winter stopped chewing. “People like me.”

“Wait, I didn’t mean...”

“I know what you meant, don’t worry about it.”

Summer bit her bottom lip for a moment and then took another bite. “What about you? What did you do over the summer?”

“Nothing much to report. Did a lot of nothing. A little reading and some shopping. Hung out with this one friend of mine from high school. Tried to figure out what to do about Xaphan. Nothing but dead ends. Didn’t have any new visions or premonitions. I saw Kaci this morning.”

Summer’s face brightened. “How was she?”

“Much better, actually. But I’m not sure she’s coming back to school.”

Summer frowned. “I hope she does. I don’t think things would be the same without her.”

“Maybe.” Winter shrugged. “Then again, it may be best for her to take some time off. I don’t know. I mean, I’ll miss her, but I want what’s best for her. You know? Anyway, housing knows about the situation, and she’s listed as my roommate if she shows up. Otherwise, I get a private room.”

“That’s good, I guess. But it still won’t be the same without her.”

Winter looked her in the eyes with a calm sternness. “I don’t think it’s going to be the same regardless. Nothing happened over the summer. But I’ve got this growing feeling that the storm’s just about to start.”

“And are you going to get involved again?”

“Of course.”

Summer frowned and continued to eat in silence. Winter was grateful for the break in conversation.

When she finished, she wiped her mouth with a napkin and took a long sip from her drink. “What’s on the agenda for tonight?”

“Well,” said Summer. “I’ve got a big box full of T-shirts in my trunk. We’ve got to fold and roll them with rubber bands, and stick on size labels.”

Winter groaned.

“It shouldn’t take too long.”

Winter slid out of her chair. “Well, no need wasting time. Let’s go get started.”

<<<<>>>>

The next morning, Summer brought Winter back to Devine Hall. Winter was the first to arrive for check-in. While Winter took care of the room deposit and her new ID, Summer made use of her RA status to drift behind the desk and peruse the rooming list. Winter watched from the corner of her eye for any reaction or sign from Summer that Kaci had arrived. But Summer’s face remained unreadable.

Winter grabbed her new ID and the obligatory T-shirt and found Summer waiting near the locked doors leading to the dormitory rooms. “Well?” Winter swiped her new card to see if it worked. The LED light turned green and the magnetic lock at the top of the door released. They went through.

Summer pressed the elevator call button. “There’s nothing on any of the lists saying that Kaci’s coming. Actually, the room list says you have a private room.”

Winter sighed. “That’s what it’s supposed to say, unless she changes her mind. I guess we won’t know until she shows up.”

“If she shows up.”

The elevator doors opened and they stepped on. Winter pressed the button for the fifth floor. “Best not to hope for it then. That way we aren’t disappointed.”

Winter led Summer back to her room. She slid the card into the lock on the door. It clicked and the light turned green. She opened the door and found the room exactly as she had left it.

Exactly. Boxes stacked everywhere. Nothing unpacked. And no Kaci.

The corners of Winter’s eyes throbbed and tingled. “I’ll be just one moment.” Winter ran in and found her suitcase. She dug through it until she retrieved her phone charger. Then she grabbed her laptop backpack and shoved a change of clothes inside. She had to get out before Summer noticed...

Summer stood in the doorway looking confused.

Winter shouldered the backpack and walked to her, stomach churning and throat aching.

“Let’s get back to your room, I guess.”

“You don’t want to unpack?” Summer asked. “I thought I was going to help you unpack.”

“Not today. I don’t feel like it.”

Summer blinked.

Winter tightened her jaw. “Is it okay? You don’t mind if I stay one more night, do you? I just...I just think I need to be with a friend tonight.” She tried to keep her voice level and calm.

“Yeah, sure. You can help me make welcome notes to put in all the rooms on my floor.”

Winter rolled her eyes to keep up the facade. “Thanks.”
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Four Years Ago

The doorbell rang. Winter peeked through the curtains and saw Claire and Phillip waiting on the doorstep. She sighed and pushed her hair behind her ear. It felt stringy. She should shower. She was starting to smell herself. 

She opened the door and turned, allowing Claire and Phillip in. They stumbled past her, giggling, with their arms snug against each other’s waists. Winter glanced over her shoulder and heaved another sigh of impatience.

“Where are your shoes?” Claire asked. She turned to kiss Phillip.

“I don’t think I want to go,” Winter said with a croak.

“You have to! I’ve been working for this all summer!”

“I don’t want anything else to do with your witchcraft.” She plopped onto the couch, sinking deep into the cushions.

Claire stopped laughing. “My witchcraft? We were doing this together, remember?”

“Yeah. Were.”

Claire narrowed her eyes and stood in front of Winter. “Just because that one spell failed, it doesn’t mean you can give up. You can accomplish so much if you just try.”

Phillip left the room and ambled into the kitchen. The clatter of cups and the icemaker floated into the living room.

Winter sat up, the leather squeaking against itself. “It was supposed to be just for that one thing. Just to save my mom and help you. I never agreed to become a witch like you.”

Claire’s chin jutted out. “It’s Wiccan.”

“Whatever. All it does is remind me of what happened. I don’t want to go.”
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