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For all the fighters—keep fighting.

 





 

 

“You gain strength, courage and confidence

by every experience in which you stop to look

fear in the face. You are able to say to yourself

‘I have lived through this horror. I can take the next

thing that comes along.’

You must do the thing you think you cannot do.”

~ Eleanor Roosevelt
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What’s in a name?

Usually, parents name their children with a special kind of love in their hearts. Not mine though. They didn’t want me, or at least, that’s what they kept telling me. They only ever wanted to inflict pain. I was nobody until the woman next door gave me the lovely name Elenore. She cared for me when my own parents didn’t or wouldn’t.

Every single day I wished to be taken away from what I endured. Anywhere would have been good. I would have sold my soul to the devil himself back then, and I’d willingly do it now. Give my living essence to breathe, to live on. My entire childhood was a survival story, and now I have another.

So much blood. Everywhere I look, there are dark pools of solidified blood stuck to the walls, the floor—my entire cell is covered. The girls who came before me are no more. Their stories are over. It was gruesome, the stuff of your nightmares.

Not me, though—he kept me.

One letter changed my destiny of certain death. It was never in me to give up easily. I’ve always been a fighter. He never saw me coming, and he never knew my strength. He was not what I expected either.

His strength.

His calmness.

Or his kindness.

He was my captor…
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Her screams echo through the night, piercing me right in my chest. My pulse accelerates with excitement. It’s like a whisper to my heart. The crisp air wraps around me. Her dirty scent hits my nostrils, and my nose wrinkles in disgust. My eyes hold their gaze on the back of her head, staring at her, but not actually seeing her. I watch her hand tremble while she writes her farewell letter—the signature to my killings.

“P-p-p-please let me go.” She hiccups as she begs.

I shine my flashlight right in her face, her hands immediately come up, covering her eyes from its brightness. Her grimy, red, tear-stained face looks up at mine, and I see the hope she holds in her big brown eyes. She’s got no idea she won’t be going anywhere. Here you are, and here you’ll die. She’s weak and pathetic. Didn’t have much fight from the start—nothing but crying and begging. That only makes me want to kill her quicker, but I can’t stray from the normal plan, the one I was taught.

Laughter erupts from my throat. “Have you finished?” I ask deadpan whilst her bottom lip tremors. My upper body swells with happiness. Her matted hair falls around her face as her head drops. Once I’m rid of this toy, I’ll be glad to search for another.

Will I ever get enough of the pleasure this gives me?

Their screams are my songs of the night. Their tears are the rain through the day, which makes the green field brighter. Their begging eyes cause my heart to beat faster, but in the best way.

The girl with shaking hands holds up a piece of crumpled paper, and I shine the flashlight on it to read. Their goodbye letters are all the same. It showcases their weaknesses. I love it. I thrive on it.

 

Dear Mom and Dad,

I’m sorry. Sorry for all the stupid things I did and for not listening to you. I don’t know if I’ll ever see you again. He won’t let me go. I’m so scared. I love you both.

Love, Rebecca

 

The black ink smudges on the page from her blubbering tears, smudging the shaky handwriting, most of which is now almost unrecognizable. My lips twist in an evil grin.

She has never seen my face, only my eyes and mouth, thanks to the ski mask protecting my identity. Holding the flashlight firmly under my arm, I fold the paper up and place it in an envelope, tucking it away in my jacket pocket for later, all the while she continues to sob uncontrollably. I can’t take it anymore. Frustration bubbles within me.

Without warning, I shout, “Run!”

She jumps back in fright. She won’t make it very far, especially with the open cuts on the soles of her feet.

This game is fun.

She attempts to scurry upright, only making it about ten steps before I pull out the gun I have tucked in the back of my jeans. It’s familiar as my fingers curl around the hilt.

Taking aim… ready… fire.

The trigger pull drops the hammer, and the bullet leaves the barrel on its path, sending the kill shot echoing out into the empty night. I know I haven’t missed when she collapses in an unmoving heap on the ground.

Silence fills the crisp night air and, a deep satisfaction washes over me. Closing my eyes, I can hear faint spluttering from her. The final moments of her life. Slowly I walk toward to her. With my boot, I push her body over. Her eyes beg me to help her. I stand before her, taking pleasure in her pain. Bit by bit I watch the life drain from her body. Finally she takes her last breath and, now it’s too quiet. I need my music of the night.

Time to find my next plaything.
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“Elenore!”

I cringe at the booming voice echoing through the door of my boss’s office. Quickly, I scurry off my chair, grabbing my notebook to take down what tasks she needs done today. My job of assistant to the editor isn’t for the faint-hearted.

I step into her large spacious office, probably the size of my living room and kitchen together, with my pen at the ready. “Yes, Ms. Vi.” She prefers everyone call her Ms. Vi, short for Violet. Her name matches the color of her hair. Violet’s a funky hipster type who manages a magazine for teenagers. Forever You touches on all the subjects girls want to read about, like how to achieve your first orgasm, or how to break up with the boy who really isn’t right for you. Although, right now, I’m sure I know what she’s about to ask me… about Rebecca. I haven’t heard from her. I don’t have the answers for her.

Ms. Vi stands in front of a rack of clothing, if that was what you could call those outfits. There’s more material on me than there is dangling on the entire rack, and I definitely don’t dress like a grandma. Today I’m wearing a fire engine red pencil skirt, which sits slightly above the knee, with a cream button-up close-fitting blouse.

“Where are those pictures from the shoot yesterday? And where is Rebecca? It’s been a week! She needs to be here. I rely on her for these photo shoots, especially this close to publishing the next issue.” Her fingers snap while she’s throwing questions my way, peering over the top of her rectangular-shaped glasses, as she does on a daily basis.

“I placed the photos on your desk before I left last night. I’ve been trying to reach Rebecca daily for the last week. I’ve even rang her parents and they haven’t spoken to her either.” Worry consumes me when it comes to Rebecca, because I don’t know where she might be. She’s been a loyal friend since I started here. I certainly hope she’s all right. I even went to her apartment last night and nothing.

Peering over at Violet’s desk, I spy the red envelope with the photographs enclosed inside it. Her OCD tendency has made the office basically a color-coded nightmare. Red is urgent. Yellow is important, and she has a day to get the job done. Green is routine, and she has a week to complete. Orange is employee payroll, and blue is all messages taken and phone calls she has received and needs to return.

“Well, she won’t have a job when she returns. Now, bring those photos to me.” Acid soaks her words as she continues to scroll through the clothes on the rack, appearing not to pay any interest toward Rebecca.

Violet has a way of making people feel belittled, and after the upbringing I’ve had, I’m accustomed to being spoken down to. It’s become second nature to me. Throughout the past few years, I’ve learned to stand up for myself. It’s taken some time to be able to do it, but we all grow eventually.

Confidently, I move to her large white desk and take the bright colored envelope, holding it up. “Right here, like I said.” She turns, looking at me with distaste in her stare. It’s a look that’s all too familiar.

“Oh… thank you. I’ll get to those shortly. Could you book Charles for another shoot? Go grab me one of those vegan rolls from the café down the street and a coffee. Thank you, Elle.”

Sometimes I catch the smallest twinge on her lips when I show her up on something I’ve already done. In those moments, my head blows up a little bigger and pride beats its way through me. Right now, I can see one of those lip twinges.

“Sure, not a problem.” I smile, and as quickly as I scurried into the room, I leave. Violet doesn’t take very well to time wasters.

The two girls who came before me were “lazy, and a waste of space,” to use her exact words. They didn’t listen to her instructions and always messed things up. Needless to say, they left in tears, and the last one pre-warned me that I most likely wouldn’t last longer than a week. One thing she didn’t know about me was I’m very good at taking instructions and getting what needs to be done, done. You don’t grow up in the home I did and not build upon those attributes, or I would have ended up sore from yet another flogging from my parents.

I glance out the office window where it’s pouring rain and droplets slid down the glass. Trust Violet to pick today for a vegan roll. I swear she purposely waits until there’s a raging storm with thunder, lightning, rain, and unleashed wind determined to render me helpless under whatever pitiful shelter I can seek on my way to the store. I slip off my simple black high heels and put on the flip-flops I carry around in my handbag for days like this. It was sunny and warm when I walked out of my apartment door—but in New York, you have to be prepared for any kind of weather.

While walking and clutching the umbrella with one hand, I pull out my company cell with the other. When I started working at the magazine, I paid out my previous phone, because I got this one for free. Plus, it’s not as though I have a massive social life. Actually, my social life reminds me of high school—the kids never liked me. Now, I only have a few friends, but I do think it’s for different reasons. My job, for one—I’m always busy and drop everything to take a call from Violet. I’m a pleaser, and it’s how I’ve always been, though it doesn’t help out in the friends department.

My finger hits Suzie’s name, and after a few seconds, it begins to ring. I hug the umbrella close and hold it low, trying to save my skirt from getting too wet. It’s one of my favorites.

After two rings, her sweet shaky voice comes through the line, and it’s like a warm hug every time I hear it. It gives me the sense everything in my life is okay, and I’m doing good.

“Hello, Elenore,” she answers joyfully, greeting me like she always does.

“What? How did you know it was me?” Suzie is old school and still has a corded phone.

“Who else is going to call me?” Her laughter brings a smile to my lips.

“It could have been a telemarketer?” I raise my voice, to speak over the noise of the traffic in the street.

She huffs at my suggestion. “No, dear, they wouldn’t be calling me anytime soon. I gave one a bit of a fright the other day when he called. I had him tripping over his words by the end of the chat.”

I giggle, shaking my head. “So what did you say to scare this kid?” I ask, not helping myself. I’m also a little afraid of her response. My foot splashes in another ankle-deep puddle, and again, I’m thankful for my flip-flops, although as the rain comes in on an angle it sprays the bottom half of my outfit. Just great!

“I told him that unless he has something that can help me get to the toilet quicker, so I wouldn’t have to wear a massive diaper, then he should stop calling me, and I told him to take me off the caller’s list. I disconnected after that before I lost all control.”

Laughter bursts between us. Only Suzie would say something so crass.

“Oh my goodness! You actually said that?”

“Yes, I did.” I hear the boastfulness in her tone—she’s so damn proud of herself.

“Good on you, Suzie. You make my days so much better.”

“Always out to put a smile on your face, my little Ellie.” I could hear the happiness in the words she spoke to me.

“Are we still on for dinner tomorrow night?” Every week, I go to her place for dinner and a chat—it’s our thing. Suzie’s like a mother to me. She’s seen me at my worst, and when I was younger, Suzie spoke for me when I had no voice. Days when I was being beaten in my backyard, she’d call out to whichever parent was handing out the punishment. It was as though she didn’t care what they thought of her, or how much they bellowed abusive statements at her. She didn’t quit. Suzie truly saved me.

“Are you there, Elenore?”

It’s then I realize I’m standing in front of the café, gripping the umbrella to my chest.

Clearing my tight throat. “Yeah, I’m here. Sorry, got caught in the past.”

“Forget those times, Ellie. You’re beautiful. So, dinner tomorrow night?” She knows at the mention of my past, it’s mostly not good, but Suzie has her way of always making me feel better, with her kind words.

“Yes. I’ll pick something up on my way home tomorrow.” Stepping under the awning cover of the café, I collapse the umbrella and give it a bit of a shake before I step inside.

“Okay, dear, see you then. Have a good day.” We say our goodbyes. I stow my phone away in my bag.

The café if full, and as always, busy. It’s a rustic kind of environment with wood benches and very unique styling choices. They have a table set screwed to the roof—it truly is amazing, and I love it. The food here is all healthy, which is why Violet mostly likes eating from this place.

Digging through my purse for my wallet, I step forward right into the back of a solidly built man in a navy blue suit.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” I quickly apologize for my clumsiness.

He spins around, and his captivating eyes meet mine. His gaze moves up and down my body. I feel very vulnerable to his stare, so much so that my face heats with embarrassment.

“That’s okay. At least I don’t have my coffee yet to have it spilled all over me.” He grins, his tone smooth, yet filled with playful sarcasm. He’s dreamy all right. His suit is tailored to fit his body perfectly. Stop, Elenore.

“I am sorry,” I repeat. “But I’m relieved you don’t have your coffee either because that means I’d have to pay for the cleaning job on that suit, and I’m not sure it’s something I could afford.” I nervously giggle while the insides of my chest feel as though they might explode.

He towers over my short frame of five foot five. I’m not one who typically chats with god-like, sexy-and-tall-as-hell guys. It’s rather daunting standing here before him. I’m highly aware of how self-conscience I’m feeling under his heavy stare.

A flicker of something unrecognizable dances in his pools of green-brown. Glancing up at him, he gifts me another sexy grin. My insides flutter with delight. “Don’t worry. I’m not a monster. I wouldn’t do that.”

Laughing, I respond, “I’m glad.” Opening my mouth to speak, I hear a name called. “Blackwood!”

“Yep!” He raises his hand toward the lady holding out a takeaway coffee cup.

While he collects his order, I use this moment to pull my thoughts together and catch my breath. He stole it the moment our eyes met.

This is such a foreign emotion flowing through me. How does a man I’ve accidently run into cause this reaction? It must be my stupid head playing games with me. It’s good at that, which is why I never listen to it. My heart has always kept me guarded and out of trouble.

“Hey, Elle, you ordering for Violet?”

I twist in the direction my name was called from. I’m greeted with a friendly face—Tara. She’s worked at this café for as long as I can remember.

“Hey, Tara… yeah, just the usual please.”

Giving a slight nod, she gets to work putting my order together. I scan the room looking for the mystery man, Blackwood. My hope fizzles quickly when I can’t find him.

While I stand and wait for my lunch order a news alert comes on the television. A tap of the shoulder interrupts me. It’s another worker. “Excuse me, miss, a guy left this for you. You were busy talking to Tara, and he didn’t want to disturb you.” The small girl extends her hand to me, and within it there’s a card—a business card.

Taking it, I thank her and flip it over. My stomach tumbles to the floor, and my knees actually become weak. It’s mystery man’s business card. Detective Roman Blackwood.

I’m pulled from staring at what’s in my hand when a familiar face appears on the news alert. I stand with my mouth hanging open in shock, as I watch, horrified.

 

“Another young woman has been found. The family were notified earlier today and have since identified her to be local resident, Rebecca Dowds. Our sources tell us that the family had not been concerned for her well-being, as they were under the assumption she was holidaying with friends. Police are urging people to be safe and travel in groups until they have more details. If you saw or know anything, please call the hotline on the number below. Unfortunately, we’re unable to confirm if it’s related to the other young female murders. More news later tonight.”

 

My feet are planted to the spot, my mouth still wide with shock. This can’t be right. Rebecca’s picture lights up the screen, and my stomach feels like lead. A chill freezes its way down my spine. Her smile is bright in the image. Oh my gosh… I should have called the police. Sometimes she’d go away for a day or two at a time, especially if she and her current flavor of the day, or month, were fighting.

My cell rings, causing me to jump. I chuck the card in my bag and dig around for my phone. Violet’s name on the screen. Sliding my finger, I quickly answer. “Ms. Vi…” The words come out as a whisper, my chest tight with emotion and hurt. My friend is gone.

“Get back here, please. Phones are ringing off the hook.”

No mention of Rebecca.

“Did you hear?”

“Yes. I’ve got a number of calls from fellow colleagues. Get back here.” Her response is curt and another slice to my already broken heart.

When I hang up, my order is called. “Are you all right, you look as though you’re about to cry?” Tara asks, a look of concern etched over her features.

“Oh, I’m all right. Something on the news has rattled me.” I collect, pay, and hurry out the door.

Today can officially go to hell.
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The watching and waiting game is becoming too much. The urge, the desire to inflict pain continues to grow. I need someone and now. It took them a week to find the other girl, and I’m hungry. Hungry for more.

I stand in the rain on the busy street amongst everyday people. To them, I’m a no one, and that’s how I like it. I catch glimpses of girls who would be perfect, but they don’t capture me. I need to be drawn to them for a specific reason. I love the weaklings, they’re the easiest to break, but not as much fun as the fighters. I want them to fight, to break and beg for me to allow them to live. I can still see the fear in their eyes, especially Rebecca’s. Oh, she pleaded every day. My heart thrums with the thrill I received pulling the trigger. Fighters, on the other hand, are marvelous contenders. It’s a fun game trying to break them into a million pieces, shattering their world wide apart, leaving them in a crumpled mess and crushing their spirit while I do so.

Putting my cup of rich black coffee to my lips, something catches my eye. A flicker of red draws me to her. Long brown locks dangle from a high ponytail. An urge floods within me; I want to grab her ponytail and yank it. Punish her. My dark monster awakens, and the need to feed it is strong. She has something special. I watch her step out of the café across the road. The way she walks, with her back straight, and her stride full of determination. Yes, she’s the one. I will make you cry, those shimmering tears will be mine, as will your screams.

The umbrella she clutches might save her from getting wet, but it won’t save her from me.

Look out, precious princess.

I’m coming for you.

Your time is up.
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Standing in front of this nightmarish house brings back so many haunting memories. My finger automatically runs over the scar I have above my eyebrow. Every time I come here I want to bring some gasoline and matches, and burn this dump to the ground. No amount of painting and pretty flowers added to the garden will change what happened to me there, what I had to endure on a daily basis.

“Elle…” Suzie’s hesitant voice calls out from her front door, next door to my childhood home. My eyes don’t shift from what’s before me. My fists clench in anger, my fingernails digging into the skin. No matter how many years pass, it’s never enough.

“Sweet girl, come on. Let’s see what’s in those bags.”

Shaking my head, I avert my eyes and look at her. Suzie was, and still is, the light in all the darkness surrounding me. Dark days used to happen every week, and the nightmares never stopped. Yesterday was a bad day. I asked to go home early because I wasn’t coping with the loss of Rebecca. Violet didn’t take it so well, but when I messed up one simple task of making Ms. Vi’s tea three times, she basically pushed me out the door. My head wasn’t in my work.

“Sorry, Suzie. It gets me every time.” I move toward her open arms. Being wrapped in her familiar scent breaks the dam wall I held until now. She’s my support. I’d rung her last night and filled her in on what had happened. She’d cried, but I hadn’t. A small part of me wanted to, but the tears wouldn’t come.

Sometimes Suzie calls me heartless. It doesn’t surprise me that my parents’ coldness runs in my veins—they couldn’t even show love to their own flesh and blood.

“Shhh…” Suzie coos as though she’s soothing a newborn baby.

“Rebecca was one of my friends, Suzie.” I hiccup, leaning back and looking into Suzie’s concerned face.

“I know, sweet girl. Come on inside and let’s have some dinner. I’ve bought a bottle of wine we can share.” She gives me a warm smile as she holds me out at an arm’s length.

I nod and follow her inside, my thoughts still firmly on Rebecca as I give one last glance at the house next door. Memories of being a teenager and going to school with bright, colorful bruises littering my flesh flash through my mind like a turbulent storm. No teacher ever stood up for me, never inquired about them, never cared enough to question. It made me feel pathetic, as if I was nothing.

When I was old enough, I got as far away from this neighborhood while still being within visiting range of Suzie. She always offers to come visit, but I hate to put her out. She’s not as young as what she once was. As it is, I have to catch a train for forty-five minutes and walk another twenty.

After we’ve served up our meals, we fall into a familiar routine, one we established when she took me in many years ago—eating dinner and chatting about everything going on. Suzie is the one person I’ve told almost everything, but there are still some things I keep closely guarded and locked away in a vault in my heart. They’re my darkest secrets.

“How’s work going?” Suzie asks before she takes another fork full of fried rice.

Looking up from my plate, I don’t feel very hungry. “Yeah, it’s going all right. Always busy, which is how I like it. And now everything has happened with Rebecca, some things are kind of in a mess.” I give a half-hearted smile.

I remember when I met Rebecca on my very first day working for Violet. I was in the biggest mess—I felt so far out of my depth it wasn’t funny.

Rebecca pulled me into her studio room, sat me down, and said, “Pull yourself together, or you’ll lose this job. Ms. Vi doesn’t take kindly to fumblers. Don’t let things get to you. Become strong. Become someone that Ms. Vi can’t live without.”

With those solid words spoken, I quickly pulled myself together as she’d told me. I kept my job and made a wonderful friend.

“That’s good. How’s your boss treating you? You know she’s not my favorite person.” Suzie waves her fork at me.

“I know. Sometimes she can be hard, but I enjoy being pushed—it shows her I’m prepared to do anything. Who knows? She might put me up for an internship and allow me to study journalism, and I could actually write for her magazine one day, or for a newspaper that actually has meaning.”

Suzie narrows her eyes, as if she’s figuring the answer to a problem in her mind. “Is that what you want to do? How did I not know this?”

I hear the hurt in her words. “Yes. Remember how you caught me stealing a notebook from the corner store?”

“Yes.” Suzie smiles. “I brought you so many. You were always burrowing your head away, writing…”

“Well, I decided it’s what I wanted to do. Write. Use words to help others like they helped me.”

Her mouth hangs open a little before she speaks. “Elle, would I be able to see what you wrote back then?” She places her fork down as she waits for a reply.

Diverting my gaze from hers, I look around the room, a room that hasn’t changed since I was fifteen. All 70s-style yellow and green furniture, covered with flowers.

“Elle?”

Not making eye contact with her, I respond. “They’re packed away in boxes. When I came to live with you, I kept them hidden. They’re not things I like to share around. They’re personal… to me… and about what happened to me back then.” There’s not an ounce of emotion in my voice.

Those notebooks hold my deepest secrets. Secrets that should remain hidden. Suzie only saw a few things; she never saw what happened behind those doors at night. Swallowing the lump in my throat, I quickly take another bite of food.

Silence falls between us, and it isn’t exactly a comfortable one. It’s as if I can hear Suzie’s thoughts ticking over in her head. I attempt to change the subject to something lighter. To try and forget the dark, even if only for a moment. Turning toward her, I say, “So, I ran into a nice guy yesterday while getting lunch.”

Suzie sits a little straighter in her chair. “Really? Do tell me.”

“Well, I literally ran into him.”

A beaming smile shines from her as I continue to tell her about our encounter and how he left me his card. When I finish telling Suzie, she jumps from her seat and rushes off somewhere, only to return with the phone. “You need to ring him.” She pushes it right in front of my face.

I’m completely lost for words. “I… I can’t do that,” I stammer. The thought of even dialing his number causes me to break out in a sweat. I do not date. Well, I’ve never dated. It’s not that I don’t want to, it’s a simple fact that I’d only embarrass myself being a klutz.

“Yes, you can. Do it,” she urges excitedly.

I really don’t want to call right now. It’s embarrassing. “No, I’ll do it tomorrow. Tonight, I’m here to hang with you. Let’s finish eating, and then we can watch something before I have to go home.”

“Oh, you party pooper. You could stay the night. I don’t like the idea of you going home so late.” She says this every time I come over.

“I’ll be all right. It’s okay.” Taking a sip of my wine, I open my mouth to speak, but I’m cut off by a phone—mine. I only need one guess to know who it is. Jumping from my chair, I race to my bag on the living room coffee table. I sigh when I see the familiar name flash on my screen.

“Hello, Ms. Vi.” My poor attempt to sound happy doesn’t go unnoticed by her.

“Elenore, I need you. Here. Right now. And maybe next time you answer my call, you could attempt a proper greeting.” Anger flows through the line.

Gosh, how have I managed to put up with her? I ask myself this question at times like this, then I remember she has her good qualities as well. I’d really love her to support me studying in this industry as an intern. If she does, then with working at the magazine, and maybe the company will take care of some of my costs for the courses. One day I truly hope to make something of myself.

Rubbing my eyes, I say, “Sorry, Ms. Vi. I’m almost an hour away. Is it something I can help you with over the phone?”

Violet releases what sounds like a frustrated breath. “If you want to keep your job, you’ll get in here right now.”

The line goes dead.

Looking up, Suzie’s standing a few feet behind me with sadness in her eyes. “You can find another job, Ellie. Don’t let her treat you like this.” Her voice shakes, and I know she’s right, but I’m not a quitter.

“It’s okay, Suzie. One day, I’ll be out from under her. It’s what assistants do—drop everything for their bosses.” I shrug.

“No, Ellie, this isn’t normal. She’s a crazy bitch.”

Laughter escapes me at Suzie calling Violet a bitch. “Suzie, you never swear.” I laugh.

A small grin registers across her features. “That woman brings out the worst in me, and I don’t even work for her.”

After saying our goodbyes, I walk back to the train station. I keep my eyes down as I pass that house of horrors. When I look up, I spot a silhouette of a person. Even though I’ve walked this road plenty of times and felt safe, knowing there’s a killer around, I dig in my bag for the pepper spray I purchased today as a precaution.

When I get closer to the figure, he or she turns down an alley. A chill runs up my spine as I quicken my pace.
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They say every little girl has a dream. I’ve got plenty. The dream of leaving this hellish place, so I’m not being bashed all the time. Of course, the dream of becoming something much bigger than myself, something worthwhile, is my biggest dream of all.

While I lay on a pile of old clothes, my hand moves quickly, scribbling notes in a notebook I stole from the corner store. Not being able to ask my monster parents for a few cents to help pay for anything isn’t what life should be like. I stuff another Skittle in my mouth from the packet Suzie gave me, quickly chewing and swallowing before my door is opened, and someone demands to know what that crunch was.

My pen continues to move quickly across the page. I keep a diary… Doesn’t every girl at fifteen? It’s the only way I can release the anger that bubbles and builds up within me during my hellish days. Sometimes I feel like responding with a “Yes, Drill Sergeant,” but by doing that, I’m only asking for another bruise or body smash against the wall.

Welcome to my life.

 

Dear Diary,

I’m alive. Today was another day. At least getting my frustrations out on paper helps. It’s all I have. Well, this and my neighbor, Suzie. She fed me today, and it was good. Mouthwatering. Of course, my stomach was basically eating itself to begin with. Suzie’s roast beef and veggies were incredible.

Today, Suzie made me a chicken salad sandwich for lunch, and the brown paper bag I collected from her this morning had another surprise for me—a big bag of sweets. She’s more my family than anyone else.

Mom doesn’t like me going to her place. Doesn’t want child protective services on our doorstep, I guess.

School is my second living hell. The bitchy high-class girls and their perfect hair, perfectly pressed clothes… Gah! Makes me so angry. I hate them. At least they’re a holiday compared to my home life. Their name-calling doesn’t hurt me anymore.

Today I decided I’m going to become something, not just the little shadow on the wall like I am in this house. I am worth so much more than what I’ve been given.

I hate school.

I hate my life.

Love

Me

 

My fingers grip the pencil tightly as I write the last sentence—I hate my life. I take a few deep breaths. The dusty air causes me to cough. I grab my shirt and scrunch it over my face to mask the sounds of my coughing. The monsters don’t like to be disturbed, and any sound coming from me is an annoyance to them. I hold my breath, waiting for punishment to walk through the doors in the form of my drunken father. But nothing happens, so I exhale, relieved.

The need to be better, to be strong, is slowly taking hold of me. Wanting to become something more than a beaten child with no friends, or the girl who always wears the long-sleeved clothes because she’s had a blade to her wrist, or to cover the colorful bruises that she wears on her skin almost daily.

A shuffle on the opposite side of my door startles me. No more than a second later, my door swings open, and my burly father’s large frame stands in the doorway, his bare belly protruding in front of him like a pregnant lady. On instinct, I curl up tightly in the fetal position, my breath thick as I struggle to breathe.

“Lights out.” His voice is cold. His fat fingers flick my light off.

My trembling hands grip my knees tighter. Fear pours through me. “Okay… Dad.” My voice trembles.

A grunt sounds from him followed by a slam of my door. The walls around me vibrate with the force.

Hopefully, one day, I won’t be scared anymore.
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My heart pumps faster, and my legs feel weak while I continue to power walk to the train station. Whoever was standing in the street has gone, disappeared. I clutch my pepper spray tightly in my hand, ready to use it.

I release a puff of air. That woman, Violet frustrates me. I stomp my foot as I walk, I can’t believe she made me leave my dinner. It’s not like she hasn’t done it before, but tonight I needed Suzie. Her comfort and her familiarity help me drive away the demons that have been creeping up on me lately. Always wondering if I’m enough.

Am I good enough?

Why can’t I get past the past?

It’s been three years since I laid eyes on my parents. I have to constantly remind myself that I am enough. I’m excellent at my job. My boss may think she dislikes me, even though deep down I know she appreciates me. Suzie loves me like a daughter, and I love her like a mother.

My shoes crunch the pavement, and the sign for the train station comes into view. Releasing a breath, I quicken my pace, thankful I didn’t run into any creepers in the streets. My cell begins to ring. I pull it from my bag. Violet’s name appears on the screen again. With a heavy sigh, I close my eyes briefly and then answer.

“Hello, Ms. Vi. I’m on my way back.” My voice is tense, but professional.

On the other end of the line, I’m listening to her shuffling through something. “How far away are you?” she snaps.

“Only got to catch the train, so about forty minutes still.” I hold my breath waiting for her response and begin to jog.

“That’s not good enough. You know I need you here as soon as possible whenever I call. Do you not want this job? There are plenty of other girls who would die to be in your position.” Her voice rises in volume with each word.

I stop still in the street, her words bringing me to a halt. The anger I had before rises to its maximum level, and I lose my cool. “How dare you threaten my job?” I hiss. “I’m the hardest worker, and I’m always there whenever you need me. I was visiting someone who’s like a mother to me tonight. It’s a regular thing, and I needed her. I had to leave early because you called.” The words spill from my mouth, and I can hear Ms. Vi sucking in a shocked breath as I continue. “I would never do anything to jeopardize this job because I do enjoy it. So don’t threaten to give it to someone else.”

Silence falls between us. I’m still standing in the street, my hands shaking, and people pass by me, running to the trains.

Do I even bother going back?

“Well… excuse me, young lady. How dare you speak to me like that?”

“Sorry, but I’m doing my best, and I’m one of your hardest workers. You’re threatening my position because I’m not there right now.” My voice is accusatory and stern. Tonight is probably the worst night to have this kind of conversation with her

“That doesn’t give you the right to talk to me like that. I push you because I know you can handle it. We’re missing photos for a shoot, and no one around here has seen them. I need you here to help look.”

Hanging my head, I suck in some hard breaths before I answer, because I know exactly where those photos are.

“Ms. Vi…” My tone is steady as I rub my forehead, trying to keep it together. “I told you where those photos were before I left today, and you acknowledged that you heard me. Why couldn’t you ask me this before I began heading back? I could have told you over the phone.”

Violet says nothing; I hear her breathing, though.

After a moment’s silence, I can’t take it anymore. “Ms. Vi, are you there?”

“Yes, I’m here. I’m sorry, Elle. Please tell me where the photos are.” Her attitude has turned around. She sounds kind and genuine.

After telling her where to find the photos, again, our call ends. I’m still standing in the street and figure I may as well go home now.

Finishing the trek to the station, I sit on a bench, waiting for the next train.

A pricking sensation falls over my skin.

My senses heighten.

I feel eyes on me. I pull my jacket tighter around my waist. There’s too much emotion in the air tonight.
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The train ride home felt like the longest trip. The overwhelming feeling of being watched didn’t leave me until I was on the train. No matter which way I turned, I couldn’t see anyone, which scared me so much more. Once on the train and moving toward my apartment, the feeling slowly disappeared. The unease still sat in the pit of my stomach, bubbling with anxiousness.

Finally entering my apartment, I’m welcomed with darkness. I was once afraid of being drawn into the shadows. A cold shudder would speed through me, as eerie shapes were cast on the wall. A burst of panic would cause me to fumble for the light switch. But now, the darkness within my apartment soothes me. This is my space, my safe zone from the outside world. Once inside, I turn a deadbolt to lock my door, then I go down to each of the other four locks. As each one clicks into place a calmness takes over.

I drop my bag to the floor by the door and go straight to the bathroom. Uneasiness still sits with me. I turn the shower on as hot as I can take, stripping off my layers of clothing and stepping in. Spraying my body with the heat calms me. Lathering up my body scrubber, I wash away the dirt of the day. I lower myself to the floor of the shower and lean my head against the wall. My fingers graze over my scar once again, and I’m taken back to them… my parents.
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“Oi, scum! Get over here and clean this floor with this toothbrush,” my mother yells at me, waving a toothbrush in my direction. I bow my head, the dread filling me as I know I’m in for trouble. That’s my toothbrush, and I know they won’t give me another. What do I do now?

“Yes,” I answer, my voice barely a whisper. She shoves the brush at my chest, and I take it, because I know what will happen if I don’t. My eyes focus on the dirty floor of the kitchen. Grime fills the grout of the tiles. My mother isn’t a cleaner, which means I’m practically her servant. A bucket is kicked toward me, it tips splashing scorching-hot water over my tender skin. I suck in a harsh breath, not allowing her to see my pain.

“Now scrub.” She grabs a handful of my hair, pulling it toward the ground, causing my body to follow. My head connects hard with the floor. Another tug of my hair and my face looks straight at hers. Her ice-cold blue eyes are like mine.

“Do not miss one. Single. Spot.” They’re her final words, as she keeps hold of my head and slams it back down on the tiles with such force that spots dance in front of my vision. I watch her high heeled feet and toned legs walk away from me, leaving me to deal with my injuries.

My head stays on the ground until it stops spinning. I open and close my eyelids a few times. I know she’s busted the skin on my forehead. I feel the warm drops slide down my face. Finally, I manage to get up and sit against the cupboard. I’ve left a puddle of blood mixed with the water on the floor. My fingers reach up tenderly to feel the wound. There’s about a three-centimeter gash on my eyebrow. I have no rag or towel to use, so I strip off one of my shirts. I wear about three, because I know that some days it’s better to have some cushioning from the sting of the belt across my back. Dipping the shirt into the water, so hot it burns my hands when I wring it out, I place it against my face. It stings, but at least it’s being cleaned.

Picking up the toothbrush with my free hand, I start scrubbing in between each tile, while the other applies pressure to my cut in an attempt to curb the bleeding. I try my hardest to keep my tears at bay. My parents will never see me break. I’m stronger than they know. They built me to become immune to this treatment.

After my parents go to sleep tonight, I’ll sneak out to Suzie’s. She’ll take a look at the cut and dress it for me.

Suddenly, the front door slams and panic grips my chest.

He’s home—my father.

“Why is this still filthy?” he roars when he sees the floor in the same state it was when he left. I’d heard him tell Mom to clean it this morning, knowing that it’d be me doing it. What I didn’t expect was for her to leave it until just before he walked in the door.

Now I’m in for it.

I don’t look up at him because it’ll only make him angrier. My head stays down, and I keep scrubbing. Then I hear it. The clink of his belt being taken off. I grip the towel on my head and the toothbrush tighter in my hands.

Crack!

Crack!

Crack!

Tears sting my eyes, but I profusely blink them away, hoping and praying for them not to fall. Another crack to the back equals another chip away of my heart.

I need to get out of this house.

I keep scrubbing because if I stop, the belts will keep coming.

But today they do anyway. They always keep coming.
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A loud bang sounds at my door. My heart thumps against my chest. I almost slip while getting out of the shower. Grabbing my towel from the hanger, I wrap it around my dripping body and then pull on my robe. Hesitantly, I head toward the door. Thankfully, there’s no more banging. I look through my peephole. There stands one of my few friends, Lewis, from the apartment across the hall.

I unlock the locks. He stands there with such sadness on his face. He and Rebecca were great friends, as well. I believe he wanted more from her, but her head was always somewhere else, or on someone else.

“Oh, Lewis.” I open my arms for him, and he falls into them, hugging me warmly.

Lewis has been away for a business trip, and judging by the suitcase on the floor beside him, he’s just gotten in. “What happened, Elle?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know many details. I’ve rung her family but haven’t gotten through. Were they away again?” I speak softly into his shoulder.

Lewis is tall and built. His arms are perfectly sculpted, and his chiseled jaw does things to most girls. Add in his devilish grin and you have a gorgeous man. He’s been one male who hasn’t made me feel uncomfortable, he’s so easy going and makes me laugh. I honestly don’t know why Rebecca never went for him—he seems perfect to me. He did try with me when I first moved into the building, but I put a stop to it.

“Yeah, I think they’re on a cruise or something.” He releases me, looking at me. “How are you holding up?”

I step away to hide the sadness that’s written ll over my face. I’ve already had my cry today. “I’m okay. Things at work are all up in the air, and I miss my friend. I miss seeing her bright face every day, and I miss having her tell me to wake up to myself.”

We both laugh.

Lewis, Rebecca, and I were great friends. Now, it’s as though a limb has been removed, so we have to learn to walk again. It’s a little wobbly at the moment. Eventually, we’ll learn to live with it.

“Come in. Let me get dressed. Help yourself to the cold drinks in the fridge. Let’s celebrate the life of our friend.”
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She saw me.

How stupid could I be?

Thankfully, it was dark. I couldn’t risk taking her in that moment, it didn’t feel like the perfect time. I kept watch though, witnessing sadness on her features, like perhaps she was voicelessly screaming, battling a silent war within her mind.

Breaking her will please me immensely. That hair being wrapped around my wrist and pulled, hard… I can’t wait to enjoy her cries in the night. Her screams will be my pleasure.

Watching her sit on the chair at the station gave me goose bumps. Something shifted tonight. I’m not sure even I can explain what came over me. I wanted to go to her, sit beside her, talk to her, to know what she’s like. To know how hard I have to push to get her to break into a million sniveling pieces. I’ve never done it with the others—I simply take them, play my games and get my thrills. Since I wasn’t able to take her, I followed her instead, and now I know where she lives. This could work for me.

Standing out on the sidewalk across from her building, I look up at all the windows, wondering which one is hers. Then I see her. She stands at the window on the fourth floor, gazing out on to the street. I skulk back into the shadows. Her face turns toward where I’m standing. Her eyes don’t leave the area for what seems like forever.

I desperately want to grab her now. As I’m about to make my move, a man moves in and stands beside her. His arm drapes over her shoulders. She rests her head on his chest. This makes me angry as I battle with my emotions. No one can touch her. I’ve not seen any evidence of a man in her life during the last few days while I’ve watched her. He could be a friend.

Right now may not be the time to take her. He could wreck my plans, and that doesn’t sit right with me.

My master taught me this at a young age. He schooled me well in how not to be seen, not to be heard, and especially how not to feel. You could almost call me robotic, except I bleed, just like my victims.

My master enjoyed inflicting pain on me when I got something wrong. If I made a mistake once then I never made the same error again.

Master is no longer with me in this adventure. I grew sick of his bossy, domineering ways. Being constantly reminded of being chosen for this was a great privilege began to grate my nerves. When I was strong enough, I took matters into my own hands. Took pleasure in taking my master’s life, the same way I take pleasure in breaking my girls.

My gaze falls back on the window again. She’s still there, but the guy isn’t. The door to the building flies open and out he steps. Damn!

I quickly retreat down the alley, taking one last glance back over my shoulder at her.

Soon, my precious princess, I’ll be taking you home and taking pleasure in your pain.
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Dear Diary,

It’s been years since I’ve written an entry. Two, to be exact. I have no idea why I felt the sudden urge to write in you again—perhaps I just need to vent. You were always a good venting mechanism for me.

I lost a friend who was close to me, and the memories of my gruesome parents have come flooding back to the forefront of my thoughts. Last night, I remembered the time I got the scar above my eye. I suppose a lifetime of abuse will leave scars, mentally and physically.

Some days I’d like to think I’m past it all, but then it rears its ugly head and brings me slamming back down to Earth, face first on the pavement.

Rebecca was one of my best friends. How am I supposed to move past her loss?

Lewis came around last night, and we had a good, but very gloomy, catch-up. Now that this horrific thing has happened to our friend, it just shows me that there’s something out there that’s much more evil than them… my parents. Yes, they were the evil in my childhood, and now there’s evil in my present.

I love you, Rebecca. I hope you hear my constant thoughts about you, and the laughter of our memories together.

Well, it’s time to get ready to face the day, and Violet, after my unprofessional outburst last night.

Being near my parents’ place has really affected me, even more so this week. I always get a twinge in my heart when I go to Suzie’s, but yesterday was the tip of the iceberg, and my ship crashed right into it, headfirst.

Things will improve—one can only wish.

Until next time.

 

Closing my notebook, I place it in my bedside drawer and lie back on my bed. My clock reads 6:30 a.m. I don’t start until nine, but I thought I’d go in early today and try to earn some brownie points with Violet. I still can’t believe I lost my cool. That’s a first for a while. Usually, I’m cool, calm, and collected, but not yesterday.

Dragging my butt out of bed, I step into the kitchen and tip some muesli into a bowl, followed by milk. The coffee percolator sounds and I pour myself a steaming hot cup of black. Settling myself in my favorite spot on my window seat, I soak up some sun through the window and enjoy watching the bustling street below.

This is where I stood last night with Lewis when that sense of being watched made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up, and my skin littered with goose bumps. Lewis knew something was up, so he went out and picked up more alcohol when we finished what I had, and we enjoyed a night of each other’s company, as friends. As bad as the situation is, he can still make me laugh, which puts my mind at ease, if only for a while. He left in the early hours of the morning, and I already know tonight I’m going to be ready to pass out as soon as I get home from work.

Once I’ve finished breakfast, I shower and dress in a simple slim-fitting cream dress that sits just above my knees. Not too revealing, but beautiful, and with the right accessories, it’s perfect.

Putting on my jacket and flip flops, I place my red heels in my bag to slip on when I arrive at work. I lock everything, and check it all twice. It’s a ritual—I check every window and make sure I’ve locked the door, then I do it over again. I was never allowed locks on my door at home; my parents would punish me if I tried to block them from handing out their agonizing strikes or terrible punishments.

One day, that all changed. I grew a spine and stood up for myself. I couldn’t take it anymore. From that moment on things were different.
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When I arrive, I spot Violet in her office. Crap! She’s here early. Silently, I attempt to put my stuff under my desk and swap my shoes over, and as I’m about to bolt out the door again to rummage up some coffee, her cold voice echoes out to me.

“Elenore, come in here… please.” She hesitates on the please. Manners don’t come easily for her.

Holding my breath, I slowly step into her office, waiting for something to happen. It’s as though I’m tiptoeing on a minefield, waiting for one wrong step causing them to blow. I’ve seen her mad before, especially when people have done something seriously wrong.

For what seems like forever, she doesn’t speak, but continues fussing over paperwork strewn over her unorganized desk.

Hang on a minute. Is that her outfit from yesterday?

“Umm… Ms. Vi? Have you gone home yet?” I hesitantly ask, as my fingers twirl in knots with each other. She drops her pen and takes her glasses off, dropping them on her desk. Her gaze is fierce.

“After our little chat last night, I was so frazzled because I could not find those damn photos and then, I had to finalize all pages for the magazine to go to print today. So, no, I haven’t been home yet.”

My eyebrows shoot up in shock. I specifically remember telling her where those photos were. I press my lips together to refrain from saying anything.

Violet’s eyes burn into me. I must choose my words wisely. “Ms. Vi, I’m sorry about yesterday. If you had listened to me last night when I told you where those photos were…” I take a step toward the desk and pull out the red folder from under the mess she’s accumulated overnight. I’m becoming concerned for Ms. Vi, perhaps it’s the stress of work and Rebecca weighing on her. She snatches them from my hands and returns back to what she was doing.

“Ms. Vi, go and get freshened up before everyone arrives.” Stretching out my hand, I place it over hers, and she takes a moment and closes her eyes, hanging her head then releases a sigh.

“Okay. I’ll be back in an hour.” Rising from her seat, she strides around her desk and stops in front of me. My chest is moving as though I’m breathing, but it feels as if my throat is a thin straw. Is she going to fire me?

“Elenore, thank you. Please, will you straighten this paperwork out while I’m gone? We’ll get it all sorted when I get back.”

Before I manage to respond she’s out the door, and I’m relieved I still have a job. I get to work, checking my phone one last time before putting it away, and there’s a message from an unknown number.

 

Unknown: You look beautiful today, precious princess. See you soon.

 

Fear threads its way through my veins. Someone’s watching me. I glance around and I’m alone in the office. I step away from the large window. I type a reply.

 

Me: Who is this?

 

My hands shake as I hit send. I wait anxiously for a response, but one never comes.
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Ten o’clock arrives and Ms. Vi’s still not back. Perhaps she’s having a nap after her big night. Might do her some good. While I’m sorting through all the paperwork on her desk and putting it into the appropriate piles for her to go through, her office phone rings.

“Hello, Ms. Vi’s office,” my chipper, professional voice answers.

“Hey, Elle, it’s Ruby from front desk. We’ve got some detectives here to talk to Ms. Vi about Becky.” Her tone is sad.

My heart hurts at the mention of Rebecca’s name.

“Oh, um… okay. Tell them she’s out at the moment.”

“Okay, hold on one second.” I can hear the mumbling of voices, and then Ruby comes back on the line. “They’d like to talk to you.”

My stomach plummets. “Why me?”

“Um… well, I kind of mentioned you were good friends with Becky.”

Rolling my eyes, with a deadpan expression, I reply, “Fine, send them up. I’ll meet them at the elevator.”

Hanging up the phone, I steady my now wobbly legs. Guilt floods my veins. What kind of friend am I? I didn’t report her missing. How was I supposed to know she was gone? She could have gone away with her monthly boyfriend. I’m not sure who he was. Sometimes she’d keep these things to herself. She was always worried about being judged, not that I ever would. This whole situation is messed up.

I check my cell. I still haven’t got a response from the unknown number, and it’s freaking me out. Do I tell someone? Maybe I should contact Roman, since he’s a detective? He could help me and possibly track the number. It could be this crazy person has the wrong number as well, and I’m over reacting.

Stepping out from behind Ms. Vi’s desk, I make my way to greet the detectives. My eyes focus on my red heels, and upon glancing up, I’m met with a familiar face.

Detective Roman Blackwood.

My movement stops, and my heart pumps furiously. Roman strides toward me and his strong aftershave hits my senses. I inhale the spicy scent that turns me to mush. My eyes momentarily pause on his perfectly sculpted chest, then move up to his gorgeous face.

“Hello, again.” His smile ignites my own. His deep voice dances its way along my nerves, setting them on fire.

“Oh, umm… hello.” Trying to act casual fails me. I move toward him, only to fumble over my feet. Strong arms encase me before I hit the floor. Oh, hell, how embarrassing. His spine-tingling aroma wraps around me, and I become lost in those hazel eyes.

He regards me carefully, and pure lust fills his gaze. They move to my lips and then back up again.

Our moment is broken when his partner clears his throat.

Rushing to push him away from me, I still feel the imprints of his fingers warm on my skin. “Sorry. Please come to the conference room and we can talk. Ms. Vi won’t be far away either… hopefully.” Smoothing my hands over my dress, I attempt to shove away the feelings this heavenly man before me has made me aware of. The look he’d given me was primeval, as if he wanted to devour me on the spot.

Steadying my pace, I walk into the room, knowing he’s following behind and most likely checking me out. I spin around to eye them both, and yep I was right—his stare is on my butt. His head moves up, and a cheeky grin plays on his lips. Busted.

I hold the door open, and they stroll through.

“Take a seat, gentlemen. Would you like a drink? Tea, coffee, water?”

Roman’s partner answers, “No, thanks. We’d just like some answers please.”

My eyebrows shoot up at the angry tone he uses. I let it slide as I’m sure they’ve got a lot going on, since there’s been five murders—all of the girls similar to Rebecca. The air stills in the room. I shift my gaze to the deliciousness of Roman, who’s watching me, as is his partner.

“All right then,” I bark out before I go and take a seat. Totally unprofessional, but he could have been nicer about it.

The partner’s face softens. “Sorry, under a lot of pressure lately,” he replies curtly. He opens his folder, and I catch a glimpse of a photo of Rebecca. Her smiling face looks back at me. Sadness isn’t something I allow myself to feel often. But looking at the photo, it consumes me.

“You okay?” Roman’s powerful voice fills my ears, but my glance doesn’t shift from the image. A hand takes it from the folder and slides it over to me. My shaking hands take it. Tears fill my eyes quickly, and I try to blink them away, not wanting these men to see me upset. Rubbing my eyes, I look up and meet two remorseful faces.

“Ah… yeah. Sorry,” I say, my voice wavering slightly.

“It’s okay. This part of the job is one of the hardest. Are you ready to talk with us, or do you need a moment?” Roman asks, his tone gentle and patient. The care in his words melts me.

“No, it’s alright. We can talk.” My words are hoarse as they come out.

It’s his partner who speaks next. “Okay, we can stop at any time…” He pauses a moment. “Now, I take it you know Detective Blackwood from what I’ve just witnessed. I’m Detective Tom Pierce.”

I nod, giving him a weak smile. Tom looks older than Roman. He has dark brown hair with silver flecks through it, and it’s combed back nicely. His brown eyes are large and very attractive. Tom’s suit fits neatly to the shape of his body. As nice as he looks for an older man, his younger partner is the one who gets my blood pumping rapidly. From the briefest moment in the café to now, I’ve not stopped thinking about him.

“You and Rebecca were good friends, according to the receptionist.” He seems to wait for my response, so I nod. “How long was it before you realized she was missing?”

Bam! Sucker punch right in the stomach. “I didn’t realize until I saw her image on the news.”

“Why did you not realize?”

Releasing a slow breath, I purse my lips. “Her disappearing isn’t unusual. I’m sure if you’ve spoken to her parents they’d think the same thing. She recently met someone, and I assumed she was away with him. It’s what she’d do. Then she’d come back and be all upset because it had ended, and it’d start all over again with the next guy.” My head shifts toward Roman, his head down scribbling on his notepad. As if he knows my eyes are on him, he glances up, gifting me a sexy grin.

Detective Pierce asks another question, pulling my attention away from Roman. “Were you concerned when you didn’t hear from her?”

A mixture of emotions stirs through me before I respond. “Yes. I was concerned, but not enough to warrant an all-out search party. Like I said, she’s done this before.” The overwhelming feeling of letting my friend down takes hold. I failed her.

My head falls, and the tears that were threatening moments ago are back with a vengeance, only this time I can’t control them. The wet droplets glide down my cheeks and on to my clothes. Without warning, I’m up and out of my chair, leaving the room. Not watching where I’m going, I collide with someone coated in white musk perfume. Violet. Great. Perfect timing.

Violet takes a grip on my shoulders firmly. I look up at her, and she’s a blurry mess because of my tears. “What’s going on, El?” she asks. I push past her, heading for the bathroom before the sob I’ve been holding in makes its way out.

Once in the sanctuary of the bathroom, I collapse in a mess on the floor. Sobs rip through me. I’ve failed my friend. What kind of person am I? A terrible one, of course. I miss her. I miss her smile and bubbly personality. I miss when she’d bounce into my office early in the morning, handing me my coffee, and we’d have a moment to discuss her latest male ventures. I would warn her to take care of herself. Rebecca’s parents had practically disowned her because of her outrageous behavior.

A light knock on the door startles me. I look up expecting to see Violet, instead standing before me is big, burly Roman, in the girls bathroom. He has the softest look in his eyes. Does Roman actually care about how I might be feeling, or is this is all part of the job? If it’s part of the job, he’s good at it because, hell, look at him. He has dark, neatly shaven hair, and a small amount of stubble shapes his jawline. Those deep hazel eyes hold a story of their own, one that I don’t have time to decipher, but maybe in the future I could.

“Are you all right? Sorry, we didn’t me—”

“It’s your job. You’re supposed to ask the tough questions.” I interrupt with a displeasing tone.

He steps into the bathroom, closing the door behind him. “I know, but still, we didn’t want to upset you.”

I give him a curt nod, then slowly make my way off the floor. Roman steps up and offers me his hand. Hesitantly, I take it. The warmth spreads through me, from my fingertips right to the swirling nervous mess of butterflies dancing in my stomach. Taking my hand out of his, I turn toward the basin. Roman stands behind me, so close I can feel the heat emanating from his body.

Grabbing a towel, I clean away the tears resting on my cheeks.

“Why didn’t you call me?” he asks, completely changing the subject.

I pause. His low whisper causes goose bumps to rise all over my skin. “Um… it’s only been a few days since I first saw you,” I say, continuing to clean my face.

“Still, you could have messaged.”

Gosh, he’s pushy. I kind of like it. “I’ve been dealing with the loss of my friend and I thought you’d think I was desperate. I didn’t want to come across that way.” I look back at him through the mirror, but he hasn’t moved from behind me.

A grin plays on his lips. “I’d never think that. If I remember correctly, I got someone else to give my card to you. Wouldn’t I look more like the desperate one?”

He has a point there. “Maybe, or perhaps I was scared to see you again. I mean, come on—I bumped into you, we exchanged a few words, and that was it.” I shrug.

“I know how it was—I was there. I instantly took a liking to you. You have a very beautiful smile,” he compliments me. His hand reaches around and his finger grazes my cheek. I close my eyes, relishing in the small gesture. Roman’s hand moves up and cups my face. I feel his body pressed up against my back.

What is he doing?

Without a word, he spins me around to face him. He tilts my face up to meet his. His lips press to mine ever so gently. Every part of me heats up. Roman’s lips push against mine again, only this time harder, more wanting.

I give in to him, opening my mouth slightly to allow him access, and he takes it like a bloodthirsty animal.

Roman pulls back, and I’m left wanting more. I open my eyes, and he stares down at me.

“Give me a call. I’d like to see where this goes.” He presses his lips to mine once more before stepping back, his heat gone. He turns and disappears out the door.

I release a puff of air.

Wow!
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“What was all that about, Elenore?” Violet glares at me from across her desk, her arms folded as she awaits my reply.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Vi. They were asking me about Rebecca, and my emotions got the better of me.”

Violet nods, accepting my answer. Sitting in her big white leather chair, she starts sorting through the paperwork I placed there earlier.

“I’ve gone through this pile of paperwork and it’s ready to go. Could you double check that everything is in order and there’s no mistakes, and then we’ll put it aside and go through the next one?”

I’m left speechless. I’m sure I look like an idiot standing there with my mouth slightly hanging open. She’s never told me to go through the final proofs before print. Has something happened I don’t know about?

“Well, what are you standing around for? You’ve got a lot of work to keep you busy for the rest of the day, and into the night,” she snaps at me, shooing me out the door by flicking her fingers.

Taking the thick pile into my hands, I make my quick escape before she changes her mind. Plonking myself down at my desk, I do a little excited shuffle. This has never happened before. I can’t wait to tell Suzie about it. Although she may not be too impressed because I’m already a workaholic, and if this is what I’m hoping it is, then it will mean longer hours. Being trained by one of the best in the industry will be amazing.

Okay, cool it, El, let’s not get ahead of ourselves here.

I give myself a little pep talk and open the folder to begin my work.

At lunchtime, Violet interrupts me to remind me to bring her some lunch. I’ve forgotten all about my other duties because of what she’s given me to do.

“Can you get me a tofu salad from the café up the road, please? And a coffee?” She relays her order, and I swap my shoes over.

Before I make it out the door, my phone vibrates with a message. Glancing down, Lewis’s name appears.

 

Lewis: Hey girl!

Lewis: How are you? Did the police come and see you today?

 

They must have visited him, too. So maybe they were not only here to see Ms. Vi. They should have just said.

 

Me: Yeah. Wasn’t the highlight of my day, though. How about you?

 

I step on the street, and a gust of wind hits me, and I catch a familiar aroma floating along with it. Before I manage to look around, I trip on an uneven pavement stone. Stumbling forward, strong arms encase me, and that scent hits me again. Tilting my head up, I find myself in the arms of Roman. What’s he doing here? He was only here a short time ago.

“Watch out there, precious. We have to stop meeting like this.”

I attempt to step back, but he holds me tighter to him. I could get used to this.

“Sorry, I was sending a message.” The heat rushes to my face.

Roman’s grin becomes wider. “I saw that.”

Silence falls between us and it appears as if he wants to kiss me again. One of his hands has found its way to the back of my neck, and the other is wrapped tightly around my waist. Those eyes entrance me. I catch them falling to my lips, and moving back up to meet my watchful stare. When he inches closer, I pull out of his embrace, conscious of people on the street, but regret it immediately. Those arms secured around me are nothing like I’ve ever experienced. Lewis embraces me all the time, but it’s more of a brotherly gesture. I’ve never looked at him how I’m looking at Roman right now with a hunger to claim those lips.

“Sorry,” I say remorsefully, but he doesn’t look hurt by what I’ve done. “So what are you doing here? Would you like to talk to Ms. Vi again? I can let her know before I—”

His hand flies up, and he presses his index finger to my lips, stopping me. “I’m here for you.”

My eyebrows shoot up in shock. “Me? How did you know I’d be walking out right at this moment?” I stand awkwardly in front of him, shuffling on my feet.

“Yes, you. I asked your boss when you went to lunch, and she told me. She also said she’d be sending you to a café. I guess it’s that healthy one down we first met at.” He gestures the exact way I’m planning to go.

Opening my mouth to respond, my phone vibrates again. With a quick glance, I see it’s Lewis, and without hesitation I read it.

 

Lewis: Yeah, they asked about Rebecca. That younger guy—he was full on laying the questions on me. I was feeling as though I was being accused of something. His partner settled him down though.

 

The younger one? Of course, he’s referring to Roman, who’s standing before me patiently. Gosh, how rude am I? I slide my phone into my handbag so it can’t distract me anymore.

“Your friend not happy with me?”

“What are you doing looking at my message? Bit rude, don’t you think?” I snap playfully at him.

“Couldn’t help myself. Plus, you opened it in front of me.” Roman shrugs. He seems so sure of himself. The way he stands before me, placing his hands in the pockets of his black suit pants… I’d like to see the back side of this stance. “Come on, let me take you for some lunch, and of course we’ll get your boss her lunch.”

He turns, and it’s as if he’s read my mind. Roman starts walking toward the café, and I’m gifted with the view of his impeccable butt. Perfectly shaped, and just wow. I’m unable to wipe the smile off my face.

We walk in silence for a moment before he speaks, his deep voice sending a tingle throughout my body. “What happened to your shoes?”

My head drops down to my feet in my flip-flops. He sure is perceptive. “Oh, I don’t wear them when I go and get lunch; they’d kill my feet. Otherwise, it’s flats or my runners all the way.”

He chuckles.

I look at him skeptically. “What’s so funny?”

One of his hands leaves his pocket, and he takes hold of mine. I suck in a deep breath and attempt to pull away, but he only grips tighter.

“I believe I judged you wrongly when I first met you. You’re different to what I thought.” He gives me a sideways glance, and I’m sure he can see the shocked look on my face. He laughs again.

“Stop laughing at me.” I shove him with my shoulder. He still won’t release my hand.

“I’m sorry. I assumed you were this prim and proper girl. One of the material girls.”

“Pfft. You don’t even know me.” I pull myself from his grip, and this time he lets go, as though he senses my annoyance at him. “You met me for like five seconds in the café, and since I probably wouldn’t have messaged or called you, you wouldn’t have met me again if you didn’t show up at my workplace.”

Why is he smiling at me? That grin, though.

“I’m sorry. I took to you at first sight. I guess I didn’t notice the footwear last time, since I had to leave in a hurry.”

Had he only wanted to contact me because he thought I was one of those uppity girls? My confidence begins to crack. Men seriously suck.

It’s not like I had the best role model for a father in my life.

“Perhaps you should go, because I’m not one of those ‘kinds of girls.’” I use air quotes. “You don’t know anything about me.” I’m unable to hide the hurt.

Taking my hand again, he halts me and spins me around. Roman’s eyes bore into mine. “I’m sorry I hurt you by what I said. You’re so much more than I expected, and I’m glad you’re not like those other women.”

“I’m not ready to forgive you yet,” I reply with a playful grin.

Pulling me into his side, Roman drapes his arm over my shoulders. He’s got some height to him, especially against me. I only come up to his shoulder and fit perfectly against his body. “Perhaps dinner will help you to forgive me?”

“When were you thinking?” I ask, mentally running my agenda through my head.

Roman thinks for a moment before he answers, “How about tonight?”

“You want to see me again today?” I look up at him. He glances down at me, and my breath leaves my lungs.

“Of course. I’d love the chance to get to know you more.” He waggles his eyebrows at me.

We stop outside the café, and he releases me. “I might have to work late tonight.” I say.

He scratches his stubble. “Well, I’d still like to see you. How about you message me when you’re close to finishing, and I’ll come by and meet you?”

Warmth spreads throughout me. Am I dreaming? Roman is seriously not the kind of man who would normally go for me.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” he questions while he regards me for a moment.

“Like what?” My voice rises. I hadn’t realized I was looking at him a certain way.

“As though you’re weighing up if you want to meet me or not. Deciding if you’re going to get hurt, or is it something else?”

We stay standing on the street, staring at one another. I shrug. “Yeah, okay, you got me there. Why me? I’m obviously not your type if you gave your card to me, clearly expecting me to be something else.” I go for honesty instead of avoiding the conversation altogether.

“Because you interest me and there’s something about you that draws me in. I’d like to get to know you. Come on. Let’s go order and sit. We’ll talk more while we’re waiting.” He opens the door for me.

I step into the familiar area. The scent of strong coffee hits me and immediately makes me need one. We place our orders and take a seat near the window.

Roman speaks first. “So let me clear something up. Yes, I thought you were one of those girls…” He pauses. Boom! Punch to the gut. Roman’s hand reaches for mine across the table. “But I’m glad you’re not. I’d like to see where this goes. You’re beautiful.” The heat creeps over my face at his words. “What do you say?” He gives my hand a light squeeze.

“Would you let me say no?” I already know the answer, but figure I’ll play with him for a bit.

Roman sits back in his chair, folding his arms across his chest. “No, I wouldn’t.” There’s such force in his words.

“Perhaps I’ll make you work for it?” I tease. I already know that I’ll go tonight, but this is fun. I attempt to keep my face unreadable.

In a flash, he’s up from his seat, his hands pressed on the table, leaning right in my space. “I’ll be all over you, Elenore. I’ve tasted you, and those perfect lips of yours are waiting for me to claim them again.”

Pulling my bottom lip in between my teeth, I take a steady breath through my nose.

“Blackwood.” Both our heads twist toward the voice. The girl at the counter is holding up two coffees and a bag of food for me to take back to the office.

Roman’s eyes are back on me. “Saved by the server, only next time she won’t be here.” He stands tall, strides over, and picks up our order. My shoulders sag with relief. As much as I’d love for him to kiss me again, this entire situation seems to be moving too fast. He hardly knows me. Yet, he seems so sure of what he wants.

Am I ready for that kind of commitment? I’m not sure.

“Let’s go, precious.” He waits by the door, holding it open for me.

Once outside, my phone chimes. Great, who’s this? Violet getting angry because I’m not back yet? An unknown number flashes on my screen. Quickly, I answer it in case it’s work-related.

“Hello, Elenore speaking.” My tone is professional.

“El, it’s me.” Lewis’s familiar voice comes through.

“Oh hey, sorry. I didn’t recognize the number.”

“Yeah, I’m at work on the landline. I didn’t hear back from you so thought I’d call to make sure you’re okay about the police visit you got?”

I peek up at Roman through my eyelashes. He’s unable to take my hand this time since he’s carrying all the purchases.

“Oh, okay. Yeah, I’m all right. I wasn’t when they came. I kind of felt blame for the fact that I didn’t report her m-missing.” My words crack once as I speak. The familiar lump lodges itself in my throat again. I don’t care Roman can hear me.

Lewis sighs. “Oh, I’m sorry, El. Trust me, it’s not your fault. I was basically being accused of taking her, and then they went and said the same thing to me about not reporting her missing. I felt terrible. I thought police officers were the good guys…” He lets the words hang for a moment. “Those two weren’t.”

“I know what you mean. They were pretty upfront.”

Roman scoffs beside me. “It’s our job,” he mutters.

“Anyway, you free tonight? Wanna hang?”

Taking a deep breath, I tell him my plans. “Lewis it would be nice but I have a date tonight.”

Lewis hesitates. “Oh, who with?” There’s slight annoyance in his voice.

“With the young detective…”

Lewis goes silent.

“Are you serious?” Lewis’s tense voice comes through after a moment.

“Yes. I met him before today, though.” I rush out that last part, so he doesn’t think I’m heartless and took advantage of my dead friend.

“Okay then. Well, I’ll talk to you later. Bye.”

He hangs up before I have the chance to say goodbye.

How rude of him. Lewis has never done that to me before.

“Bye,” I say to myself, slipping my cell away once again.

“Everything all right?” Roman brushes up closer to me, now holding the bag and coffee in his left hand. He wraps his arm around my waist, and I mold into his side. Even though this relationship is developing quickly, it feels right.

We arrive back at the office building. Roman’s arm drops from me, and I automatically want to step up to him and give him a kiss. I don’t, though.

“Thanks for walking with me,” I say.

“You’re very welcome. Now tonight… message me when you’re about thirty minutes from finishing, and I’ll be right here waiting for you.” He leans forward, placing a small kiss to my lips. My eyes stay closed for a moment longer.

I’m falling for Roman.

A moment later, I remember the messages I’d received. “Oh. Can I ask you something?”

“Sure. Is everything all right?” Concern seems to coat his words.

“Yeah, I think so. It could be that someone has the wrong number, but I got this weird text earlier and it kind of freaked me out, because I’ve had this feeling lately that I’m being watched… on my way to work… coming home from a friend’s place, and even at home. Then this comes…” Pulling out my cell, I show him the message.

His brow furrows. “This is the only one you’ve received?” he asks.

I nod in return.

Roman hands me the coffee and bag of food and pulls out a notebook and quickly scribbles down the number. “Don’t worry, precious, I’ll look into it. But until I find something out I’ll be here every night to make sure you get home safely.”

We say our goodbyes, and he gifts me with a hungrier kiss.

After we break, I turn and walk inside the office building with my head spinning with possibilities. Can I allow this relationship to happen?

And what was up with Lewis and his reaction? I thought he was different, he’s never acted like that.

I hope Roman is able to get some answers for me. My cell dings, alerting me to another message. My heart sinks.

 

Unknown: I saw that. Don’t try alerting anyone because it’ll be a failed attempt. You see, I’m smarter than you might think. See you soon, precious princess.

 





[image: ]

 

What the ever-loving hell is this about? My head flicks up, and I’m turning every which way trying to lay my eyes on the person who has sent the text message. A part of me wants to walk out and run to Roman’s protection. Someone has been watching me for a few days now. I knew the prickling feeling I was having wasn’t for nothing.

After returning to work, I give Violet her lunch and get back to jobs I’ve been given. At four o’clock, Violet comes out of her office.

“How’s that paperwork going?” Her tone is soft, which is very unusual. Has my world spun upside down? People around me are acting weird.

Taking my focus off the work before me, I meet her gaze. There’s gentleness in her features. “Everything is fine. I’ve nearly finished this, and then I’ve only got one more to complete. Is everything all right?”

A small smile touches her lips. “You’re an excellent worker, Elenore. I know I’ve not given you enough credit. You help make my workload somewhat bearable. Thank you.”

Yep, it’s official—something’s happened. The look on my face must prompt her to keep speaking. “I’m sorry I’ve never told you before. I wanted to see how hard I could push you. You’re an energetic worker who knows what needs to happen. Very efficient.”

Unsure what to say, I give her a smile.

After a moment of silence, she speaks again. “Elenore, I want to tutor you as a trainee editorial assistant. Your education will be funded by the company, and well, you will still be working under me, but you’ll have more workload until I can find a decent replacement for you.” Unable to hide my excitement, I stand up, walking to her and throwing my arms around her neck. Her body stiffens briefly before she returns the hug, a small giggle escaping her.

“Thank you so much! This is what I’ve wanted for so long.” Excitement bubbles through me at the thought of finally reaching one my goals to be taught and trained by one of the best. It’s a stepping-stone in the direction I want to take. Releasing her, I take a step back, a grin now plastered firmly on my face.

“I’m glad because I’ve had my eye on you for some time to do this job.” She’s talking to me as a friend. This is so very unlike her.

“What’s made you decide this now?” I can’t hold myself back—I want to know.

Violet’s head falls as if she’s saddened by something. “Well, after Rebecca and seeing how young she was, it’s made me think about things more. Brought matters into perspective. Tonight will be the start of your late nights and much more work.” Her voice takes on a professional tone. “So be ready to start working harder than you’ve ever worked.”

Hard work is my middle name. I’ve spent my life working hard, and it’s been a fight for survival. I survived my past, and I’ll survive my future even with a full-on job. I love my work, I have for the last two years, and now, with this opportunity, I can grow into so much more. Being told you’re worthless for half of your life takes a toll, but it made me stronger, and I’ve told myself I am worth this life, worth the air that I breathe.

“I’m so ready for this. You have no idea.” I beam a broad smile right at her.

Violet nods. “I know you are. Now don’t disappoint me.”

Ah, there’s the Violet I know, her forceful personality shining through the softness she showed me only moments ago. “Thank you so much, Ms. Vi. I really appreciate it.”

She says nothing more as she spins and walks away, while I get back to work. The thrill of her announcement spurs me on to get my jobs done efficiently and effectively. I can’t wait to see Roman later and tell him about my promotion. He might be happy for me.
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It’s gone dark outside, and Violet has just left for the day. I have about five pages left of reading and checking. Not that there’s much checking to do because Violet is very pedantic and never really misses much.

My cell phone is sitting on the desk, and it rings, frightening me. I’ve been on edge since these messages started, and I hope Roman has some answers for me. My screen is flashing Lewis’s name. Perfect! Just the person I need to talk to.

“Hello, grumpy pants,” I greet him.

“Yeah, sorry, about before. You took me by surprise.” I hear some sadness in his tone. Still, I’m not ready to forgive him straight away.

“You were pretty rude. What’s going on?”

Lewis releases a breath. “I was annoyed because you were going on a date with him.”

What? “Excuse me?” I blurt out.

“I feel like you didn’t even give me a second thought.”

My head’s spinning from his words. It’s a good thing I’m sitting down.

“What are you going on about?” I practically yell into my cell. He’s acting like a crazy teenage boy.

Silence descends over us for a moment.

“I was hoping we’d have a chance at something?”

“Me and you?” I reply, shocked by this revelation. “I’ve never looked at you like you’re someone I could date. You’re more like my big brother. Besides, you were smitten with Rebecca.

“I know, but she’s gone now and I thought…”

My blood runs cold. How could he say that?

“Are you drunk?” I ask, puzzled by his admission.

“What? No!” he shouts back in surprise.

“What are you thinking? Moving from one woman to the next so quickly? Really? Think about what you’re saying to me,” I snap at him. How could he do this? Does he think I’d forget how much he apparently loved Rebecca?

Hopefully, he realizes what he’s saying and retracts it immediately. Instead, I’m met with crickets on the other end of the line.

“Lewis? Are you there?” I ask, a little hesitantly.

“Yeah, I’m here.” He sounds so flat. “I’m sorry, El. Better go. I’ll talk to you later. Yeah?”

I decide to act casually. “Yeah, of course,” I reply softly.

We say our goodbyes, and I’m left quite confused. I pull out the card Roman gave me when we first met, and send him a quick message.

 

Me: Hey, Roman, it’s Elenore. I’ll be finishing in about 30 minutes.

 

A reply comes through almost immediately.

 

Roman: Sure thing. I’ll be waiting downstairs when you arrive.

 

My tummy swirls with excitement. Hopefully, I will be able to forget the stupidity of Lewis and have a good time without bringing the incident up.

Getting back to my final pages, I dive in and get lost in words.

Around twenty minutes later I’m finished, and I load the paperwork back on Violet’s desk ready for her in the morning. I grab my bag, and I’m out of the office for the day—and what a day it’s been. Violet has made my life complete with her offer.

Stepping off the elevator, I say goodnight to the security guard who’s about to do another round of checking the building. Walking out onto the darkened street, the city lights brighten the way. A brisk breeze flows over me, and I tug my coat around my body. It’s not freezing, but there’s a very slight chill in the air, enough to cause goose bumps to prickle over my skin.

Roman isn’t here yet, but he won’t be far away. The street is still tonight, and there are very few people around. Turning each way, I head off in the direction Roman walked away from me today.

Stopping, I pull out my cell and see I have a message.

 

Lewis: I’m sorry again. For everything.

 

As I read the words, an overwhelming sense of sorrow fills me. Hurt and confusion over what’s happened to Rebecca—that’s all I can put his behavior down to. I start typing before a shuffle behind me causes me to pause, turning around, hopeful it’s Roman. I don’t make it right around before something hard connects with my head. Collapsing to my knees, the pavement cuts into my flesh, and a whimper passes my lips. Tears sting my eyes as panic shoots right through me. I attempt to look up, but a blow to my cheek stops me in my tracks.

What’s happening?

White spots dance in my vision before the blackness engulfs me.
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The thrill of having her jolts me. I’m eager to bring her pain, to make her bleed. Her soft pink flesh waits to have my marks pressed into it. Watching her has been fun, a shadow game—me seeing her, and her not having a clue where I am. I’m aware she senses me because her body tightens when she perceives she’s being watched.

I wasn’t planning to hit her twice, but the first strike appeared to have no real effect on her, and she was about to look at me. Not that she would have seen much, thanks to my black ski mask, but that’s not the point.

One of these girls could put up a massive fight and escape, and then my identity would be blown. It nearly happened to my father, my master. It resulted in him taping his mask lightly around his neck. I’m not that guarded; I don’t need to be. I know I’ll kill them before they give away who I am.

The roads are quiet as we near our destination. This block of land has been in my family for as long as I can remember, and back even further. Oh, the things I’m going to do to her… I can’t wait to hear her cries in the night. Her blood will join that of the others before her.

I can’t believe she tried to seek help about my messages. Good luck. The police will never find those cell phones—use once and destroy. I’ve learned a lot doing this over the years. I’ve changed the way I was taught by my master. He wouldn’t be happy, but he doesn’t get a say anymore.

In thirty minutes she’ll be locked up, and I’m eager to hear her beg and cry to be freed. They all do it, and it brings me immense pleasure. Just thinking about it raises the hairs on my arms until they stand like little soldiers, the feeling of elation rushing through my blood.

This is the routine.

I never deviate.

Glancing back again, a peaceful look rests on her now relaxed face, her hair fanned over the seat. Something in me twinges.

Giving my head a good shake, I grip the steering wheel tighter and get back to the job at hand. The first thing to happen is the cutting. She will bleed.
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I open my eyes. A sharp pain stabs me right behind my left eye. I wince, and my head throbs. What the hell happened? I don’t rush to move since I’m not sure if I’ll throw up or not. Nausea swirls in my stomach, and I groan quite loudly. My vision is blurry, and I’m unable to make out what’s in front of me. All I can see is a grayish blur before the room begins to spin out of control. I slam my eyelids shut again. The room slowly stops.

“Help? Is anyone out there? Can I have some water?” Not sure who I’m speaking too, but I sense someone’s focus is on me. After a short while, my stomach stops its uncomfortable swirling, so I blink a few times, trying to bring my eyes into focus. Straight away, I smell the metallic scent of blood. An uncomfortable feeling settles within me as I try and recall the moments before I woke.

Waiting for Roman.

A noise.

Getting smashed over the head, and across the cheek.

“Oh my…” I breathe. My hands tremble as fear spikes through every fiber of my being.

Slowly, I sit up. I’m on a filthy, maybe less-than-half-an-inch-thick mattress that’s placed on a grimy, foul floor. My body trembles from the chill in the air. The room is dimly lit, and when my eyes adjust better to the lighting I notice there are stains on the top sheet that’s been placed over my body.

I study my surroundings. Concrete walls hold me captive. I can see out through the bars across the front of the boxed-shaped cell, and a small rectangular window, up high enough I can’t reach it, which is covered with torn paper. My sight falls upon a staircase leading up to who knows where. My blood runs cold. Dark splatters mark the wall. Blood. A slither of fear runs through my veins.

Hesitantly, I stand, and the room spins with me. I extend my hand, steadying myself against the wall. Chills climb my spine.

Was Rebecca in this room?

Is some of this blood hers?

Bile forces its way up my throat, and I throw up whatever’s left in my stomach, which doesn’t seem like much at all. How long have I been here?

“Hello? Is anyone here?” I call out, my throat burning in the aftermath of my violent retching. It’s screaming for some water.

It’s then I notice that my shoes have been removed, along with my clothes. I’m in my bra and panties. Oh, hell. I’m automatically thrown back to my childhood when my father would lock me in our basement just to hear me call and beg to get out. He’d always threaten me with the dark room, as he called it—it was pitch black. This one isn’t, though.

I should be panicking right now, but I’m not. Although inside of me anxiety brews, and it’s only a matter of time before panic sets in.

When I was placed in my father’s dark room, I knew it was only for a short period. This, I think, will possibly be the last place I see, before I end up like Rebecca, dead. I can only put this whole situation I find myself in down to the serial killer that’s been lurking the streets, or it’s a random attack.

If it’s him, then I’m already dead.

I don’t know what happened to Rebecca, but I’m sure I’ll find out soon enough. Wrapping my arms around my chest, I comfort myself. I used to do this when I was a child to help settle me down. Tears prick my eyes, and I stare up at the tiny window. Is it the same night when I was taken? Or was I knocked out for longer?

I sit on the thin, disgusting bed and pull my knees up to my chest. At least the nauseous sensation has almost vanished… for now.

Without warning, an overhead fire sprinkler sprays water in my cell, all over me and my bedding. A scream erupts from my lungs when the water hits me. It’s like ice. I stand immediately.

A chilling voice comes over a speaker, which causes me to hold my breath and let the water soak me.

“You asked for water.” A deep, threatening voice announces.

Then it goes silent again. His voice sends quaking fear right to my stomach, and I heave again into the single bucket supplied. I may have survived my childhood, but I don’t see myself surviving this. It’s possible this will be the last room I’ll ever live in.

I sit back on the bed and hug my knees again, allowing the water to fall over me. I open my mouth to try to get some water in there to swish around and wash out the horrid taste, and to fill my belly a little, since I’m sure I won’t be getting much to eat, if any.

I manage one mouthful, and it’s shut off. I pause, holding my breath, awaiting what’s going to happen next.

The voice comes through the speakers again. “Welcome to the house of pain. Begging and crying are welcome. I can’t promise it will spare your life. Expect pain and lots of it. Expect blood. Look around—those splatters are remnants of the lives of those before you. Good luck.”
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Where is she? Elenore told me she’d be down in thirty minutes. Perhaps I should go inside and check. Striding through her work building doors, I spot the security officer coming back to his desk.

“I’m sorry, sir, but the building is closed.” He holds up his hand to stop me going any further.

“I understand. I’m looking for my friend. I was supposed to meet her outside about, um… thirty minutes ago. Her name is Elenore Burrows.” Being in the police department, you know there are creeps out there, ready and waiting. What if something came of the message she showed me earlier?

“Oh, yes, I did see her walk out. It was as I left for my security check, so about forty minutes ago,” he said, looking down at his watch as if to confirm his time.

“Okay, thank you. Perhaps I missed her waiting out there. I’ll go check again.” Turning, I walk back out to the near empty street, and I scan each way to see if I can see her.

I walk left. A phone begins to ring down a side alley, the lit up screen catches my eye. I’ve seen this phone before—it’s Elenore’s. Picking it up, I see the name Suzie on the screen. Who is this?

“Hello, Elenore’s phone, Roman speaking,” I answer.

I’m met with a stuttering elderly lady’s voice. “Oh… ah… this is Suzie. Did I get the wrong number? Is this Elenore’s phone? Oh, what am I saying, you said that it was. Sorry, I was thrown by a man answering her phone.”

“Yes, I’m her friend, and I was meeting her tonight, but she’s not here, and yet, her phone is.”

Suzie breathes heavily and attempts to speak again, but her words seem to be getting caught in her throat.

“Are you all right?” I ask. Concern for Suzie and Elenore fills me.

“No, I’m not all right. Elenore is everything to me, and she takes her cell phone everywhere she goes. It’s attached to her because her boss is so strict and always needs her at crazy hours. Oh, my… Elle. Where are you?” She begins to sob, and the detective in me takes over.

“What’s your address, ma’am, I’d like to come and talk to you? I’m not sure if Elenore told you about me, but I’m a detective, and I’ll open an investigation immediately. Hopefully… it’s nothing.”

She rattles off her information, then pauses, and speaks almost in a whisper. “What if that serial killer got her? Oh, no… Her friend just died at the hand of that monster.”

Something in me changes. Her friend, Rebecca, was the latest victim. I remember how upset Elenore was in the bathroom, because it drew me to her.

I say goodbye to Suzie, with the promise of coming and seeing her and finding Elenore. I hit speed dial on my cell for my partner. “Pierce, it’s me. We have another one missing. This is one we’ve met. Elenore, from Rebecca’s office.”

“Are you sure?” he questions. I hear him moving around and grabbing his car keys.

“Yeah, I’m sure. Her phone has been left behind, like the others and…” I scan the ground, and my heart stops when I notice spots of what look like fresh blood litter the pavement.

“What is it, Blackwood?”

Crouching down, I grip my forehead. “There’s blood this time, Pierce. Drops of blood.”

A series of curses on the other end of the line flow through to my ears. Where could she be? If we don’t find her within one week, we’re going to discover her body with another goodbye letter. Assuming it’s the same serial killer. We’ll have to be open-minded and look at all avenues.
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My body vibrates from the cold. Nothing I do stops it. The sprinkler turns on about every thirty minutes and stays on long enough to let me drink down around half a mouthful. My stomach is to the point where it feels as though it’s going to start eating itself. I’m so hungry that I feel sick.

“Please, can I have some food?” I call for about the hundredth time. Sunlight shines through the tiny window. I haven’t seen or heard anyone since the voice yesterday. At times, fear grips every single part of me, and then find myself digging deeper in an attempt to survive.
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“Where is she?” my father’s anger-filled voice echoes around the house. I drop the glass I was washing onto the floor, and it shatters around my bare feet.

He walks into the kitchen. “What are you doing, you stupid girl?” he yells

I don’t have a chance to speak before he takes two big strides and strikes out at my face. It stings, and my eyes fill with water. My hand comes up to my burning cheek. My father’s hand lashes out again and I flick to the side, only this time he takes a handful of my hair and drags me along behind him. I step on the broken glass, and the sharp shards cut into my feet. I can’t stop walking, otherwise he’ll punish me again. Tears stream down my face, as with each step I take, the pieces dig deeper and deeper into the flesh of my feet. Leaving a trail of blood behind me. I’ll have to clean that up later.

I don’t even know what it is I’ve done wrong. I went to school and came home like I always do.

It’s then I notice where we’re going. Down to the basement—the dark room. Panic strikes through me like a red-hot iron poker. This room freaks me out. He only does this to torture me.

I remember the first day he threw me in here. I called out and begged to be released until I was hoarse. This is probably the thirtieth time I’ve been in here in the last six months. He transformed our basement into this room solely for me, and now I don’t beg or cry out. Some days I hope and pray I die down here. Then I’d be left in peace. How does blood do this to its own flesh and blood?

I’m glad I never had siblings. I’d hate for someone else to go through this, not only physical, but mental, anguish.

Father stops at the door and pauses, yanking my hair so my face is right in front of his. The pain in my feet is momentarily forgotten. “You deserve every ounce of pain. You’re worthless, and I’ll make sure you remember this every damn day of your miserable life. I hate you were even born.”

“Then put me up for adoption,” I scream back in his face.

He yanks my head back. It’s as if he’s going to pull out the entire handful of hair he’s holding. I scream.

“Shut up, you worthless excuse for a human being,” he hisses at me. Spittle spatters over my face. “Don’t you ever speak to me like that again, or you’ll find yourself in more trouble than you bargained for. You’re mine, and I intend to break you every which way until there’s no spirit left inside you. You’ll be nothing but a shell of a girl.”

Shoving the basement door open, he pushes me with such force I fall to my knees, scraping them along the concrete floor as I slide along. I bite my lip so I don’t cry out and bring myself more pain. The door slams, and I hear the locks clicking into place.

Slowly, I sit upright. Agonizing pain ripples from my feet up my legs to my scraped and most likely bleeding knees. I break. The dam walls shatter. I won’t allow myself to cry out loud, because I don’t want the monster outside the door to hear me. If he does, he’ll be back down here inflicting more pain. He definitely doesn’t want me to exist.

I sluggishly shuffle toward the corner of the tiny room. It smells like mold and old water. There’s a bucket in the corner for bathroom usage, but I’ll never use it, because who knows what he’ll make me do with it. A shiver runs through me. He’s a vile man, one I wish more than anything in the world would die and give me peace.

Once I make it to the corner, I find the loose wall tile and pull it off. I did this one day when they both weren’t here. I placed a bottle of water and some first-aid items in here. Nothing too extravagant, so they don’t notice I’ve cleaned up. But because I never know the extent of my injuries by the time I get down here, I’ve prepared for almost everything. When my hand connects with the tiny flashlight I stole from the shop, I click it on and shine it on one foot at a time. They’re torn-up and shredded bits of flesh.

My stomach drops. Blood constantly oozes from the cuts on each foot. I’m not sure how many there are. It’s as if I’ve taken a razor to my feet and sliced them many times over. I pull out my small first-aid kit and splash a tiny amount of alcohol on the cotton wool to cleanse them. Thankfully, I remembered a pair of tweezers when planning for every possible scenario.

Holding the flashlight in my mouth, I steady the light on one foot. I begin picking out the shards of glass embedded there. For the next hour, I’m pulling out glass and trying to stop the bleeding. I do what I can, which isn’t a lot. Hopefully, I’ll be let out soon and can tend to my wounds properly.

I’ve thought about taking my own life at times, but then that’s giving them what they want—me gone. Why would I want to make their life easier, when I can make it harder? It just means I have to endure every kind of pain imaginable they throw at me. After years of this, it’s nothing new.

Suzie, our neighbor, is so lovely. She allows me to stop in quickly, when I can, and will give me a bite to eat. I only do it every so often, because I can’t risk getting caught. Suzie always threatens about going to the police, but I tell her not to, or things will be worse for me. She did tell them once, but they did nothing. My parents put on the ‘happy family’ faces they do so well, and if I don’t play along, it’s even worse for me. Teachers at school don’t say anything, or even ask about my bruises. I think they don’t care. Who would even bother with a girl like me? I dress in rags the majority of the time and have no friends.

One day they will be gone, and I’ll hopefully be free—free from this living hell.
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The sprinkler turns on again, and I’m startled awake. A noise, like footsteps, creaks above me.

“Please, can I have something to eat?” I beg again, knowing someone is up there. I hope this monster at least feeds its captured prey. That’s what this feels like—I’m the rat, and the snake is waiting in the dark, ready to strike out.

My time will come.

Right now, I’m hoping I can fight and survive. I need to survive. I’m not entirely sure how long my strength and resolve will stay strong. I never thought I’d be put back in this type of situation.

Those same heavy footsteps come down the stairs, and I jump up. My heart pounds in my throat as I watch and wait for someone to appear in front of me.

An eerie silence fills the room, as though the air has been sucked out, as if it’s afraid of who has moved into my surrounds. Stepping back further into the corner, my focus doesn’t move from the bars of my cell’s entry.

Everything plays out in slow motion before me. A large figure steps into my view, dressed all in black. I shrink back farther again. Hugging myself, I try to hide from his view. He stops right in front of the barred entrance and looks down at his boots. He has a black ski mask over his head. In an instant, his head whips up, and I’m staring into the dark eyes of my captor.

Terror shocks me right to my core. My breathing intensifies, and before I realize what’s happening, I’ve collapsed in a heap in the corner. Blackness swallows my vision, and in seconds I gladly succumb to it, not wanting to look into the eyes of death anymore.
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A loud shriek startles me awake, only to realize it was me who cried out. My eyes spring open. Where am I? I’m restrained to a platform of some kind. Glancing down at my hands and feet, I see metal shackles holding me in place.

Fear barrels through me like a freight train. What is this new kind of hell?

I wriggle and strain against the chains in the hope one of them isn’t secured properly.

“You won’t get out of those. They’re professional standard.” A threatening voice comes from behind me. Pulling in a breath, I strain to see. He steps into my view, still in his dark clothes with his mask firmly in place.

The room I’m in appears like a small operating room. It smells really clean compared to the dirty, dank cell I was held in. Beside my head is a tray of instruments, and some look menacing. There’s scalpels and tweezers, the hospital kind. Uneasiness floods me. Does he plan to cut me up into little pieces?

“What do you want?” My words shake as I speak them, and my whole body feels as though there’s an electrical current coursing through it, causing me to tremble. It’s the fear of the unknown. Not knowing if I’ll see tomorrow. I wonder if it’s going to be quick and painless, or slow and excruciating.

He walks around the table, his stare boring right through me as if he can sense what I’m thinking. His gloved hand picks up one of the scalpels from the tray. I hold my breath in the hope I’ll pass out again, and won’t have to be awake to endure what possibly might happen. His fist connects with my chest and the breath I was holding rushes out of me.

Coughing and spluttering, I attempt to suck in another breath, but my chest constricts tightly. My captor’s face comes within inches of mine. I shut my eyes tight so I don’t have to witness the blackness that sits in those swirls of death. The tickle of his steady breathing hits my cheek.

“I know every trick in the book. I’ve been at this a long time.” He keeps his tone so very low, and it’s as if he puts it on. His words pierce right through me. I now know I’m never going to leave this place.

He’s obviously played out this scene a number of times. Everything with him is strategic. He has a plan, and I know deep down I’ll never see full sunlight again.

I’ll not be getting that promotion.

I won’t get to go on that first date with Roman.

Suzie will be devastated. Hell, she’s probably already sent out a search party.

I couldn’t wait to tell her my good news, as well as to let her know I was actually going out on a date with a decent guy. Now, it will never happen.

I remember when she first stood up for me. It made me feel like a different person. Empowered, in a way. Well, as empowered as a fifteen-year-old can be.
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As I clear the back yard once again, I reminisce back on the day I first met Suzie. She became my savior, someone who looked out for me, no matter if my parents threatened her.

It was a cold day. My chilled hands gripped the rake as I tried to keep all the leaves together and not allow them to spread across the yard even more with the breeze. My mother always wanted the lawn done on the windiest and coldest of days. I owned one thin jacket and no gloves. When warm water hit them, it felt as if they were burning. It hurt so bad.

“Lass?” a soft voice called.

Spinning around I’m greeted with a smile from my neighbor. We hadn’t officially met, though.

“Here…” Her arms extended over the fence and in her hands was a large thick coat and a pair of woollen gloves.

Slowly, I moved toward her, turning to the back door constantly in case my mom or dad decide to come out.

“I’m not sure I can take them.” They looked so tempting and warm. A cozy coat would work wonders for me, especially at night in my chilly room.

“Dear… I’ve watched you out here enough on these cold days, to know how freezing you must be. Hell, I’m standing here all bundled up and still trembling from this frost. You… you’ll be frozen in the garden in no time.” She laughed, and I couldn’t help but grin back at her.

Without another word, I took the jacket and wrapped it around me tightly. It was so warm and inviting, I thought I wouldn’t ever take it off. Maybe I’d glue it to my body so my parents can’t take it from me. Slipping the gloves on, it felt as if I was placing on the perfect-sized slipper. I felt like Cinderella, only I’m still the servant, but with a brand-spanking-new coat and gloves.

I looked up at her, with tears in my eyes. “Thank you so much.” I wanted to hug her. I didn’t know this lady very well, but she felt like safety to me.

“What are you doing, girl?”

I froze, and I was about to rip off my new coat and gloves, but Suzie stopped me. The fear shown on my face said it all. What happened next blew me away.

“Sorry. I had an old jacket and knitted some gloves too small for me, so I’ve given them to her. I hope it’s okay?” She’s was so kind to my monster of a mother.

The smile on mother’s face was fake; I’d seen it a number of times now and knew it well. “I’d rather you not talk to my daughter,” she snapped.

Suzie looked taken aback. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were actually trying to kill her out here in the cold.”

I took a step away, not wanting to be a part of this. Worry spread through me, for Suzie. She was poking the dragon.

Mom’s mouth went thin. “How dare you speak to me like that? My daughter is fed, clothed, and has a roof over her head. That’s what’s most important.”

“If you say so, but if I so much as see a bruise on this young lady, I’ll make sure the police pay a visit to your doorstep.” Suzie had her finger pointed accusingly at Mom. Never did I think I’d see fear on Mom’s face, but Suzie’s threat held promise, and she knew it. Deep down, I was loving how this situation played out, although later I’d probably receive some form of punishment for causing this.

“I’ll ask you again to mind your own business. Walk away, lady,” Mom hissed at her.

“Or what? You’ll hit me?”

Oh, my goodness. I thought, this lady had some woman balls. They’re made of steel. Never in my wildest dream would I have had the guts to say something like that to my mother.

“Finish your job, girl, and then get inside,” Mom barked at me and turned, leaving us. My lips twitched with pleasure. Knowing what was going to come later, it was worth it to see my mother twinge.

“Thank you for standing up for me,” I whispered, but kept my head down while I raked the leaves.

“Dear… I hate seeing how they treat you and not saying anything. No more, though. If I see anything at all, I’ll be stepping in for you. Look at you—you’re practically wasting away to nothing.”

I had a small frame, but I’d also only been allowed limited portions of food.

“What’s your name? I’ve only ever heard them call you girl.”

“That’s all I’ve ever been called. I’m not sure what my real name is. Although they have mentioned the name Gertrude, and my teachers at school use it, but at home it’s mostly lazy, stupid or girl.” As stupid as that sounded, it was the truth. I believed my name to be ‘girl.’ At school, the teachers probably saw me as the homeless girl, a wanderer going by my rag clothes. It took a long time for my parents to allow me to attend school. I only participated when I needed to. When other students gave me hell, I took it. I couldn’t be bothered reporting anything when the staff didn’t give a fat rat’s ass.

My life sucked. Would it ever get better?

“Oh, I’m so sorry, dear…” She paused a moment, a thoughtful look on her face. “Can I call you, Elenore?”

Hmm, Elenore… I let the name mull around in my head for a moment. It was a very nice name. “I like it.”

“Okay, Elenore it is, then. It suits you beautifully. Do you have a last name?”

“Smith,” I replied. She nodded.

“When you’re old enough you can go and change it legally to whatever you want?” Her hand extended as she rubbed my arm.

“Can I change my last name?” I hesitantly asked. I wanted to leave this life behind when I was old enough.

“You can change your last name possibly; I’d have to look into it. If you like, you could have my surname… it’s Burrows. How does that sound?” Her words were so gentle, it felt alien to me. Never had I ever experienced this softness when being addressed. My chest swelled with emotion.

“Elenore Burrows… I like it.” A big cheesy grin pulled across my face and Suzie’s as well.

“Well, there you go. If you can, come to my house at any time. I’ll always have food for you, and if you need anything, you’ll let me know. I won’t have you stealing like I’ve seen you do in the past.”

I hung my head in shame. There was nothing else I could do. I wanted a notebook to write in, and so I took one.

“You hear me, Elenore?”

My eyes met hers, and I nodded.
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A burning sensation hits the bow of my foot and then the arch. I scream out in pain, my eyes falling on the now bloody blade he’s holding.

“Ah… there you are. You’re back in the real world now. Welcome to the final days of your life.” His evil laughter fills the room, and I die a little inside. The tip of the scalpel touches my foot again, his eyes close, and then he slices the most sensitive part of my foot. Another scream bursts forth from my chest.
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It’s been seventy-two hours since Elenore went missing. I’m going stir-crazy. Her poor mom, Suzie, is feeling how I am. I’ve lost track of the amount of times Suzie has called, asking for news—any news. I had to stop taking her calls, and have some time for myself to think. When Pierce arrived on the scene, he saw how stirred up I was so he told me to go and chill.

I took off and got some food. Someone I am coming to care for is now missing. I need to be on this case even if it means I never sleep. The chance we have of finding her alive becomes less and less as the hours fly past. If it’s the serial killer who took Rebecca, then her body will show up maybe in the next three or four days. His modus operandi is usually one week. He keeps them captive before he obviously tires of them.

Those letters get me every time. Showing them to their families is another kick in the stomach. Well, except for with the last one Rebecca. Her parents couldn’t have cared less about her. They didn’t even cry when they received a copy of the letter. What heartless people.

I jump when my cell rings in my pocket.

“Blackwood,” I clip.

“It’s Suzie. Have you got any word yet?”

Sitting back in my swivel chair, my hand presses to my forehead. This is the sixth time today. “Mrs. Burrows, I’m sorry, but we’re pursuing every possible lead, every avenue of investigation.” I hear her sobbing, the poor woman.

“You’re obviously not doing enough if you haven’t found anything new.”

“We’re doing everything we can. We’ve asked people to come forward if they’ve seen anything, and we’ve obtained the security footage from the building that points to the front of the street. When I say we’re doing everything we can, I promise you we are.”

“I’m sorry. I know you are. I saved her once before, and it’s crushing me that I can’t do it again. I need to be doing something. Have you spoken to her friend? What’s his name… Lewis?”

That jerk isn’t answering his phone, and he hasn’t been at work.

“We’ve reached out to him, and we’re waiting to hear back,” I reply with acid in my tone. The guy really rubs me the wrong way. When inquiring about his friend Rebecca, he became so defensive. I’d inquired where he was when Rebecca went missing and his response was questionable, at the very least. Even Pierce questioned his responses.

“What?” he’d said. “So you’re going to pin her death on me? I was out of town on business. You can check with my office for details.”

I don’t know why he’d think we’d pin his friend’s murder on him, unless he is the serial killer we’ve been searching for.

Once I was back in the office, I carried out a search on him. What turned up was a little worrying. He has a rap sheet for violence. Looking at the list of charges he’s had laid against him over the years gives me the urge to pay him another visit.

“I don’t trust that boy, and by the tone of your voice, you don’t either.” Suzie’s words couldn’t be truer.

“I have to weigh everything up and hope something good comes from it. Do you happen to have a key for Elenore’s place? Maybe the perp was in her apartment at some time.”

“Oh, no…” she sobs. “I have one here. I’ll be awake for a while if you want to come and pick it up.”

I gather she’s not sleeping much either. “That would be great. I’ll come by soon and collect it.”

“I’ll be waiting,” she replies before hanging up, leaving me to my own thoughts once again.

It’s ten at night on the third night Elenore’s been gone. Why the hell can’t I help her? What can I do?

“Blackwood, what are you still doing here? I told you to go get some rest hours ago,” my captain snaps at me.

“Yes, sorry, sir. Got caught up. I’m going to collect a key to our latest victim’s apartment, then I’ll go there first thing in the morning.” Standing from my desk, I slide on my coat.

“All right, see you in the morning. Pierce will call you if something comes up.”

I nod, grabbing my keys, and I’m out the door, knowing I won’t be waiting until morning to go to her place.
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When I arrive at Mrs. Burrows’ home, the porch light is on, and I see her silhouette moving around the house behind the curtains. I rap on the door and stand there waiting for her to answer. I hear her shuffling toward me.

Opening the door, she greets me with a sad smile, one I’ve seen plenty of times in this line of work. “Hello, Detective.” Even her tone is sad. This poor lady has lost her daughter, and here she is trying to remain strong.

“Hello, Mrs. Burrows.” She steps aside, allowing me to enter her cozy home. “How are you doing?” I ask while standing in the middle of the small living room. It’s full of old-fashioned furniture, and the kind of smell only elderly people’s homes seem to hold. It’s like a mixture of baby powder and lavender.

Mrs. Burrows gestures to the chair. “Can I get you a drink or anything?”

“No, thank you, Mrs. Burrows. I’m okay.”

“You can call me Suzie.”

I acknowledge her request, giving her a curt nod. My focus falls on the images in frames on the wall. They all look like Elenore.

“She’s a beautiful girl who had been dealt a bad hand.”

Her words catch me off guard. A bad hand?

Turning back toward her, I ask, “What do you mean?”

A smile touches her lips. “Detective, I adopted Elenore when her parents left her to fend for herself. But before it happened…” She pauses. Her bottom lip begins to quiver.

“I’m sorry, Suzie. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

She waves her hand at me, stopping my apology. “Elenore was my neighbor. I’d watched and listened for years as those evil, vile people treated her like she was nothing but rubbish under their feet.” Her voice cracks, and tears brim her shining blue eyes. “You might have noticed her name became hers when she was seventeen. Before that, her name was Gertrude. Her parents were monsters and just wanted her there to be their slave.”

Rage wraps its way through me at the words I’m hearing. We are in the process of looking far back at the station, but no records have been discovered about her parents. How could a family do that? I guess it’s easy when I think about my own upbringing.

“How is that even possible?” I ask, the shock evident in my tone.

Suzie shrugs. “You tell me—you’re the law. Please, just find my daughter.” She takes my hand, giving it a light squeeze. “I can see that you care for my girl, so find her, for both our sakes. I need her.”

I’m not one who makes promises, because promises get broken all the time in this line of work. But this promise, I know I’ll keep.

“Mrs. Burrows, I will find Elenore. And when I do, that monster will pay,” I say with strength and determination.

“Thank you,” she replies.

“Suzie, can you give me her parents’ names? I only saw your details on there.”

“Sure. Their surname is Smith, John and Joanna. Not nice people. I’d called the police a few times, but they frightened the girl so much that she would tell them she was okay.”

Smith is such a popular name. Makes me wonder if it was even their real name. I need answers, and now.

“Something else… I changed her name when her parents thankfully left. She showed up one night and told me her parents were gone, so I let the police know and from there, I took Elenore in and adopted her. The police never found those monsters, which was fine by me because it meant I got the beautiful girl and was able to give her a great home. My only regret is I never moved, since I couldn’t afford to. Every time she visits me, she stops and stares at that house. Elenore sees only what she went through.”

I’m left speechless. I need to find her. The question is, where do I begin to look? Perhaps they’re jealous of who she turned out to be?

It’s got me thinking though, who is Elenore Burrows?
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The warm breeze floats around me, kissing my sensitive skin. I’m in a forest, surrounded by large pine trees. I tilt my head toward the sky.

“What can you see, pretty girl?”

I turn toward the person who fills me with so much warmth and am met with a blurry face. Everything except her eyes is distorted.

“Umm… who are you?” I sound like a little child. I glance down at my body, and it’s the size of a small girl’s, maybe a five-year-old’s. Even though my mind is my adult self. I remember Suzie, my kidnapper, everything that has gone on, but what is this place and who is this lady?

I keep my focus on the blurry face, trying to make out who it is.

“Why, dear, I’m…” As she speaks, her eyes turn to black pools, and a man in a ski mask appears. “Your worst nightmare.”

 

I jolt awake. I’m back in my living nightmare. I think I’m on day five, going by the marks I’ve been scratching into the wall with a piece of fallen concrete. Although now, it’s all blending together. My body feels so depleted and malnourished. I think my stomach has given up asking for food.

I’ve survived this long with my crappy upbringing.

What’s the saying—what doesn’t kill you only makes you stronger?

Well, I grew strong with everything I went through. When I left my home and lived with Suzie, she nurtured me, taught me not to stand idly looking on, but to grab life by the balls and live. When she took me in, I found myself afraid to ask for anything in case I wasn’t allowed to have it, and she would ultimately punish me. Her kind and sensitive nature brought me out of my shell so much when I realized everything I did didn’t involve punishment.

I remember the first time I saw my bed. It was an actual bed with a big soft mattress that hugged your body each time you laid down. I don’t know what I’d done to deserve it.

Suzie was, and is, the best mother anyone could wish for.

The face in my dream, the blur, who was she? The voice, so tender and caring, sounded familiar. I’ve never met her before. Not that I recall.

A noise startles me, and my heart jumps into action. My body doesn’t have the strength to move, to save itself. It’s weak. I turn my head to the bars of my cage. There stands the masked man, my captor. Those black pools from my dream stare back at me.

“What do you want?” My tone is somber, and even to myself, I sound like a broken woman who can take no more.

My captor hasn’t hit me, aside from when he first took me. He’s had me strapped to the bed, and after he cut me, my feet bled for hours. My blood now marks the walls of my cell along with the rest of his victims’ and since then, I’ve just been lying on the bed in this cell, my own bodily functions mess and vomit keeping me company.

“Here.” He slides a tray under the cell bars. On the tray is a bottle of water and bowl of something that resembles dog food. There’s a sliver of a gap there; I guess it’s for this purpose. I don’t move; my body won’t allow it. It’s broken. I have no energy, even if I wanted to get up, so I glare at him, hoping he sees the disdain in my eyes. I shut them and block out the sight of him.

When I hear him huff and leave, I peek through the crease of my eyelids, noticing he’s gone. Ever so slowly, because that’s all I can do, I shift my body upright. I feel so weak. My arms tremble as they hold my weight when I sit upright.

What is it?

“Just kill me already,” I whisper under my breath. While I wait for the dizziness in my head to stop, I take a moment to absorb my surroundings like I’ve done plenty of times before over the last few days. It’s gray and bleak, and the dried blood covering the walls encloses a little on me each day. What I wouldn’t give to be able to walk around outside during the sunlight hours one more time. To be free in general.

My emotions are all over the place. A small part of me wants to throw it all in and die. A larger part pushes harder to live, to survive what’s coming. My dreams hold no hope when those evil eyes invade them. I have no strength to be able to survive.

In an attempt to stand, I collapse on the ground, crying out in agony. My fingers lightly touch the open wounds on the soles of my bare, dirty feet. A burning sensation builds. The throbbing begins in my toes and goes right up my legs.

The bottle of water has an appealing look to it, like liquid gold. My body craves it. I don’t care so much for the brown slush, but that water, I need it. I get on my hands and knees, fighting the urge to collapse. I push on. I fight.

Finally, after what seems like an eternity of crawling, I make it to the tray. My vibrating fingers pick up the water, and with everything I have in me, I twist the cap to discover it’s been loosened. Well, maybe he’s not as heartless as I think. But what he’s done to my body… I can’t help but wonder why he does this. Is he messed up in the head? Does he believe he has to do it? Does he hear voices? Who the hell knows?

Opening the cap the remainder of the way, I immediately want to suck the bottle dry. Only I know if I do it, I’ll throw it all up in seconds. Little sips, I remind myself.

As soon as the chilled, clear liquid touches my tongue, it’s an instant relief. I feel it hit my empty stomach. The chill sits there for a moment, so I take another sip. Leaning against the wall, not caring about whose blood is on it. I close my eyes and cherish the deliciousness I hold within my grasp. I clutch it to me for dear life.

After a few more sips, I begin to feel a little better, not much, but better than I’ve felt the last two days. Even well enough to inspect the bowl of food. Upon close inspection, I can see bits of meat, potatoes, and some vegetables. Could it be a stew?

Taking a smell, my senses go into overdrive, and my taste buds tingle with anticipation of eating. Again, I know I need to eat very little; my stomach isn’t the same as it was.

This isn’t a new feeling to me. I recall the week my father locked me in the dark room after I’d accidentally dropped a glass. Well, when I think back on it, he had tricked me. He’d gone to hand me an empty glass he’d finished with and before I extended my hand to take it, he dropped it, allowing it to shatter around my bare feet. He just wanted to punish me, to cause me pain. I’d been good all week, then he brought my world crashing down in the form of shattering glass.

I was locked up, and every two days I’d get a slice of bread and not even a full cup of water. How I survived that hell amazes the heck out of me.

Suddenly, a lock clicks. My head snaps up, and I see a silhouette coming down the stairs. I’m not strong enough to move to my corner, so I stay grounded on the spot. My body shakes as if my bones will vibrate out of my skin. My breathing hitches, so I take short, shallow breaths. The tightness in my throat I used to get with my father comes back whenever this monster comes into view.

It’s the most horrible sensation, one I hoped I would never experience again after my father and mother went away. When they disappeared, a wave of pure and utter relief washed over me. I felt clean and told myself I’d never allow another man, or person in general, to make me feel that way again. I told myself every day for about a year I was worth something. That I was to become so much more than my father ever wanted of me.

I remember now. I’m so much more than just some weak little girl you can lock in a basement. My neck twists to the monster who stands before my cell, and I don’t hold back. “What do you want with me?”

He pauses and takes hold of the bars. “I want you to suffer. How the others have.”

“But why? I’ve done nothing to you. If anything, I’ve suffered at the hands of another monster.” I watch his knuckles turn white as he tightens his grip on the bars. Perhaps my words have affected him in some way.

Those dark pools look down and burn right into my own. There’s poison in the glare he’s giving me. “You’ll die soon, just like the rest of them.” With those few words, he turns and leaves while I release a huge breath.

I don’t understand why he feels I have to die.

I do know, though, I will try my very hardest to live.
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I lie silently in my cell, when the lock on my cage door clicks. My stomach plummets and before I get a chance to react, my captor slips a blindfold over my eyes. I wish he weren’t so ninja quiet, I could have prepared myself. His hand grips my matted hair while he drags me out of the cell and up the stairs from the basement. I wonder where he’s taking me. Terror causes my legs to freeze in fear. Being blindfolded, it’s a challenge. Tripping about three times cause cuts and bruises to keep building on my skin. Each bump, I’m certain, brings another to the surface. A scream bursts from my throat.

“Shut up, or you’ll end up dead before I want you to be,” his deep monotonous voice growls. He doesn’t stop, just keeps powering toward something. It feels as if he could take the clump of hair right out of my scalp, the pain is so excruciating.

My feet burn with every step, the cuts he sliced into them still bleeding. I remember my parents burning the soles of my feet one afternoon because I was five minutes late home from the school bus. Still, I survived.

My knee connects with the corner of something, maybe a doorway. I bite my lip to hold back the scream threatening to erupt from my throat. The metallic taste of blood hits my tongue. I believe I know what’s coming now… I’m about to die.

The fresh night air hits my dry face, and I inhale deeply. Pine scent fills my nostrils. I’m dragged down another set of stairs, only there aren’t so many this time. My feet hit the ground, and sharp rocks cut their way into my open wounds. Dying would be better than receiving this agony all over again. The only problem is I want to live. It’s not in me to give up.

I’d hoped Roman would have found me by now.

I should have died many years ago, but I survived. I fought so hard to get away from that life. Now, I’ve been here for what seems like months, but going by my markings, it’s been about seven days.

They say your life flashes before your eyes as you’re about to leave this world, but in my case only sadness fills me. My life hasn’t been anything special. It became something great, and that’s all thanks to Suzie, and now maybe Roman. A vision of his sexy grin appears behind my closed eyes. If that’s going to be the last I see of him, at least it’s something that brings a smile to my lips. Oh, the thought of his lips on mine… My heart stutters. Too bad I’ll never feel them again.

This worthless man can hurt me all he wants, but I’ve decided to live, and live I shall.

My hair is released as I slam face first into my reality once again. No more happy thoughts. My captor’s rough hands grip the blindfold, ripping it off along with a handful of my hair. A cry of hurt I can’t hold back calls out into the black of the night, which results in a kick to my stomach.

He stands above me. His breath is heavy. The darkness surrounding us is quiet. It’s just us. Looking up from the ground, I’m met with an open field about the size of a football oval. Large trees skirt the area. If I could somehow get out there, maybe I could escape. I know I’m not strong enough to fight him—his strength is unbelievable. I’m sure he could snap my neck in an instant.

Maybe that’s how he’ll kill me… quick.

This is a beautiful final sight to see. The stars are twinkling, and the moon is casting a blue light.

My thoughts turn to Suzie once again, and it’s as though I’ve received a sucker punch to my gut with those feelings. She was, and has always been, my everything. I wish I could tell her again how much I appreciate and love her. All I can do now is hope she knows.

The captor says nothing, simply stands there, looking down at me. His gaze is scorching. “Write your goodbyes.”

Write my goodbyes?

He pulls paper and pen from his back pocket and shoves them in my direction, and my shaky hands take it.

A hard lump gets caught in my tight throat. My stomach turns at the thought that Suzie will read this. It will break her. I can’t write it to her, or even Lewis. What if I wrote it to Roman? Let him know it wasn’t his fault he didn’t find me in time? I wouldn’t want him to break himself up over this, either.

Does he care about me like that?

No. Why would he, we only just met.

Why am I planning to give in to my captor?

I may have been weak when it came to my parents and their ill treatment. I can’t be weak now. It’s not who I am anymore. I learned to grow. I learned to live, and live I will. Taking the pen, I start writing, a wry smile on my lips.
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She does nothing. No tears are spilling down her cheeks like they did on others before her. They were blubbering messes. It made it so much fun watching the sheer fear in their eyes. With her, there’s nothing. Did I not cause her enough pain?

I watched her on the monitor a few nights ago, and she sobbed. Now she sits on the ground, me standing over her, and she doesn’t respond. Her hand scribbles over the paper. I’m eager to read her goodbyes.

My hand instantly goes to the gun I’ve got tucked in my jeans. The same as always. Ready to use. Although, I do enjoy telling them to run. The pop of the gun and the sensation coursing up my arm arouses me.

Sometimes, I wonder why I can’t be more like everyone else. This darkness swallowing my heart and soul is so depressing. The big question is, can I change? I’ve done this since I was inducted by my father. He wouldn’t have had it any other way. And when I didn’t do something to his standard, I’d be punished, and I’d witness the enjoyment radiating from his eyes. Those black-as-night eyes haunt me every time I close mine. Do mine torment these girls, like his did for me?

She holds up her completed letter. Taking it from her steady hands, I look at her. They shook when she took it from me—what’s changed? Has she accepted her fate?

My gaze drops to the neatly handwritten letter. No wobbly letters, and no tear stains on the paper. What is with this girl?

My mouth drops open at the sight of her words. Anger roars within me like a lion about to pounce on its prey.

 

Dear Captor,

 

You’ve stolen me.

You’ve spilled my blood.

You’ve brought me pain.

But what you’re yet to realize is… I’m a fighter.

I’ve been broken before.

I’ve at one point even lost the will to live.

So now you know… this information I gift to you.

I’m ready for you, so do your worst.

 

Sincerely,

Elenore

 

My hand lashes out, gripping her hair. “You think you’re so unbreakable. Everyone crumbles in the end. They fall to the ground unmoving, and you’ll be the same.”

Her blue eyes have a depth to them as if they could swallow me whole if I allowed them. I hold her gaze. Her stare feels as though she’s burrowing right into my soul and delving into my deep, dark secrets.

Quickly, I shove her back to the ground, hard. I hear the wind escape her, but not a yelp.

The voice in my head, his voice, screams at me to finish her. If he were here he wouldn’t hesitate, so why am I? Screw this. She’ll die just like the others.

I yell into the night, “Run!”

The volume of my voice causes her to jump away from me in fright, but she pulls herself off the ground quickly and bolts toward the trees along the border of the forest. She’s a smart one, and it’s as though the cuts on her feet and the previous beatings haven’t waivered her. She doesn’t even limp. She’s different.

I reach around behind me and grip the familiar gun in my hand. Looking down at the letter once again, a mixture of emotions sear through me, some known and others very foreign.

Shaking my head from whatever it is taken hold of me, I look up and notice she’s made it farther than any other girl has. She’s a fighter, that’s for sure. She warned me.

Lifting the gun, I run a little to get closer, stopping to take aim. My breathing is unsteady. What the hell is happening?

Another forceful shake of my head, and my finger presses on the trigger. A loud bang ripples out into the night air.

She falls.

Thank the devil. I lower the gun and wipe my brow, surprised at the sweat I find. It’s over. Another one, done.

Then why don’t I feel the joy I usually do?

That’s when I realize.

It’s because she never gave me my songs of the night.
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Dear Captor,

Do you find pleasure in my tortured screams? 

My darkened cell is my own living nightmare—a place I tried to desperately escape.  

Why do you continue to play this game? 

Why don’t you just kill me? 

You’ve almost broken me all over again. But I’ve held firm. I’ve pushed through the pain you’ve inflicted.

My skin… your touch… it ignites a fire within. 

Is it hate? 

Or is it desire? 

Only time will tell.

With love,

Elenore.

 

With Love

Letters in Blood Book Two

is available here

Amazon | Amazon UK | Amazon CA | Amazon AUS
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Lost Series

The Lost One

The Missing One

 

Unforgiven Series

Dangerous Love

 

Canyon Bay Series

Someday

 

To keep up with upcoming releases and news visit me at my

Website – Facebook - Twitter

 

Or sign up for my newsletter
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I’m a wife, mother, reader, blogger, and now an author. I’m always busy doing something as I have so much going on, and my three little ones keep me on my toes.

I’m from bright and sunny Queensland, Australia. I have always been a reader. When I was little, I would be up late reading Garfield and Asterix comic books and also Footrot Flats. When I hit high school, they gave us Tomorrow When the War Began by John Marsden, and from there my love of books continued to grow.

I keep a notebook and pen beside my bed for when those late-night ideas pop into my head, plus I’m a stationery addict and love pens, notebooks, and, well, anything stationery.
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