CHAPTER 1

611:1 Braide hugged her knees with her eyes pinched closed. “Idon’t
like his driving.” She opened her eyes and looked at the young
woman peering out the window in the seat beside her. “Is it safe yet?”

“I think so.”

The twenty-seater bus thudded on the rough road with a hefty
wallop, sending gobs of mud splashing onto the “Tacoma Technical
College” decal on its side. Ella and the other students yelped, clinging
to the handrails.

“Sorry. Pothole.” The driver cowered behind the steering wheel as
if he could have avoided it.

Ella picked up her Field and Laboratory Manual, now strewn on the
floor. A map of Cascade Mountain poked out from between the pages.

“Ididn’t plan on dying here,” she mumbled.

Snow-capped mountains towered above the bus. Logged
trees—deemed unsuitable for harvesting—swathed the slopes, and
immature evergreens sprinkled the butchered landscape.

The bus negotiated a hairpin bend and shuddered on the
washboard road.

Ella ratcheted her jaw open and yawned. Wasn’t that how you

released the pressure on your ears? No wonder babies cried on
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airplanes. As loose gravel pummeled the undercarriage on the bus’s
descent, her ears popped. How would she handle the return trip over
the summit?

“Deer!” someone yelled. “Look out!”

The driver slammed on the brakes.

The bus fishtailed onto the soft shoulder. The ground cratered,
dragging the vehicle into the gulch below, nose up. Passengers
screamed as the vehicle flipped onto its side and accelerated down
the pebbled slope, snapping off dead trees.

Before long, the bus crashed hard into something, hurtling bodies
over the seats. Acrid smoke seeped inside through broken windows.

Somewhere near the rear of the bus, Ella choked on toxic fumes
as her head throbbed. She was alive, but for how long? She needed to
get out.

Clambering over mangled objects toward hazy light, she found
someone wedged between two seats. With depleted strength, Ella and
another passenger wrangled the woman through a shattered window.
Pain shot through Ella’s body, and blackness swam before her eyes.

She scrambled out of the bus, along with several students; and
they all labored to distance themselves from the wreckage. Ella
dropped to her knees, fighting for breath, while others fully collapsed
to the ground.

Ella unzipped the pocket of her jacket and wrestled out her phone.
Blood from her head dripped onto the display. She smeared it away
from the Emergency button, desperate to connect. Every millisecond
tested her endurance.

“Nine-one-one,” the operator said. “What’s your ...” The line crackled.

“You...you're breaking up,” she said breathlessly.
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“What is your emergency?”

“B-bus crash. Can you hear me?”

“I can hear you, ma'am. Where are you?”

“Cascade Mount . . . logging . . . road.”

“Are there any injuries?”

The bus burst into flames, and the power of the explosion bowled

her over.

F wail of sirens aroused Ella. Emergency teams descended the
precipice as she battled to prop herself up. Coated in black ash, she
finally teetered to her feet and flagged them. So hard to breathe. Then
a whirlwind of dizziness beset her. She put her hand over the racing
beat in her chest and collapsed.

When Ella came to, she hovered above her lifeless body, looking
straight down at the paramedic, who quickly applied compressions
to her chest.

He ripped open her blouse and pressed defibrillator pads onto her
chest, then waved his arm at the other man with him. “Stand clear.”
When the screen read Shock advised, he pushed the flashing button.

No shock. He hit the button again. Nothing.

He switched off the defibrillator, slid his fingers along cables, and
wiggled the connections. Then he reapplied the pads and pushed the
button. Her body jolted. He resumed CPR while the other man tried
to get a pulse on her neck. “Can’t get a beat.”

Emergency teams paraded by with the injured strapped onto
stretchers.

Suddenly, Ella dropped violently into an unseen tunnel below,

screaming for her life. Her fall accelerated as a powerful force dragged
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her deeper into the void. Every attempt to control her trajectory failed.
Heart pounding, arms flailing, she waited to be annihilated like a
bug splattered on a windshield. Then the falling sensation stopped,
and the last photon of light dimmed. Completely disoriented, her
body hung suspended in a colorless space.

Is this what absolute death is like?

The paramedic began chest compressions again. One, two, three . . .

Ella’s body shivered in the extreme cold and dampness of the void.
Everything was deathly silent, and the feeling of total abandonment
spooked her to the core. Where was she? Ella had been frightened
many times in her life, but this time was profoundly different. Never
had she felt such terror.

Visions of championship basketball games played before her. She'd
been a star player, thanks to her highly competitive and spirited nature.
Always strategic and focused, she never entertained the idea of losing.
Those skills might help now, but would they be enough?

A faint rumbling noise broke the silence. As it got closer, she was
sure she could hear voices. Yes! Her rescuers were coming. “Help!” she
screamed. “Over here!” Now her heart raced with joy and hope.

Swoosh. A gust of unbearable stench smothered Ella; then, a hazy
image emerged and sailed in her direction.

Something was wrong. To her horror, a gray, jelly-like entity,
vaguely human in form, landed in front of her. She screamed, her
panic soaring to unprecedented levels. The creature clawed at her,
snarling like a wild beast. Still screeching, she maneuvered out of
its reach; but a swarm of these grotesque beings blocked any chance
of escape.

Gnarled fingers poked her face and grabbed her arms.



Peter Pappas 13

“Get away!”

As she kicked at them, they shrieked obscenities at her and
laughed. “You never existed on earth!” they howled. “It was an
illusion. This is your reality—forever! We own you! We always have!”

No! They were wrong. She needed to—

“Still no pulse,” the first responder said.

A blast of energy suddenly propelled Ella. Was it up, down—to
where? Any place had to be better.

She landed in a pit so dark she couldn’t see her body. So hot.
Her skin started to burn. She cried out from the excruciating pain,
nauseated from the stink of her own flesh. Was she being cremated
alive? That would end the torment, if nothing else. When she ran her
fingers along her arm, her skin was intact. Freaking out, she screamed
into the vacuum for mercy. Then, unexpectedly, wailing from unseen
persons bombarded her.

“Help us. Help us!” they cried out.

They were just like her—or, rather, she was now like them. If
this was her last stop, it was her destiny—an eternity of living hell
without hope.

A blood-curdling scream tore from her throat.

“She’s breathing!” a voice—a different voice—blurted.

Darkness faded.

“He-help me!” Ella cried.

The first responder checked her pulse again and nodded. “I
thought we'd lost her.”

Ella forced her eyes open, her vision drifting in and out of focus.
“Don't let me die,” she begged, digging her fingernails into his arm. “I

can't go back there.”
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The paramedic scowled for a moment, then placed a hand on her

arm. “Don’t worry. We'll look after you.”

¢ ’ hat hurts.” Lying in her hospital bed, Ella continued pressing

her fingers to the bandage around her head, looking for more
tender spots.

Her mother, clad in her usual black dress and head covering, took
Ella’s other hand. Concern practically radiated off her.

“Go home, Mama,” Ella said. “I'll call you when I get the results.”

A teenager with her leg in traction lay on the bed opposite Ella’s.
An orderly rolled another bed into the space next to the girl’s; and all
eyes switched to the man on board, noting his ear and arms swathed
in bandages.

The orderly smiled as he locked the wheels. “Wouldn’t want you
careening into your neighbors.”

Frowning faces leered at him. Apparently, no one thought he
was funny.

Her mother intercepted the nurse who passed by. “I want you to move
my daughter to another room. Men and women shouldn’t be together.
It’s not right.” Her Eastern European accent underscored her complaint.

“It’s either back to the ER or the hallway.”

There was no way. “Then I'm staying here,” Ella said.

Another orderly wheeled a man into the bed space next to Ella.
Her mother glared at the nurse.

“Mama, it’s okay,” Ella said.
Her mother pulled the curtain, giving them a false sense of

privacy and security.
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“Ella needs to rest now,” the nurse said.

“T'll be back tonight” Mama kissed Ella on the forehead and
rubbed her cheek. “The church is praying for you.”

“Bye, Mama.” Ella looked at the nurse once her mother was gone.
“That makes me feel claustrophobic. Can you draw back the curtain?”

She obliged without comment.

Ella closed her eyes and felt the weight of her body sink into the
mattress. Rest, yes. And forget all of this.

4 crash in the hallway startled Ella awake; and without thinking,
she covered her head with her hands. Her heart pounded as
images of the bus accident flashed through her mind.

“Hey, it’s okay,” a soft voice said. “Just one of the dietary aides
dropping dishes. Here.”

Ella slowly uncovered her head and looked up to find bruised
eyes staring at her. With slicked black hair and a light blue hospital
gown hanging from his shoulders, the young man from the adjacent
bed dangled a tissue near her face.

She took the tissue and dabbed her watery eyes. “Thanks.”

“My name’s Elijah.”
“Ella.”

He grinned at her. “You see, we already have something in
common.”

We do? She pressed her head against the pillow, creating a tolerable
distance from him.

“Both of our names start with E.”

She eyed him, unsure what to make of the guy.
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“What happened to you?” he asked.

“Bus crash. You?”

“I copped two blows to my head, then got kicked in the spleen. I
do martial arts.”

“I've thought about taking self-defense classes.”

He nodded. “You should try Brazilian Jiu Jitsu. The school on
Renfrew Street is the best one.”

“Idon’t want to end up like you, though.”

“Don’t worry. It’s very safe for beginners.”

“Maybe after I finish college.”

“What are you studying?”

“Forest technology.”

“Cool. Where? At UW?”

“Tacoma Tech.”

“Are you into anything else?”

Ella hesitated. She wasn't in the mood to talk but didn’t want to
be impolite. “I play the guitar.”

“Acoustic or electric?”

“Acoustic.” She grimaced at the pain in her head.

“Me, too,” he said, seemingly oblivious. “We should jam together
some time.”

Ella shook her head. “I only play solo.”

He looked down at her hands folded on her lap. “Are you seeing
anyone right now?”

Seriously? “I prefer not to talk about my personal life.”

A man in a white coat approached the bed, took hold of the

curtain, and looked at Elijah. “Please excuse us.”
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Elijah returned to his bed, and the man pulled the curtain around her.
“Hello, Miss Braide. I'm Dr. Ian Thomas.” He stepped closer and signed in
to the computer on the rolling stand at the foot of her bed. “You're a very
lucky lady. Only one in ten people survive a sudden cardiac arrest.”
Cardiac arrest? Like my heart—

“Your test results show that your heart is functioning within
normal limits—but just,” he continued.

Tears of gratitude filled her eyes. “I'm so glad to hear that. I think.”

“The cardiologist wants to see you in a couple of weeks.”

Ella nodded. But she didn’t like the idea.

He swiped the screen. “No abnormalities on your MRI.”

Good. “Can I go home now?”

Dr. Thomas looked at her. “Do you still feel nauseated?”

“A little. The vision in my right eye is a little blurry.”

“Those are common symptoms of a concussion. We're keeping you
one more day for observation. And then you'll need close follow-up
with the cardiologist and a neurologist.”

Really? “How long till I'm better?”

“A few weeks, at least. Possibly up to three months. You'll need
plenty of rest. Any other questions?”

She shook her head.

“All right, then.”

As he slipped between the curtains, Ella sighed, then reached for
the handheld mirror on the bedside table. She pouted at the stained
bandage, scrunching her naturally refined nose and heart-shaped
mouth. After that, her fingers untangled the knots in her brunette

hair down to her shoulders.
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She put the mirror back on the table; but when she reached for
her phone, she felt like her eyelids were too heavy. She'd wait to tell
her mother what the doctor had said.

¢ ‘H ey,” a distant voice said, waking Ella.

As she struggled to climb out of her slumber, she sucked in
a long breath. Oh no. Better not be Elijah!
A hand stroked her hair, and she recoiled.
“It's me . .. Olivia.”

Ella opened her eyes, and a kaleidoscope of colors and shapes
crystallized into the trim figure of her best friend—not Elijah. “Oh.
So glad it’s you.”

“How are you feeling?”

“My head hurts. Otherwise, I'm just foggy-brained.”

“Everything is normal, then.”

They both chuckled, and Ella winced.

Olivia pointed to the ceiling. “Someone up there is looking
after you.”

Guilt swamped Ella, choking her when she spoke. “Wha—what
about the others? Some people died.”

“Do you want another tissue?” The voice came from behind the
curtain.

Ella and Olivia locked wide eyes.

“I—I'm okay.” Ella angled her head and mouthed, “Let’s go.”

“Are you able to walk around?” Olivia asked loud enough for Elijah
to hear her. “It would do you good.”

“Yeah.” Ella shifted her long legs off the bed and carefully stood.
She got her bearings, then pulled the curtain. “Elijah, this is my—"
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“Hi, Olivia.” He leaned toward them.

Olivia inhaled. “Ah . . . hi.” She took Ella’s arm and led her out
of the room. “That guy’s creepy,” she whispered once they were in
the hallway.

“Tknow. I can’t wait to get out of here.”

Olivia gently tugged Ella’s arm, and they straggled toward the TV
lounge. Ella relied on Olivia to stabilize her. When they sat down on
the lounge chairs, the newsreader on the TV caught their attention.
The death toll continues to rise from the Cascade Mountain bus crash.

The fiery picture on the screen sent more images careening
through Ella’s mind. “T-turn it off,” she begged, suddenly shaking.

Olivia got up and charged at the TV but couldn’t find the remote.
After yanking the power cord from the wall, she went back to their
chairs and hugged Ella. “You'll be all right.”

“No. I won't be. Not if—"

Olivia pulled back to look at her. “Ella. You're okay.”

“You don’t understand.” Ella looked away. Should she tell her? She
wanted to, but . . .

A few awkward moments passed.

“I...Idied,” she whispered. “I know what it’s like.”

Olivia’s grayish-green eyes stared at her. “What?”

“T'had a near-death experience.”

Olivia frowned. “Maybe you just lost touch with reality when
you were unconscious.”

No, it wasn't that. “I was dead for eight minutes, maybe more. And
I"—Ella squeezed her eyes shut and dropped her chin, then looked at
her again—“I went somewhere awful.”

Olivia tucked her blond hair behind her ear. “Like, where?”
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Great. Just what she needed. “You think I'm crazy.”

“I don’t. Never would.”

As Ella shared every hair-raising detail, her pulse throbbed; and
Olivia’s eyes reflected the terror Ella heard in her voice. “Why would
God send me to Hell?” she finished. “Am I that bad?”

“No more than most people,” Olivia said.

“But I'm doomed if I die.”

Olivia shook her head. “Maybe this had something to do with
your nightmares.”

No, it wasn'’t that. Ella was sure of it. “But theyre not real.”

“Your uncle did attack you.”

True. “This was different, though. And maybe God protected me
back then. But why didn’t He this time? He could’ve stopped the bus
from crashing, right?”

“God didn’t promise us a trouble-free life,” Olivia reminded her.

“Only spiritual protection.”

So had God abandoned her? Did He even hate her? “I just don’t
understand it all. Innocent people die every day from earthquakes
and floods and disease.”

Olivianodded slowly. “Yes, but we can’t blame God for everything.”

“Why not? If He could—"

“God created a perfect world for us, but people have disobeyed
God since the beginning of time,” Olivia said. “We’ve all sinned
against Him. Right?”

She couldn’t deny that.

“And God is holy and can't tolerate sin.”

So what's your point?
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“God had to separate Himself from all His creation. And in doing
so, He punished the world. That’s why there are natural disasters
and suffering.”

Several seconds passed. Ella wanted to reject all that. But could she?

“Ella, you've experienced terrible trauma,” Olivia said gently. “It’s
going to take time for you to work through that.”

Growling, Ella stood up. “I went to Hell. I know I did. And I knew
you wouldn't believe me.”

“I want to, but . ..”

Annoyed, Ella closed her eyes. But then, visions of the blackness
and the horrid creatures assaulted her again. As her heart pounded,
she opened her eyes and shook her head to rid them from her mind.

“I can’t go back there—ever. Understand?”

Olivia got up and took her by the arms. “Yes. And I'm sorry. How

can [ help?”

That was a good question. “I need answers.”



CHAPTER 2

4 week had passed since Ella had been discharged from the
hospital. In her bedroom, she adjusted the pillow behind her
back and tilted her laptop screen. How many times had she read the
“Near-Death Experience: Missing Links” article now?

Beside her, a notepad listed crossed-off words: gender, race, education,
socioeconomic status. She picked up a pen and wrote two question marks
next to religious beliefs. “I'm getting nowhere,” she grumbled.

Late afternoon light dimmed the bedroom now, and Ella went
over to the window and pulled up the venetian blinds. When she
returned to her bed, she grabbed her phone from her desk and placed
it on the nightstand.

Her mother tapped on the door and brought in a small stack of
linens. Ella glanced at her as she stuffed the folded sheets in the Early
American dresser.

“You can't spend every day in here,” Mama said. A pillowcase fell out
of the drawer, and her mother grabbed it off the scuffed oak floor and
tucked it back in. After closing the drawer, she turned to Ella and crossed
her chubby arms. “It’s not good for you. You need to see a therapist.”

This again? “Stop nagging me.”

With a huff, her mother left.

22
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As Ella pulled her computer back onto her lap, her cell phone rang.
Olivia. She picked it up and answered. “I was just about to call you.”

“Oxygen deprivation,” Olivia said. “That’s what caused your near-
death experience.”

Lack of oxygen? “I don'’t think so.”

“It happens to fighter pilots if they accelerate too fast.” The pitch
and tempo of Olivia’s voice escalated. “Their heart and lungs don’t work
properly. They get confused and anxious and can’t remember anything.”

“Olivia, I was completely lucid. I remember every horrid detail.”

“Well, low oxygen causes hallucinations, too.”

Ella gritted her teeth. Why couldn’t she just believe her? “Are you
genetically deaf or just hard of hearing? How can I hallucinate when
my brain isn’t functioning? I gotta go.”

She ended the call, got up, and headed for her dresser. Amid the
myriad of trophies on top was her favorite photo of her father. His
peppered goatee, styling his genial smile, calmed her. “Oh, Dad”—she
hugged the picture—“if you were alive, I know youd believe me.”

But just the thought of retelling her story to anyone twisted her
insides.

When her gaze returned to the trophies, anger rushed through
her. She opened the mostly empty top drawer and shoved them into
it, only pausing when she grabbed her most prized one. The engraved
metal plate read Women’s Basketball—Mt. Tahoma High School—Ella
Braide—Most Valuable Player.

“Now, I can hardly put a plug in the sink,” she spat out as a tear slid
down her face. “I'll never be normal again.”

“Rev. Taylor is here.” Her mother’s voice in the doorway spun her

around.
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Ella exhaled. “I don’t want to see him.”

Mama walked away as if she hadn’t heard her.

Then again, maybe he could answer her questions. After taking a
deep breath, Ella made her way to the living room.

There, Rev. Taylor held a photo close to his face. “Is this you and
your husband?”

Mama nodded. “We married in Czechia. Now look at me.” She
indicated her black mourning dress. “What a tragedy.” Her shoulders
drooped as she bowed her head. “I miss him constantly. He was such
a compassionate man.” Then she looked up, smiling. “You would
have liked him.”

Ella cleared her throat.

Rev. Taylor turned in her direction. “Hello, Ella.”

Seeing him conjured a vision of an impartial judge with no
feelings. She forced a smile in response, the best she could manage.

The phone rang, and her mother went into the kitchen to answer
it. “Sure, I'll come over and get it.” Moments later, she opened the
back door and called out, “I'm going next door.”

Good. Shed be out for a while.

Ella sat down on the couch and waited for him to take the chair across
from her. “Do you know anyone who'’s had a near-death experience?”

His expression brightened. “Yes, I do. Why do you ask?”

Might as well just say it. “I went into cardiac arrest after the crash.”

“Your mother told me that.” He tilted his head back and gazed over
his nose. “And did you see Jesus?”

Hardly. “Uh .. .Isaw...demons. I think I went to Hell”

The wrinkles on his forehead tightened. “I see.”
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Tears filled her eyes, and she swallowed hard. “Why would God
send me there?”

He dragged his finger across his chin and glanced away. “I don’t
believe He did. Whatever you experienced, it isn’t found in the Bible.
There are instances of people raised from the dead, but none of them
reported having a near-death experience.”

“But they could still have had one,” she pointed out. “Even if it’s
not in the Bible.”

He considered that for a few moments. “Perhaps God is trying
to get your attention. Have you examined your life? You may have
unconfessed sin.”

It still didn’t make sense. “I'm not a cheat or a murderer. There are
worse people than me.”

“Yes. But those aren’t the only sins. There’s also the sin of
omission—that’s when we know something is right but choose not
to do it.”

“And that would send me to Hell?”

“Faith in Jesus Christ is the only thing that will keep you from
going there.” He sat up straighter and tightened his arms across his
chest. “I can’t remember when I last saw you in church or Bible class.”

That was because education had been her top priority—until
recently, anyway. “College took up most of my time. And I had to
work hard to get there.”

“You can't ignore God and expect great things from Him.”

“I go when I can. That’s all I can do.” Done with this unhelpful
conversation, she stood. “I need to get some rest now.” She went to

the front door, and he got up and followed.
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As Rev. Taylor stepped onto the porch, he turned. “T'll see you at
church on Sunday.”

Ella closed the door and then headed for her bedroom.

About thirty minutes later, her mother appeared in her doorway
again. “How was your visit?”

She looked up from her laptop. “I think I'd get more sympathy
from a psychopath.”

Mama'’s eyes widened. “Oh my. What did he say?”

“All he cares about is filling pews.”

“Be respectful, now. He’s a man of God and a good Bible teacher.
You could learn lots from him.”

Ella slid the computer off her lap. “I'm going to go for a short walk.”

“I'll come with you, then.”

“No.” She wanted to be alone. “Actually, I'd rather go by myself.”

Ten minutes later, Ella ambled along the sidewalk past Craftsman-
style homes, Victorians, and the occasional farmhouse. Earthy smells
wafted up from the ground as she passed under yellow-colored
maple trees. She meditated on the song “Bridge Over Troubled Waters”
flowing softly through her headphones.

A loud bang came from behind; and she spun around, her pulse
skyrocketing. A cloud of black smoke dissipated behind the bus
approaching. The too-familiar smell nearly gagged her; and she
dropped to her knees, lowering her head to fend off vomiting.

“Hey, are you okay?” A pair of flat-heeled boots came around from
behind her.

“Oh. Yeah, I'll be fine.”

“Do you need me to call an ambulance?”
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Absolutely not. That was the last thing she needed. “No, no, I'm
fine.” Ella slowly got to her feet to find herself eye to eye with a
woman about her age. The stranger looked stylish in her knee-length
boots and navy puffer jacket.

She laid a hand on Ella’s arm. “I'm Grace.”

“Ella.” She turned off the music.

Grace glanced around. “Where are you going?”

“Home—just down the street.”

“I'm heading that way, too. I'll walk with you.” As they started in
that direction, Grace glanced at her again. “What happened back there?”

“Probably a panic attack.” When Ella had googled her symptoms,
that’s what seemed most likely—a diagnosis she never wanted. “I was
in a bus crash about a week ago. Loud noises scare me now.”

Ahead, a poster had been nailed on a pole. WaNTED By THE FBI - TREVOR
ALAN DURAN — SEXUAL ASSAULT. SHOULD BE CONSIDERED ARMED AND DANGEROUS.
Tacoma FBI Fierp Orrice. Criminals could easily elude the police in a
city of more than two hundred thousand people.

“Great.” She pointed. “Something else to worry about.”

Grace squinted at it. “He looks like an actor in one of those crime
dramas.”

“Except we don’t get many celebrities around here.”

They both chuckled.

A heavy-footed jogger raced by, startling both of them. Ella’s
trembling hands found solace in her pockets. Traffic flowed by them;
and as they continued walking, she frequently looked over her shoulder.

Ella breathed a sigh of relief as they neared her 1916 bungalow,

desperate for new paint. Like other homes in the neighborhood, it
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had a low, sloped roof and a raised, open porch with thick-framed
windows on each side. “This is my place.”

“Oh.” Grace faced her. “Well, I hope you get the help you need.”

Ella pursed her lips. “You think I'm crazy, too.”

She shook her head. “I'm concerned, that’s all.”

“Well . . . thanks.” Ella opened the mailbox at the street. Nothing
there.

She climbed the steps to the porch, then looked back to find

Grace had already moved on.

4 s a siren screamed and then faded away in the middle of the
night, Ella woke to her arms and legs trembling. Images of
people on the bus flashed through her mind rapidly. She tried to sit
up, but her limbs turned spasmodic. She rolled off the bed, sending
the lamp on her night table crashing onto the floor with her.

Moments later, the door flung open; and her mother rushed into
the room.

“They’re in the bus!” Ella cried. “They didn’t get out. They're on fire.”

Mama knelt down, helped her sit up, and wrapped her arms
around her. “You're safe, Ella. It was only a nightmare.”

“I wanted to help them.”

“I know; I know,” Mama soothed her. “You did all you could.”

Ella sucked in a breath. Had she? Had she done all she could?



