The Ghost V
Maya
The door burst open. 
“I have news,” Chris announced with an unreadable expression. 
“What news?” Millie asked what I was thinking. 
“They had caught Derek. That’s the kid you’d punched. The accomplice.”
I felt like someone sucked the wind out of the room. Suddenly, I couldn’t breathe. Then anger took over. I stood up, ignoring their questioning glances and headed for the door. 
When Chris and Millie caught onto me, I was already in the hallway, marching straight for the holding cells. 
“Where are you going?” Chris asked, stepping in front of me and blocking my path. 
“Move.” His question went unanswered. 
He didn’t. 
“I said move!” I shot him a death-stare.
Chris shook his head. “Not until you calm down.” 
“You have no right to tell me to calm down!” I screamed in his face. 
“Actually, I do, and I could arrest you right now for verbally assaulting an officer,” he told me, his face stone cold. 
“You don’t understand! I have to see him. He is responsible for-“A growing lump in my throat made me stop talking. 
“I am not saying I won’t take you to him. Just calm down,” Chris replied, his eyes soft and gentle. 
“Now let’s go.”

Derek stood in the middle of his cell, completely motionless. 
“Hello, Maya.”
The way he said that made my skin crawl. 
“What did you do?” I demanded to know. 
“Why am I the suspect here? I am completely innocent!” His voice was calm and arrogant, like he knew something we didn’t. Because he did. 
“Where are they?” I had to use all my willpower not to scream. 
“And why would I tell you that?” 
The words didn’t get the chance to leave my mouth. 
“Maybe because don’t want to join the military. Or do you?” Millie spoke up. 
He tried to stay cold, but I noticed the slight shift in his eyes. 
“Tell me, Derek, is my information wrong? Does your father really want to send you to military school?” she continued hitting him where it hurt most. 
“What do you think he will do when he finds out his son was an accomplice in a murder?”
Derek’s face went white. 
“So, what do you say?” Millie moved closer. “Will you tell us what you know, or face the wrath of your father?” 

“Do you think he lied?” I wondered out loud, closing the police car door behind me. 
The forest in front of me seemed normal. Yet something did feel a little off. Maybe the way the gaps between the trees seemed darker than they should be. 
Jokes on the one who named the place white forest. 
“I don’t know. But this place does gives me the heebie-jeebies,” Millie replied, scanning the trees with suspicion. 
“We won’t find out if we don’t look. Let’s go,” Christian motioned for us to follow him. 
I swallowed the fear that started building up inside me. Millie looked about the same as I felt. 
I mentally revised the plan one more time. 
If we find something, we will radio it to the other fifty officers searching the place. Then we will wait for them to join us, before making any entrance or invasion or whatever. If we cross any civilians, we firmly send them out. 
Simple enough. 
I snuck through the trees, feeling like my feet were the loudest noise machines on the planet. Every snap of a stick echoed through the silence with alarming volume.
I felt panic slowly creeping in. The others had guns and tasers. I had nothing but borrowed uniform and pepper spray. If something went wrong, I would have no way to defend myself. 
I desperately tried not to think about it. After all, we had a solid plan with no part where we would have to outright hope it works. 
But in TV shows, the plan always fails, no matter how sophisticated. In fact, the most solid plans usually become the most catastrophic in the end. 
Darn it. 
Every fiber of me wanted to turn around and sprint out of that creepy dark forest. But I couldn’t. Not when there were Lee and Aiden’ lives on the line. 

We walked another fifteen minutes in silence, broken just by the leaves rustling. 
Thud. 
I turned so fast my neck cracked. 
Millie was lying face down on the ground. 
“Are you okay?” I whispered, getting down to one knee. 
“Yeah.” Her voice shook a bit as she lifted her head. “Chris?” she called out. I followed her gaze. 
Her brother stood frozen, staring at something close to her leg. 
“Hey, what’s going- “And then I saw it. The little metal hinges between the leaves. 
I started brushing them away without a word. Millie looked at me, confusion written over her face, but when she traced my hands, her eyes widened. 
“What’s that?” she stood up. I followed her. 
“A trapdoor,” Chris replied, frowning. 
We would have missed it if Millie hadn’t tripped. 
Christian lifted his radio up to his lips. 
“Control, we are ten twenty requesting backup asap,” he muttered, not taking his eyes off the door. His phone started buzzing. He stepped away to take the call. 
“Do you think it leads to them?” Millie whispered. 
“I hope so,” I admitted. I had never been so terrified in my life. But at the same time, I had never wished for something so much like for my friends to be under that door. 
Alive. 
“Where the heck are the others?” Millie murmured, searching for the flashes of police badges between the trees.
I felt someone’s grip on my shoulder. I swung my fist around, barely managing to stop when I realized it was just Chris.  
“You idiot! I could’ve hit you in the face!” I scolded him. He didn’t defend himself. 
His face was completely white. My heart dropped. 
“I just got a call from the station. Derek had escaped an hour ago.” 
BANG.

Lee
She threw me inside the dark room. 
“No, please,” I begged through tears. She just grinned wickedly. 
I hit the cold concrete palms first, scraping the skin off. 
Aiden slammed down somewhere nearby. 
I crawled towards where I thought he was. I couldn’t see anything in the dark. Not even my own hands.
I fumbled through the room on all four, desperately trying to find human skin. But there was nothing. 
“Aiden?” I called out, my voice barely audible. I got no answer. Panic started rising. 
“Aiden, please,” I pleaded, patting the floor. Fear overwhelmed me. I cried so hard I almost threw up. I felt my strength slipping away. My arms gave up. I fell face first onto the floor. 
I curled up into a ball. 
This can’t be real. It’s just a nightmare. 
I felt a light touch on my shoulder. Aiden scooted closer. He somehow managed to lift me up into his arms. 
I pressed my ear against his chest, listening to the sound of his heartbeat. 
Just like in that hospital bed. 

I don’t know how long we sat like that. 
“Do you think they will come for us?” I whispered. 
“Of course they will,” Aiden assured me, but it sounded like he was trying to convince himself more than me. “Because otherwise, they would have to face the wrath of Maya Hunter,” he joked. His hug tightened a little. 
I fell silent. 
Mrs. J’s words echoed through my mind. 
You are a monster. 
Over and over. 
And she was right. I was a monster. A zombie who cheated death, who should be laying in a casket six feet under. Why was I brought back to life just to suffer even more? 
“What’s on your mind?” Aiden asked softly, as if already expecting the answer I couldn’t bring myself to say. 
“Don’t let her get to you. You are not a monster.”
I felt a new wave of tears forming. 
“I am supposed to be dead,” I choked out. 
“Yeah. And who cares?” 
“I rose from the dead. I will always be a monster.”
“You are not. End of discussion.”
“But- “
His lips pressed against mine. 
Softly, steadily, like I was made of glass. The butterflies in my stomach exploded. 
I threw my hands around his neck. 
And kissed him back. 
Reality faded. Everything that had happened, all my fears and worries disappeared. It was just me and him and that moment.
He smiled into my lips, tilting his head and hitting an angle that took my breath away. 
Oh my God. Where did he learn to kiss like that?
My head started spinning, pleasure and adrenaline mixing with my blood and running through my veins. 
He reassured me with every little lean-in, guiding me through deep waters as my soul melted away piece by piece. He was my map, my compass, a light beam that lit up the path in the darkness. 
He was everything I wanted. 
Everything I needed. 
And I was his. 

Aiden pulled away. I groaned in disapproval. 
He took my face into his hands. I knew he was staring into my eyes even though I couldn’t see him. 
“I don’t care how many people say you are a monster, a zombie or anything else. In my eyes, you will always be the most beautiful, most brilliant, most amazing girl I have ever met. You make me smile and laugh every day. Even in here, in this situation. You bring out the warmth I never knew I had inside me.”
He squeezed my hands. 
“Lee Williams, I have been in love with you since I first laid eyes on you. And that will never change.”

Maya
My shirt turned red. 
I crashed to the ground. 
The pain made my vision go black. I gasped. 
“Gun! Get down!” Chris yelled, throwing himself beside me and pulling Millie down with him. He looked over at my shoulder and his face went white. 
He pressed his hands against the wound. They were instantly covered in blood. 
“Shit! Millie!” he urged his frozen sister. Millie took over without a word. I could see her hands shaking. 
Chris’s radio crackled. “We have an active shooter on site. Send backup immediately. Code ten forty-five.” 
He picked up his phone. 
“This is officer Havilliard, badge number 01498, I have a gunshot wound to the right shoulder, excessive blood loss, possible internal bleeding.” Christian glanced at the blood pooling on the forest floor. “White forest, three kilometers from the main road to the left. And hurry.” 
“Millie?” he turned to his sister. She was pale and sweating. Pure panic and tears in her eyes. 
“Listen to me. Go navigate the ambulance. Just like I had taught you, okay?” 
Millie nodded and ran off. Chris took her place pressing down. He grabbed my hand. I saw his worried face double. 
“Hold on. Help is on the way.” 
I nodded. 
Breathing became increasingly hard. I kept gasping for air. 
Chris brushed a strand of hair from my face. “Fight. It’s gonna be okay.” 
I felt my mind getting cloudy. His face blurred. I slowly turned my head over to my shoulder. 
So much blood. 
“Can-can you tell-Lee and-Aiden that I- I love them?” I struggled with every word. A stream of blood flowed out of my mouth. 
“You can tell them yourself, because you’re not dying.” Chris gripped my hand tighter. He sounded so convincing. But I saw the fear and doubt flash across his face. He knew. We both knew. 
I smiled. A single tear slid down my cheek, mixing in with the blood. 
“Thank you for believing me.” 
“No no no. Stay with me. You have to live. You have to-" his voice cracked. 
The words faded. I drifted away, further and further into the peaceful light. 
The last thing I saw were the forest-green eyes. 

“Maya?” 

Lee
The faint sound of footsteps brought me back from the half-sleep I’d been in. 
Aiden reached for my hand. 
“Is this it?” he asked. 
“It seems so,” I replied, strangely at peace with the fact that I was going to die. “Are you scared?”
“Yeah,” Aiden admitted. “What about you?” 
“Not really.” 
“Well, it is your second time dying after all.” 
I laughed despite the circumstances. Despite the fact we were to be executed like prisoners. Despite everything we had been through. I laughed. A true, forceless laugh coming from the depths of my soul.
Tears started streaming down my face. Not the happy kind. I sobbed, as I imagined the life I would never have. The wedding I would never experience, the house I would never buy, the kids that would never run around. I regretted every wasted second of the time that had passed. 
Aiden pulled me into a hug. 
The footsteps reached the door. 
“I love you.” 

The door creaked open. 
“It’s time!” Mrs. J chirped. Her eyes remained cold. “Let’s go. I don’t have all day.” 
I stood up, my hand still interlocked with Aiden’s. 
We went up the stairs. Mrs. J lead us into a room. It was different than the last one. Much bigger. Everything was grey like bare concrete. Aside from one single fluorescent light in the middle there was no lighting. No chance of reaching the outside world.
Mrs. J gestured for one of the walls. There was a drain in the floor. I tried not to wonder for what. 
“So, which one of you goes first?” 
Aiden looked me in the eyes. His gaze was deep, full of love. 
“No.” I shook my head. “Absolutely not.”
“If they come, you may still be alive,” he whispered, pressing his forehead against mine. 
“No. I’ve already cheated death once. This chance belongs to you,” I argued. 
His sad smile broke something inside me. “You deserve it more. You have been through so much. This world will need as many people like you as it can get. If one of us survives, it should be you.” 
“But you’re going to die.” Tears blurred my vision. 
“I’m willing to make that sacrifice.” Aiden reached over, wiping the tears off my cheek. 
“I’ll meet you in the afterlife.” 
He turned around. 
Mrs. J snorted. “Are you done with the lovey-dovey shit?”
“Yes,” Aiden replied. 
“Then proceed to the wall,” she ordered him. “Derek! Restrain her.” 
A pair of arms grabbed me from behind. I turned around. 
“You?” I gasped when I saw the familiar face. 
“Delighted to see you again,” he smirked. 
Mrs. J picked up a gun. A giant, black polished gun. I looked at Aiden. He stood by the back wall. His face was calm, at peace. 
The gun pointed straight at his head. My legs gave out. I wanted to scream and cry. But there was nothing left inside me. 
“Any last words?” 

“DROP THE GUN!” 
Police swarmed the place. They were everywhere. 
They came for us. 
Mrs. J smirked. “And why should I?”
The officers came closer. 
Something cold pressed against my temple. 
“Another step and we’ll shoot them both!” Derek screamed. 
No. 
The whistle carried through the air like a bullet. 
An officer slammed into Derek. He let go of the gun.
And me. 
I jumped up. 
Police had already surrounded Mrs. J. But nobody could knock her out safely. Except me. 
I ran towards her. Time seemed to slow down. Rage built up inside me. 
I let out a scream that didn’t sound human, lunging at her with full force. She went down. 
I stepped onto the gun. 
“It’s over, bitch,” I hissed. 
Derek screamed like a banshee and knocked me off her. We tumbled before I managed to pin him to the floor. 
“You will never get me!” Mrs. J yelled. She picked up Derek’s gun and blew off her head. 

A pair of strong arms wrapped me in a hug. 
I started sobbing into the sweat-soaked shirt. 
“It’s okay. It’s over,” Aiden traced lines on my back with his fingers. 
“You’re alive,” I breathed out, pulling away just to see his face. 
“Last time I checked,” he chuckled. Tears started streaming down his face. I wiped them off. 
I looked around. The police were securing the crime scene. A found a familiar face among them. She was walking right towards us. 
“Millie! What are you doing here?” I asked. 
“My brother is an officer,” she replied. Her voice was tense.
“Where’s Maya?”
Millie bit her lip. She turned her eyes away. 
“She had been shot. I’m so sorry.” 

Maya
Beep.
Beep. 
Beep. 
My eyes fluttered open. I took a deep breath, enjoying the ability to breathe freely again. 
I was alive. 
After losing three liters of blood, internal bleeding and a partial pneumothorax, I was alive. 
Jokes on Lee. 
I pressed the non-emergency nurse call button. A young female doctor appeared in less than two minutes.
“I see you’re awake,” she smiled. “How are you feeling?” 
“Surprisingly pretty good,” I replied. 
“You’re gonna disagree with yourself once the pain meds wear off,” she chuckled. “Wouldn’t want to be in your place right now.”
She opened the blinds. The room filled with soft morning light. 
“I don’t think anyone would.” 
I stretched. I wasn’t in pain, but my chest felt really tight and numb. 
The nurse shrugged. “I have to go make some calls,” she said and left the room. 

The door slowly opened. Lee and Aiden stepped in. 
“Well, took you long enough,” I smiled at the sight of their intertwined hands. 
Lee chuckled, then immediately burst out crying. “I thought you were dead,” she choked out. She ran to my bedside, gently pressing her head against my healthy shoulder. 
“I had to even out the score,” I shrugged. “Though it would be better without the ICU. It looks like I am copying you.”
“That’s not funny.” 
“You still have to die once more to even out the score.” Aiden sat beside Lee. 
“Don’t you dare.” Lee shot him a death glare that made mine look like smiles. 
My face fell when I noticed the bandage covering her shoulder. 
“Are you guys okay?” I asked. 
“No. But we’re not dead. And I think that’s thanks to you,” Aiden said. 
I just shrugged, trying to hide my teary eyes. 
They told me everything that had happened. With each detail, my stomach twisted more. The horror they described made my skin crawl. 
“And the great finale – Mrs. J is dead,” Lee announced. “And Derek is in custody.”
“Really?” I almost felt guilty for being excited. But then I remembered everything they’d done and got a little happier. 
A soft knock at the door cut through the silence. 
Chris was standing there, flowers in hand, staring at his feet. 
Lee stood up. “Come on, Aiden. Let’s go.” She shot me a look. 
We’ll talk later. 
“Hi,” I told Chris and motioned for him to come closer. 
“I brought you something.” He handed me the flowers. “I’m glad you’re okay.” 
He squinted nervously. 
“What is it?” I wanted to know. 
Chris turned slightly red. “I know this is probably not the best time, but… will you go out with me?”
I almost jumped out the bed in excitement. 
“I thought you’d never ask.” 

Lee
3 years later
“That’s the last one!” I yelled when I placed the cardboard box in Chris’ hands. 
“Finally. I thought the line would never end.” Chris wiped his face and jumped out the moving truck. He turned to Maya. 
“How did you even fit all this in your room?” 
“To be honest, I have no idea,” Maya shrugged with a smile. 
“Your room must have been giant,” Aiden chipped in. He jumped and pulled down the massive metal door. 
“So, are you nervous?” I asked Maya. 
“Extremely. It’s all new for me, after all. College and my own home…Yet I am so excited at the same time,” she admitted. 
“No need to be nervous when you have me.” Chris placed his hand around her waist. 
“Of course.” Maya kissed him. She had to stand on her tiptoes. 
“Get a room.” Millie rolled her eyes, leaning against the truck. 
“Just because you don’t kiss your boyfriend in public doesn’t mean we can’t do it,” Chris smirked playfully. 
“What we do with Connor is none of your business,” she fired back. 
“Where is Connor anyway?” I asked. 
“Right there.” Millie pointed to a car that had just pulled up. A tall, dark-haired boy got out of the driver’s seat. 
“We have just finished packing. You missed all the fun,” Aiden smirked, running his hand through his hair.  
How I love when he does that. 
“Sorry, got held up,” Connor apologized, his radiating blue eyes nervously squinting. 
“I’m just kidding, man,” Aiden laughed. 
I glanced at Millie. She rolled her eyes, then spit out laughing. 
Maya glanced at her watch and sighed. 
“We have to go. I don’t want to be late for the orientation.”
I hugged her tightly. “Have a safe drive.”
“We’ll try. I’ll call you when we arrive.”
“Absolutely do,” I ordered her, my vision blurry with tears. “I’ll miss you,” I whispered. 
“I’ll miss you too.” Maya wiped her eyes. “You have to come visit soon. The whole squad.”
“We will,” I promised. 
The car backed out of the driveway. Maya waved one last time before they drove away. 
I gently touched the scar on my forehead. Aiden came closer, hugging me with one hand. A smile formed on my lips. 
We made it. 

