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Dedication

When all is lost & fear starts to lurk from the shadows, 

just look within yourself the light will protect you.
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PROLOGUE
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The drone of the engine sounded far away even though Sana sat less than five feet away from it. She was normally a pleasant person, but the sound was beginning to grate on her last nerve, and her nerves were already fried.

For a split second, she found herself wondering just why they had to take such an ill-maintained bus, but her curiosity waned quickly. It really hadn’t mattered what ride they took. All that had mattered was that they left on time. The windows were slightly foggy because the ancient air conditioner was not doing enough to stabilize the air flow in and out of the creeping bus, but she could still see pretty well in spite of it all. 

Sitting with her face pressed against the window, staring at the trees as the bus breezed past them, watching them undulate back and forth in response, she couldn’t help but think about her mother. For all her life, that woman had been her only family. Her rock. The one she cried to when she fell down the stairs or when she couldn’t sleep, or when it became clear that her life was not exactly what she had thought it ought to be. She’d always been her best friend, seamlessly playing the role of sister and mother masterfully, and now she didn’t know when next she would see her again or even if she would.

Life never made it easy for anyone, did it? 

One minute she’d feel terrible, but then things would start looking up only to send her reeling back with some new unseen blow. The very next second, the metaphorical rug would be ripped out from beneath her feet and she’d be sent crashing to the ground on her face, making a complete fool of herself and returning back to square one.

It was exhausting.

The engine noise was gradually fading into the background as her thoughts became more and more centered on her situation and the circumstances that happened, leading up to their current bus ride. Was she really to pretend this was all normal? That things would be fine?

The others were discussing the situation amongst themselves. She didn’t expect them to feel the same way that she felt. They weren’t in the same situation, not really. As far as they were concerned, this was a fun trip. Sana was the odd one out, and she knew that. 

The only person who could have an inkling of the true situation they were in was Aleksa, but did he even know the full ramifications? She turned to him for a few seconds, but he had a distant look on his stubborn face. He looked lost in the thoughts swimming around in his mind, she could relate. 

She had always found the stubborn set of his chin cute, but right now she was a just glad for it. He had this raw magnetic power that oozed from his very being. He was stubborn, no doubt, but that was because he wanted, more than anything, to stand on his own two feet in his dealings. It made him cross swords with more than a few people, but it was the way he liked it, and she had always admired his willingness to stick to what he believed in entirely. 

His hand was entwined with hers, in a gesture of comfort. One she greatly appreciated, given the circumstances.

She returned her gaze to the window, and the trees, and the other cars zooming past them in the opposite direction. The world around her was in constant motion. Even now that things seemed to be changing for her, to many others, the world was exactly the same, and nothing had changed. They were leading the same lives and by the next day, would wake up in the same bed, in the same room, in the same house they had slept in for a long time, and then go about the activities they were used to doing. 

That wasn’t the case for Sana though. Things always managed to be different for her.

They were on a trip and her participation had been scripted by the very mother she now missed so much, and didn’t know when she would see next, if at all. She didn’t know whether to be angry or just carry on as though all was well with the world, like she had for so long. Granted, she was with Aleksa and whenever she was with him, she always felt very safe, but then, at the same time, she couldn’t help feeling a deep sinking feeling in her gut. She had learned from a young age that she was not like others. She didn’t sleep as well as others did, she didn’t make friends as easily as others did, and on some level, she didn’t feel the same way others did. She had done her best to fit in, but never quite managed that feat.  

She sighed. Even as the chatter coming from a few seats behind her paused and the group burst into laughter, she sighed. She hadn’t heard what had been said, but she had a sinking feeling that even if she had heard, she wouldn’t have laughed. She wouldn’t even know how to. She missed her mother and was not looking forward to this trip in the same way that they were.

She was too worried after everything that happened. Didn’t they realize that she was either losing her mind or in danger?

Aleksa’s sister, Kaila, and the others suddenly erupted in more laughter. They seemed to be enjoying the trip already and for the briefest of seconds, Sana found herself wishing she had heard the second joke. If only so she could know whether or not she could at least, crack a smile. Could she possibly have fun on this trip after all?

The group continued their incessant stream of chatter and she continued to stare out through the window. Perhaps she should have known something like this would eventually have to happen. Her, going away for a while. Leaving behind everything she knew. Should she have sensed that ? Was it strange that she felt that she should have?

Were there signs that she missed?

The thoughts and questions raced through her mind at the speed of light, even as the drone of the engine began to sound farther and farther away.

***

THREE MONTHS AGO

The bed creaked slightly for the millionth time. Sana Avery turned on her side and muttered in her sleep, restlessly. Her face contorted in now familiar declarations of fear. 

Outside, the moon shone brightly and the wind blew against her window, lending an eerie ambience to the otherwise beautiful night. Sana was unaware of what was going on in the outside world. Not right now while she was in the throes of another panic attack.

A lot of people found comfort in sleep, but for Sana, the opposite was true. Sleep was a biological necessity for her, one she sometimes wished she could do without. But alas, it was impossible. There were good days though. Days when she slept comfortably and woke up feeling refreshed, but those were very rare days and she could count on one hand how many she experienced...ever. 

The panic attacks had been an almost daily routine, happening at random and leaving her a sobbing mess of tears and quaking fear when she finally woke up. She thought that perhaps, as she grew older, it would become easier to handle them. Maybe she would be able to achieve a sort of awareness in her sleep, but that had never happened. She was a slave to her sleep, and dreams. The panic attacks always followed. 

She had to get away. 

Sana looked around, unaware of where she was, but aware of the urgency that thrummed in her chest. She needed to get away.

But then, from what?

She was too scared to look around and the obvious direction for movement was forward. Forward, away from the terrible creature that currently chased her. A creature whose true nature she was unaware of, but whose malicious intent she was more than sure of.

She needed to get away.

No matter how much she ran, it didn’t seem to put any reasonable distance between her and the creature that she was certain was out to get her and kill her. The creature pursued, hot on her heels as she continued to flee.

Yes, that was it. She didn’t know what was after her, but she knew that it wanted to kill her. How did she know that? How could she be sure of the intention of a creature whose nature she didn’t even know?

The question was pointless in light of her level of certainty. She couldn’t have been more sure of the creature’s intention for her if it had tattooed it all over her body and blared it over a loudspeaker. 

It wanted her dead, and she had to get as far away as she could before it was too late.

The farther she tried to get, the harder running became. She panted, breathing heavily as her legs beat against the mystery surface she ran on. She didn’t know why, but each step was harder than the last.

Each time she raised and dropped her legs, the next attempt seemed to be that much harder. She struggled against forces that were determined to keep her from going the way that she wanted to.

Her legs were suddenly starting to feel like they belonged on someone, or something else. Something much larger and more inorganic. They were as heavy as lead, and the surface she currently ran on, trying to get away from the terrible presence that chased after the ground beneath her felt as if they had turned into quicksand, but she knew that wasn’t it. Her legs and the new weight they had attained just made it seem that way.

She didn’t know when tears began to flow down her cheeks. Her heart beat erratically in her chest as one final thought flashed across her mind the harder she tried to run.

She was not going to get away. She was going to get caught by whatever the creature that chased her was, and she was going to die.

The despair following that thought was deep and sought release somehow. She had to do something.

The only way she could release it was by screaming as loud as she could.

The entire room reverberated with the echoes of her fear-induced scream as Sana sat up in bed, drenched in sweat and breathing heavily from the mental exertion she had just endured.

She looked around her room, not realizing where she was. What was happening? She panted, and a hand flew to her chest in a meager attempt at slowing her heart rate. She clutched at her chest, hoping to feel the beating slow but it was to no avail. She struggled to breathe as adrenaline pumped through her entire body.

The door to her room exploded inwards as a figure Sana did not immediately recognize rushed into the room. She was still very disoriented, even as the figure rushed to her side and wrapped their arms around her. Reality felt out of reach.

Gina Avery, Sana’s mom, had a heartbeat that could have rivaled her daughter’s. Sana could feel it reverberating against her chest as they hugged.

She recognized her mother now, and Sana knew where she was quite suddenly. She was in her house, in her room, and it had just happened again.

This wasn’t the first time she had awakened up screaming, and she knew it would not be the last. There was a time when knowing that it would happen again would have filled her with despair, but that didn’t happen anymore. The despair hardly ever left anyway, so it was nearly part and parcel for her. She had learned to live with it somehow. If only she could learn to handle the panic attacks the same way she had learned to handle the despair and sadness that followed in the real world, she might have stood a chance.

Her mother’s words of comfort seemed to be coming from across the room even though her mother pressed her face to her own.

“It’s fine Sana, it was just a bad dream. It’s alright. Mommy’s here now.”

And she was. She always was. Sana knew that her mother’s love and understanding were among the major reasons she had been able to survive for so long despite everything that happened to her. It was the support she needed, the strength she found to go on.

Mother waited for her to calm down considerably before she got up and rushed out. She returned a few seconds later with some water.

“Take a sip of this honey. It was just a bad dream,” she cooed, putting the glass to her daughter’s lips, making sure she took a few sips before placing it on the nightstand beside the girl’s bed.

“Sana?” she says, turning to her daughter.

Sana raised an eyebrow, now fully alert. She tried to smile, but it didn’t quite come out the way she hoped. It was like a caricature of what she thought a smile should look like. 

“Yes, Mom?” 

Her mother’s smile was just as unbelievable as hers, and the woman brushed her hand against Sana’s chin.

“It was just a dream, Sana. That was all it was. You’re fine, and I’ll never let anything get you. I’m here for you okay?”

Sana nodded, feeling comforted already. Her heart had slowed to an almost normal rhythm and she was breathing fine again.

“Thanks, Mom,” she said and the woman’s face lit up, this time, in a real smile. She knew that Sana was truly appreciative for her help and that made her feel good, she always felt so powerless when her daughter experienced these night terrors. But the numerous doctors  she had taken Sana to assured her that she would eventually grow out of them. “Now, honey, you know you have to get some rest okay? You have a big day tomorrow.”

Sana nodded. 

Yes, indeed. The “big day” like her mother kept calling it was simply her first day at Cost Hills College, the school where her mom worked. It was a big day, she supposed, but the gravity of the situation just hadn’t hit her yet.

Apparently, some of her mom’s colleagues had the idea that if she was put among other kids her age, she would be able to get over the night terrors she kept dealing with. Her mother, eager to try anything at that point, had been only too happy to enroll her. 

Sana knew she was supposed to be much happier than she was, but she was just unable to summon that happiness, no matter how much she tried. She had a sinking feeling that attending classes at Cost Hills would not solve her problems. She wasn’t sad for herself, but for her mom. The poor woman was trying her best to make sure her daughter got over whatever it was that caused her to have the night terrors that consumed her nightly. Sana owed it to her to be grateful. 

The least she could do was act as though she was hopeful that something positive would come out of being in public school finally. The home schooling she had received had been helpful enough, even if it had only encouraged her already shy nature, but it wasn’t real school in her mind. The idea of public school was a bit scary to her, but she was more than ready to give it a shot if it meant that her mother’s mind would be at rest for a while. She had long since accepted the night terrors as something she would have to live with forever.

Sana had made whatever peace she could with it, but her mother didn’t have to know that, did she? Even with the way she looked at her now, Sana found herself hoping against hope that the plan work and rid her of the night terrors. Even if she couldn’t get hope on her own, she could scrape together some hope for her mother.

She smiled now and nodded again,

“I know, Mom. I’m just as eager to start classes as you are for me to move on to this next stage of my life.” 

“I know you are, dear,” her mother said smiling at her daughter. There were slight bags under her eyes and Sana knew she was worried, but she knew that even the slightest glimpse of enthusiasm from her was enough to put her mother’s mind at rest.

“I’ll just go back to sleep now,” she said and proceeded to lie back down as it seemed Gina was less than eager to leave her side.

The woman nodded and got up, smiling down at her daughter once more before making her way out of the room, muttering something under her breath which Sana could not quite make out.

Surprisingly, sleep came faster than she had thought it would.

Gina had hardly stepped out of the room when she was accosted by Pamela. At forty-five years old, the brown haired Pamela Warren had been Sana’s nanny since she was five, making a total of twelve years. She had been present when Sana’s father passed on, and had been in Gina’s employ since then. Pamela looked after Sana as though she were her own.

Gina was slightly taken aback by the suddenness of the woman’s appearance. She seemed to have been on her way to the room when Gina came out. It was pretty obvious that she had been attracted by Sana’s cry, but still, why had it taken her so long? Gina had a look of worry on her face that made her look much older than she actually was.

She wasn’t what people would call a very attractive woman, but at the same time, she looked particularly good for her age, despite the hard work she had done all her life.

“How is she? Is she okay?” The nanny asked, quickly, as soon as they both recovered from the initial shock.

Gina nodded, and sighed. She truly was worried about her daughter, but at the same time, she was hopeful that the public schooling at the college would be of help to her. Pamela, on the other hand, was not convinced.

She knew that, based on the look the woman had on her face, she would only be too happy to use the night terrors on this night to try to change her mind about the veracity of the plan. Her suspicions were soon proven true.

“Does she need anything? Water? A cup of milk?”

“Everything is fine. I took care of it,” Gina responded, and Pamela nodded. 

As Gina watched, the nanny faltered slightly, as though she was debating whether or not to say anything else. Gina however, knew what she was going to say before the words were even out of her mouth.

“Madam, I think, perhaps, that it’s not quite the right time for her to be starting public school. What if the anxiety of being in such a strange environment and among people she’s not familiar with makes the night terrors worse?”

Gina sighed. Of course that was a valid point, but she had already thought of that.

“I understand, Pamela, but I have a good feeling about this. She needs the social interaction to make her feel more comfortable in her own skin and around people who are not us. She’s my daughter. I know what’s best for her okay? I’ll keep a watch over her for the rest of the night in case she needs anything. Goodnight, Pamela.”

With that, she walked away, leaving a slightly frustrated off Pamela standing a few feet from Sana’s door. The nanny stared at the door for a while, pondering whether or not she should go in and check on the girl for herself. Why did Gina have to be so stubborn? She shook her head. She was the boss, at least, in that regard. She could make the rules and have them followed...for now at least.

Pamela had plans for Sana, and her mother’s interference would only stall those plans for so long.

***

SHE HAD SPOTTED SOME people on her way to the door. They all stood in clusters and seemed so at peace with themselves. So full of life. So comfortable. She couldn’t deny that she envied them somewhat sometimes. 

The door had seemed far away as she walked up to it. However, now that she stood so close to it, a few inches away from her new life as a student of Cost Hills college, her will failed her. She had gave herself a pep talk this morning, in the bathroom at home. She needed to get used to the idea that she would constantly be surrounded by people, those her age, those younger and those older. She needed to understand that her mother wanted the best for her and this change in scenery could very well help her a lot, as far as her mother and her colleagues were concerned at least. It might help them worry less.

She took a deep breath and tried to open the door again, but her hand stopped just short of the handle and she couldn’t make it move the final few millimeters. After a few seconds which seemed much longer than they actually were, she dropped her hand to her side, groaning in frustration. She looked around, but no one was approaching the door. No one was coming to open it so she could quickly slip in behind them. She had to do it herself.

She couldn’t.

With another low groan, she turned and made her way back the way she had come. As she got to the end of the pathway that had led her to the college’s front door, she took the opposite route from the one she had taken when coming.

She hardly noticed that the sky was gradually gathering these billowing, angry looking clouds. She just kept walking. Angry at herself, and at the fact that she couldn’t even bring herself to open a silly door.

Her anger was short-lived however. She suddenly realized that she had not been keeping track of where she was going. She was now standing in an open alleyway a considerable distance away from the school. She sighed in frustration adjusting the books she held in her hands.

Up above, the clouds finally gave up the battle they had been fighting against the moisture they carried, and the raindrops began to come down in a drizzle, gradually ramping up.

This day cannot get any worse she thought to herself as she tried to shield her books from the rain as she began walking the way she had come, trying to get back before her books were nothing but pulp.

As she walked briskly, she was vaguely aware of a slight sound that was different from the pitter patter of the rain as it collided with the pavement.

At her next bend, she was soon aware of just what was making that sound, but she realized it too late.

A bunch of guys on motorcycles, riding carelessly, zoomed past her, almost knocking her down in the process. The final guy was so close that his bike almost brushed her and so, in her haste to avoid the contact, she lost control of the books she held and watched in horror as they tumbled to the ground before her. Scattered in front of her on the wet ground. She was lucky because they didn’t land in any of the quickly growing puddles on the concrete, but at the same time, the entire floor was wet and her books were gradually soaking up the water.

The anger was instant.

“Tactless asshole!” She screamed at the last guy who almost hit her, mildly shocked at how loud her voice was and how much it managed to carry even in the steadily pouring rain.

As she screamed the insult, she began hastily picking the books off the floor, angry at herself for even walking here in the first place, but even more angry at the brutes with their silly motorcycles and lack of basic decency. 

She didn’t notice the last motorcycle stop.

The biker heard her, even if only faintly, and he was not impressed with what he heard. Tactless? Him? Who had the nerve?

He turned around, spotting the girl, squatting under the rain and trying to pick all her books off the floor before they were completely ruined. It was a pathetic sight, but it did nothing to lessen his curiosity about who had the nerve to call him tactless. No one called him anything he hadn’t previously approved of, and agreed that everyone else was allowed to call him. This was new, and he was eager to know who this strange and daring girl was.

With a slight huff, he turned his bike around and cruised over to where she was before stopping and getting down to accost her, taking off his helmet at the same time.

Sana grabbed what she thought was the last book and held the stack close to her bosoms before turning to face the guy she knew had returned to face her.

If she was not so upset by the falling rain, and the fact that all her books were now wet in her arms, she would have been a little more than impressed by the fellow standing in front of her. She would have been completely thrown off.

It was not every day that she acknowledged that a boy was handsome, or that affected her, but even as she stared at this young man, a scowl on her face, a part of her acknowledged the fact that he was beautiful.

The fellow who stood in front of her had long wavy hair, which looked even more wavy now that the rain had made it slightly damp. A small, arrogant but arresting smile played across his gorgeous lips and his green eyes seemed to pierce into her very being, but she was determined not to be thrown off balance by them. He looked to be of Serbian descent.

She could tell at first glance that he worked out. At least, she guessed he had to have before becoming so toned that one could tell from his clothing

She caught sight of another book on the floor and bent down to pick it, but the young man was faster.

He bent down and grabbed the book, a fraction of a second before she did. She stared at him, a scowl on her face, and then snatched the book from his hand. He couldn’t help smiling. She was so feisty, and oh so beautiful.

He had come here out of curiosity because he wanted to know who the person was that had been so confident enough to insult him. he hadn’t expected to be so taken by the person.

She had long auburn hair which fell past her shoulders and despite her being flustered which had messed up her hair somewhat, he still couldn’t get over how perfect it looked. She was arguably the most beautiful girl he had ever seen, and he had seen a lot of girls. Her eyes were grey blue and she had full, luscious lips and from what he could tell, a slim and toned physique. She didn’t look like she worked out at all. It was all natural, like she had been sculpted specially to be a bombshell.

As she looked at him, his heart skipped a beat and he found himself trying to remember the last time a girl had made him react in such a way. 

He shook his head then, realizing that they were both still crouched down, under the rain. He found his tongue and said, “sorry,” at the same time, giving her his most charming smile.

Clearly, his smile wasn’t as charming as he had hoped. She stared at him for a few short seconds, her scowl unwavering, and then she got up and walked off in a huff.

He remained where he was, not knowing how exactly to feel about her immunity to his charms. This was definitely a first. As he was about to get up, he spotted something on the floor.

A flat, rectangular disk on the floor where she had been. A rope was attached to it, and it was soaked completely.

He reached for it and recognized it for what it was almost at once, an ID card.

A quick glance at it revealed the owner’s picture and her name

“Sana Avery” he muttered under his breath, unable to believe his luck. He looked up and saw her far off. 

Up until the moment she made a bend and disappeared round the corner, he struggled with his instincts that wanted him to chase after her. 

They would run into each other again. Of that, he was sure.

***

SANA FLAPPED HER ARMS and watched the spray of water as it flew from her wet clothes. The rain had stopped, but it had done its damage already. She was drenched and so were her books. She had decided that she couldn’t attend classes on such a jaded day. She needed a fresh start, so she would return the next day. She owed it to herself to take a day off.

First things first, she had gone to the school and quickly penned down a letter that was to be given to her mother. The letter explained the reason she was missing her first day of school, and explained how sorry she was. She knew her mother would be more worried than upset, but she knew the woman would at least understand somewhat. It wasn’t as if she would be angry. 

Now, as she walked back home, she shivered slightly as a cold wind blew past her. This was one thing she had been worried about. She really, really did not want to fall ill. On their own, the night terrors were bad enough, but falling ill would definitely make them worse, which was saying something.

As she strolled towards her house, trying to lengthen her strides to get home on time, she began to notice a disturbing occurrence. She had started noticing it two blocks away. There were wanted posters everywhere. At first it looked like they’d just gotten a little enthusiastic with one poster in a certain area, but that wasn’t true. She began to realize that every girl was different, and there were a lot of them. 

Every pole she looked at had the missing posters of girls her age. So far she had counted more than six different girls and she knew that there were more. She shook her head as she felt a sadness weigh down on her chest.

Sana didn’t know any of the girls personally. In fact, she doubted she had ever even seen them walking in the neighborhood, but still it sucked that their parents had to go through what they were going through, and only God knew what the girls themselves were being put through.

She shook her head, life really was full of terrible things and happenings.

Finally she got to her house and knocked on the front door.

Nothing.

There was no sound, not from within or at the back, so she knocked again, looking down at her watch and wondering why it didn’t seem as though anyone was in the house. Pamela was always home. Where could she have gone to by this time? And under the rain at that?

After knocking some more and getting no answer, she turned towards the garden. There was a fake rock kept conveniently among real ones, where the spare key was kept for anyone who had lost their key or was locked out of the house in freak circumstances like the one she was in currently.

She retrieved the key quickly and once inside the house, called out for Pamela again. A few minutes later, after checking all the rooms, and even the backyard, it was clear to her that her nanny was not in the house. It made no sense.

Perhaps she had gone to the store or to see a friend and had been unable to return on time because of the rain? Just because the rain no longer fell where she was didn’t mean it wasn’t falling somewhere else. Maybe she was trapped in a freak flood!

She sighed as she peeled herself out of her wet clothes after dropping her bag and books in a place where they could dry off easily.

Sana quickly got into the bathroom to take a hot shower. At least that would prevent her from catching her death after being drenched for so long with that freezing water. 

The water felt amazing washing over her body, and if there would be no consequences, she would have stayed in the shower all day.

Eventually, however, feeling relaxed and refreshed, she stepped out of the shower and put on some easy clothes before heading to her bed and lying down. She would have studied a bit, but she was feeling too relaxed and slightly tired now that she was home, and furthermore, the books she would have read were all wet. There were plenty of reasons not to study, and for once she wanted to agree with them.

As she lay down, the dream she’d had the night before came back to her and she shivered slightly. Not from the cold, but from the thought of the fear and despair she had felt while the unknown creature had chased after her in her dreams. She sighed as she turned in her bed. Sana knew that sleep would come. And if sleep came, the dreams would come as well. She was nearly as powerless to stop the sleep from taking her under its spell as she was to stop the dream from coming and the panic attacks from happening.

It was with a heavy heart that Sana Avery finally slept. She swore she’d hardly drifted off when the nightmare began all over again.

She had to get away.

It was urgent. Something was after her and if she didn’t get away, she was most definitely going to die. The fear had returned, but it was only vaguely familiar. The familiarity was overridden by the fact that she had no idea what was after her, or how she could get away from it.

She struggled to run away, but it was futile. Her legs were getting heavier with each attempt and the more she tried to get away, the closer the creature seemed.

Eventually, her legs became so heavy she couldn’t even move them an inch.

Sana stood there, rooted to the spot while a creature she could neither see nor hear, approached her with a singular intention in its one track mind.

It wanted her dead.

In those last few seconds, Sana closed her eyes. She didn’t close them out of fear or because of instinct, no. It was acceptance, pure and simple. She was accepting that there was nothing she could do and she was going to die. That was it.

Suddenly the previously quiet area around her, which had only been punctuated by the beat of her heart, erupted with the loud sound of a revving engine as a motorcycle appeared out of nowhere and came to park in front of her, the rider, putting himself in between her and the creature. Her eyes flew open.

She didn’t know how, or why, but she was confident that it was a “he”.

Immediately, the rider jumped off the bike and yelled at the creature she still could not see, but was very certain was close.

“Go back!!”

She watched in barely masked amazement as she realized that she could not feel the creature anymore. That malicious presence that filled her with fear was no longer present. She didn’t know how, but this mystery man had done it. He had chased away the evil creature that threatened her sanity. He had protected her. He had saved her.

As she watched, still in awe of the man, he turned towards her and her breath caught in her throat at the sight of him. He was gorgeous. 
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