The Ghost IV
Maya
Wednesday 30th of April, 7 a.m.
I pedaled through the streets to Lee’s house, just like I had been doing for the past two weeks, even before she returned to school. Usually, that neighborhood was fairly quiet, especially at seven a.m., but not that day. Weird, but I figured there was some event, maybe charity, which sometimes took place without anyone knowing beforehand. 
I couldn’t have been more wrong. 
I made the final turn, and blood froze inside my veins. 
There were police cars everywhere, parked across the whole street. I stopped counting when I reached ten. I couldn’t even see through them, much less pass. 
I looked around, trying to find something that would tell me what the hell was happening, which house was the one with the crime scene. 
I turned my eyes back to Lee’s house. Mrs. Williams standing on the porch, frantically explaining something to an officer. 
Oh no. 
I jumped off the bike. Didn’t even bother leaning it on a fence. I ran towards the house, ignoring the orders to immediately stop from the officers. 
I thought of at least a hundred possible scenarios of what could’ve happened, each one more absurd than the last. There was one that kept coming back to me. The one I prayed was just my imagination getting out of hand. 
“Mrs. Williams!” I yelled, hurling onto the porch like an avalanche. “What’s going on?” I managed to choke out between heavy breaths. 
“Lee ran away,” she told me through tears, which seemed off considering their reaction when she went missing, but I had no energy to read into it more. “She couldn’t handle the send-off to the facility,” Lee’s mom continued. 
I felt my phone buzz in my pocket. When I looked at the screen, there was one message. From Lee. 
I did not. 
The phone fell out of my hand, clattering on the concrete. 
I ran my hands through my hair. “No no no no, this is not happening,” I tried to convince myself, but I knew. 
I had been right. 

An officer approached me. I barely registered him. 
“Are you Maya Hunter?” he asked me gently. 
I nodded, not trusting my voice. 
“We need you at the station- “
“No. I can’t go anywhere. I have to call Aiden,” I stammered, grabbing onto my pockets, before I realized that I had dropped the phone. 
“Aiden Knox, I assume? I am afraid that won’t be possible,” the officer informed me.
“Why not?” I demanded to know. “Because if this is some kind of protocol, then I don’t give a damn. “
 “I assure you it’s not protocol. I regret to inform you that he went missing as well. We got a call this morning. He was last seen yesterday.”
No. This can’t be happening. 
I felt my eyes burn, tears forming. My lower lip quivered. I covered my mouth with my hand. 
“Hey,” the officer lowered his head on my level. “Let’s go find somewhere quiet, shall we?” 
He gently touched my shoulder and led me to one of the empty cars. He opened the back door for me, joining me in a flash. 
“I know this must be a lot,” he said gently. “But we are gonna find your friends. They couldn’t have gotten far in such little time.” 
I shook my head. “They did not run away.” I wasn’t sure why I was telling him. It was a risk. I shouldn’t share it with anyone until I had proof. But something about his demeanor made me trust him. 
“They were kidnapped,” I whispered, barely audible. His body tensed up. 
“That’s a serious accusation.” I felt his eyes scanning me. “I will go find my training officer. If what you’re saying is true, then we cannot afford to waste any more time.”

The car ride felt like eternity. 
That was the only slow part about everything that followed. 
They led me through a bunch of corridors before finally ordering me to sit down in a room. It had a mirror, of which I was pretty sure was one-way. I had caught a glimpse of the label on the door – interrogation. 
And then the questioning began. 
“Were you aware of the placement of Lee Williams into a facility that was set on taking place today?” 
“Yes.”
“For how long?”
“Since yesterday evening.” 
“Were you involved in any way in their escape?” 
“No.” 
“Do you have any idea of their whereabouts?”
“No.”
“Anything else you would like to say?”
Here goes nothing. 
“They were kidnapped.” I laid down all my cards. 
Stunned silence. 
“Miss Hunter- “one of the officers began. I cut him off. 
“Please, you have to believe me. There was a camera in Lee’s room, and probably in Aiden’s and mine, even tough I didn’t have the feeling in mine, and she took them because we uncovered her identity and now something bad is going to happen if- “The words hurled out like a waterfall. 
“Miss Hunter stop,” the officer raised their hand to my face.  
“Who is she?”
“Our math teacher. Mrs. Jenkins,” I whispered only so loud that they could hear me. 
The officers exchanged a look. 
“Why do you think that?”
“Lee saw it in her dream.”
“You are making accusations that could send one to prison for life, and you’re…all based on a dream?” 
“It sounds worse when you put it like that,” I mumbled. 
“So why would she take you?”
“Because she is responsible for Lee’s murder and now that her victim has come back, she freaked and wants to destroy the evidence,” I proudly announced my theory. 
The taller one sighed. 
“Hypothetically speaking, based on your previous assumptions, if there was a camera in your room, wouldn’t she have taken you too?” they asked me. 
“Yes,” I admitted. 
“Then why are you here?”
“My grandma had a medical emergency in the middle of the night, and I was sent to fetch some medicine from the twenty-four-hour corner store. They must’ve made their move when I was away,” I explained. 
One of them sighed and completely dropped the remaining bits of the formal act. 
“Look, Maya, this story of yours is very…outstanding, and I am sure you would win an award, if you entered it into a writing contest. However, we are at a police station, and this is no time to joke.”
“But I am telling the truth! Why don’t you believe me? My friends are in danger!” I stood up, realizing that the warm something on my cheeks were tears. 
“Subject in distress, needs a break,” one of the officers radioed someone else. Not even a minute later, the one that was with me in the car opened the door. He placed his hand on my shoulder. 
“Let’s go,” he whispered. I went with him. 

He led me through the hallway into one of the back rooms.
“This is my office,” he told me. “Why don’t you sit down while I make some coffee?” 
He reached to turn on the kettle, leaning on the tiny kitchen counter. 
“My name is Christian, by the way. Chris for short,” he smiled. 
“Well, I am Maya, but you already knew that.” 
I looked at him. Really looked. My heart skipped a beat.  
Because oh damn, he was hot. 
I would say he was twenty-one. 
By all means, the best-looking man I had ever seen. 
He couldn’t have been older than twenty-one. His charcoal black wavy hair was just about the right length not to fall into his eyes. 
His eyes. 
Forest green with silver specks, like raindrops on leaves. He watched everything with this intense, focused, but somehow still soft look that made me forget how to breathe. 
And the body. 
The short-sleeved uniform revealed the toned arms with veiny forearms. I could almost see the sixpack under his shirt. And it took me every ounce of effort not to stare down there. 
That man was a dream. 

“What?” Chris asked me, giving me a funny look.
“What?” I snaped back to reality. 
“You’ve been staring at me for the past five minutes,” he laughed. Dimples appeared on his cheeks. 
“If you don’t want girls to stare you should put on a mask.” I tried not to show how much his appearance made my brain glitch. 
Lee and Aiden are probably locked somewhere right now, and you are here obsessing about a guy you have just met. Are you serious? 
“Your attitude’s pretty strong, considering you’ve just almost had a mental breakdown. 
His face fell when tears welled up in my eyes. “Shit, I am so sorry, I didn’t mean…” 
The door swung open, and a girl popped in. I recognized her. I thought her name was Milie, but I wasn’t sure. 
“I heard that,” she smirked. “And let me tell you, Chris, you’re absolutely hopeless when it comes to girls,” she rolled her eyes, brushing her black curls away from her face. 
Her head turned to me. “Hi. You must be Maya. I’m Millie,” she introduced herself, confirming my guess. 
She practically shoved Christian off the couch, sitting down next to me. 
“I’ve heard about your friends. I know I am a stranger to you, but I am here if you need to talk to someone,” she said in a soft voice. 
I nodded in appreciation. 
“Wait, what exactly are you doing here?” I asked her. 
“This awkward piece of a man is my brother,” she announced, patting Chris, who had brought a chair over, on the shoulder. 
Well, in that case…
“You gave to help me guys,” I whispered. 
“Nobody believes me. They think I made it up. But I swear I am telling the truth. Look,” I showed them the phone screen with the group chat opened. 
“Why didn’t you present it to the detectives?” he asked me. 
“Because they’d taken away my phone before the questioning,” I explained. “And see this?” I clicked on Lee’s message.  “This showed up exactly after Mrs. Williams said Lee had run away.” 
Both siblings went a little paler. 
“You need to start an investigation,” Millie turned to Chris. 
“But I am still just a rookie, they will never take it seriously,” he ran his hand through his hair. My heart skipped a beat despite the circumstances. 
Darn it. 
“Then you’ll have to make them. Otherwise, it could be too late.” 

It took us three hours to prepare our evidence. Three hours that could’ve been spent looking for my friends, if they had just believed me. 
The presentation included screenshots of the group chat, the police records of Lee’s first disappearance and the testimonies that me and Aiden had prepared before they were turned against us. 
Another piece of evidence, I thought. And I was set on making darn sure this one wouldn’t be stolen. 

“Could I have your attention?” Chris called out through the intercom, which he had requested access to an hour before. “This is officer Havilliard, and I would like to request a meeting in roll call, effective immediately. Urgent.” 
His eyes met mine. “Prepare. This is not going to be easy.” 
The room was packed. Already more than we had expected. But I was not complaining. The more people know the truth, the better. 
Chris fired up the projector.
“It has been brought to my attention, that our most recent case, the disappearance of Lee Williams and Aiden Knox, believed to be a runaway case, may not be what it looks like. I have brought a witness,” he pointed to me, “our subject’s close friend, Maya Hunter, and another witness, Millie Havilliard. We will now show you the evidence that we had gathered. 
Christian flew through the slides, commenting each one. I felt my hope slowly disappear, as I watched the other officers’ bored faces. 
And then the presentation ended. 
Nothing happened. 
Just sleepy eyes and grumpy murmurs. 
“You’re just a rookie, Havilliard. You know they can wash you out any second, right? The case has been closed. There are patrols searching for these two right as we speak. So, what about instead of listening to distressed friends you focus on your job?” someone said harshly. 
My blood started boiling. 
The officers stood up, heading to the door. 
“Wait!” Millie yelled so loud my ears rang. Everyone stopped dead in their tracks, staring at that soft-looking girl with disbelief. 
“I believe I have one more piece of evidence to show you.” She connected her phone to the computer. The screen showed a recording. 
Millie hit play. 
The sound was muffled, but I could still make out all the words clearly with some effort. My blood ran cold when I recognized the voice of the kid I’d punched. 
“Yes. I will destroy the evidence.  Of course, I will turn it against them, that’s even better. Okay. What’s the plan?”
There was a long pause. 
“When are we taking them? Tonight? Sounds good. Okay Mrs. J.” 
Silence.
And then all hell broke loose. 
Lee
Few hours earlier…
I was floating around in a sea of weird looking water. Everything was gooey. There were no outlines, no shapes, no anything. Plain nothing. 
A sharp pain in my head jolted me awake. 
I groaned. 
My brain was foggy, nausea was trying to take over my guts and the pounding in my head wouldn’t stop. 
Another hit in the head. That’s when I realized – I was moving. Wait, no. The car that I was inside the trunk of was. 
Trunk of a car?
I slowly opened my eyes. 
I was not in the trunk of a car. It looked more like a military-style transformation vehicle. There was even a window, though a very small one. 
I noticed a person lying across from me. 
My limbs were more will-powered than actually moving, but I made it closer. I recognized that person, but I couldn’t quite grasp why or who it was. I could only liken the feeling to someone dumping the contents of my head into a blender and stuffing the memory smoothie back inside. 
It must have taken me at least ten minutes to figure out who they were.
“Aiden?” I croaked, my throat made of sandpaper. 
No response. 
“Damn it, Aiden, wake up!” I shook his shoulder weakly. 
He started coughing. 
“Come on, we have to get out of here.” No matter how much I tried, the words came out slurred. 
“Stranger danger,” Aiden stared at me with wide eyes. His voice was hoarse and his speech slow. “Stranger danger,” he repeated, trying to scoot away from me without much success. 
“No, you idiot, it’s just me…Lee,” I had to pause to remember my own name. 
“Oooooh,” Aiden stretched the word as the realization hit him. 
“So, what’s the plan, honey?” 
If I could’ve seen myself, I would’ve seen the loading symbol on my forehead. 
“What did you just call me?” 
“Wait, was that wrong?” he seemed genuinely confused. “Something’s telling I’ve been in love with you for eternity. You’re not my girlfriend?” 
“No. That’s nonsense,” I nudged him.  Yet something about what he was saying felt…right. Like I wanted that too. I looked at him and felt the butterflies in my stomach rage. 
“Wait a minute. I think I really might be your girlfriend. My stomach just did the weird floppy thingy,” I stared at him, completely captivated. 
“See? I was right. I am always right,” he smiled, his eyes dazed and cloudy. 
“That’s nonsense.” 
There was a brief moment of silence, disturbed only by the sound of wheels on gravel coming from outside. 
“So, if we’re a couple, aren’t we supposed to kiss or something?” Aiden asked. 
“I don’t know,” I shrugged. “But I kind of want to kiss you. Your lips are really pretty,” I choked on my own tongue. 
Aiden scooted over, leaning into my personal space so close I could see the abnormally large pupils of his eyes. 
“Your eyes look funny,” I chuckled. 
“Yours are beautiful,” he tilted his head.  
I felt him leaning closer, his warm breath on my cheeks-
Screeeeeecchhhh. 
Whoever was driving slammed on brakes. 
The stop sent me flying into a bunch of cardboard boxes by the wall. Aiden’s fate was not so comfortable – he slammed his head right into a pile of ropes. 
He started laughing. I felt myself joining him. 
I heard muffled voices outside. It set off an alarm inside me. 
“Aiden?” I choked out between fits of laughter. 
“What?”
“I think we’re in danger.” Cold sweat started dropping down my back.
“What?”
“I think we were drugged and kidnapped.” I was still laughing.
“We shouldn’t be laughing. Why are you laughing?” he asked me. 
“I can’t stop.” 
The laughter didn’t sound happy anymore. It turned dark and hysterical, like the screams crows make. Terror washed over me, dripping into my voice. 
“I’m scared,” I said. Tears of panic started streaming down my face. I was fully conscious, but couldn’t move, couldn’t control my actions. 
I had no way of defending myself. 
“Me too,” I heard Aiden admit. 
The metal door clicked and swung open.
There stood a person covered head to toe in black. But I was more concerned about the two needles they were holding in their right hand. 
“Looks like it’s time for another dose,” he chirped happily. 
He moved closer to me and stuck the needle into my arm. 
“You escaped once. This time, you won’t have as much luck,” he grinned. Through the holes in his mask, his eyes were visible. They were radiating insanity.
“You will pay for your actions.”
That was the last thing I heard before drifting away. 

The floor was cold and hard. Darkness was surrounding me. 
History repeats itself. 
I don’t know how long I had been staring at the ceiling I assumed was there. Minutes, hours, maybe days. The only thing I knew was that I was alone. 
When I first gained consciousness, Aiden was already gone. They must’ve thrown us into separate rooms. 
Aiden. Just him. But someone was missing. 
Maya. 
She had not been taken. I went through all of my pockets, praying to every possible universal principle that my phone was still in there somewhere. 
I found it. My last hope. Our last hope. 
I pressed the power button, sharp light blinding me. 
I opened the chat and was left there staring at it. What was I supposed to write?
My dad’s words flashed through my memory. 
And pack your bags. We’re leaving tomorrow afternoon.
The psych ward. I was supposed to go to the facility. 
I could only imagine the expression on my parents’ faces when they didn’t find me in my bed. They probably assumed I had run away. Mrs. J had arranged it perfectly. If everyone thinks we’d disappeared on our own, no one will come search for us. 
Fear gripped me tight. I tried to recall any points from the road we’d taken, but I had been too drugged to remember anything. There was no way to explain where to find us. 
The faint sound of heavy footsteps reached my ears. 
Shit. 
She’s coming for me. She took Aiden, and now she’s coming for me. 
The footsteps were getting closer. Each of them sounded more and more calculated. Almost like someone was laughing at me, at the helplessness I must’ve had engraved in my eyes. 
My fingers moved without command.
I did not. 
I threw the phone in the corner. 

Aiden
Sometime later…
Some sounds you will never forget. 
I knew the screams would haunt me in my nightmares forever. 
Lee screamed in pain every time that monster added one more to the cuts. 
And I heard myself yelling too, completely useless. Strapped to a chair. 
“Please, stop,” Lee cried. 
“Oh, honey,” Mrs. J chirped. “This is just the beginning. You know, I never got to study someone like you. I need to know how much your body can withstand in your second life. I have to take the chance before I kill you. For real this time,” she grinned. 
Scream. Blood. 
“Tell me, how did you find out it was me who did it? No, let me guess – it was the dreams, wasn’t it?” she continued, looking at Lee with curiosity.
“The people at school were right. You, Lee Williams, are a monster.”
I felt my blood boil. How dare she speak to her like that. No one tells my soulmate she’s a monster.
No. 
One. 
Memories flashed before my eyes. Of her, of us. Laughing, crying, studying. Of the drugged conversation in that truck. All the times my heart felt like it was going to burst. And this trash of a human took it away. With every scream that tore apart my soul, I became more and more sure. 
This ends here. 
“You know what is interesting?” 
Scream. 
“I actually never intended to kill you, you know.” Mrs. J traced a trickle of blood with her finger.
“I just wanted to take revenge on your mother. You see, back when I was a college student, I was the weirdo. Everyone looked at me like I was some kind of dirt,” she clenched her fists. “Until I found him. He never judged me, never seemed to think what others did.” 
Pause. Scream. 
“I was engaged!” she yelled. “And then your mother came into the picture and ruined everything.” Her tone turned stone cold. My blood froze. 
“She stole him from me.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Lee whispered through gritted teeth. 
“Of course you don’t,” Mrs. J snickered. “Nobody flaunts the fact that the father of their children is a stolen man!” 
Dead silence. 
“I wanted revenge. I thought I would just scare them with your disappearance. But when you resisted, I had to…turn to plan B.” 
She paused. 
“But if I had known how little they cared about you, I would’ve taken your sister.”
“Stealing children as revenge? How pathetic.” Lee winced in pain with every word. 
Mrs. J’ face turned crimson. She picked up the razor blade, cutting open her shoulder. Blood started dripping onto the floor. 
Lee’s scream was filled with so much pain. I couldn’t take it anymore. 
“LEAVE HER ALONE!” My voice echoed through the room, bouncing off the walls and coming back to me in waves. 
Mrs. J’s head snapped back. She looked at me with her insane, bloodshot eyes. Her head tilted to the side. 
The crooked smile made my skin crawl. 
“Derek!” she called out, still grinning. “Come take care of him.” 
No one appeared. 
“Derek!” 
She muttered something to herself. Her eyes glowed with rage. 
“THAT LITTLE PIECE OF SHIT! WHERE THE FUCK IS HE!”
Her voice shook the walls. 
Even through the yelling, I could still hear Lee sobbing. 
Mrs. J turned to me. Then she started moving. Slowly, like a predator approaching its prey. 
She pulled out a knife.
I froze in terror. 
The rope she had tied me up with fell to the floor. 
I felt her breath on my temple. 
“I suggest you think of your last wish. I give you twenty-four hours.”

