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* * *

"What lies behind us and what lies before us are
tiny matters compared to what lies within us."

-- Waldo Emmerson












Chapter 1

The sun began to dip
below the right-wing of the plane as I continued south down the
valley. I was numb—sure I was flying the plane, but I was
functioning on more or less a physical autopilot. Through tears I
couldn't stop, I glanced over at the pilot's seat—Elliott's seat.
He was gone. I had no idea what the Observers would do to him if
jumping out of the plane before takeoff hadn't killed him. We were
supposed to be together, even destined to be so, but he had
sacrificed himself so that I could tell my family what Doctor Diaz
discovered.

Her findings were still puzzling. My body
contained some kind of faint prism—in my skin and blood to be
specific, although I had no idea if that was all. Vampires like Mom
and Dad shimmered, or sparkled—however you wanted to describe it,
but I wasn't a vampire and I didn't shimmer, so how were prisms
worth Elliott's life? Tears continued to stream down my face. The
plane bounced violently for a moment, but I kept the wings level.
The air at this altitude was choppy and the expanse of cotton ball
clouds meant it was going to stay that way.

Flying the plane had been fun with Elliott
teaching me—this was entirely different. The GPS would lead me
home, but then what? I barely made it onto the huge Frederick
runway with his help. How was I going to hit that tiny grass strip
alone? I wiped my eyes, but the tears wouldn't stop.

More than two hours had passed and more times
than I care to admit I thought about just pushing the yoke forward.
I couldn't do it though, it would make Elliott's sacrifice for
nothing and there was still the danger to my parents. No, ending
it, was selfish. My airspeed was 120 MPH, exactly like he told me
and I was cruising at 5,500 feet. I scanned the instruments and
tried to remember all the things he'd showed me. Did he suspect
this might happen? How could he expect me to fly and land a plane
by myself? But he did. I sat up straight, concentrated on the
instruments and tried to shake off the emotional shock. I surveyed
the expanse around me. Up here, if I made a mistake, I would have
another chance. This is where I needed to practice landing. Do I
have enough gas for that? The gauge was already down to half a
tank, but I decided it didn't matter, if I couldn't land, I would
crash anyway. I reached forward and pulled the throttle back
halfway. As the airspeed began to decrease, I started to lose
altitude so I gently pulled back on the yoke. The plane continued
to slow but held altitude.

"He said, two notches of flaps for landing." I
reached down between the seats and pulled in the first notch. The
plane jumped upwards. I pushed the yoke forward to maintained a
steady altitude and speed. So far, so good, so I pulled the
throttle back to one quarter. As I started to descend, I pulled in
the second notch of flaps and then pushed the yoke forward again. I
was losing altitude, but it seemed too fast. The airspeed was
around 30 MPH. "He said something about reverse controls." When I
pulled back on the yoke to slow the descent, the speed began to
drop rapidly, 28 MPH, 25 MPH then 22 MPH. The plane began to
shutter and then the nose suddenly dropped straight down filling
the windscreen with the mountains below.

I fought to keep the wings level, but the plane
was falling like a rock. When I pulled back on the yoke, the plane
leveled off for a moment, but then the nose dropped again. I
screamed in frustration and pushed the throttle forward as I pulled
back on the yoke a second time. This time, the plane held altitude.
When my breathing returned to normal—well as normal as it was going
to get given the circumstances, I eased back on the throttle and
the plane began a slow descent.

"That's it, nice and easy." By the altimeter, I
was already down to 2,500 feet, so I pushed in the throttle and
released the second notch of flaps. The plane settled into a 63 MPH
climb. At 3,500 feet, I released the first notch and adjusted the
pitch of the plane to maintain 63 MPH. The rate of climb increased.
When I reached 5,500 feet, I leveled off, adjusted the speed and
tried to regroup. "Elliott thought I could do this," I reminded
myself.

I tried two more times, each better than the
previous, but neither what I would call good, or more importantly,
safe. During the second climb, I realized the sun was getting low
in the West. There was no way I could do this in the dark if I
could even find the airport. I pushed the throttle forward and
resumed cruising speed.

* * *

I made the gentle left turn that the GPS
indicated, putting me on the final leg of my flight to the small
grass airstrip off Route 101. It occurred to me as I crossed the
mountains that maybe I should just try to figure out who to radio
and go into the big Greenville/Spartanburg Airport, but what if I
made a mistake and crossed the path of an airliner? Even if I
managed to land, there would certainly be questions, Airport
Security, police, U.S. Department of Homeland Security and who
knows who else. Given what I was, and the risk of being discovered,
that wasn't really an option, I had to do this. Maybe I would be
able to make multiple attempts until I got lucky—I hoped. The fuel
gauge still read half a tank and I knew that couldn't be right. How
much gas did I have? A flash of lightning from the dark clouds in
the direction of Atlanta drew my attention. Like I needed any more
pressure. I reached across Elliott's empty seat and fastened the
belt around our duffle bags. Enter the landing pattern at
forty-five degrees, then two ninety-degree turns to line up on the
runway, I reminded myself. The truth is, except for Elliot, I
hadn't thought of anything else since my botched attempts at
altitude. He gave me this chance, I had to get the information to
Mom and Dad like he wanted. I was following Route 101 at eighteen
hundred feet and up ahead I could see the glistening water of Lake
Robinson. I tugged my seatbelt tighter as the Dollar General near
the airport came into view. To my right, the clouds were building,
churning upward to form the anvil top of a thunderstorm. I pressed
the button on the GPS and the screen went dark. It had done its
job, I was home. "Come on girl, you can do this," I prayed.

Fortunately—or given Elliott's thoroughness,
maybe not, the airport was deserted. I entered the landing pattern
at 70 MPH and eased back on the throttle. As I slowed, I pulled in
the first notch of flaps. It was a smooth transition as I
anticipated the extra lift and simultaneously pressed the yoke
forward. I crossed the mobile homes along the highway and then made
my first ninety-degree left turn. I eased off the throttle, pulled
back the yoke and began to descend. "There's power lines," I
reminded myself, but they were impossible to see. I made the second
and final left turn and lined up on the runway. "There it is!" I
pulled in the second notch of flaps. After a short distance, I
began to descend—too fast. I fought the urge to pull up and instead
eased the throttle forward. The runway reappeared in front of me. I
glanced down at the airspeed indicator that was hovering just under
30 MPH. Elliott said, stay above 26 MPH.

"Come on," I pleaded. The dark clouds building
over the mountains had already eclipsed the setting sun. A sudden
gust of wind blew me over the hanger so I jammed the throttle
forward and climbed back up into the pattern. My heart was in my
throat.

I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans and turned
onto the downwind leg, the storm was much closer. The wind gusts
made it more difficult to keep the wings level this time, but I
pulled in the second notch of flaps and turned onto the final
approach—28 MPH this time. I eased the throttle back and crossed
the road holding my breath. The engine sputtered, coughed and I was
gliding. "This is it!" I had one shot, there was no going around
this time. I passed the power lines, but below me, the runway was
racing passed. I was too high—big space onto a little space,
Elliot called it. I pushed the nose down or I was going to fly
right into the trees at the far end of the runway.

The seatbelt dug into my shoulder as the
nosewheel hit the ground hard and bounced the plane back up into
the air. I reached down and released the second notch of flaps.
This time the plane hit the ground on the main gear, softening the
blow. As the nose wheel touched down again, the yoke began to
violently shake in my hands, but the plane stayed on the ground. I
remembered to press my toes forward for brakes, but they caused the
plane to skid in the wet grass. When I looked up, I was at least
two-thirds of the way down the runway and still going way too fast.
I fought to stay straight, but as I lost speed, the plane began to
veer from one side of the runway to the other. The plane slid into
the taller grass at the end of the runway, skidding sideways.
Suddenly, the yoke twisted out of my hands as the nose gear was
torn away. The right wing dipped and dug into the soft ground
causing the plane to pirouette around the wingtip. The plane slid
to a stop balanced between the wingtip, nose and the right
wheel.

"Yes!" I screamed. I pulled our duffels out of
Elliott's seat and then opened the door. Without thinking, I
unbuckled and fell out of the plane. The sky flashed and a clap of
thunder rumbled overhead. I scrambled to my feet, grabbed our gear
and sprinted down the runway toward the hangars. Halfway there, the
sky opened up in a torrent of wind and rain.

When I got to Elliott's car I collapsed onto the
hood and burst into tears. Another flash of lightning and it began
to hail. The marble-sized chunks of ice stung my skin. "Keys! I
don't have the freakin' keys!" I tossed the duffle bags on the hood
and unzipped Elliott's. I found the keys tucked in a small side
pocket. It took a minute to get the key in the door, but it finally
unlocked and I jumped in and slammed the door. I grasp the steering
wheel and rested my head against my arms in tears. The sobs came
stronger now as the weight of what had just happened overcame the
adrenaline rush.

A booming flash of lightning blinded me for a
moment. My ears were still ringing as my vision returned. Through
the swirling rain, at the far end of the runway, the plane was on
fire. The flames quickly intensified and leapt into the air. It
must have been the lightning strike.

"The fire! It'll attract attention." I started
the engine, backed out and headed toward the open gate. I glanced
back at the charred plane one last time before heading home.

* * *

The sound of sirens in the distance reached my
ears as I turned onto our street. The rain had slowed, so I parked
under the carport of a vacant house up the street that was for
sale. The carport wasn't visible from the main road and would
conceal the car until I figured out what to do. Hopefully, Cathy
nor Alex would notice. "I can't believe he's gone," I whispered.
How was I going to act like nothing happened—like we'd just gone
rafting? I wiped away a tear. How was I going to go on? Finally, I
grabbed my stuff and started down the sidewalk toward home. By the
time I reached the front door, I was shivering.

"Hey, there you are," Alex greeted me as I
opened the door. "Where's the boyfriend?"

"He had to get home."

"Looks like you got caught in the storm."

I held my arms out to the side as Cathy appeared
next to him. "Ya think?"

Cathy and I made eye contact and it was
immediately apparent she picked up that something was wrong. "Let
her be." She slapped Alex on the shoulder. "He got her home at a
reasonable hour. Isn't that what you wanted?"

"Sure," Alex said, perplexed, "I was just—"

"Stating the obvious?" Cathy finished.

"Listen, I gotta get out of these wet
clothes."

"Sure," Cathy said, "We understand."

"Thanks." I started up the steps as Alex turned
to Cathy.

"I just wanted to make sure they were okay."

The word they, as in Elliott and
I—together, hurt. I stopped and turned back toward their puzzled
faces.

"Did something happen?" Alex asked
apprehensively.

I nodded and wiped my eyes. "It's just well, the
ride home wasn't that great. I'm not sure he'll be around much
anymore." I wiped my eyes again. I couldn't believe I just said
that.

Alex glanced at Cathy and then back to me. "He
didn't—"

"No, it wasn't like that." I fought back the
tears. "It's me, you know with football starting up. I just don't
have time for a boyfriend."

"I'm sorry," Alex said. "I kind of liked the
kid. You two seemed—well, I'm sorry."

I turned and raced up the stairs into the
bathroom. I fell back against the closed door and broke down again.
It was me, and what had happened was my fault.

* * *

I'd been in bed staring blankly at the ceiling
for hours when my bedroom door creaked. I wiped my eyes and rolled
over so I could see the door.

"Elina?" Cathy whispered. "Is it alright if I
come in?"

"It's okay," I replied in a hoarse voice.

She slipped in and closed the door. She
hesitated for a moment and then walked over and sat on the edge of
the bed. Neither of us spoke—she was waiting until I was ready.

"I thought you'd come up earlier," I
offered.

"We're both worried about you but it looked like
you needed some space."

I sat up and wiped my tear-soaked face with the
corner of the sheet. "I did—do—I don't know."

She slowly reached out and lay her hand on my
leg with a reassuring squeeze. "The news said a small plane crashed
at the little private airstrip up the road." She paused for a
moment probably giving me a chance to say something, but when I
didn't, she continued. "You don't know anything about it, do
you?"

I nodded.

"Not you and Elliott?" The moonlight from the
window reflected in her panicked eyes.

I shook my head as tears began to spill over
again. "Just me," I whispered. When I slumped forward, she scooted
closer and wrapped me in her arms. I broke down again. After a few
minutes, I regained my composure and sat back. There was no point
in wiping away the tears, they wouldn't stop.

"Elliott?"

I shook my head.

"You were flying the plane? How? Why would
he—"

"He jumped out as we were taking off from
Frederick—he—he's gone."

She pulled me back into her arms and let me cry.
When I finally calmed down, I told her the entire story. She sat
silently and listened, never asking a question. I sighed after I
finished my emotional dump and looked up into her eyes for the
first time. I saw compassion, concern and fear.

"I don't know what to do—that's not true, we
have to find Mom so I can tell her. Can you help?"

"I'm not sure, but since your mom's visit, I've
been more—aware, so it's possible, but I'll need your help."

"Anything."

She patted my leg. "I think we should talk about
Elliott first."

"I—I can't." I shook my head and looked up at
the ceiling, trying to hold back the tears.

"You can't bottle it up, sweetheart."

"I know, but he insisted I get the information
to Mom—it was the last thing—"

"Okay, we'll try, but it's been a longtime, it
may not work at first—but we'll keep trying, I promise."

I nodded.

"You need to understand something before we
begin. The experience is emotionally revealing."

"You mean like how I feel—oh, you mean about
Elliott. You can tell the difference between thoughts and actual
actions, right?"

"Not always and like I said, it's been a
longtime since I've attempted this."

"Okay then, there's something you should
know."

She braced herself, probably expecting the worst
after our earlier conversation in the bathroom.

"I'm still a virgin and he plans on keeping it
that way. No matter what you see, I swear that's the truth."

"He plans on keeping it that way?" she
questioned.

"We love each other—loved—" I shook my head in
disbelief.

"Don't jump to conclusions, he might be
alright."

"I don't see how."

"Have a little faith. Are you ready?"

"What do I need to do?"

"Just hold my hands and close your eyes."

After a short time, she began humming. I didn't
recognize the song, but by the simple tune, it was old, very old. I
began to feel tired, very tired so I gripped her hands more tightly
to keep my focus.

"Relax," she said as her thumbs began to make
little circles on the back of my hands.

* * *

The sun woke me from a sound sleep and I reared
up in bed. "Did it work?" I couldn't remember anything after Cathy
told me to relax. I didn't bother to get dressed and headed
downstairs in my sweats and tank top. When I got to the bottom of
the stairs, the bedroom shower shut off and there was someone in
the kitchen. I headed for the kitchen. When I got there, Cathy
turned toward me from the sink.

"Anything?" I asked.

"I'm afraid not, at least on contacting your
Mom. I wasn't trying to intrude, but I learned more about your
trip." She took a step toward me.

"We'll keep trying, right?"

"What are we trying?" Alex asked from behind
me.

"Waffles!" Cathy smiled at him. "How does a
little sugar high before golf sound?"

He put his arm around me. "You okay? I didn't
mean to overstep last night—"

"No, you didn't overstep, not at all." I turned
to Cathy. "Can I help?"

"Sure, the waffle maker is under the
counter."

Breakfast was uneventful and most importantly, I
managed to keep it together.

"Have fun," Cathy said, waving from the garage
door. "Try not to lose all the balls."

Alex backed out and the garage door started
down. Cathy turned toward me and leaned back against the door.
"We'll try again, but there are things we need to do while he's
away."

"The car?"

"Yes. Run upstairs and get dressed while I make
a few calls to see if I can find a storage place that's open on
Sundays."

"Right." I raced upstairs without even taking my
dishes to the sink. When I returned, Cathy was sitting at the table
talking on the phone. I sat down across from her and impatiently
waited until she finished. "Well?"

"There's one on Wade Hampton that takes vehicles
and they have a spot available."

"Then let's go."

"I'm afraid they can't do new rentals until
Monday."

"Do you think it's okay to leave it under the
carport? I can't let anything happen to it."

She tapped her lip for a moment. "Why don't you
put a note on it with your cell number? If anyone should have an
issue I'm sure they would call."

"Okay." I scratched out a note and then headed
toward the vacant house. When I was sure there was no one in sight,
I went around to the carport and approached Elliott's car from the
front. As I slipped the note under the windshield wiper, the halo
sewn into the rear seat drew my attention. Angel on your
shoulder, God, I hoped that was true.


Chapter 2

It started drizzling on
my way home. Probably a good thing, it would keep possible house
hunters away. We tried to reach out to Mom again, but Cathy still
wasn't sure if it was successful. She said it might take time and
that we would keep trying. I went up to my room and sat on the bed
just staring out at the rain, trapped somewhere between anger and
sorrow. Elliott had awakened my heart, a part of me I didn't even
know existed, and now, it felt like it had been ripped out of my
chest. Tears trickled down my cheeks like the rain on the window.
Somehow, I was supposed to pull myself together and practice
tomorrow. That didn't seem possible. I decided to venture
downstairs.

When Cathy spotted me, she got up from the
kitchen table, raced over and pulled me into her arms. "I'm so
sorry. I had no idea how deeply you cared for one another."

"Does that mean—"

"No, but I'm having flashes of our connection."
She eased me back. "Remember, there's still hope."

"I'm trying." I grabbed the remote, flipped on
the television and plopped down on the sofa.

Cathy sat down next to me and her eyes suddenly
widened.

"What?" I looked over at the television. A
reporter was standing in front of the charred plane. I quickly
turned up the volume as the camera panned in on the tail.

"...several bullet holes have been discovered in
the tail section of the aircraft. NTSA agents and local police are
investigating possible foul play." The reporter grabbed his headset
as if listening for a moment. "This just in, a bullet was retrieved
from the plane and police are going to run ballistics to determine
if they can identify the weapon used in this apparent crime. There
is still no word on possible survivors. If anyone has any
information..." I muted the sound.

My gaze sank to the floor. "If they shot at me,
there's no hope for Elliott."

Cathy pulled my head against her shoulder.
"Sweetheart, for all we know, he's safe."

I wanted to, but I didn't cry this time. I
pulled back and stared up at the ceiling. "I don't know what to do,
where to go from here." A tear ran down my temple. "I need him,
Cathy. He's become part of me, part of who I am."

Cathy went to the kitchen and brought me a glass
of water. "I know this is difficult—impossible, but you have to go
on as if nothing happened. You have practice tomorrow, right?"

I looked at her incredulously. "I can't even
breathe."

"Why don't you drive his car to practice and
then I'll meet you at the storage place afterwards? You need to do
this sweetheart, for both of you. You know he wouldn't want you to
give up your dream." She turned off the television, took my glass
and lay me on the sofa. After she tucked a blanket in around me,
she sat on the edge of the sofa and held my hands.

"Can we try again?"

She nodded without speaking and began to hum the
same old song.

* * *

Alex was home when I woke up. He brought a
bucket of chicken, and we ate a quiet dinner. I wasn't sure what he
thought, but he didn't press. He hadn't had the best golf game, but
enjoyed being out with the guys despite the rain, plus, he said it
was for a deserving charity. After dinner, he claimed the sofa and
fell asleep. I ventured back up to my room for the night.

* * *

I lingered at Elliott's car the next morning. I
had to stop from crying twice before I thought I was finally in
enough control to attempt practice. If I broke down at
practice—that couldn't happen, and so, I reverted to my tried and
true nature and turned hurt into anger.

"About time you got here," Brett said, climbing
out of a nearby car. "Where'd you steal that?"

I got out and set my cooler on the roof. "It's
my boyfriends."

"Piece a junk."

I tried to ignore him, slammed the door and
started toward the other guys out on the field.

"Oh, touchy," Brett taunted from a few feet
behind me. "I guess it's better than that piece of crap you
drive."

I spun around, extending my arm so my cooler
swung in a wide arc. It hit him in the side of the head and knocked
him to the ground.

"Bitch!" He scrambled to his feet and started
after me.

I started to run, but he was pathetically slow,
so I turned and skipped backwards. "Come on ya big baby!"

His eyes bulged from his red face. "Wait till I
git my hands on you, you little piece a trash."

"What are you driving, Mommy's car?" I
goaded.

Suddenly, Scott, Chris and Tray were between
us.

"Hey! Hey! Come on guys," Chris said, "tryouts
start Wednesday—we're a team, right?"

"Right," Tray chimed in. He glanced at me with a
shake of his head. We'd been making progress with the other guys
and I probably just threw that out the window.

I turned and jogged the short distance to where
the rest of the guys were standing, dropped my cooler and kept
running. I looked back. "You warming up or not?" No one caught me
on the two laps, not even Tray.

The rest of practice was a complete waste of
time as no one, including Tray even talked to me. The sad thing
though, at some level I didn't even care. Once so-called practice
ended, we all started back toward the parking lot. I was walking
alone, not far behind the rest of the guys.

When we got to the parking lot, Brett went over
to the front of Elliott's car and grabbed hold of the two chrome
bullet bumper pieces and started fondling them. "Now I see why your
boyfriend likes this piece of crap, it's got something you don't
have."

I was around the side of the car before the
other guys realized it and crashed into Brett full force. The
impact drove us into the side of his car and caved in the door. He
clawed at me like a girl. I pushed back, wiped my face and saw
blood.

"You're dead!" I was on him in a heartbeat,
pounding him in the temples, knocking his head from side to
side.

He was crying like the baby he was when two of
the linemen dragged me off of him. I yanked loose and stepped away
from them. Brett was still cowering behind his arms. The guys slid
between us. I spotted Brett's gym bag, grabbed his football and
stepped back.

"This your stupid ball?" I yelled, holding it
out toward him and the rest of the guys. "Your stupid lazy team?
You guys suck!" I turned and threw the ball across the road toward
the woods. "You can have it."

"Holy crap!" Scott gasped.

Tray's mouth dropped open as did some of the
other guys.

I ran passed them, snatched my cooler and kept
going. When I got to the far side of the field, I dropped the
cooler and kept running. I was running an insane pace. As I passed
them the third time, I realized at least half of the team was still
huddled around in a group.

"Elliott," I moaned and found even more speed as
tears streamed across my temples and into my ears. At the end of my
seventh lap, I coasted to a stop at my cooler and then dug out a
water bottle. When it was empty, I tossed it on the ground and
started running touch and goes across the field, extending the
distance after each one. I lost count of how many times, but
stopped when my legs began to tremble. Next, I did as many pushups
as I could and then flipped over on my back and did crunches until
my body gave out.

I peeled off my long-sleeved tee shirt and
flopped back on the brittle, sunbaked grass. I grabbed a water
bottle, poured it over my body and just lay there, panting. I
poured the last one over my face to stop the tears. The hurt inside
was just too overwhelming. I was about to sit up when a silhouette
eclipsed the sun.

"Hey," Tray said, "you okay?" He sat down next
to me. "Stupid question—obviously not."

I pushed up to a sitting position. "I take it
everyone's gone."

"Yeah, a while ago." He grabbed a water from his
cooler and took a long drink. "You wanna talk about it—I mean
whatever happened with your boyfriend?"

I pulled up my knees, rested my arms on top of
them and then lay my head on my arms so that I was looking through
them at the ground. "There's really nothing to talk about."

Tray started to get up, but I grabbed his arm.
"It's complicated." I glanced up at him.

He sat back down. "Despite my extremely cool
personality and, well, swagger, I'm a pretty good listener."

I almost smiled for a moment. Tray was a good
friend and I knew he cared. "Really, there's not much to say. I
guess I messed things up pretty bad today."

He looked over and nodded. "I won't lie—so,
yeah, huge mess."

"I'm glad you didn't get caught up in it, it's
just Brett, he—"

Tray held up his hand. "Preachin' to the choir
girl, I know, believe me, I know." He tossed his empty water bottle
back in his cooler and then leaned back on his arms. "I figure
Coach is going to hear about this one."

I leaned back on my arms like he was doing and
stared up into the glaring sun. "Guess so."

"Don't worry about your face, I think he just
nicked your lip—looked worse, but I guess not."

I reached for my mouth and felt the swollen spot
on my lower lip.

"You are up on your shots, right?"

I pushed him. "Very funny."

He smiled that infectious smile of his and
bobbed his head a little from side to side. "I gotta head home." He
stood. "Comin'?" He offered me his hand.

I grabbed hold and he pulled me up. "Thanks—for
hangin' around."

"No problem."

We grabbed our coolers and headed for the
parking lot.

Halfway there, Tray pulled out his phone.

I looked up and realized he didn't have a ride.
"See if she'll let me take you home."

"You sure?"

"Yeah, least I can do." I pushed him again.

He pressed the call button and held the phone up
to his ear. "Hey, Mom. I missed my ride and well, Elina offered...
I know, but it was a rough day, she needs a friend... Sure, I know,
straight home. Thanks." He put his phone in the side pocket of his
cooler. "We're good."

* * *

Tray's mom came out when we pulled up and
although she was initially surprised by Elliott's car—two hotrods,
obviously spoiled little rich girl, she was overly nice. Neither
Tray nor I said anything about what happened at practice. Tray did
a double-take at me and when I felt my lip, the bump was almost
gone.

I met Cathy at the storage facility on Wade
Hampton as planned, but wasn't prepared for what we were about to
do. Once I had the car parked inside, Cathy produced a car cover
and some Rodent Away pest eliminators that we put in various
places in the car. Putting the car cover over the car felt like
putting Elliott in a body bag. I held it together, but just barely.
Once we were home and I was in the shower, I broke down again.
Cathy seemed to realize I needed space and left me alone for the
rest of the morning.

"Hungry?" she called up the stairs.

"Not really!"

"Come on, you need to eat. Tryouts are day after
tomorrow."

I might as well get this over with. "I'm
coming!"

When I got to the kitchen, she already had a
grilled chicken sandwich, energy drink and a large bag of chips on
the table.

She turned from the counter as I sat down. "I
figured the chips would help you replace the salt your body lost."
She carried her salad over and sat down across from me.

"Thanks."

We started eating and nothing was said until I
was halfway through my sandwich.

"I'm sorry." She motioned toward her lip. "I
didn't realize the chips might sting," she said trying not to be
overly obvious.

"I guess you should know, I got in a fight with
Brett—"

"Last year's quarterback?"

"Yeah, he's the one."

"Then, he did that?"

I nodded. "He got the worst of it though—I think
I beat him up pretty bad."

"What did he do to provoke you?"

"It doesn't really matter, I shouldn't have gone
off like I did."

Nothing else was said while we finished eating.
Cathy got up and took her empty bowl to the sink. I wadded up my
paper towel and banked it off the side of the pantry and into the
trash can. She turned and leaned back against the counter.

"It does matter, especially if you were just
sticking up for yourself."

"I don't know, he made fun of Elliott's car,
then me—I just went off." I walked over to the sink for a glass of
water as tears began to blur my vision.

She pulled me into her arms. "I'm so sorry."

Despite my best effort, tears came yet again.
This so wasn't me. On some level, I wish I hadn't discovered my
new-found emotions—life was so much easier with just anger. Cathy
just held me and gently stroked my hair while I let it out.
Finally, she eased us over to the table and we sat down next to
each other.

"I don't think I'm going to go to tryouts," I
managed to get out.

"So, you're going to quit? Quit your dream? Quit
on everyone who's been pulling for you all these years? Your
Grandpa? Your Dad?"

"After today, I don't think it much
matters—and—you know, nothing matters anymore."

"Just like that?"

"I'm one person—just a girl..." I trailed
off.

"If your dad heard you say that—I think it would
break his heart." She abruptly stood. "Yes, you're one person, and
yes, you're a young woman and in case you've forgotten, you might
be the most important young woman in the world! Elliott knew
that—we all do. You're not done, you've got more to accomplish, and
that includes your passion for football."

"Why? Why does it matter?"

She sank back down next to me, squeezed my hand
and then stroked my arm for a moment. "I've not done a very good
job have I?" She sighed.

"That's not true. That's not true at all."

"I want you to remember what your dad told you.
'See things through'."

"I know you're right, but I never thought it
would be this hard."

"Oh, I forgot—" She jumped up and walked over to
the counter where the mail was usually stacked. She opened her
purse and pulled out a small envelope and brought it to me. "The
guy at the storage facility said this was left for you."

I looked at the plain cream-colored envelope
with apprehension. "Who left it?"

"He didn't say. All he said was that it was left
for the person who would come in to store a 1955 Buick. You know,
come to think of it, I wonder if that had anything to do with the
first three months being free."

I ran my finger around the edge, filled with
apprehension. What could this possibly mean? Could Elliott have
anticipated something would happen?

"I'm being rude," Cathy said, as she started to
get up.

"Please stay." I grasped her arm.

"Are you sure?"

"Yes. I'm not sure I want to see what's inside
alone."

Cathy returned to her chair.

I took a deep breath. "Ready?"

"Whenever you are."

Cathy slit the sealed envelope open for me with
her fingernail. I took another deep breath and slid out the folded
card.

'Do what you know you must.'

K

I glanced over at Cathy not sure what my
expression revealed—not sure what the note meant except for one
thing, 'K' was Kaylyn the person Elliott called before our world
fell apart.

"Good news?" Cathy asked hesitantly.

I turned the note so she could see it.

"A reminder, but I think you already know that."
Her expression suddenly turned serious. "There's something else you
should know and I think it's best if you hear it from me."

"Dad? Mom?"

"No, Doctor Diaz." She pulled up her Internet
search results screen and then handed me her phone.

'Doctor Cara Diaz, head of The Frederick
Memorial Hospital ICU, found dead.'

"Oh my God!"

"It's not your fault," Cathy said before I could
ask. "The article says her body was found after an anonymous tip,
and that the time and cause of death have not been released. It
goes on to speculate that it may have been a break-in and that she
likely surprised the intruder."

"All very convenient." I shook my head. "I can't
believe she's dead."

Cathy put her arm around me. "You weren't even
there. You can't think this is your fault."

"I need time—to think." I started for the
hallway and my bedroom.

"Anything," Cathy called after me. "Anything at
all."

I turned back and forced a smile. "Thanks for
being here."

* * *

I spent the rest of the afternoon on an
emotional rollercoaster, from hope that Elliott might be alive, to
sadness that our trip likely cost Doctor Diaz her life, and fear,
fear that whatever the Observers believed, they were closer than
Elliott realized. Deep down, there was always the pain that I'd
lost him forever. Somehow, football even snuck in there a few times
because a part of me knew Cathy was right, Elliott wouldn't want me
to quit. I fell asleep in the late afternoon. It was almost dark
when I awoke and ventured downstairs.

As I approached the kitchen, I noticed Cathy and
Alex sitting across the table from one another. They were holding
hands and speaking very quietly. They immediately stopped when they
saw me.

"Hey, is everything alright?"

They let go of each other's hands and sat back.
It was obviously bad news.

"Give it to me straight," I said as I
approached.

"I ran into Coach Peterson this afternoon," Alex
said flatly.

I nodded. The final blow to my football
aspirations, but not totally unexpected—not after the fight.

"Cathy mentioned you had a bit of a problem
today."

"That's right." I straightened up and met Alex's
gaze knowing what was coming next.

"Funny thing though, Coach Peterson didn't
mention it. He did however say that he'd heard good things about
you and was pleased you seemed eager to step up and provide some,
as he put it, 'much-needed leadership'."

"He said that?"

"I'd say, whatever you're doing, keep it up." He
smiled a cheesy smile. "Like I said, Coach Peterson is the real
deal. So... impressive."

I looked at Cathy in disbelief. "I beat the crap
out of last year's quarterback."

"Really?" Alex questioned, looking at Cathy and
then back to me. "Not sure that's one of the things I'd keep
doing." He winked. "But, impressive just the same."

"Not really, he's a marshmallow. I'm not sure
what to make of what you said. It has to be some kind of mistake.
If anything, I'm dividing the team and that's never good."

Alex shrugged. "Maybe that's what Coach Peterson
expected. Kind of separating the chaff from the grain."

Cathy pushed back from the table. "Anyone
hungry?"

"Um, I was thinking," I began. "Remember that
nice steakhouse you took me to?"

"Lakeview," Alex said, rubbing his hands
together.

"Well, since tryouts start the day after
tomorrow, maybe we could do Lakeview tonight—my treat."

"Now we're talking," Alex crowed. "except we
don't expect you to—"

"No, I insist, my treat—to show my appreciation
for everything the two of you have done. A girl couldn't ask for
better godparents."

"Aw," Alex swooned, "now you're getting all
mushy."

"You mind if we dress up a little?" Cathy added.
"Make it extra special."

"Sure, I think I have a dress somewhere in my
closet."

"Half an hour, then." Cathy suggested.

"Deal!"

* * *

I found the dress in my closet, but it wasn't
until after I put it on that I realized why I had it. It was the
dress I wore to Dad's funeral. At least it wasn't black. Back then,
since I knew he wasn't really dead, I'd chosen a linen color
despite it being a funeral and the Christmas season. The boots I'd
worn with it definitely weren't going to work so I dug out an old
pair of sandals. After I brushed my hair, I headed downstairs.

Dinner was nice, but despite the upbeat
conversation, my mood kept slipping to thoughts of Elliott and
Doctor Diaz. Sacrifice, so much sacrifice, and for what, my crazy
body chemistry? One thing for sure, I had to find a way to tell Mom
and Dad. I glanced over at Cathy as Alex swirled his glass of wine.
She shook her head as if she knew what I was thinking. We'd try
again, but if not though Cathy, then how? I wasn't really paying
much attention to the conversation when a shadow fell across the
table.

"Pardon me," a deep, southern, male voice began,
"would y'all be the Struther family?"

"Sheriff," Alex acknowledged, setting his glass
down. "What can we do for you?"

I looked up and froze as the tall heavyset man
glanced my way.

"Y'all mind?" He motioned toward the empty chair
at our table—the chair next to me.

"No, not at all. I'm Alex, this is my wife Cathy
and our daughter Elina."

He nodded. "Pleasure."

Pleasure? I doubt it. An uneasy silence settled
in as I began to pick at what was left of my bourbon salmon.

"Your uniform must get awfully hot this time of
year," Cathy offered.

"Yes ma'am, it surely does." He scooted his
chair forward. "I don't mean to disturb your evening out, but we
got a call from Mr. Conner this afternoon. "Seems there was a fight
at football practice this morning—looked like his boy took a pretty
bad beating." He glanced my way again.

"That's awful," Cathy said. "Is he okay?"

"Yes, ma'am, a few bruises, the largest to the
boy's ego. At any rate, Mr. Conner insisted I look into it."

Alex took a sip of wine. Obviously, he thought
this needed a woman's touch.

"Do you know what happened?" Cathy asked.

He scratched his head. "Well now, that's where
things get a bit confusing."

"Really. Surely someone saw what happened."

He glanced at me yet again. I looked away,
picturing myself being led away from the table in handcuffs—assault
and battery no doubt.

"Yes, ma'am, you'd think that'd be the case, but
according to the boys we talked with, no one saw a thing." He sat
back. "You were there. Is that right?"

I looked up expecting a stern, accusational
face, but that's not what I saw. "Yes sir, I was there."

"Well then, that'd make you the wonder girl
everyone's talking about—assuming you weren't there to watch."

"I don't know about the wonder girl thing, but
sure, I was there to practice."

He smiled. "Anything you care to add?"

I glanced at Cathy and then Alex's placid
expressions. "Um, no, I don't think so."

"Well then, I guess that's everyone." He placed
his large hands on the edge of the table as if preparing to stand
but hesitated. He scanned our faces, stopping at Alex. "Y'all know
who the Conner's are? District Representative Albert Conner—Brett's
father?"

"No," Alex replied. "I wasn't aware of
that."

The sheriff leaned forward again and dropped his
voice. "Man carries a lot of weight in these parts—don't want to
get on the wrong side of the Conner family if you get my
drift."

"Thanks," Alex said, "we'll keep that in
mind."

The sheriff pushed up from the table. "Well, it
was a pleasure making your acquaintance." He looked at me. "Good
luck at tryouts, I know a lot of folks are excited to see what you
bring to the table." He nodded again. "Ladies." He turned and
headed for the exit.

I let out an audible sigh as the door closed
behind him. "Great, just freakin' great."

"Damn right," Alex said, raising his glass to
me.

"What?"

Cathy rested her hand on my arm. "They chose
you. The entire team chose you."


Chapter 3

I awakened with
surprisingly stiff muscles the following morning and although I'd
intended to do one more serious workout before tryouts, I chose to
take it easy. Somehow, I would have to find a way to focus
tomorrow, something that was still impossible today.

I talked with Cathy in the morning, we even
tried to reach out through her telepathic ability again, but like
the previous attempts, she was unsure of the results. Part of me, a
big part wanted to blow off everything else and go back to Maryland
despite whatever danger might lurk, but even that seemed pointless.
I hated waiting—I hated feeling helpless even more. In the late
afternoon, during the heat of the day, I went for a drive and not
surprisingly, found myself headed toward the mountains. I turned on
the radio—an oldies station for Elliott, and let my internal
autopilot take me where it might.

My first stop was the old covered bridge, a
place where I faced betrayal, but at the same time, love and
unconditional devotion. Then, there was the truth about my family
and immortality—the truth about vampires.

I cruised passed Poinsett Bridge where so much
had happened and soon found myself climbing the mountain curves on
Old Route 25. Halfway up the incline, I pulled off in the same
tracks through the grass and parked under the No Trespassing
sign. After a short walk, I emerged from the canopy of dense
foliage on the upper bank of Lake Saluda. Even in the heat of the
day, it was beautiful. From the rings of different colored earth
baking in the sun to the dark green water below, it was every bit
as breathtaking as I remembered.

I chose a different route to the lake this time,
one that wound through huge rocks and rubble, and I eventually
found myself sitting on a rock ledge, a good twenty feet above the
water. The rock was hot, but I sat, dangling my legs over the edge
and stared out at the panorama. Sweat began to stream down my body
in the heat. My hair was plastered against my face and my clothes
were dark where they touched my sweat-soaked skin.

Again, I went with my mood and stripped down to
my underwear and then jumped from the ledge. The short burst of
exhilaration from hitting the water faded quickly. I rolled over on
my back and swam out into the cove. I might be seen by the
ranger—fined, or even arrested, but none of that seemed to matter.
As I quietly floated, heavy dark clouds formed over the tree line,
boiling and rolling one on top of the other. The tops of the trees
turned silver as the leaves yielded to the wind. My heart skipped a
beat when for a moment I thought the loose leaves were swirling
like Elliott could make them do, but it was just the shape of the
canyon. Soon, waves began to whitecap and the sky flickered with
lightning. I lay there, staring up into the sky and watched as the
rain made its way down the bank and finally consumed me.

Lightning struck the tree line of the canyon
with a thunderous boom, sending a cascade of showering sparks down
the bank. The water was rough now and I had to tread water until
the afternoon storm slowly passed. The rain became a drizzle and
then a rainbow appeared, arced directly over the cove, our cove,
forever our cove. I rolled over on my back and started kicking
toward the shore. Is there a rainbow in all of this? One for me?
One for Elliott?

"Elliott!" His name echoed in the vast
emptiness. I rolled over on my stomach and swam more earnestly.

Once on shore, I carefully climbed the rocks
until I was back on the ledge. I picked up my tee shirt and shorts
and twisted them to wring out the water. The sun made a brief
appearance on the horizon giving the clouds a silver lining. "Where
are you?"

"Right here, sweet britches."

I spun around as Brett, Ray-Ray and TJ emerged
from behind the rocks between me and the way back to the Rover. So
much for the team choosing me.

"Oh!" Brett mocked, covering his mouth with his
hand. "Looks like you forgot your britches."

The other two laughed. All three took a step
toward me, further blocking the path between the rocks. I glanced
over my shoulder. I could jump again if I had to. "Stay where you
are—don't come any closer." I flung my tee shirt over my shoulder
and then put my foot through the leg opening of my shorts.

Brett stepped closer, in front of the other two
now. "Maybe I don't want you to get dressed," he said in a baby
voice. "Maybe I want you to take the rest off."

I stumbled back a step, almost to the edge of
the cliff. Without looking away from them, I stepped into my shorts
with my other leg and pulled them up. As I did, Ray-Ray, made a
gesture toward Brett and then shook his head. On Brett's right, TJ
looked away. No one moved as I pulled my tee shirt on over my head.
The wet material clung to my skin.

"Whoa," Brett chided, "maybe I was wrong about
your boyfriend's car having the only knockers." He laughed, but at
least the other two seemed hesitant.

I was still barefoot, and the rock was slippery,
but I stepped toward him. "Why are you here?" My hands curled into
fists.

Brett laced his fingers together and stretched
them out toward me. "Paybacks." He glared. "You didn't think you
could go all ape shit and just walk away did you?"

"Actually, the fact that you had to bring these
two with you—yeah, I did."

He swung a fist at me. I dodged it but slipped
on the wet rock. His left hook caught me in the ribs. When I
doubled over, he hit me in the side of the face with a right, then
a left. I staggered and dropped to my knees.

I had it in me, I could feel the anger surging
through my veins, but I didn't fight back. Suddenly, his right foot
hit the side of my head causing a flash of light.

"Come on," Ray-Ray said, "You said we were just
going to scare her. I gotta past. I can't get involved in somethin'
like this."

I glanced up as he retreated up the hill. TJ was
also backing away.

"Chicken shit!" Brett yelled over his
shoulder.

"Come on, man," TJ pleaded.

Brett kicked me in the ribs, knocking the breath
out of me. I collapsed onto the rock. My vision was blurry with
occasional flashing spots like an old movie real. I gasped and the
intake of air was painful. There was blood on the rock where my
face had been. He had his revenge, he'd leave me alone now, he had
to. I tried to push up on all fours, but he kicked me in the ribs
again. I collapsed back onto the rock, barely holding onto
consciousness. I looked up toward the blurry images.

"Man, you didn't have to do that." TJ backed
away. "You're sick, man. Leave her be."

"Get out of here you wimp!" Brett boomed. "Get
out of here!"

TJ turned and scrambled up the hill as Brett
turned back to me.

I was panting, trying not to take too big of
breaths. "You got what you wanted, now leave me alone."

"Still think you can call the shots." He
laughed. "Maybe I want more."

I'd let him beat me up in hopes he'd go away—now
I wasn't sure if I had the strength to fight him off—now when it
might matter the most. I flexed my hands in and out of tight
fists.

"Oh, I was hoping you were going to fight back."
His pants dropped to his ankles.

"Don't." The sound came out more like pleading
than the warning I'd intended. I screamed as his knee dug into my
back and he began to yank on my shorts. The pain in my ribs nearly
made me blackout.

Suddenly, there was another foot in front of my
face—a tennis shoe, not a steel-toed boot. The pain in my back
vanished. Brett's scream faded into a huge splash below the cliff,
but another hand began to tug at my shorts.

"Stop!" I squeezed my legs together as hard as I
could.

"You're okay. It's over. You're going to be
okay."

"Elliott?" The concussion must be worse than I
thought, he was gone, but then who, the Ranger? I momentarily went
limp, perhaps I lost consciousness. Whoever it was, pulled up my
shorts and then carefully rolled me over. The blurry image slowly
gained clarity. "Elliott!"

He suddenly stood. "He's DEAD!"

"No," I gasped, grabbing feebly at his legs.
"He's not worth it."

Elliott stooped down next to me. His face said
what I already knew, Brett had done a number on me. I reached up
and stroked his face.

"It really is you—you're alive."

"Yes—I should have been here—this is my
fault."

"No." I tried to smile. "Is he drowning?"

"Who cares?"

"Make sure he can make it to shore, then take me
home."

He kissed my forehead, stood and peered over the
edge of the cliff. After a quick glance, he bent down and picked up
a huge rock, hurling it into the air. It hit with a thunderous
splash. He threw another and then another.

"Jesus, you tryin' to kill me?" Brett's voice
came from the water below.

"Is he going to make it?" I choked out and
Elliott immediately stooped back down next to me.

He carefully scooped me up in his arms and then
started up the hill with amazing speed and gentleness. Even so, the
motion hurt—I hurt, everywhere. He carefully wove his way through
the rocks and then the trees until we came to my truck. I was
barely conscious as he slid me onto the back seat and covered me
with a blanket. After he closed the door, there were voices not far
away.

"Who the hell are you?" That was TJ.

"Get out of the car!" Elliott demanded.

"What?" That sounded like Ray-Ray.

"GET OUT OF THE CAR!"

An engine started and I think a car was scraping
through the underbrush. The engine revved and then there was
crashing metal and falling rock like an avalanche that ended in an
enormous splash. Suddenly, Elliott was behind the wheel and we were
moving. The trees overhead vanished and I assume we stopped on the
road.

"Nothing!" Elliott yelled. "I repeat nothing
happened here unless Elina tells you otherwise."

"Yeah, yeah sure."

"Don't forget it," Elliott growled, "or one day
you'll just disappear."

"No! No, we got it."

We were moving again and the truck quickly
gained speed. I could tell he was being careful, but every bump was
like a knife in my side. My head was spinning, my vision blurred
and I had to be drifting in and out of consciousness.

Elliott slammed his hand on the dash. "I should
have killed him!"

"No," I mumbled. "I fell."

"What?" He turned and looked down at me. "What
did you say?"

"I fell—my injuries, I fell."

"I don't understand."

"I know," I wheezed. "just take me home."

He glanced down at me again and then he was on
the phone. "Cathy, this is Elliott... Yes, it's nice to hear your
voice as well. You need to meet me at the Greer Memorial ER... Yes,
she's been—" He glanced at me again. "—she's had an accident... No,
not in the truck, she fell. I'm certain her injuries will
require medical attention... Yes, I'm sure. Alex will want to be
there... No, I don't know exactly how—I found her... She's strong,
she'll be okay. We should be there in about twenty minutes. I
suggest you call ahead and let them know we're on our way... "Yes
ma'am, I'm very sorry." He hung up the phone.

My head throbbed in my temples like daggers.
"Why are you taking me—"

"Trust me."

"When? How?"

He looked back and forced a smile. "Too late."
He shook his head. "I was too late. I will explain everything
later. Rest now, breathe easy—short breaths."

Every bump radiated pain throughout my body and
I'm pretty sure we ran at least one traffic light and several stop
signs. We must have made the light at Wade Hampton because the dip
where the roads crossed really hurt.

"I'm sorry," Elliott said. "We're almost
there."

After a few more minutes, he slowed and turned
right. Suddenly, the car was engulfed in florescent light as we
abruptly pulled to a stop under the covered ambulance entrance. A
siren chirped and then became the familiar whine as it faded in the
distance. My door opened and Elliott's concerned face appeared over
me.

"Nice and easy, okay?" He slid his arms under me
and lifted me out of the backseat. As he lay me on a gurney, I lost
consciousness.

* * *

I was somewhere in the Emergency Room—I could
remember that much. Even with my eyes closed, the harsh glare from
the overhead light was uncomfortable. I rolled my head to the side
and tried to open my eyes.
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