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1. ESCAPE TO NYSA
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**SAMMY**

––––––––
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Sammy wept. She wasn’t dead. She just wished she were instead of feeling his brutal sexual assault on her semi-conscious body. Death would’ve been better than her reality. At least the attack forced her mental escape to Nysa, which couldn’t entirely blunt the violence of the rape. 

Mia had warned Sammy, sort of. The diminutive overachiever had dropped a few verbal breadcrumbs before her release from Brightside Psychiatric Institute. 

Mia could’ve said, Hey, Sammy, there’s a rapist on this floor. Watch your back. 

Sammy knew her parents had no idea they had committed their one and only child to hell. Although, she could tell from the start that Brightside wasn’t all friendly faces and caring attitudes. At first, her confinement hadn’t mattered because she had a plan. She would play nice for the mandatory two weeks, throw out the necessary yes ma’ams and no sirs, and then promise never to attempt suicide again. And next? Hello, freedom. Yet, she hadn’t envisioned herself as rape bait. 

And now, her mind screamed, GAWD!! Please!!! Get this fucking bastard off me!!

She wanted to beat his head in with a crowbar. Instead, she was powerless. Tears slipped down her brown face as she absorbed his less-than-tender thrusts. She wished she could resist or scream despite being strapped down and doped up.

Even now, spread-eagle and bound, she tried to awaken fully to defend herself but couldn’t. The drug the unknown he had used to subdue her was too potent. Instead of being alert, she hovered in limbo. Luckily, her barely conscious state must’ve triggered her spiritual escape to paradise. 

At least her arrival shielded her somewhat from the trauma.

Seated in tall grass among brightly colored flowers and casually flitting butterflies, she gazed up at the cloudless blue sky. She absorbed the soothing rays of the early morning light as a tender coating against the sexual assault suffered in the black-as-pitch hospital room. Here, she concentrated on the lavender-scented breeze heavy with moisture from the nearby river. Perhaps a stream of sunlight and the spray from the waterfall would grant her a glorious rainbow.

She slipped, momentarily, back to reality. She must’ve been able to cry out because the inhuman son of a bitch clamped a sweaty hand over her mouth. 

Nysa. She needed to concentrate on being in Nysa.

A sigh of gratitude. It worked. Sammy returned.

The best thing about their heaven was the perpetual and glorious springtime. The idyllic utopia never had a cold day or rainfall, only a refreshing sprinkle lasting minutes and producing the most spectacular rainbows. Again with the rainbows? 

Then she wondered, Where the hell is Sara?

Not for the first time, she wished she had never met her twin. Yet, there hadn’t been an actual meeting per se because Sara had always existed as a transparent dream friend. It wasn’t until their mutual near-deaths, which very nearly trapped them permanently in Nysa that the two teens met flesh-to-flesh and saw their startling resemblance. 

Contrary to what her parents thought, Sara was a real person. Sammy had always known this and suspected the twins existed in different periods. She adopted the rationale that her bestie came from an alternate universe, or was that called a multiverse? 

Although they were identical, Sammy lived a better existence. After all, she had fabulously well-to-do parents, worked in a vet’s office, and was hopelessly crushing on a rich hunk with two last names. Nelson James.

But Sara’s life, which sounded to Sammy like she lived someplace in the American midwest around the late 1800s, just plain sucked. Sara had been an outcast in her Native tribe, and the people also despised her mother, an alleged witch. Plus, her big-time medicine man dad had an outside family. Did that mean Sara’s mom was the side piece? 

A little over a year ago, Sammy and Sara almost died. 

Sammy’s near-death was – well – less traumatic. Hers was an accident. True, she had been ducking Debi, Nelson’s ex, and her high-maintenance entourage when Sammy was crossing the street without looking. After that, she couldn’t remember. She found out later that a professor had bounced her on the asphalt with his beat-up car. 

But poor Sara? A gang of bullies almost drowned her, including the boy she thought she loved. If her older half-sister, Butterfly, hadn’t interrupted their fun, Sara would’ve ceased to exist in both worlds. Period.

Well, that wasn’t true. The creature, a Stuuwi, happened. She, or it, gave Sara the life beads which made her immortal. Sara rarely spoke about the encounter or even what the Stuuwi looked like, but Sammy could tell it scared her twin shitless. The usually fearless Sara was actually afraid of someone or something. 

But it wasn’t until then that Sammy realized how much their life experiences mirrored. For instance, and this was a biggie, both girls became murderers. But for different reasons. 

Sammy had stopped two masked school shooters, but not before they killed a few students and her favorite teacher. The whole ordeal was a blur, but she remembered not feeling one iota of fear. She had seen an opportunity, wrestled for the high-powered rifle, and went into autopilot. BANG, BANG. 

Cellphone and video footage captured her heroics. In no time, and millions of likes later, she had been anointed a social media hero. Later, guilt and her subsequent suicide attempt landed her at Brightside.

Sammy never intended to kill. It just happened. But she suspected Sara didn’t mind killing because she’d always had sociopathic tendencies. Actually, Sammy knew Sara loved murdering people. It was the way Sara gleefully recounted butchering the bullies who had tried to drown her before Butterfly’s rescue. Sara had hunted them one-by-one like game. And although she swore to spare him, she saved her former love interest for last. 

Sammy used to cringe whenever Sara recalled cutting their throats and bathing in their blood spray. Omigod! And yuck! 

She wondered if Sara collected trophies too. Sammy could never ask because she didn’t want to know. Sara’s kill-everyone mentality made Sammy regret teaching her twin how to fight using self-defense class tactics. Because of her teachings, Sara could easily throw an opponent, apply a deadly chokehold, and weaken a bastard by aiming for the soft spots.

There was a difference in their situations, though. Sammy ended up in Brightside, while Sara’s life in the village had just ended.

Another tribe had attacked the Native people. But it wasn’t just an attack. It was a bloody massacre. The villagers were butchered, their lodges were torched, and their livestock was either stolen or killed. 

Sara hadn’t gone into detail about the day she lost both parents. Sammy only remembered Sara speaking about it in an emotionless monotone. Somehow Sara escaped and found sanctuary with Butterfly, and her brutish mountain-man husband, John Colby. 

Sammy shook her head as she envisioned Sara’s nightmarish existence. How fucking awful! 

There was another troubling thing the young girls had in common. Some cosmic entity in the universe, or multiverse, had given them pets. Only their companions were more than random strays. Sammy wasn’t sure about Sara’s experiences, but there were times when she shared an ethereal synergy with her wolf-hybrid. If Sammy were honest with herself, she would admit that Zeus behaved in a way she would imagine a witch’s familiar would act. 

There were times when she was emotionally dependent on her dog. Just as she suspected, Sara was attached to Midnight. Sammy smirked as she remembered how Sara told the tale of acquiring her beautiful black horse. 

It was a bribe gone awry. Sara was gifted Midnight in exchange for not killing her once beloved. Although she denied her culpability in the village deaths – a big lie – she took the horse and later killed the teen anyway. Of course, she did. 

Why couldn’t Sammy stop thinking about her calculating twin? 

Suddenly, she realized why with a fresh alarm. Yes, everything happens to both of us at the same time?! Somebody’s raping her, too!! Oh God, no!!

Hot fear threaded into her bones. If Sara were here, she wouldn’t hide in a place of sunshine and rainbows. Not her. In all likelihood, she squatted too close to the cliff at their sparring and target practice spot. 

Sammy rose from her nurturing hideaway in the sunshine with absolute reluctance and newfound urgency. She trekked through grasslands while absorbing the lulling symphony from the crickets and colorfully plumed birds. 

As she entered the forest, the terrain darkened under the canopy of thick tree limbs. Even the air was less fragrant and colder. She brushed past their favored tree, which should’ve borne numerous bullet holes from their many hours of practice, but was unblemished each time they returned to their Eden.

Sammy only paused long enough to run her fingers along the rough bark. This time the trunk was marred with dozens of holes—some spaced together, with others just hitting the bullseye. This find meant Sara was here. 

The atmospheric coolness descended into an unaccustomed chill. A sudden and uncommon wind prickled her arms with goosebumps. Storm clouds rolled across the sky and blotted out the sun. 

She wondered, What’s happening?

As her anxieties exploded, she hugged herself and proceeded deeper into the woods. Minutes elapsed before she found Sara sitting cross-legged and too near the cliff’s edge with her back facing Sammy. 

Found you! Thank God! Sammy thought.

At that moment, as if reading her thoughts, Sara glanced over her shoulder, displaying her beautiful profile. Her long, dark hair shimmered in the waning sunlight. Her expression was unreadable. 

“I wondered if you would come,” Sara said.

“Should you sit so close to the edge?” Sammy asked as she approached with caution. 

“I can’t die,” she answered, fingering the colorful beads around her slender throat. “In here or outside, so it doesn’t matter.”

Sammy experienced a singularly disgusting sensation. Beard stubble roughly sliding against her cheek. It lingered only for a moment. Reflexively, she clamped a hand over her mouth to keep from ejecting bile. 

Sammy’s heart pounded as she sank to her knees. He was on her, and once again, he was in her, taking what she treasured. 

He’s still hurting me?!!

She broke down, sobbing, as she concentrated on anchoring her soul in Nysa. She screamed, “I can still feel him fucking me...why am I not safe here!”

Suddenly, she suffered a blur of oscillating realities. In one existence, she was powerless as a faceless man stole her virginity. While in Nysa, she raced—in a slow zigzag motion—toward Sara. 

Seeing her distress, Sara immediately climbed to her feet and ran to greet her. Their bodies collided, and Sara propped up Sammy in a rigid embrace. 

Sammy sobbed and shook her head as she tried to disrupt the bad sensations.

“Sssh, you’re with me now.” Sara held her twin’s head between her palms and waited for her to calm down. Although Sara didn’t weep, her eyes were glossy with tears. She frowned as her brown eyes explored Sammy’s. 

Sara asked, in a voice throttled with emotion, “You too?”

Instantly, Sammy knew what she meant and gave a stiff nod. She had questions, but she wasn’t verbal. 

Sara hugged Sammy so tightly it made breathing difficult. An encompassing silence surrounded them while they remained paralyzed. 

Finally, the sensations receded. After a brief eternity, Sammy softly kissed Sara’s full lips. Her voice quivered as she spoke. “I can’t survive this without you.”

“Same.” Sara released her hold and mumbled, “I’ve lost so much this day.” She rolled her eyes skyward. 

Sunlight pierced the storm clouds and shone in the forest like bright shards. The majestic sight was awe-inspiring. 

Sammy had heard the biting hitch in Sara’s voice. “Something worse than this happened?”

“Butterfly is dead.” Sara stared at her hands. “Her pregnancy...the baby was breeched...I tried, but I couldn’t save them....” Her voice trailed off.

“I’m so sorry,” Sammy whispered. Before she could render any true comfort, her perspective shifted. Once again, the other existence began materializing, reasserting itself where woods became pale green walls and barred windows overlapped tree limbs. A transparent ceiling formed beneath the leafy branches, and the ground transmuted to puke-white tile. The suddenness was jarring and unwelcoming.

“You’re fading. Stay here, with me. I can’t go back yet.” Sara begged.

“I wish it so,” Sammy said with a determined nod. The galaxy obeyed, and Eden reformed. 

A soothing rainfall drizzled from the heavens and through the fading structure. The cool droplets revitalized Sammy’s spirit and dampened her misery. 

“Dance with me!” Sammy stretched out her arms and twirled in the rain. 

Sara’s fingers entwined with hers, and they laughed and frolicked like small children. 

After a time, the refreshing droplets ceased. The clouds parted, and sunlight beamed. A brilliant rainbow stretched across the sky like a gentle kiss to their heaven. The colors were spectacular, and the luminous arc appeared close enough to touch.

A flitting Monarch butterfly caused tears to well in Sara’s eyes. “I love it here. I wish we could stay forever.”

“Me too.” Sammy thought to ask Sara who was attacking her, but the question wasn’t necessary. John Colby was a useless blob of snot on the face of humanity.

A rhythmic thumping reverberated in the idyllic quiet. The distinct and thunderous sound caught Sammy’s attention.

He appeared as if summoned in all his glossy blackness and galloped toward them at full speed. Sammy decided that Sara had been quite stingy in describing the magnificent black beast. Tall, massive with muscular might, narrow face, and piercing eyes. Even in his approach, he displayed immense power. 

“Whoa!” Sammy was stunned when the horse came to a complete stop. He snorted and nodded at her in a way that appeared to be a greeting. He nuzzled Sara’s cheek, who kissed and stroked his face with absolute tenderness.

He was so striking that Sammy smothered pangs of jealousy.

Sara said, patting his thick neck, “Midnight is the only family I have left.” 

Next, she made a series of tongue clicks. The horse responded by running around them in ever-widening circles before charging them at full speed. Sara ran to meet him. She collided against his body and vaulted upward in a graceful jump before plopping onto the saddle. It was physical poetry.

Once she grabbed hold of the reins, the steed reared, his forelegs clawing the air, and then he gracefully shifted downward and effortlessly wove through the copse of trees. With each gallop, the pair faded until they both disappeared.

“Did she just leave me here? Goddamit, Sara!” Sammy fumed.

Her anger melted when Zeus materialized next to the bullet-riddled tree. His sudden appearance caused her to gasp. Having him alongside her in paradise caused her heart to thump with joy. She knelt until they were face-to-face. She couldn’t help it. She cried. Again. She was so tired of crying. 

“Did I pull you into this world? Or am I dreaming?” She hugged him, and he licked her face. “Nope, I’m not dreaming!”

His brown eyes locked with hers. Suddenly, they were communicating, and he had something to reveal. 

She glimpsed images that flickered like movies from an old reel as she witnessed the world through the eyes of her canine. And Zeus presented a nighttime and outside view of Brightside. 

“When is this?” she asked. “Tonight?” 

She felt a yes answer. 

A subsequent scene showed him (them) hiding in bushes. He waited. A figure emerged from the building. Zeus sniffed the air. 

Her perspective switched. Now she observed with an omnipotent detachment as the dog tracked a man, with predatory stealth, to the employee parking lot.

“Is that him, boy?”

Again, she felt a yes answer.

Amid the surrounding darkness, the glowing white globe on a green lamppost revealed the face of the man, her assailant, as he beeped the unlocking mechanism to his Nissan. 

Sammy gasped. Can’t be? Sweet, friendly Roger, who had given her the nickel tour when she’d first arrived at the psychiatric facility? 

She saw how Roger looked around nervously before sliding into the driver’s seat.

Zeus hesitated. 

Instinctively, she knew he awaited a command.

But she wasn’t like Sara. She didn’t think she could kill or be involved in killing without remorse. Although at that moment, she was willing to give it a gung-ho try.

But what of her cherished familiar? 

There were strategically placed cameras inside the hospital. Sammy assumed there were others outside as well. She couldn’t take the chance of putting Zeus in danger. Tracking him down was a remote possibility but still a possibility. Once found, he faced euthanization. She couldn’t risk it.

“Go home,” she said in a whisper. “We will deal with him later.”
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2. REPRISAL
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**SARA**

––––––––

[image: ]


The beads around her neck first tingled, then throbbed with the persistent rhythm of a heartbeat.

Sara awakened. She was stiff with cold; her teeth chattered, and she struggled to flex her muscles or bend her joints. Frigidity drilled through her bones and right into her marrow. 

Her face was partially buried in snow. She needed to get up before she died again.

But her limbs were leaden and initially uncooperative, despite her will. After a few half-hearted tries, she slowly moved her hands under her torso. Then, with a weak push, she lifted her face out of the iciness. 

From afar, she heard Midnight neighing persistently. His mighty hooves stomped as if trying to force her awake.

Again, she tried to rise but still couldn’t muster the strength. She wanted to sleep. Finally, she surveyed the area and saw a bloody trail leading from the cabin to her where she lay. There was so much of it, and she knew she should’ve died. 

Had she?

Anger gave her strength. She pushed herself upright. Pain ripped through her head. Her throat hurt. She couldn’t dare swallow. 

She remembered how John Colby startled her with a savage blow to her forehead, and while she was barely conscious, the bastard had raped her steps from his dead wife and child. 

She realized the blood didn’t just belong to her when she saw two crimson snow-covered lumps. Alone, in the crisp night, she wept. They’d all been tossed like trash.

She regained her composure, and Midnight, possibly sensing her movements, settled down in the stable. 

When she felt strong enough, she climbed to her feet, wobbling until she steadied. She took a few hesitant steps while maintaining her balance and remaining upright. Then she snuck to the cabin and peered inside. 

A fire was dying in the hearth but emitted enough light to show a room in disarray. John Colby had fallen asleep with his head resting on the table and a hand wrapped around a bottle. 

As quiet as a ghost, she crept to the door and gave a gentle push. Once it opened, she slipped inside the room.

The only sound was the drunkard’s bleating snores. 

Sara was unarmed. She hated being vulnerable without a weapon. She couldn’t risk searching for her knife. Instead, her attention focused on the bed. The sheets, as well as the surrounding dirt floor, were covered in blood and afterbirth. 

Sara froze as she relived the final moments of her sister’s life. On the floor near the bed lay her blood-covered knife.

Guilt knotted her guts. Her desire for revenge evaporated as she yielded to the totality of her loss. Her mom was dead, and her dad, and now her sister. She screamed silently.

Midnight neighed again. The sound unlocked her stupor just as she realized the snoring had stopped. 

Instinctively she lunged for the knife and landed in a drying pool of Butterfly’s blood.

John Colby aimed his gun. Sara threw her knife. Before he could squeeze off a shot, the blade split his skin and sliced into his torso. Although she missed his heart, he went down, sputtering blood. 

Sara hadn’t wanted him to die. Not yet. He moaned and writhed on the floor. His fingers clutched the gun in a weak grip. It wavered as he tried to aim it at her. 

First, she kicked the gun out of his hand. Then she sauntered over to the table and helped herself to a swig of his liquor. The taste was bitter, and the liquid burned her throat until she coughed, but it also warmed her insides better than any blazing hearth fire. 

She rolled her eyes back, rapidly batting them. In this way, she sent a visual image to her horse, who subsequently quieted. 
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