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            1

          

          
            VAUGHAN’S DISAPPEARANCE

          

        

      

    

    
      Flower’s body trembled as she sat on the cold floor, each breath coming in short, ragged gasps. The weight of the guilt crushed her, and her mind swirled with memories of the warnings—the cryptic visions that had haunted her for so long. She had been entrusted with Vaughan’s safety, told over and over to protect her, but somehow, she had failed. It wasn’t just a warning; it was a responsibility—one she had let slip through her fingers.

      Why didn’t I act sooner? The question echoed in her mind. Vivid images of Andres flashed through her thoughts: his smiling face, his trusting eyes, and the way he had died so suddenly, so violently. The sharp memory of his lifeless body still haunted her dreams. Could she have saved him? No, but the feeling of regret overwhelmed her.

      Her heart ached with the familiar sting of loss, of failure. She frantically looked at her phone for any sign of Vaughan, but all she saw was the silent screen, the unanswered call. Her thoughts twisted, each one more unbearable than the last. What if this is it? What if it’s too late?

      The shrill, agonizing cry that had erupted from her lungs felt like it might tear her apart. She clutched her chest, but the sobs came in waves.

      I swore I wouldn’t fail her. The thought was like a dagger lodged deep in her chest. But no matter how much she begged and blamed herself, it didn’t change the fact that Vaughan was out there—alone and in danger.

      The world outside seemed so far away now, as if she were trapped in an endless fog. Yet somewhere deep within, a spark of determination flickered.

      She wiped her tears away, her fingers shaking but resolute. She had to find Vaughan. She couldn’t fail her again.

      Flower’s heart pounded in her chest as she faced the man standing before her, his hand gripping the gleaming knife with a tight, almost practiced hold. The rage in his eyes made her shiver, but she couldn’t let it paralyze her. Vaughan was still in that building.

      She darted left, then right, trying to find an opening, but he was too quick. Every move she made, he mirrored it, trapping her in a corner. Her breath came in ragged gasps as she tried to figure out how to break free. The cold, hard floor beneath her felt like it was closing in.

      Then, she stumbled.

      Her foot collided with something heavy, sending it crashing to the ground. The sound of metal clanging against stone resounded through the room, and as her eyes darted down, she saw it—a pan, ancient and worn, its surface etched with symbols that seemed to dance in the dim light.
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        * * *

      

      Vaughan’s gaze fixed on the symbols, and the world around her blurred. It was as though her mind was slipping into a strange, dreamlike fog where nothing felt real, yet everything was vivid. The symbols—ancient, otherworldly—pulled her in, whispered something she couldn’t quite understand, but she felt it deep in her bones.

      Snap out of it. She shook her head. Her eyes widened, trying to regain focus. She could hear the man’s footsteps coming closer, his breath heavy with anger. Fear clawed at her insides, but she was not going to let him do this to her.

      With a surge of adrenaline, Vaughan broke free from the trance. She sprang to her feet, her mind clearing, and in one swift motion, she charged at the man, her hands finding the pan she had just knocked over. She swung it with all her strength, connecting hard with his skull.

      The man staggered back, grunting in pain. For a brief moment, his grip on the knife loosened, and Vaughan took advantage of the opening. Her pulse raced, but there was no time to hesitate.
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        * * *

      

      Vaughan’s breath came in ragged bursts as she quickly burst through the gas station doors. In the dimly lit room, her words tumbled out in a torrent. The gas station clerk, a teenager with tired eyes, glanced at her over the counter, seeming unsure how to respond. She wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her hand, her palms clammy. People in the station murmured, exchanging uncertain glances.

      But Vaughan wasn’t crazy. At least, not in the way they thought. Her hands trembled as she gripped the edge of the counter. All she wanted was someone to pull her back and believe her.

      “Please,” she said, her voice raw, “he’s coming. I don’t know how long I have, but I—I need help. He won’t stop until⁠—”

      The clerk looked at her skeptically, then with thinly veiled concern. He picked up the phone, but something in his eyes revealed he wasn’t fully convinced.

      “He’s got a knife,” she added, forcing herself to sound clear. “He’s not going to stop. Please, you have to call the police.” Desperation pulled at her voice like a string about to snap.

      A woman in the corner, sitting with her coffee, muttered under her breath, “Another one of those cases⁠—”

      “Shut up!”

      The woman looked offended and shocked, placing her hand over her chest as she turned away.

      Vaughan may have been afraid, but she never tolerated disrespect.

      Her heart pounded in her chest, reminding her the clock was ticking. She stood there waiting to see if the gas station clerk would actually call the police, hoping someone would believe her before it was too late,

      He was out there. And he was coming.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, on the other side of town, Flower had an unsettling vision that left her with an uneasy feeling in her chest. She could see Vaughan in her mind, but not in the way she usually did. This time, she saw her restless, confused—something was wrong. Flower had always been able to sense other people’s emotions, but this time, it was different. Vaughan wasn’t just lost in thought; she was lost in a way Flower had never felt before.

      As the phone rang, Flower’s thoughts returned to the gas station. She wondered if Vaughan had gotten into some sort of trouble, or if the situation had escalated more than she could’ve imagined. “Please, let them find her,” Flower whispered, hoping her gut feeling wasn’t leading her astray.

      When the police answered, Flower quickly explained everything—how she saw Vaughan, the feeling of urgency, and the possible danger she was in. “I need your help,” Flower said, her voice tight. “You have to find her.”

      Flower tried to steady her breath. She had done what she could; now all she could do was wait. The unknown stretched before her like a dark, looming tunnel. Would they find Vaughan before it was too late?
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        * * *

      

      As Vaughan stood, trembling and fighting the surge of emotions threatening to overwhelm her, the world around her seemed to fade. But she could see the gas station clerk eyeing her with suspicion, shaking his head. He hung up the phone.

      She tussled with the tears that wanted to roll down her face like a slow waterfall. It swiftly turned into anger until her mind drifted into a vision, her mother’s voice echoing softly in the distance. It was a voice of worry, tinged with love and concern—a voice she hadn’t heard in far too long.

      In the vision, Vaughan saw her mother pacing the floor of their old house, phone pressed to her ear. “Please, please be safe.” Her mother’s words broke through the veil of her thoughts. Her mother’s eyes were wide, brows furrowed, and every inch of her body seemed tense. It was the kind of worry only a mother could feel—a worry that knew no distance.

      Vaughan snapped back to the present, the shaking in her hands subsiding as her heart steadied, her anger morphing into something clearer, more focused. She realized that her mother was already doing everything she could, and in that moment, Vaughan knew she couldn’t let her own fears control her any longer.

      The gas station clerk, still eyeing her suspiciously, didn’t seem to understand the gravity of the situation. He probably just thought she was some erratic woman, lost in her own paranoia. But Vaughan was beyond the need for validation. She had her mission.

      She pulled her coat tighter around her body and stepped back a little. Then she glanced at the door, almost willing the police to show up faster, but she knew better than to rush them. If she had learned anything over the years, it was that everything happened in its own time. The wait, as uncomfortable as it was, was a part of the process—just like the visions.

      Vaughan let out a slow, steadying breath, closing her eyes for a moment. Her mind was still racing, but she felt her connection to Flower’s intention, her mother’s call, and the quiet strength inside her that had been buried under the chaos of recent events.

      The world seemed to move around her, each second dragging on as she waited.

      Vaughan lay there, barely conscious, her breath shallow. The noise of the gas station, the hum of engines, and the faint chatter of customers felt distant, as though they were happening in another world. Her vision blurred, and her body grew colder with each minute.

      People came and went, oblivious to her presence. The gas station clerk, stationed behind the counter, stole occasional glances but never approached. The world outside the glass windows seemed busy, but inside, there was a suffocating indifference.

      Vaughan’s mind swirled in and out of focus as her strength wavered. Why is this happening?  Why won’t anyone help?

      After what seemed like an eternity, the sirens resounded in the distance. They grew louder, but the time seemed to stretch on impossibly long. Finally, the police officers rushed in, their boots loud on the floor, their voices frenzied.

      “Where is she? Where is Vaughan?” one of them shouted, scanning the gas station.

      The gas station clerk, his face pale, finally spoke shakily. “I-I had no idea . . . I didn’t see anything . . . Please . . . don’t get me in trouble.” His hands trembled as he wiped his forehead.

      The officers exchanged looks of disbelief. They had expected something different—a more proactive response from those nearby. But it seemed the clerk’s lack of attention, his inability to recognize the gravity of the situation, was just another symptom of the coldness that had taken over this place.

      Vaughan’s eyes fluttered open one last time, the presence of the officers slowly pulling her from the fog. Would she ever feel seen again?

      They wheeled Vaughan toward the ambulance, her limbs limp under the emergency blankets, her skin pale as porcelain under the streetlights. A thin oxygen mask fogged with her shallow.

      She didn’t move. Didn’t speak.

      Onlookers watched in silence as the paramedics loaded her in, one of them already prepping an IV, the other shouting vitals into the radio.

      “She’s crashing,” someone muttered.

      One of the paramedics leaned toward the officers, her voice tight. “She’s fading fast. They don’t think she’ll make it to the hospital.”

      Meanwhile Vaughan slipped into a vision. She saw him—a figure cloaked in shimmering gold, as if carved from the very metal itself. He was aged, regal, and still. His voice echoed like thunder wrapped in velvet.

      “Child . . . do you even know who you are?”

      Then, the figure was disrupted and overshadowed by the man.

      The glint of the knife. The wet shine of blood on the blade. His eyes—familiar, cold, unforgiving. It was him.

      Back in the real world, machines hummed as Vaughan’s vitals plunged.

      “We’re losing her!” a paramedic shouted.

      But Vaughan was already falling—into darkness, or memory. Or something worse.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Back at home, Flower could sense that Vaughan was in a safe place, though she hadn’t heard from the officers.

      But it wasn’t logical. It wasn’t from ashwagandha or fatigue. It was something more primal, as though something inside her knew that Vaughan—despite all evidence—was not only alive but . . .  protected.

      She paced back and forth when she heard it—a low, raspy groan that floated through the walls like a draft. It was the sound of an old man straining for attention. The familiarity of it froze her mid-step. It reminded her of the strange encounter from her childhood—the man who had startled her without a word, just a look, and then vanished.

      To her surprise, she flinched again, the memory crawling up her spine. And then irritation followed. Really? Now? Of all times, a ghost decided to make an appearance.

      What does he want? she thought bitterly. Can he not sense I’m not in the mood for haunting right now? I’m worried about my daughter, and he chooses now?

      Frustrated, she snapped, “What do you want?”

      The air bent slightly, a shimmer in the dim hallway light, and there he was. The same unkempt hair. The same scuffed black shoes. No older.

      He looked at her without blinking, and his voice echoed in her head, not in her ears.

      “Vaughan may be fine . . . but she needs you now.”

      She looked at him, eyes narrowing—how did he know? What exactly did he know? And why did Vaughan need her?

      Before she could speak, the phone rang.

      She glanced at it, then back at the man, questions burning behind her gaze. Why her? What was so urgent? But maybe it was an emergency. She picked up the phone.

      It was the doctor from the hospital.

      His voice crackled through the phone, clinical yet strained. “Vaughan has slipped into a coma. She’s unresponsive . . . but we believe she may wake within two to four days.”

      No cardiac arrest. No clear cause. Just an unexplained darkness that baffled the doctors and left Flower’s heart pounding.

      The phone slipped from her trembling hand. Her knees gave out, and she slid down the door, sobbing. Vaughan was fighting for her life, and Flower wasn’t there to protect her.

      Failure wrapped its cold fingers around her mind, whispering the same thoughts she’d buried before: You weren’t enough. You weren’t there when it mattered.

      For a moment, she couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. All she could do was drown in the helpless tears streaming down her face—tears that burned with guilt, fear, and the unshakable feeling that something far more sinister was at play.

      Flower wiped her tear-streaked face, forcing herself to breathe. She didn’t have the luxury of falling apart—not now. Vaughan needed her. Somewhere deep inside, a single thought burned like a command: Go to her. Now.

      She grabbed her purse, snatched up her phone and keys, and bolted out the door. The night air was thick and almost electric, as if it knew something she didn’t. Sliding into the driver’s seat, she jammed the keys into the ignition, and the engine roared to life.

      The streets were nearly empty, bathed in the cold glow of streetlights. Her knuckles whitened around the steering wheel as she sped through the silence, careful not to drive recklessly.

      As she switched lanes, her headlights put a spotlight on a figure—a man in a black coat, wearing a tall, antiquated top hat. The same man she’d seen before. Her stomach dropped.

      Before she could blink, the distance between them vanished in an instant. Then he was sitting in her backseat. His voice slithered into her ears, low and almost mocking, though his lips never moved.

      “You know those doctors think Vaughan is in a coma,” he said, his tone chilling, “but she’s not. She’s trapped in visions. Another realm. And I decide what happens next.”

      Her chest tightened. Flower gripped the steering wheel so hard it hurt, eyes darting back to the road. When she looked in her mirror again, the man was gone, as if he had melted into the night.

      The hospital came into view like a beacon and a warning all at once. She parked haphazardly and sprinted through the glass doors, ignoring the questioning looks of the night staff. The corridors stretched on endlessly, the fluorescent lights buzzing overhead. Every step seemed louder than the last.

      She burst into Vaughan’s room. Machines beeped in a steady rhythm. Vaughan lay motionless, her skin pale against the stark white sheets. Flower sank into the chair beside the bed, her fingers brushing her daughter’s cold hand.

      “I’m here, baby,” she whispered. “I’m not leaving you.”

      Hours crawled by. Doctors came and went, their faces careful masks of professionalism that barely hid their confusion. They spoke of tests, brain activity, medical definitions—but none of it explained the fear that clung to the room.

      Flower barely slept. She dozed in the chair, clutching Vaughan’s hand. When she closed her eyes, she saw flashes of the man with the top hat—standing at the foot of the bed, his shadow stretching impossibly long, his knife glinting under the dim hospital light. She would jolt awake only to find the room empty.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two days passed. On the third morning, as the sun cast a fragile light through the blinds, something changed. Vaughan’s fingers twitched. Her eyelids fluttered open, revealing eyes glassy with tears but filled with recognition. A weak smile spread across her face.

      “Mom . . . ”

      Flower held her daughter as she sobbed. The reunion was raw, messy, and beautiful. They held onto each other as if the world would disappear if they let go.

      Doctors kept Vaughan for observation, insisting on two more days to ensure she was stable. Flower stayed by her side, refusing to leave her alone for even a second.

      That night, Vaughan fell into a restless sleep. Her breathing hitched, her head twitching violently against the pillow. Flower stirred, reaching out, but before she could wake her, Vaughan stiffened. Her body was trapped in something unseen. Her chest rose and fell rapidly, sweat forming on her brow.

      In her dream, the man in the black coat stood closer than ever, the brim of his hat casting a shadow over eyes that glowed unnaturally. A glinting knife flashed in his hand as he stepped closer. His voice was a growl, each word dripping with malice.

      “You better listen,” he snarled, “or this ends now.”

      The heart monitor spiked, beeping erratically. Alarms blared. Nurses and doctors rushed in, snapping Flower from her own restless sleep. She bolted upright, eyes darting to her daughter.

      Vaughan’s eyes flew open. She screamed, her voice cracking. “There’s a man! He’s coming! You have to help me!”

      The staff restrained her gently, trying to calm her, but Flower knew—this wasn’t just a nightmare. The man was real. He was coming. And whatever he wanted, he wouldn’t stop until he got it.

      For the next forty-eight hours, paranoia hung in the air like smoke. Flower noticed shadows where there shouldn’t be any. The nurses whispered outside the door, their voices sharp with concern. Even the security cameras in the hall seemed to flicker when no one was watching.

      Whenever Vaughan closed her eyes, she twitched, murmuring under her breath. Flower tried to decipher the words, leaning close, only catching fragments: knife . . . dark . . . can’t run . . . he knows . . .

      On the second night of observation, Flower sat awake with the small hospital lamp casting a weak glow. She thought she saw movement in the corner of the room—a ripple in the air, like heat rising from asphalt. She blinked, and the man stood there, his knife dangling lazily in his grip, his smile razor-sharp.

      “You can’t keep her safe,” he hissed. “Not from what’s coming.”

      Before Flower could scream, the lights flickered violently, filling the room with darkness. The heart monitor shrieked, its pitch deafening. Nurses stormed in, but the man was gone, leaving only the cold scent of smoke.

      When the lights returned, Vaughan was gasping, her eyes wild. “He’s coming for both of us,” she whispered hoarsely, clutching her mother’s hand. “Mom, you have to believe me. He’s real.”

      Flower held her tight, her own voice trembling but fierce. “I believe you. And I’ll do whatever it takes to stop him.”

      Outside the room, unseen, the man with the top hat lingered in the reflection of the hospital window. His presence was not physical, but it was there—dark, menacing, undeniable. The glass distorted his face, stretching his grin impossibly wide, as if the very act of watching them brought him joy. The night cloaked him, and as dawn crept over the horizon, he faded.

      By morning, the room buzzed with sterile light and hushed voices. The nurse entered with the doctor, their expressions professional but tinged with curiosity. Behind them, two uniformed officers followed, their radios crackling softly. One of them, a tall man with a weathered face, spoke gently.

      “We need to ask you a few questions, Vaughan. Just to understand what happened now that you’re awake.”

      Vaughan sat upright, clutching the thin hospital blanket around her shoulders. Her voice trembled, but her eyes—still clouded with fear—met theirs. “There was a man. He came after me with a knife. I don’t know why. I ran, but he. . . kept coming. I don’t know what he wants with me.”

      The officers leaned closer, jotting down her words. She hesitated, the truth itching at the edge of her tongue. Should I tell them everything? The visions, the whispers in her sleep, the way he existed beyond dreams—it all swirled inside her chest. But she knew better. People twist what they fear. She had embraced her psychic gifts in secret, but this was not the time to reveal them.

      She kept it simple, omitting the visions and the warnings that had haunted her. The officers promised increased patrols, but their sidelong glances said they thought this was just stress.

      After the questioning, doctors cleared her to leave, though they couldn’t explain the coma. Flower clung to Vaughan as they walked into the sunlight, determined to shield her daughter from whatever darkness followed them.
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        * * *

      

      Back at Flower’s home, the walls felt safe, wrapped in lavender and quiet prayers Flower murmured when she thought Vaughan was asleep. Over tea, Vaughan spilled the truth she had hidden from the officers—the visions, the man, how he came to her in places beyond logic. Flower listened, pale but unwavering. “You’re safe here,” she said, gripping her hand. “As long as you’re with me, he can’t touch you.”

      The house became a sanctuary, yet the visions didn’t stop. Each night, Vaughan dreamed of game shows—blinding lights, cheering crowds. She stood on stage, smiling nervously. You’re up. You’re it. The voices would chant as the lights died, and the crowd faded, leaving her stranded in darkness with distant laughter.

      Days blurred. She tried to live normally—helping Flower, sipping tea on the porch, and reading. Yet even in daylight, the game show’s echo stalked her. Sometimes she swore she saw movement in her periphery—shadows that vanished when she turned her head.
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        * * *

      

      Midweek, her aunt Sunshine arrived like a burst of color. Sunshine’s laughter filled the house, her warmth cutting through the gloom. She hugged Vaughan fiercely, showering her with questions and stories, her energy a shield. For hours, the house felt alive, and Vaughan smiled for real. With her aunt’s presence, the visions weakened.

      By week’s end, Vaughan felt stronger. The man hadn’t appeared since Sunshine’s visit. Hope crept back into her chest. Returning to her own home felt like reclaiming territory. She dressed in white, styled her hair in soft updos. For the first time since the coma, she felt alive.

      To celebrate, she visited the new Third Eye Arena Ice Cream Shop. Inside, the scent of vanilla and cinnamon wrapped around her, comforting. She ordered a vegan vanilla cone, savoring its sweetness as she stepped into the sun. For a heartbeat, everything felt perfect. Normal. Safe.

      But as she licked the melting ice cream, a faint reflection in the shop’s window caught her eye—tall, dark, a glint of a top hat. She blinked. The glass was empty.

      She forced a smile, whispering, “He’s gone.” She was free—or so she thought.

      That night, as she drifted to sleep in her own bed, the game show lights flickered back to life. The audience roared. The faceless host grinned. You’re up. You’re it. The stage went black. And somewhere in the shadows, the man’s low laughter began again.
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        * * *

      

      When Vaughan woke up, sunlight streamed softly through her curtains, painting the room in shades of gold. For a brief moment, she almost forgot the horrors of the past weeks. But the memory lingered at the edge of her mind. Today, she decided, would be hers. A day to reclaim her strength.

      The sound of water filled the bathroom as she ran a hot bath, steam curling around the mirror. The scent of rose body wash rose with the mist. Slipping into the water, she let it wash over her, feeling her muscles loosen under the warmth. She closed her eyes, inhaling deeply. When she finally stepped out, the air was cool against her skin. She wrapped herself in a soft towel.

      She brushed her teeth, watching herself in the mirror, determination flickering in her eyes. Her movements were meticulous—each stroke of the brush, each rinse a small ritual of self-care. She tied her hair into a high ponytail, letting a single strand fall across her face in a deliberate sweep. It made her feel strong and fierce like a warrior preparing for battle.

      Dressing in comfortable hiking clothes, Vaughan checked her phone. There was a text from Antonio. He’d been checking in on her often since the hospital. When they met a while ago, he gave her a job at the gun range—he’d taught her how to shoot, how to aim, how to defend herself. But she had stopped going. Guns felt heavy now, a reminder of the danger lurking. Still, she appreciated his messages and still kept a gun with her. She typed a quick reply, assuring him she was fine, then slipped her phone into her backpack.

      The hike was two hours away, near a stretch of beach lined with small shops and a weathered beach house she had always admired. She planned to make a day of it—hiking, exploring, and maybe letting the ocean remind her that there was beauty left in the world.

      The drive was peaceful. Trees lined the highway, swaying gently in the wind. When she arrived, the scent of saltwater greeted her. Waves reminiscent of turquoise green and blue crashed rhythmically against the shore, and gulls cried overhead. The hike began at the edge of the beach, winding through sandy paths that gave way to rocky trails overlooking the ocean.

      At a small snack store near the beach, Vaughan stopped for water. The cashier, a cheerful young woman, complimented her hair and chatted warmly. At the gas station, an elderly man struck up a conversation, telling her about the area’s history. Everyone seemed kind, open—like the universe was trying to remind her that not every stranger was a threat.

      Later, as she sat on a bench eating a granola bar, an older couple approached. They smiled warmly, the woman’s eyes sparkling. “You’re gorgeous, dear,” the woman said. “Are you here alone?” Vaughan smiled politely, thanking them. She kept her answers vague. Something in her gut told her to stay guarded.

      As the couple walked away, she felt a shift in the air. From the corner of her eye, she noticed an older woman approaching. Her presence was unsettling and otherworldly. She had sharp features, a long crooked nose, and a gaze that pierced straight through Vaughan. Her hair was wild, gray streaks tangled like a storm.

      “How does it feel,” the woman rasped, her voice low and cutting, “to go to sleep and see everything?”

      The words sliced through Vaughan. The woman’s eyes locked onto hers, unblinking as if she could see every secret Vaughan had buried. Unlike the other visions Vaughan had encountered, this woman didn’t vanish. She stood there—solid, real.

      “Who are you?” Vaughan whispered, but the woman only smirked.

      “You know who we are. You’ve seen us. You’ve seen him.” She stepped closer. “They’re watching.”

      Panic rippled through Vaughan, but before she could move, the woman turned and walked away, disappearing into the crowd of beachgoers. Vaughan’s hands trembled. This wasn’t a vision.

      Questions swirled in her mind. Was there a cult after her? Were these visions warnings of something bigger? What did they want from her? And most terrifying of all—what was coming?

      The ocean roared louder. Vaughan clutched her backpack, scanning the horizon. The beauty of the day now felt like a facade, masking something dark that lingered just out of sight. The hike continued, but every glance from a stranger seemed suspicious.

      By the time she returned to her car, the sun was sinking, staining the sky in hues of red and gold. Vaughan drove home in silence, her mind replaying the woman’s words. Sleep would come, but with it, the visions. And maybe, this time, something worse.

      The day that began as Vaughan’s own had ended with a question: What do they want? The answer, she feared, was already waiting for her in her dreams.

      Despite the terror curling in her chest, Vaughan had grown strangely accustomed to the chaos shadowing her life. If something—or someone—was after her, she would not give it the satisfaction of seeing her break. So she returned to the beach, not just to reclaim her peace, but to prove to herself that she was stronger.
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        * * *

      

      The late afternoon sun bathed the sand in molten gold, the salty breeze weaving through her hair. Waves rolled lazily to shore, foaming at the edges before retreating back into the endless ocean. Children’s laughter floated through the air, mingling with the cries of gulls overhead. Vendors dotted the boardwalk, the scent of fried food and tropical fruits clinging to the wind.

      That’s when she spotted a man selling fresh fruit drinks out of a small, colorful shack decorated with palm fronds. On impulse, she ordered a nonalcoholic pineapple piña colada, the icy sweetness cooling her from the inside out as she wandered closer to the surf. A few feet away, a little girl caught her attention. No more than four years old, the child danced at the water’s edge in a yellow bathing suit, her sleek dark hair tied in a ponytail with bangs framing her tiny face. Her giggles were infectious—bright, pure, and innocent. Watching her, Vaughan felt something loosen in her chest. The laughter lifted her spirit, warming the part of her that had been clenched tight with dread.

      The little girl reminded her of herself—tan skin glowing in the sunlight, eyes sparkling with curiosity and fearlessness. Vaughan took it as a sign: She was safe, at least for now. The ominous woman from the day before, the one whose presence had rattled her, was gone.
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        * * *

      

      After the beach, she decided to extend the day, savoring every ounce of normalcy it offered. She drove to the mall, the radio playing “Pocketful of Sunshine” by Natasha Bedingfield. The lyrics washed over her, a perfect soundtrack to the calm blooming in her heart. As the song’s chorus soared, she closed her eyes at a stoplight, enjoying the stillness.

      The mall was alive with the hum of shoppers. Cool air swept over her as she stepped inside, a sharp contrast to the lingering warmth of the beach. Stores glimmered with summer displays—mannequins clad in bright sundresses, sparkling jewelry, and racks of shoes lined neatly in rows. The faint scent of coffee and freshly baked pretzels mingled in the air. Vaughan purchased a few small items—lip balm, a scarf, a new journal—simple tokens that grounded her in this moment.

      When she exited the store, her path led to the mall’s central atrium where lush green plants framed a trickling water fountain. People lounged on benches—chatting, scrolling their phones, and sipping on drinks. The water shimmered under the skylight, cascading over smooth stones into a shallow pool. She walked toward the center, taking in the peaceful murmuring.

      That’s when she saw him.

      He stood out instantly, as if the world around them had dimmed to sharpen his edges. She didn’t have to think—her body moved first. She speed-walked away, every nerve screaming danger. Her hand fumbled for her phone, desperate to call the police, but before she could dial, he was there.

      Right there.

      He stood close enough that she could see the reflection of the skylight in his eyes. And in his hand—gleaming under the mall’s lights—a knife.

      Time slowed. But strangely, she didn’t flinch. She didn’t scream.

      Maybe this was it. She had done the work, she told herself. If this was how it ended, she would meet it with grace. She thought of the laughter of the little girl at the beach, the sunlight on the water, and let the memory fill her.

      Calmly, she slipped her phone out of her pocket. With her fingers steady despite the adrenaline coursing through her, she sent a single text to her mother: I love you.

      The man’s hand trembled slightly as he looked at the knife, then at her face. Her calmness seemed to unnerve him. She stood rooted, her gaze unwavering.

      He exhaled, the tension in his shoulders visible. Slowly, he lowered the knife and slid it back into his coat.

      “I’m sorry to startle you,” he said, voice low, almost regretful. “I need to use this.”

      Vaughan’s body remained taut, ready to spring at any moment, but she said nothing. Her spirit whispered to her: Stay quiet. Let him reveal the truth.

      He took a cautious step closer. “You need to come with me.”

      Still, she did not speak. Her eyes locked on his, unblinking, daring him to explain himself.

      Minutes passed in charged stillness before he continued, words falling like stones into the quiet. “You don’t know what’s coming for you. I’m not here to hurt you—I’m here because they will.”

      She kept her lips sealed. Her instincts told her to listen, to absorb every word.

      “They sent me,” he said. “But I’m not doing this their way. You’re coming with me because if you don’t, they’ll find you here and you won’t walk away next time.”

      A vision flashed before her eyes—blinding white light and a figure whispering, Go with him. It was as if the universe itself nudged her forward. Even then, she didn’t speak. She simply nodded once, barely perceptible, and took a single step toward him.

      The mall’s background noise faded. The fountain’s murmur became a distant echo. All she heard was the low hum of something greater guiding her.

      Finally, she broke the silence. “Who are they?”

      He met her gaze, a flicker of something—fear?—in his eyes. “You’ll see soon enough. But if you want to live, you have to trust me.”

    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





