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   Chapter 1
 
   Once upon recent months, in the town of Faraway, Washington, a troublesome and unfortunate situation unfolded.  Frankly, a lot of the problems actually occurred within the shadows of the dangerous wood, just outside of town.  But certainly, many of the residents within the city limits of the gloomy burg also played their parts.
 
   And hopefully, if there be even an inkling of justice within this dastardly strange universe…  Hopefully, they'll regret it, every day of their wretched lives.
 
   Our tale begins with one Ms. Zoe Locke, a girl who grew tired and desperate.  Every day grew colder with the promise of a particularly harsh winter.  Every day she sat pressed against the cold panes of her living room window, watching the snow angrily swirl from the barren grey sky.  And, every day, she hated her life more.
 
   In particular, Zoe Locke hated her mother.  At age sixteen, Zoe was left mainly to fend for herself.  Her mother managed the bills (most of the time) but outside of that, responsibilities fell upon Zoe.  If she didn't want to live in filth, then it was up to her to clean the apartment.  If she became ill, it was up to her to find her own remedies.  If she had difficulties at school, she had to sort it out alone.  And if her stomach growled, it was up to her to fill it.
 
   Sometimes, she could track down her mother, at a job, or a friend's house, or on one of her many dates.  She could convince her that she needed grocery money.  Sometimes, she'd be given grocery money for a week.
 
   Sadly, for a number of years, Zoe had known she had to stretch one week of food for three.
 
   Zoe stared forlornly down at the street from her second story roost.  She lived right down town in a tiny apartment above a decades old bakery.  The heat from the ovens and the scent of the pastries rose pleasantly upwards.  It was Zoe's one small blessing, the only thing that felt like home in her life.
 
   She watched townsfolk come and go below, hurrying to escape the cold. Thanksgiving steadfastly approached.  And people below walked with brisk steps to conduct their preparatory business.  They visited the deli to secure their turkeys and hams.  They passed in and out of the offices of lawyers, accountants, and the newspaper to get ready for their extra day off.  They briefly paused to exchange pleasantries and polite smiles.
 
   She wished that one of them, any of them, would cast an upward glance and notice her there watching.
 
   But no one did.  No one ever did.  She doubted a single soul knew she lived up there.  Or if they did, they certainly did not care.
 
   Zoe dragged herself from the window seat and sulked to the bathroom where she stood before the mirror.  Her blue eyes appeared sunken, lacking any sort of sparkle or life.  Her cheeks were hollow as she was far too thin.  Her lips were pale and chapped.  And her hair.  Oh, her hair; it disappointed her most of all.  Her long golden locks hung limp and stringy, as she had been out of shampoo for quite some time, and washed it only with water.  Zoe's hair should've been such a beautiful thing, yet, like everything else, it had fallen into shabby disrepair.
 
   And nobody noticed.
 
   Staring pensively into her own sallow face, Zoe Locke decided once and for all, that she must be invisible.  Which was awful.  Except that, invisible people could do remarkable things; wasn't that so?
 
   With a rare smile, Zoe decided to test the theory.
 
   ***
 
   The next morning, Zoe waited until ten a.m. to go to school.  She wanted to see if the school would call when she didn't show up.  She slept late; she prepared herself for the day leisurely, munched on some stale toast, and read a library book.  The school did not call.  
 
   After a leisurely stroll to school, she strolled in the gigantic front doors of Faraway Senior High and down the center of the main hallway.  It was empty and quiet outside of the low drone of classes in progress up and down the long bright corridor.  She walked slowly and peered into classroom after classroom.  Not a single glance was cast in her direction.  Zoe smiled.
 
   She slipped into her social studies class and dropped into her seat in the back of the classroom.  No one stopped what they were doing.  She would've expected to be questioned by the teacher or asked for a pass, but that was not the case.
 
   Normally, Zoe wasn't a student who contributed or participated in any class.  But that particular day, she raised her hand, offering to answer every question the teacher asked.  She would've expected a teacher to call on the usually timid student who suddenly wanted to participate.  But that did not happen.  She remained as invisible as ever.
 
   At lunch period, Zoe confidently strode to a different spot than usual at one of the long picnic style tables.  In fact, normally, Zoe didn't even take lunch in the cafeteria, opting instead to find a place to spend time alone.  Not that day.  She took a seat right next to the "in" crowd.  Ella Cinder and her handsome boyfriend, Nick Monarch.  The beautiful Aspen Briar and Aspen's friend Cailyn Pure.  Truthfully, Zoe would expect to be told by her popular peers to buzz clear off.  But in her effort to test her theory, she faced the threat of an ugly or hurtful confrontation and planted herself right next to Ella.
 
   And, as she'd suspected, it was like she wasn't even there.  Zoe grinned broadly.  She really was invisible.
 
   ***
 
   After the last bell of the day dismissed the students, Zoe let the flow of them carry her happily out of the building.  The entire day had passed and not one person had noticed her.
 
   Prior to her epiphany the preceding evening, Zoe had hated the lonely feeling of being ignored.  Unnoticed, unloved.  And unassisted.  There were things she felt she needed to have noticed.  She had many basic needs that weren't met.  She would've expected that SOMEBODY, some kind peer, Good Samaritan, some teacher or other authority figure would notice and rescue her from her misery.  But that NEVER happened.
 
   But suddenly, Zoe saw her invisibility differently.  If no one wants to help me, Zoe thought, then I'll just help myself.  Invisible people could help themselves.  To anything they wanted.
 
   She hurried down the street, rubbing together her icy hands and her breath plumed out in freezing puffs.  She beamed.  She could barely refrain from giggling.
 
   "Zoe!"
 
   Zoe stopped in her tracks, her heart immediately racing.  She spun slowly around to find a spritely red head bouncing up behind her.
 
   Jennifer Tide was another student from her class at school.  Not one of the top tier of kids, but not one of the bottom, either.  She was short and pixie like with vibrant green eyes and flaming red hair that fell wildly down past her waist.  She was a nice enough girl; her worse flaw being perhaps a tad boy crazy.  But other than that, a decent girl.  Zoe knew all about Jennifer Tide.  But she wouldn't expect Jennifer Tide to know a single thing about her.
 
   It made her nervous and a bit cranky.  It sort of shot holes in her invisibility theory.
 
   "Yes?" Zoe asked tersely.
 
   "Hey," Jennifer said with a lovely smile as she came alongside Zoe.  "Where were you this morning?"
 
   Zoe gave her a look of utter bewilderment and resumed walking.  Jennifer fell into step with her.  "Um…  What do you mean?"
 
   "Well, I mean, why were you late?  Going on eleven years of school together now.  I don't believe you've ever been late.  I know, because I never have been either.  So what's up?"
 
   Zoe frowned.  "Why do you want to know?" she asked, immediately regretting her tone.  Any other day she'd be thrilled to have someone expressing interest in her.
 
   But, the night before, she'd turned a corner.  She no longer welcomed the attention.
 
   A hurt look passed over Jennifer's freckled face but she quickly recovered her friendly smile.  "Just worried about ya," she said kindly.
 
   "Why?"
 
   Zoe couldn't help but grow more annoyed.  Why now?  All the sudden someone cares?  Sorry.  Too late.
 
   "Um.  I'm just trying to be nice, Zoe," she said a little sadly.  "Hey listen.  Would you want to hang out?"
 
   Zoe gaped at Jennifer open mouthed.  "Sorry, I'm busy," Zoe said, quickening her pace.  Any other time she would've claimed to be busy, she would've been lying.  But for once, she really did have plans.
 
   And she wasn't about to let anything get in the way.
 
   "Well, um," Jennifer said awkwardly.  "If you ever need a friend, I'm here."
 
   "Thanks," Zoe said coldly.  "But no thanks."
 
   She jutted across the street and away from Jennifer Tide.
 
   ***
 
   Faraway wasn't exactly a diminutive town, but by no means was it a big city, either.  It was populated enough that it was possible to be invisible (obviously) if one was careful.  Yet, it was small enough that citizens trusted one another.
 
   Therefore, just as in days long gone, many people of Faraway left their doors unlocked.
 
   At seven p.m. Zoe slipped out of her apartment dressed all in black.  She scampered down the stairs under the murky light of a bare, dirty light bulb suspended high above her head.  When she opened the door leading to the street, a blast of frigid wind blew in and the light bulb swung on its chain, omitting an eerie creek.  Zoe bounced out onto the street.  
 
   She'd waited until seven for two reasons.  One, night had completely fallen.  And two, the Faraway Middle School's holiday play had begun.  Half the town would be packed like sardines into the musty middle school auditorium.  Leaving her free to implement her plan.
 
   She walked briskly out of downtown Faraway, her hands shoved into the pockets of her worn black hoodie.  A shiver ripped through her and her teeth chattered.
 
   Zoe walked and walked until she found herself in the neighborhood of East End.  It was the most affluent neighborhood in Faraway.  The only neighborhood where the houses weren't either ancient, or little identical pill boxes.  This is where Zoe had decided to change her life.
 
   She slowed down and peered into the windows of the sprawling brick homes as she passed them.  Some were decorated for Christmas already, which she found annoying.  She wondered if rich people ever thought of how obnoxious their ostentatious Christmas displays were to people who couldn't afford even the paltriest of trees.
 
   Smiling families could be glimpsed through some of the cozily lit windows, but most of the homes hunkered dark and quiet.  This was a neighborhood with a lot of kids, so most of the occupants would likely be at the show, as she'd expected.
 
   At the very last driveway on the very remotest cul-de-sac, Zoe stopped.  She looked all around and noted every house on the block appeared dormant.  She looked up at each dark window in the house, as they seemed to stare down at her like eyes that knew her secrets.  She took one more deep breath, and then jogged up the driveway and around to the garage's side entrance.
 
   Zoe paused again, staring at the shining brass handle.  Her heart sped. She considered turning around and 86ing the whole plan.  But then she shook her head.  Instead of chickening out, she pulled the sleeve of her hoodie over her ice cold fingers and tried the door.
 
   She beamed as it swung open into a still and quiet garage.  With one more glance around, she stepped inside.
 
   A Mercedes was parked inside the three car garage, glistening silver in the darkness.  She imagined there would also be some sort of fancy van or utility vehicle parked there later, when the family was home.  She carefully made her way around the car and mounted some steps that led to a door to the home's interior. 
 
   Inside, it smelled like cinnamon.  It was a festive, clean scent.  Like a place that was regularly cleaned with actual cleaning chemicals and disinfectants rather than just hot water and tattered rags.  Like a place where the occupants could afford things like candles and air fresheners.  She stood there for a moment, enjoying the feeling of being in this place, and getting her bearings.
 
   Zoe had come there to steal.  She just had no idea what.
 
   She quietly crept down a hallway, through a laundry room (that was bigger than her bedroom) and finally into a kitchen.  Almost immediately, her eyes landed on money.
 
   She glimpsed bills pinned with a magnet to the refrigerator.  She hurried forward to investigate.  Sure enough, there were three, twenty dollar bills there for the taking.  Zoe giggled.  "Seriously?" she whispered.  Such an odd place to keep sixty dollars, she couldn't fathom it.  All the same, she covered her hands with her sleeves again, snatched the money, and folded it into her jeans pocket.
 
   "Thanks!" she whispered, giggling again.  She was delighted and decided not to even look for anything else to take.  She simply let herself out the way she'd come in.
 
   Then, she hit three other houses on the same cul-de-sac.  All with unlocked doors.  And in all of them, she found cash in under ten minutes per location.  She was utterly stunned at the ridiculous places rich people kept their cash.  The console of a car.  On a family room desk.  And on a night table.  Incredibly easy and baffling, all at the same time.  It was as though they'd left it there just for her.
 
   By the time she dashed through a back yard and into the woods, she had three hundred dollars in her pocket.  It was by far, the largest sum of money she'd ever laid eyes on, let alone had possession of.  She took a short hike to leave the neighborhood unnoticed and reemerged onto the streets of Faraway minutes later.
 
   The next day after school, Zoe bought herself the first warm winter coat she'd ever owned and a nice pair of gloves.
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   Chapter 2
 
   In no time, Zoe Locke became an expert cat burglar.
 
   So expert in fact, to her knowledge, none of her crimes were even detected.  She was disciplined in her craft.  She always refrained from taking too much from one home.  She had a gift for finding cash and that was normally all she took.  Often she didn't even take it all.  Occasionally she'd snitch an item to later sell on EBay.  Never anything too big to fit in her pockets and nothing too unique that would be easily recognized.
 
   Basically she thought of herself as a mischievous elf, sneaking into homes to playfully trifle with their belongings.  She often daydreamed about mothers and fathers, scratching their heads wondering where they put their golden ring, or diamond bracelet.  Or driving themselves slightly mad because they THOUGHT SURE there'd been one hundred; not sixty dollars, in the cookie jar.  She'd giggle as she imagined her own classmates being accused by their parents of pilfering.
 
   At school, she became a veritable private investigator. She eavesdropped at every opportunity on her classmates.  Anytime she overheard anybody mentioning plans out with their family, she took note.  Then, if she didn't already know where they lived, she found out.  And somehow always managed to find a way into their homes as if by magic.  It particularly delighted Zoe to steal from her own classmates.  In those special times, she felt a little bolder, a little more reckless.  Sometimes from the home of a classmate she might actually steal an article of clothing to later be worn at school.  Or eat food right from her cupboards, seated in whatever spot at the table she imagined to be theirs.
 
   At home, Zoe acquired little by little, the things in life she'd always missed.  She bought a computer.  And by posing as her mother, she ordered Internet service, a luxury she'd never been privy to.  The cupboards were no longer bare.  And as Christmas approached, she bought a Christmas tree and turned her shabby home into a cozy festive place.  In her rare encounters with her mother, the changes were never mentioned and presumably unnoticed.  Zoe remained invisible through it all.  And for once, she was happy that not a soul noticed her.
 
   ***
 
   Shortly after Zoe got the hang of petty theft activities and recognized she was quite good at her craft, she became obsessed with Benjamin Bar.
 
   Not in any typical teenaged crush type fashion.  On no.  What Zoe saw in Benjamin Bar was the ultimate score.  Benjamin and his family represented the epitome of Faraway's upper echelon.  His mother, Madre Bar, was well known and loved as the high school counselor.  And his father, well, who knew exactly what Abraham Bar did.  But whatever it was, it provided obscene wealth.  Not that Benjamin was the sort who necessarily exuded wealth.  But Zoe had an eye for these things.
 
   He was a tall and rather well built senior.  With his thick, wavy, black hair, chiseled face, and piercing dark eyes, he might have been very appealing, were it not for his rather unappealing personality.  Benjamin was never mean or even unkind to anybody.  He made good enough marks to be thought of as smart.  There was just something vacant about him.  He was the sort of teen who would normally be popular.  He'd be the sort of guy all the guys wanted to be friends with and all the girls wanted to date.  Except that his peers had been alienated by his oddness as early as Kindergarten.  He existed on the fringe of the "in" crowd but Zoe observed he had no close ties to anybody.  He never dated.  He participated in extracurricular activities and fared well, but he demonstrated no real passion or ambition for anything.  He seemed to always be pondering something other than whatever he was doing at the time.  Detached.  Aloof.  Cold.
 
   But Zoe knew he came from a place that seemed for all practical purposes, enchanted.  As a child, she had loved to play in Faraway Forest.  She'd been truly at one with nature and would spend sun up to sun down exploring the quiet wood.  Over the years, she'd gotten to know every nuance of it and that's how she'd found Benjamin's house.
 
   It furrowed deep in the woods about five miles outside Faraway.  She'd happened upon it once entirely by chance.  It was giant; a mansion.  By far the grandest structure she'd ever seen, the house seemed to be a three story living creature, reaching up into the thick canopy of trees.  Its walls were shining maple wood and its dozens of windows glinted from the few sun rays that snuck in through the tangle of tree limbs.  A wrought iron gate loomed at the end of the winding drive leading up to the house, with an ornate sign reading Bar Estates. At times she'd explored there as a child.  She'd found a hole in the gate and easily been able to get closer to the house.  Even then, before her dreams of thievery had solidified, she'd been a talented sneak.
 
   The grounds of Bar Estates were sumptuous with lush gardens, a babbling brook and ancient towering trees.  She'd spent many an hour there, secretly watching the massive quiet place, and wondering what was inside.  
 
   One week before Christmas, Zoe decided she was going to find out. 
 
   ***
 
   She happened to be seated within ear shot of Benjamin at lunch.  Of course, Benjamin wasn't saying anything, just sitting forlornly quiet among the hub of his so called friends.  But then, Mrs. Bar came into the cafeteria.
 
   The counselor was every bit as striking as her son.  She had his same tall dark looks with shining black hair trimmed smartly even with her jaw, and a strong fit body.  She dressed stylishly and as usual, she wore an inviting smile.  She made her way through the sea of students, pausing to chat with people who addressed her.  Finally she found Benjamin and leaned down next to him.  She spoke softly to her son, thinking no one was listening.
 
   But Zoe heard.
 
   "Hey, bud," said Mrs. Bar kindly.
 
   "Hey," he said morosely, barely bothering to acknowledge her.  He continued picking at his food and staring straight ahead.
 
   "You excited about your game tonight?" she asked hopefully.
 
   "Oh yeah."
 
   "Great!" she enthusiastically exclaimed, even though his agreement was so obviously contrived.  "Your dad's gonna be there tonight!"  She said this in a tone that suggested being graced by Mr. Bar's presence was a momentous occasion.
 
   "Great," said Benjamin lackadaisically.
 
   Mrs. Bar gave a gleaming smile.  Among the Faraway student body, Mrs. Bar was generally considered a cool lady and a great confidant.  It shocked Zoe to discover she was clueless.  She clearly had zero ability to pick up her own son's veiled hostility.  And Zoe was completely confident that the dear woman had no idea a nearby student was essentially casing her home that very minute.
 
   Zoe liked Mrs. Bar even more.
 
   ***
 
   Zoe set out just before dark.  It was still an hour to game time, but she knew she had about a six mile hike ahead of her, most of which would be through rough terrain of the forest. Plus, snow fell steadily.  There was barely a dusting on the ground, but it accumulated quickly.  She knew she'd need to move fast to avoid hiking back through a full blown snow storm.
 
   She didn't even know if she would steal anything from the Bar family.  Their home had fascinated her so much, for so long, she often dreamt of it.  She mainly just wanted to satisfy her curiosity and explore the place.  She doubted there'd be the "leave cash about" sort, and for some reason, she didn't have the strange desire to extract trophy steals like she had with other classmates.
 
   She walked briskly through town and then plunged into the mouth of the massive forest.
 
   Zoe was nearly frozen when she arrived.  Her timing was impeccable.  Shielded by the trees, she watched from the shadows as the Bar family's tail lights disappeared down the lane.  Then she slipped through the hole in the gate and trampled through the snow in the back yard to get up to the house, hoping the tracks back there wouldn't be as obvious.  She decided on the way out she'd take some time to obscure her foot prints as she left.
 
   She found that their sliding glass door off a rear patio was unlocked.  A delighted squeal escaped her as she slipped inside.  She kicked off her snow boots and left them by the door to wait for her return.  Then, at long last, her exploration began.
 
   The Bar home was a whole new world altogether.  It was like a cottage, a ski resort, and a castle, all blended into one dwelling.  She found herself standing in a spacious family room. Zoe marveled at a magnificent fireplace, big enough that she could've stood at her full height inside.  The mantle was lit by twinkling lights and was so huge, it accommodate three six foot Christmas trees.  Across from the fireplace and in front of a bay window, there stood another tree that towered every bit of sixteen feet high.  And yet, the vaulted ceiling was still far over it.  She drifted to the tree and delicately touched the sparkling ornaments with one gloved finger.
 
   Zoe passed out of the family room and into a dining room.  The focal point was a gigantic oak dining table adorned with candles and fragrant Christmas wreaths.  She saw at one end of the long table, the family's dinner plates still sat with bits of uneaten food on them.  Had they been running behind and had to leave their mess?  Or was there a housekeeper who would arrive in the morning to clear away their dinner dishes?  Whatever the reason, Zoe couldn't believe the neat and tidy people would so carelessly leave their mess behind.  She wandered down to where the dishes sat, strangely fascinated by their food.
 
   A spoon protruded from an inviting bowl of beef stew.  Amazingly, steam still rose from it.  Zoe raised the spoon to her lips to taste the delectable looking stuff. 
 
   She hissed and the spoon clattered to the table.  "Darn it!" she exclaimed.  The soup had burned her mouth.  She couldn't believe it was still so hot.
 
   At the next seat, she saw no steam rising from the stew and decided to try it.  But she found that bowl to be ice cold and unpleasant tasting.  So she drifted to the next seat and tasted the soup there.  She found temperature to be just right, and the soup tasted unbelievably good.  Finding it irresistible, she sat down and devoured the entire bowl.
 
   The next room Zoe explored was a library.  The walls were lined with shelves of books spanning from floor to ceiling.  In one corner of the room, three chairs were placed facing one another as though the family sometimes sat there relaxing and reading together.  Zoe crossed the room and took a seat in a large, leather wing back chair.  She found it to be stiff and uncomfortable.  So, she moved to the next chair; a county blue, flowered over stuffed.  She found it to be far too soft and also uncomfortable.  Next she tried the third seat which was an odd contraption of black bars like some aerodynamic office chair.  She lowered herself onto it and to her complete shock; she wound up crashing to the floor.  The flimsy chair broke into several pieces.
 
   "Crap!" she exclaimed as she leapt up.  Zoe looked down at the mess on the floor and then turned to flee the room.  
 
   She found a dark hallway and crept down it quietly.  Though the house was cozy warm, a sudden shiver moved up and down her spine.  It occurred to her that she should leave.  She wondered why she felt so creeped out all the sudden.  But despite her misgivings, she ventured on into the darkness.
 
   She came upon a door.  She stood there staring at the knob for a long time, with an eerie feeling.  Finally, she opened it and a dark stairway leading down was revealed.  To the right was a light switch and she flipped it on.
 
   Zoe made her way down a nicely finished set of basement steps.  At the bottom, she found herself in a small finished, empty room.  It was brightly lit, with beige carpet, stark white walls, and absolutely nothing was in it except for a door.
 
   Again, Zoe hesitated to try the door.  Hairs raised on the back of her neck and up and down her arms.  She felt even more alarmed then she had in the dark hallway.  Part of her wanted to turn and run.  But another part of her said to suck it up and open the door.  That, unfortunately, is the part she chose to listen to.  With shaking hand, she gripped the knob and swung open the door.
 
   Zoe shrieked and clamped her hand over her mouth.
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   Chapter 3
 
   The unfinished basement cavern Zoe stumbled into could only be described as a torture chamber.
 
   She stood frozen in her spot, mouth gaping, blood rushing to her head.  Every fiber of her being wanted to turn and run away screaming, but she could not move.  One thing was certain, this scene had never occurred in her dreams or imaginings.
 
   The first thing she noticed was in the center of the room.  It was an archaic looking wooden rack, suspended from the ceiling, and with restraints dangling at each of its four corners.  At the top and bottom of it were rollers and cranks.  Though she'd never seen such a thing before, it was easy to tell that a person could be fixed to it and then stretched and torn.
 
   Next to the rack was what appeared to be a medical examining table.  Next to that was a table set up with every imaginable variety of rusty metal instruments.  Scalpels, syringes, speculums, and a myriad of other items that appeared to come from a time long forgotten by modern science.  Worst of all, the table and instruments were all covered with dried blood.
 
   Looming in one corner was a large black box that was vaguely human shaped.  It hung ajar, and inside it was full of ugly, vicious looking spikes.  Any poor soul who had the misfortune of being shut inside would be impaled hundreds of times, simultaneously over his or her entire body.  And judging by the blood on the spikes, she had no doubt that somebody had met that fate.
 
   She noted a wall where dozens of horrific looking devices hung neatly.  A chair with metal spikes and that appeared to be electrified as well.  Nooses and hand cuffs that dangled from the ceiling in various spots.  Along the opposite wall were two small prison cells adjoining.  There was no one in the cells, or in the horrid room, but the blood stains everywhere revealed the awful truth.  It may have been empty at present, but it was most definitely well used.
 
   And then, the sound of a door opening upstairs and voices, snapped her from the nightmares of her mind, into the hell her reality had just become.
 
   "I can't believe we made the trip in just to have the game canceled," a man's voice complained.
 
   Every muscle in Zoe's body constricted.  She spun and bolted backwards to hit the light switch at the bottom of the steps she'd just descended.  Once again, she stood shrouded in darkness.
 
   Zoe shook uncontrollably, desperately clinging to any coherent thought.  She had no idea just what sort of twisted hell on earth she'd gotten into, but she knew she had to escape.  And fast.  Because her boots were sitting right inside their back door.  Soon, they'd know there was someone in their home.
 
   Zoe crept up the basement steps and back into the pitch dark hallway.  
 
   "Mother!  I think someone ate our soup!" she heard Benjamin Bar cry out.
 
   She couldn't breathe as she tip toed down the hallway.
 
   "Hey!  Ben, did you break your chair and not say anything?" came his father's voice from dangerously close outside the door that had led her to the very hallway where she stood. She began frantically feeling the walls, searching for another door.  She stumbled when she encountered an opening, and realized she'd found another stairway.  This one led up.  Oh so quietly, Zoe mounted the stairs.  Just as she came to the top of the stairs into another hallway, Mrs. Bar's alarmed voice rang out again.
 
   "Someone's in the house right now!  Her boots are by the back door!  Find her!"
 
   The woman's voice was urgent and angry.
 
   Zoe began to sob and she darted into the nearest room.  She heard their footsteps clamoring below.  They shouted to one another as they searched the downstairs.
 
   She found herself inside a bedroom and she looked around not knowing just what to do.  She hadn't even explored the entire ground floor and knew there was no way she could go back downstairs and somehow slip past them.  Her eyes landed on the window, showing the sparkling full moon outside.
 
   Then, she heard the distinct sound of rhythmic footsteps on the stairs.
 
   They weren't on the stairway she'd just come up, so maybe they were far enough away to give her a precious few seconds head start.  Without a second thought, Zoe darted to the window, threw the lock, and slid it open.
 
   And then she jumped.
 
   ***
 
   Despite the blanket of snow that had formed, the ground was unforgiving.  Her right leg snapped and she crumpled into the snow.  She bit into her own hand to keep herself from screaming.
 
   Her consciousness waivered as the pain threatened to take over.  Glancing down, she saw bone had torn through her flesh and her jeans.
 
   But unfortunately, at that point, her broken leg was and her stocking feet in the snow, were the least of her troubles.  She would move, or she would die.  There was no doubt about it.
 
   Zoe Locke somehow hauled herself off the ground.  The woods were a mere ten feet from where she'd landed. She hopped as fast as she could, dragging her broken leg.  The movement caused pain so sickening; she could almost fool her mind into not feeling it.  She took to the trees.
 
   Inside the forest, there was far less snow on the ground, as not much had been able to find its way through the tree limbs.  She tried to stick to snowless ground and head toward the road.  Eventually, she heard them outside, still yelling to one another, but she'd managed to put some distance between herself and them whilst they'd searched their home.
 
   Zoe kept moving.  Their voices faded.  They weren't following her.
 
   Eventually she made it to the road.  She blubbered incoherently.  Her functioning foot was bitterly cold and she knew soon she'd lose sensation and be unable to walk anymore.  However, the cold also served to lessen the pain of her broken leg.  So, on she went.
 
   She stayed in the trees close to the road and kept proceeding back toward town.  She prayed for a car to happen by, but also feared the Bar's perhaps taking to the road in their car to seek out their escaped intruder.  So, she remained hidden.  And quickly, her strength and speed diminished.
 
   Then, she saw headlights.  And, a spotlight.
 
   Zoe dropped to the ground and watched.  The car approached slowly and when it finally passed, her heart exalted to see that it was a police cruiser.
 
   With the last bit of will Zoe could muster, she scrambled on her hands and knees.  She crashed out of the trees onto the snowy road.
 
   "STOP!" she screamed, crying wretchedly.  "PLEASE! STOP!"
 
   She dropped herself up on her knees and waved her arms.
 
   The lights of the cruiser washed her in bright red.  And then she collapsed, stone cold unconscious in the snow.
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   Chapter 4
 
   Zoe woke up screaming.
 
   Images of herself suffering unspeakable violence in the torture chamber remained vivid in her mind's eye for several moments as she woke.  Nurses rushed to soothe her as she thrashed wildly.
 
   When finally the nightmare dissipated, and the oppression of slumber lifted, she realized she was in a hospital bed.
 
   And she was handcuffed to it.
 
   "Where am I?" Zoe gasped.
 
   A police officer who was seated in the corner of the white sterile room rose and approached her bed.  He was tall and stocky.  He wore long shining dark hair pulled into a neat ponytail.  He had a dashing mustache and goatee, and an eye patch covered his right eye.  She recognized him as Officer Hook, a man who'd operated the D.A.R.E. activities in Faraway school for as long as she could recall.  She'd always thought him quite smarmy to be a cop, and suspected he didn't always have the best interests of the public at heart.  She'd often wondered what dastardly event had cost him his eye.  And had he deserved it?
 
   "Ms. Locke, are these your boots?" he asked pointedly, holding up her black snow boots.
 
   She shook her head groggily, trying to free herself of the dizzying confusion in her mind.  "Yes.  But, where-"
 
   "Ms. Locke," he said again, in his brief snippy way.  "What do you know about a series of break ins here in Faraway, ending with the Bar residence last night?"
 
   Zoe frowned.  "I… Uh…" Once again, visions of the awful lair in the Bars' basement assaulted her.  "Listen, Officer Hook!  They're horrible, rotten people.  Murderers!  Their basement-"
 
   "Ma'am!  Answer the question!"
 
   Emotion bubbled up inside Zoe.  She began yanking against the hand cuffs, so hard that the cold steel bit into her flesh.  "PLEASE!  You've got to listen to me!"
 
   "Zoe Locke, because you may have been incoherent before when I did this, we'll go through it again.  You have the right to remain silent-"
 
   "THEY HAVE A TORTURE CHAMBER IN THEIR HOUSE!"
 
   "Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law."
 
   "PLEASE! PLEASE LISTEN TO ME!" she screamed, weeping.
 
   "You have the right to an attorney."
 
   "P…  Puh…  PLLLLLEEEEEAAAASE just LISTEN!"
 
   Officer Hook paused to glare coldly at her.  But then he resumed his somber reading of her rights completely ignoring her screams.
 
   ***
 
   Zoe told everybody she encountered about the Bar's basement, but nobody listened to her.  They treated her accusations like the lunatic ramblings of a criminal desperately trying to stay out of jail.
 
   Contrary to what Zoe had believed, many of her burglaries had been reported.  And during the sixteen hours she'd lain unconscious in the hospital being treated for her broken leg and frost bite, authorities had collected DNA to link her to the crimes.  She was arraigned the following morning and sentenced to six months in a juvenile detention center just outside of Faraway.  
 
   As officers escorted her inside the big stone building that day, she looked over her shoulder at the last she would see of the outside world for half a year.  But she did not feel sad to be going to juvie. 
 
   For she knew if she couldn’t make somebody believe her about the Bars, the real tragedy would be waiting for her when she was released.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Part II
 
   Kiss the Poison Apple
 
    [image: ] 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Chapter 5
 
   Imagine the surprise of Quinton Pure when his teen aged daughter, Cailyn, confronted him regarding the illicit affair he was having.
 
   Cailyn didn't make her discovery in any devious manner.  It was innocent and quite by accident.  It was also entirely Quinton's fault.  He committed the ultimate blunder of a man cheating on his wife.  
 
   He left his web browser open.
 
   It was late autumn, and only a few weeks away from Thanksgiving when Cailyn dropped into the desk chair in the family room early one morning. Her mother Nathalie was still in bed and her father had already left for work.  Cailyn was still trying to wake up and get it together for school, and had decided to mindlessly stare at Likebook for a few minutes before showering.
 
   When she touched the mouse, the screen saver dissipated and a picture of voluptuous breasts took over the screen.
 
   Cailyn gasped and reared backwards for a moment, staring at the picture, and trying to determine just exactly what she was looking at.  Obviously, it was a pair of milky white bosoms.  But why was it there?  Things began to register.  The photo was attached to an email.  Upon closer consideration, she saw that it was her father's email account, left wide open.
 
   He was the recipient.  The sender was Aliah Joiner.  Aliah Joiner was decidedly not Cailyn's mother.
 
   Along with the picture was a filthy message that in one instant, changed her perception of her father.  This was not spam email.  Cailyn's head spun and there was a rushing sound in her ears.  She glanced around the room at the dozens of family pictures that graced the walls.  Her lovely, smiling mother.  Nathalie Pure was the ideal devoted wife.  She conducted herself with a pleasant demeanor and outlook always.  She worked and earned an excellent living while simultaneously keeping a wholesome home for the family.  On top of her long list of strong character traits, Cailyn's mom was beautiful.  With her mother, Cailyn shared identical looks.  Petite curvaceous shape, jet black long hair, and blood red lips.
 
   Cailyn began to boil.  How could her father even entertain the notion of dishonoring a woman like that?
 
   She began further investigating her father's email account and all his improper communications with this wicked woman.  There were many pictures, but none of her face.  They sickened her.  Most of the messages involved disgusting talk and nothing more.  But there were a few of a more serious nature.  Promises were exchanged.  Plans were made.  Her father had told this woman he would leave his wife to be with her.  Worse, these promises had been made for several years, according to the record of emails sent.
 
   She sat trembling, staring at the screen with her mouth hanging open.  Tears swam in her eyes.  She felt both hot and cold at the same time, her head spun, and her ears rang.  Moments with her father throughout her life, raced through her mind.  He'd been loving and devoted all her days; she couldn't recall any different.  He was affectionate with her mother.  They were a family of laughter, always.  Yet, he'd made plans behind the scenes to leave them, and to make a new life with another woman.
 
   Cailyn logged out of her father's email and laid her head on her arms to bawl.
 
   ***
 
   Cailyn Pure wore head to toe black to school that day.  In no way was she normally the Goth sort of girl, but that day she changed entirely.  Her very foundation was shaken and crumbling.  She felt desperately sad for her beloved mother.
 
   And violently angry toward her philandering father.
 
   She suffered through the excruciating school day, ignoring everything and everyone.  Literally dozens of her classmates at Faraway Senior High asked her what was wrong, and Cailyn wilted them all with one look.  She failed to participate in any class, which was also highly unlike her.  The thing was, she simply could not stop thinking of that evil woman's breasts.
 
   By the time last period rolled around, half her friends were cross with her, and she hadn't even bothered to make note of a single homework assignment.
 
   As soon as the last bell of the school day rang, dismissing students, Cailyn stormed through the hallway and out the door. She didn't stop by her locker to collect her belongings and put on her coat.  The frigid wind outside bit into Cailyn's pale skin, but her anger kept her warm. She stomped down the street and straight downtown.  In no time, she shoved open the door to her father's law firm.
 
   "Oh hello, Cailyn," said the receptionist pleasantly.  Cailyn ignored her all together and savagely thrust open the door that connected the waiting room to the rear office area.  "Oh!  Uh, Cailyn, he's in a-"
 
   The pretty receptionist jumped up, sending a waft of heavy perfume in Cailyn's direction, to attempt to intervene on her warpath.  But Cailyn was already slamming into her father's office before the receptionist could even complete her sentence.  
 
   A small, mousy man's head snapped up and regarded her with surprise.  Her father also looked at her in utter amazement.  Red crept up his neck into his face.
 
   "Cailyn Pure!  I'm with a client," he admonished as the secretary ran in behind her.
 
   Cailyn smiled snidely at the client.  "I'm sorry sir; your appointment's been canceled.  Please reschedule on your way out." She held open the door and gestured toward the hallway as everyone gaped at her, flabbergasted.
 
   Mr. Pure leapt up and slammed his hands down on the desk.  "CAILYN! Wait outside until I finish with my client," he said, seething anger. 
 
   Cailyn chuckled.  "What I have to say can't wait," she snarled.
 
   Mr. Pure visibly shook with his fuming rage.  "Cailyn, do not make me say it again."
 
   The mousy man stood up and Mr. Pure stammered around asking him to please stay.  But then Cailyn leveled a brutal gaze on her father with smoldering black eyes.
 
   "Dad, I know.  I saw your email."
 
   As fast as the blaze had risen, the color drained from Mr. Pure's face.
 
   He mumbled awkward apologies as he escorted his client and the aggravated secretary out of the office, and then he returned to his desk.  He sunk like a deflating balloon into his seat.
 
   Cailyn walked very slowly to his desk and then leaned on it against ram rod arms and palms with fingers splayed.
 
   "How. Could. You?" she growled.
 
   In response, her father dissolved into tears.
 
   "HOW COULD YOU?" Cailyn raged.  She began pacing crazily around his office.  His blubbering emotional display only served to fan the flames of her anger.  "You monster!" she screamed.
 
   "Cailyn, I am your father, you do not speak to me that way." His demand sounded weak and hollow.  Prior to her discovery that morning, Cailyn would never have dreamed of speaking to her dad that way.  But a shift of power had occurred.
 
   Prior to that morning, he'd been a different man in her eyes.
 
   She fought the hot tears gathering in her eyes.  She didn't want to waiver.  She wanted to remain firmly rooted in unbridled anger and raw hatred.  "You need to start talking, Dad.  I haven't talked to Mom.  Yet.  You have five minutes to make me understand why I shouldn't tell her."
 
   Mr. Pure wept harder.  "Cailyn, she doesn't mean anything…"
 
   "YOU CAN'T BE SERIOUS!" Cailyn shrieked.  She charged back to his desk, leaned over and placed her rabid face nose to nose with his.  "You know who doesn't mean anything?" she hissed through clenched teeth.  "Me and Mom, that's who."
 
   Mr. Pure moaned.  "Cailyn, you must believe me.  I've wanted to end it for quite some time.  But Aliah…  She's…  Intense.  I, I don't know what would happen if I cut her off."
 
   Cailyn straightened and stood arms crossed over her chest.  She smirked down at her father.
 
   "Well now it boils down to which outcome you fear less then, Dad.  You can either end it, and PROVE to me that you ended it.  Or… I tell Mom.  You have one week.  It's all up to you."
 
   She spun on her heel and stalked out, slamming the door behind her.
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   Chapter 6
 
   Over the days that followed, Mr. Pure deteriorated.  Cailyn did as well.
 
   Mr. Pure became disheveled, distracted and distraught.  Unable to sleep, concentrate, or function, he was with his family physically, yet emotionally absent.  Cailyn's dark mood worsened.  It manifested through her complete change of appearance.  She hid behind bulky black clothing and punctuated her angry eyes with heavy black makeup.  Cailyn became beautiful in a new, disturbing way.
 
   Additionally, a wedge grew between Cailyn and her friends as they became alienated by her newfound attitude and constant, short, grouchy mood.  She began to skip homework assignments altogether, and her exemplary grades reflected by the change in study habits quickly.  There were even a couple incidents of arguing in school that landed her visits to the principal's office; a phenomenon she'd never experienced before.
 
   Mrs. Pure worried and doted on them both.  Clearly some emotional infection had attacked her loved ones, but somehow she didn't figure out that the same exact thing troubled both father and daughter.  Mr. Pure maintained that he was simply enduring a trying time at work.  And Cailyn just refused to address the changes in herself, and swore to her mother that nothing was wrong.
 
   Finally the time came when Cailyn received a much anticipated update on the Pure family situation.
 
   She lay in bed, propped on pillows, late one night.  Unable to sleep, her bedside lamp cast dim light across her as she read a dark and chilling book of Grimm fairytales.  She'd had no idea the original versions of fairytales she'd known and loved all her life had originally been so frightening.  And, she loved it.  Cailyn startled when her bedroom door quietly swung open.  Her father slipped in, then softly shut the door behind.
 
   He strode to her bed and dropped a sheath of papers unceremoniously onto her lap.
 
   She blazed him with a quick glance of pure hatred, discarded her book, and then scooped up the papers.  She quickly determined they were printed emails.
 
   From: MirrorMirror@faraway.net
 
   To: QPure@faraway.net
 
   11/12 1:23 p.m.
 
   Dearest Quinton,
 
   Years.  Years of my life I've devoted to you.  You think you can carelessly cast me aside and be free of me?
 
   We shall see.
 
   Love, Aliah
 
   From: MirrorMirror@faraway.net
 
   To: QPure@faraway.net
 
   11/13 9:18 a.m.
 
   My Darling Quinton,
 
   Don't worry, lover.  I won't tell.  I have other plans.
 
   Yours Eternally, Aliah
 
   From: MirrorMirror@faraway.net
 
   To: QPure@faraway.net
 
   11/14 2:26 a.m.
 
   Quinton,
 
   Answer me.
 
   Aliah
 
   From: MirrorMirror@faraway.net
 
   To: QPure@faraway.net
 
   11/14 12:00 p.m.
 
   Mr. Pure,
 
   A response on your part IS required.  I can assure you, I am not a woman to be trifled with.  As you well know.
 
   SINCERELY, Ms. Joiner
 
   From: MirrorMirror@faraway.net
 
   To: QPure@faraway.net
 
   11/14 6:54 p.m.
 
   YOU VILE LOSER.  POWERFUL LAWYER MAN.  WHOLESOME FAMILY MAN.  YOU CAN AND WILL ROT IN HELL.
 
   I'LL PUT YOU THERE MYSELF.
 
   From: MirrorMirror@faraway.net
 
   To: QPure@faraway.net
 
   11/14 8:19 p.m.
 
   Be warned, you've gone too far, Quinton.  Don't bother answering now.  It's too late. You have set a wheel in motion.  I will kill your darling daughter.  I will cut out her heart, and I will feast on it.  Then, I will hunt you down, and I will shove what remains of her dead, rotten flesh down your throat.
 
   Your Promised One, Aliah
 
   Mr. Pure wept openly as he studied Cailyn's face while she read the emails.  After finishing the last one, a sigh escaped her in a deep blast.  Her hands dropped heavily, leaving the papers lifeless in her lap.
 
   "So, I guess you told this psycho that it's my fault?" Cailyn said incredulously, staring straight ahead.
 
   "Cailyn, no!  Of course not!  I didn't give her any explanation or even meet with her in person.  I just broke it off."
 
   "Lovely, Dad.  You've just done a lovely job."
 
   "I have to go to the police, Cailyn.  I can't allow her to threaten my family."
 
   Cailyn scrambled out of bed, sending the appalling communications flying.  "Dad!  No!  Mom will find out.  You can't hurt her like this."
 
   Mr. Pure blubbered crazily, his normally handsome face a mess of tears and snot.  "Your mother would choose being hurt over you getting hurt, any day of the week.  I have no choice."
 
   "You listen to me," Cailyn seethed.  "This is some angry tramp that's all talk over being dumped by some married jerk."  Quinton's back straightened and he flinched as though he'd been slapped.  Cailyn continued.  "You will NOT destroy my mother over his nonsense, do you understand me?  So help me, Dad, I promise you…  If you cause Mom ONE TEAR over this, I will never ever speak to you again.  Not ever.  For any reason."
 
   He gaped at her with wide, desperate eyes.  "Cailyn, please," he begged.  "You don't know her like I do.  She's crazy.  I take her threats very seriously.  Please!  Don't put me in this position."
 
   "You put yourself in this position."
 
   His shoulders slumped.  After a long silent moment staring pleadingly at her, he finally spoke.  "I will take you to and from school EVERY day.  You will keep your phone on you and turned on at ALL times.  You will not go anywhere but school and home, and if me or your mom can't be home with you, then you'll come with me wherever I go.  Until…  This blows over."  For a moment she did not respond so he continued.  "Cailyn, that's my counter.  If you insist on keeping this quiet, then I will protect you.  You agree to this, or I'll go to the police.  Even if it meant losing your mom and you both, I'd do what I have to."
 
   She stared at him with tears in her eyes.  Suddenly, she recalled the father she'd loved endlessly only a week before.  Maybe all was not lost.  "OK, Daddy," Cailyn agreed meekly.
 
   ***
 
   She began receiving strange friend requests on Likebook.  The first one came that very night, as she checked her account just before bed.  It was from a user named Jane Johnson who didn't have a profile picture.  Additionally, the user had no information about herself listed or even one single Likebook friend.
 
   She sat in a small, dim ring of light at the computer desk in the quiet family room.  The light reflected on her shining black hair and pale porcelain skin, giving her a sort of ethereal look.  The room outside Cailyn's ring of light was cloaked in darkness.  She shivered at the sudden sense of loneliness as she stared at the strange request on the computer screen, and how any other day, she probably would've accepted it without a second thought.
 
   Cailyn's anger flared. She declined the invite to connect and then blocked the user.  "Weak," she muttered.  She was certain it was Aliah Joiner hiding behind a false identity.  But, it did remind her to change the security settings on her account to lock down her profile tighter than a state penitentiary.
 
   She knew she should tell her dad.  But she also knew he'd flip and probably call the police.  At very least, he'd force her to delete her social media accounts.  And she wasn't about to do that over a classless tramp who didn't scare her in the slightest.
 
   She did however; decide to take a few minutes to hack all her mom's social media accounts to tighten up the security settings there as well.  Mrs. Pure wasn't really into the online scene and rarely used social media.  As Cailyn suspected, all her accounts were left wide open visibly, so she made sure people could no longer easily access her mother's personal postings.  She could only imagine that this Aliah Joiner probably deviously stalked Mrs. Pure from afar.
 
   Well, not anymore.
 
   But the next morning she had another odd friend request.  This time there was a picture and it was a teenaged boy she didn't recognize with a name she did not know.  He too, had no friends.  "Nice try," Cailyn growled as she stabbed the decline button.  Clearly Aliah Joiner thought she was an idiot, and that infuriated her.  She began to almost wish Aliah would confront her face to face.  And then they would see who would eat whose heart.
 
   Throughout the day, there were more random requests which she denied.  Finally, a request came from her friend Jennifer Tide.  A corresponding message accompanied it.
 
   Hey Cailyn.  I deleted my old account; this is my new one if you could accept me.
 
   Cailyn smiled at her pretty friend's freckled face and moved to accept, but then she paused.  Something told her to type Jennifer's name into the search bar.  She grew angry all over again to find her friend's profile still intact and already on her friend's list.  Along with being annoyed once again, she became uneasy for the first time.
 
   For some reason, it unnerved her that the woman had chosen to impersonate one of her own classmates to attempt to ensnare her.  She clicked back to the fake Jennifer profile.  Of all the requests she'd received, this one was the only one with more photos than just a profile picture.  She'd stolen many of Jennifer's pictures and created albums to create the effect of a real person.  She'd also copied and added Jennifer's personal information.  Most disturbing of all, there were actually a few friends associated with the profile.  Her own classmates.  People who hadn't had any reason to be suspicious and had accepted her.
 
   Aliah Joiner was trying harder to connect.
 
   She picked up her phone and dialed Jennifer Tide.
 
   "Hello?"
 
   "Hey, Jen.  It's Cailyn Pure."
 
   "Oh, hey, Cailyn!  How's it going?"
 
   "Fine.  Hey, did you by chance make a new Likebook profile and request me?"
 
   "Um, no.  Sure didn't, why?"
 
   "I think someone's impersonating you.  They have your pictures and a few people from school actually accepted this fake profile."
 
   "Oh wow!  Really?  That sucks.  Probably one of those Likebook scammers that try and get you to give them money or something."
 
   Cailyn paused, frowning.  In her mind's eye, she pictured her perky, freckle faced friend with the fiery mane of curls, innocent and oblivious to how truly dangerous false identities on the Internet could be.  "Yeah probably.  Well, I'll report it and let the other people that accepted it know to report it also."
 
   "OK, great!  Thank you!" Jennifer said cheerily.
 
   "Hey, Jen, could you do me a favor?" Cailyn asked, feeling rotten that her completely uninvolved friend had now been inadvertently involved.
 
   "Sure sweetie, whatcha need?"
 
   "Change all your security settings, OK?  So people that aren't your friend can't see your stuff."
 
   Jennifer giggled.  "I doubt it's that big a deal.  But I will.  Thank for worrying about me."
 
   Cailyn hung up feeling much more worried than her bubbly friend could possibly know.
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   Chapter 7
 
   Cailyn dragged her eyes open early on Thanksgiving Day to find her home already saturated by the aroma of fragrant herbs and a roasting turkey.  For a moment her mind drifted back to Thanksgivings past and she forgot all the drama of the present.  She recalled all the boisterous noisy family gatherings and the delicious foods and she couldn't wait to start the day.  On the other hand, the warm comfort of her bed invited her to stay and drift back to sleep.  Fun though Thanksgiving was, it also proved to be exhausting.
 
   Nonetheless, she forced herself awake.  Quickly she dressed and made her way to the kitchen where her mother hummed cheerily and busied herself about the counters mixing and chopping.  Cailyn took a deep breath of the heavenly scents and her mom turned to embrace her.
 
   Outside the sun had barely emerged over the horizon and a thick blanket of snow covered everything as far as the eye could see.  "Do you think everybody will make it in?" Cailyn asked, wondering about the bad winter weather.
 
   Nathalie Pure chuckled.  "Oh you know they will.  They wouldn't miss your father's sweet potato casserole for anything," she imparted.  Mention of her dad brought a shadow to Cailyn's face and her mood darkened slightly.
 
   Soon he joined them in the kitchen and the three of them worked together preparing the meal, quiet with their own thoughts.
 
   ***
 
   By eleven in the morning, the extended family had begun to arrive.  First, Great Uncle Huntsman, her mother's uncle.  He was a serious brooding fellow.  Though Cailyn didn't know him well, and he generally seemed humorless and even hard to get along with, she'd always heard tales of him lingering quietly in the background of the family, watching and protecting.
 
   Another slew of aunts, uncles, and grandparents trickled in but finally it was time for Cailyn's most anticipated guests to arrive.  Her father's brother and his wife, and their whopping total of seven sons.  They were the Pure family's claim to fame.  Two sets of twins and one set of triplets had been born to the couple over a short period.  Everybody joked and teased the couple for their apparent superhuman baby making abilities.  The entire family worked together to help support the huge bunch, and the boys were the darlings of every occasion.
 
   The oldest set of twins was seven and was comprised of Jordan, the serious, sometimes grumpy brother; and Marvin, the exceptionally smart, leader of the pack.  Next came five year old twins, Jake and Kyle.  Jake being the brother who was always bubbly and in a great mood, and Kyle the silly flibbertigibbet who was forgetful and silly.  Finally came the triplets, three year olds.  Frank who was painfully shy and always peered up at Cailyn with a silly smile and bashful eyes.  Caleb who had terrible allergies and sneezed eighty six thousand times a day, poor kid.  And Albert who always seemed in the middle of a growth spurt and needed naps constantly.
 
   Cailyn spent the day helping and playing with the boys and remembering how very much she adored her entire family.  How very much she just wanted everything to be OK.  She watched her small cousins and contemplated how much things would change if her father and mother split up.  She couldn't stand the thought of it.
 
   But eventually the day wore down and the family began to trickle out just as they'd arrived until Cailyn was once again left alone with her parents.  
 
   In the stillness that followed the lively party, she realized, no matter how much she hated the idea of her family breaking up, the threat was real.
 
   ***
 
   Cailyn clung to her dad.  Her mother misinterpreted it as a rekindling of their father daughter bond, and was delighted.  Her blissful ignorance only served to further depress Cailyn.  And in late hours of the night, Mr. Pure would steal into her room to update her about communications from Aliah.
 
   Her father informed her that his office was plagued with hang up phone calls.  His inbox was flooded with vulgarity.  No more threats or even mentions of Cailyn.  Mostly just senseless, profane ramblings.  Or sometimes Aliah would forward his own old emails back to him.  Emails where he'd promised her the sun and moon.  These sorts of messages she'd send over and over, up to one hundred times in a row.
 
   He also reported seeing her outside his office frequently.  Mr. Pure told Cailyn that he'd be heading out the front door of his firm and stop dead in his tracks when he spotted Aliah standing across the street.  Her black hair whipped around her face in the frigid winter wind.  She wore big black sunglasses, despite the grey, sunless days.  They covered most of her face, but of course Quinton knew that it was her.  He revealed to Cailyn that every time he saw her, she was dressed all in black, which wasn't her usual.  And she'd be wearing black leather gloves and smoking long skinny cigarettes.  
 
   "I never knew her to smoke in the past," Quinton reported.
 
    Other times he caught her trailing him in her car.  As he drove to the bank, the court house, or home, at a variety of hours ranging from early to late evening, her headlights flooded his rear view.  He said that it made him nervous when she weaved erratically behind him, and tailgated far too close for safety.  He wondered if she was on drugs.  She wanted him to know she was there; didn't even attempt to remain hidden.  But Mr. Pure confided in Cailyn that he was glad Aliah's efforts were focused on him.  Because then he knew she was leaving his daughter alone.
 
   Four weeks later, it all stopped.
 
   No more emails or phone calls.  He stopped spotting her.  Once, several days passed with no word from Aliah, Cailyn threw her arms around her dad one night.
 
   "See Dad, I told you she'd go away!"
 
   He accepted the first hug she'd offered in what seemed like ages.  He embraced her warmly.  But he drew a jagged sigh.  "We'll see," he said wearily
 
   She backed away and smiled up into his face.  "Aw, come on, Dad.  Cheer up.  It's over.  We're a family again.  Let's just start new."  Her eyes shone with the light of a loving daughter, eager to forgive the father she adored.
 
   He placed his hands firmly on her shoulders and stooped slightly bringing them nose to nose.  "Listen to me," he said.  "Do not let your guard down."
 
   "Dad-"
 
   "Cailyn," he stood back again, closed his eyes and shook his head.  "I mean it.  Our arrangement stands until I'm sure she's gone.  You are not to be alone."
 
   The fearful glint in his eye sent a shiver down her spine.  "OK, Daddy," she agreed quietly.
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   Chapter 8
 
   Christmas break steadfastly approached.  On Tuesday morning, her classmates were abuzz with numerous sources of excitement.  For one, everyone was excited about the prospect of two weeks off school.  Except Cailyn, of course.  She had nothing much to look forward to except for endless time spent under her dad's watchful eye.  She knew she could invite friends over if she cared to.  But after the chilling incident concerning Jennifer Tide's Likebook profile, she still felt uncomfortable having friends come too close to her father's secret.  Many of her friends were still slightly distant with her anyway, as a result of the foul mood she'd succumbed to for several weeks after discovering her father's secret.
 
   The other excitement was the gossip about the shocking arrest of Zoe Locke.  Most people didn't even know exactly who Zoe was.  She'd always been so quiet; she'd simply blended into the background.  Once news of her arrest had reached the Faraway High grapevine, Cailyn realized she didn't know of a single person that had regularly socialized with Zoe.  She had no idea where Zoe even lived.  She didn't recall ever seeing Zoe's parents at any school function, or if she had any siblings.  In fact, it occurred to her she didn't even remember Zoe participating in any school event ever in their long educational career together.  
 
   Word was that Zoe'd been caught red handed burglarizing the home of the Bar family. Cailyn found the whole thing as sad as it was shocking.  She suddenly wished she'd been nicer to the girl; tried harder to include her or get to know her.  She suspected this whole thing was a cry for attention from a lonely girl.  
 
   Benjamin Bar, as always, had nothing to say about the matter.  But the rumor mill suggested she'd been injured while escaping and was presently in the hospital.  She would be arraigned the following day and everybody was saying she'd end up in juvenile detention.  Cailyn was just as surprised as everyone else.  Zoe Locke was the last person anyone would expect to be a criminal.
 
   Just went to show how one never could tell what goes on behind closed doors.
 
   And finally, the other thing that had everybody so amped up was the field trip.  She and her classmates prepared to leave and be bussed to the Faraway Museum of Natural History and Nature Preserve.  The trip was a part of the long series of study in their science classes leading up to the big science fair that would occur in the spring.  They were to learn about nature, dinosaurs, biology, and the earth that day.  In truth though, no one cared particularly about the museum or point of the trip.  They were all simply happy to have a half day out of school.  They were only a few days out until winter break began, and everyone had lost steam on their studies.  Cailyn in particular was ecstatic to get a change of scenery.
 
   Mr. Pure had almost refused to let her go on the field trip.  If he'd declined, she would've been forced to spend the day at his office.  So she'd begged and pleaded for the permission slip.  She swore she'd stay with her group and be in absolutely no danger.  She was so sick of being a prisoner, as though she were being punished for his crimes.  She accused him of being paranoid.  Finally, he'd relented, repeating firmly that she was to stay with the group.
 
   Cailyn sat excitedly pressed against a cold window pane, staring out at the snow covered roadways as the school bus bumped along toward the museum.  A small smile played on her lips and she existed in her own private world inside her mind.  The noise and banter of her classmates behind her all disappeared.  She forgot all about her father and Aliah Joiner.  She desperately needed a break from everything.  She just needed a little time to herself, to clear her head.
 
   She broke her promise to her father, almost as soon as they arrived at the preserve.
 
   Everyone filed off the bus, through the fluffy blanket of snow, and into the gigantic museum.  Standing bundled in groups in the atrium under a sky light thirty feet above, and surrounded by signage and displays, they listened to their teacher.  Cailyn found it hard to concentrate as she peered around, wide eyed, at a huge dinosaur statue that loomed two stories high in one corner of the atrium.  In another corner was a big reconstruction of Mt. Rushmore. And lining the silver papered walls were giant framed posters depicting every possible manifestation of weather; from rainbows to monsoons.  
 
   The students were told they had three hours to explore independently.  Then they needed to convene in the cafeteria for lunch.  Cailyn didn't have to think twice about what she would do.  She made a beeline for the rear exit to explore the grounds and walk the trails in the woods.   She adored snow.  And she craved the chance finally to get fresh air, be alone, and do as she pleased.
 
   Perhaps if she'd been less excited, less eager to break her father's rules, or more observant…  Maybe she would've noticed the beautiful dark haired woman slip casually in the front door and begin following her discreetly.  But, Cailyn didn’t notice the woman with the black hair, black sunglasses, and rosy cheeks.  She didn't notice her quick steps, or the slight smile playing on her full lips.  And neither did anyone else.
 
   Cailyn wandered out into a huge winter garden of pines and snow covered topiaries.  She giggled melodiously at a gathering of bushes sculpted to look like Disney Princesses, thriving despite the piles of fluffy snow atop their foliage heads.  She followed a mosaic tiled foot path that had been shoveled clear of snow.  She noted a few black birds that'd not gone south, flitting about the treetops.  She saw white tailed deer peeking from the mouth of the forest.  She grinned at rabbits, a fox, and several cats tip toing through the snow.  She saw so much life.  But missed the most important thing.
 
   The woman in the long black dress and hooded cloak, still following, not far behind.
 
   So, Cailyn wandered on and on.  She roamed farther and farther from the museum and any other people, not suspecting at all that her care free jaunt was sealing her unfortunate fate.
 
   After quite some time, Cailyn found herself at the opening to the woods.  Faraway forest had always somewhat frightened her.  She peered cautiously into the shadows straining to see, and listening to all the whooshes and groans emanating from the darkness within.
 
   She caught a chill and hugged herself tightly.  Her heart began to pound.  She giggled and mentally chided herself for being scared of the forest that had surrounded her town every day of her life.
 
   Or maybe somewhere inside her, the sick feeling of fear was an awakening knowledge.  But if that was the case, she realized too late.
 
   There was but a tiny pinch as the hypodermic needle plunged into her neck.  Cailyn Pure collapsed heavily into the brutally frigid snow.
 
   ***
 
   Her eyes dragged heavily open and the first thing she was aware of was apples.
 
   She lay sprawled on a massive wooden table in a kitchen decorated with apples.  Yellowed peeling apple wallpaper.  Paper thin apple café curtains over the small window.  Ceramic canisters on the messy countertops decorated with apples and small handles on the lids that were…  Apples.
 
   Her heavy head thudded and spun.  Nothing made sense and the only thought she could seem to grab onto was all those apples.  Both quaint and tacky.  Underneath a layer of dirt and chaos.  And there was a pungent smell…
 
   Like rotten apples.
 
   She had no idea where she was.  And then seemingly from nowhere, a petite woman with neatly trimmed shining black hair came running across the room.  She shrieked, and a rusty butcher knife flailed over her head.
 
   Cailyn didn't even think.  She couldn't; the whole thing did not compute.  Did not sink through the mirk and the mire of her cloudy mind.  She just lifted one booted foot off the table, heavily.  Her sluggish movement transpired at exactly the appropriate moment for the dark haired, knife wielding, lunatic woman's face to connect with Cailyn's boot.  With a sickening crunch, the woman bounced brutally backwards and fell straight onto the floor.  There was another unfortunate crunch when the woman's head slammed into the floor, and crimson rivulets of blood spurted three feet into the chilly putrid air.  Though she was mentally confused, sounds came to Cailyn in an odd heightened state of awareness.
 
   So she heard each droplet of blood as they splattered against her, and landed around the kitchen.
 
   Cailyn hauled herself heavily off the table. She found her legs heavy and numb.  She had to force herself to walk, and her steps were clumsy and unsteady.  She stared down at the woman who moaned in unconsciousness.  Her previously pretty face was a mask of blood and brokenness.  Cailyn knew she should understand what was going on.  But she still couldn't quiet grasp it.  She staggered out the back door and into the grey day, finding herself outside a small house in the forest.  Cailyn wandered into the trees.
 
   Each step she took grew slower and slower.  She didn't know where she was going.  Her eyes were incredibly heavy again.  The blackness tried to consume her.
 
   And then, out of nowhere, Benjamin Bar stepped out from behind a tree.
 
   "B…  Be…  Benjamin," Cailyn mumbled, speeding up ever so slightly to get to him.  "Help me."
 
   He gave her a strange dark look.  Then his face broke into a smile.  "Cailyn, are you OK?" he asked, rushing to meet her.
 
   Had she been thinking clearly, she'd have realized the sullen boy's delighted smile was highly inappropriate in the face of her obvious distress.  And that his presence there in the forest was not only oddly coincidental, but actually alarming.  But none of that occurred to her as she stumbled haphazardly reaching for him.
 
   "H…  Help me please," she moaned, slurring badly.
 
   "I live close by, Cailyn Pure.  Let's go to my house, I'll get you help there."
 
   He opened his arms just as she collapsed into them, dead to the world.
 
   ***
 
   "Wakey wakey, princess."
 
   Everything was confusing again.  Yet not quite so mind boggling as the last time she'd come to.
 
   "Oh, beautiful girl…  Wake up…"  It was a familiar voice, but it spoke in an unfamiliar manner.  Masculine, but at the same time sing songish.  Childish.
 
   The first thing her eyes focused on was Benjamin Bar, which relieved her.  But then she noticed she was seeing him from behind a series of rusty iron bars.
 
   She sprung awake and sat up.  Suddenly she became aware that she was inside a tiny cell.  It smelled of urine and something else that curdled her stomach.  It had a cold, muddy floor.  On the other side of the bars, Benjamin…  On the other side of Benjamin was a chamber of horrors that certainly had to be a nightmare of grandiose proportions.
 
   Cailyn scurried back into a corner, as far as she could get from Benjamin with that odd look on his grinning face.
 
   He gave one excited clap then clasped his hands.  "Ah lovely, you've wakened," he gushed. "I followed you when that woman dragged you into the trees.  Obviously she had ill intent."  Benjamin tittered maniacally.  "Regrettably for you, Cailyn, I assure you my intent is much much worse."
 
   Cailyn began to scream.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Part III
 
   Desperately Seeking Rescue
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   Chapter 9
 
   It boggled the mind of Ella Cinder to think of how folks considered her foster mother, Thelma Dark, to be some sort of hero.  Not only was Thelma a horrible, money grubbing, shrew, her twin biological daughters, Brittany and Lexi were ugly psychopaths. 
 
   And that pretty much summed up Ella's life.
 
   It was unclear to Ella exactly how long Thelma Dark had been taking in foster children.  By sneaking glances at the Dark family photo albums, Ella had determined that Mr. Dark had stopped appearing in the pictures when the twins were around ten.  She suspected he may be dead.  Or maybe he'd known his wife and daughters were terrible people, and he'd just run away.  Or maybe they hadn't been terrible until he ran away.  Whatever the case, she suspected they'd started "taking in strays," as they termed it, after he was no longer around.
 
   Cash cows.  That's how Mrs. Dark referred to the stream of charges that moved in and out of her home.
 
   Ella was one of the few who lasted more than a couple months.  She was a "lifer."  Only a little over a year remained until her eighteenth birthday and she'd been with the Dark's for three years.  Because she was quiet, docile and compliant, the Dark's allowed her to stay and expected she'd finish her under age years there.
 
   She really didn't know why she never ratted her caretakers out to the authorities.  The veritable slave labor enforced to earn her keep.  Her accommodations were shabby at best.  She slept in a tiny room off the kitchen that was barely bigger than a pantry.  She slept on a small cot with nothing but a thread bare sheet to warm her, which rested on a cold stone floor.  Fighting the layer of soot that always migrated in from the kitchen's huge fireplace was a never ending battle.  They kept her there to rise early to do chores and prepare breakfast for the Dark's without rousing them from their comfortable warm beds.  But when social workers came to call, Thelma claimed that Ella slept in one of the many extra bedrooms upstairs.
 
   The amount of household chores they piled on her was insurmountable and often interfered with her ability to keep up with school work.  And she could forget about after school activities or a social life.  As a result, she often made failing grades.  Though Ella was quite beautiful with her delicate features, long blond hair, sparkling blue eyes, and slender shape, she was often perceived as a pretty face and nothing more.  "That Ella is so pretty and nice," her classmates would whisper.  "But she's a bimbo."  They assumed her stupid, because if she ever passed a class, it was just barely.
 
   And any time the Dark's sensed any sort of defiance on Ella's part, that's when she was beaten.  Or starved.  Or tormented in one way or another.  So she'd learned long ago to always stay in line.
 
   She supposed she never told because she feared nobody would believe her.  Other foster kids never stayed long, and Ella never attempted to befriend them.  Most of the kids sent to stay in the Dark home were already broken or damaged in some way, and they didn't want to strike up any friendships.  The rare few that Ella meant who did make nice, she diligently ignored for their own safety.  She felt that if she made friends with any of the other foster kids, that they would be in greater danger.  She simply left them all alone, because as soon as they'd begin to realize how awful the Dark's could be, Thelma sent them packing before they had a chance to complain.  And Ella was left behind with no one who could corroborate any tale she contemplated revealing.
 
   Honestly, she wished somebody in Faraway would just notice.
 
   After all, Ella was a fairly popular girl at school.  Despite the fact that she never attended dances, social events, or invited friends over…  Despite the fact people didn't perceive her as too academically bright…  They liked her.  So it always amazed her that nobody ever noticed the bruises.  The gaunt cheeks, or dark circles under her eyes.  The shadows of cinders accumulated in her clothes and hair.  She didn't want to have to cry out for help.  She just wanted to be rescued.  Maybe by an observant teacher.  Or a stalwart police officer.  Or, in her most sad and lonely imaginings, it was a handsome prince who came to her aid.
 
   When Ella and the Dark sisters began their junior year at Faraway Senior High, the situation that had remained relatively dormant for some time, once again became volatile.
 
   For one thing, Ella became more popular than ever among their classmates.  She flourished into perhaps the most gorgeous girl in school and boys fell at her feet.  Meanwhile, Brittany Dark grew tall, gangly, excessively thin, with very bad acne.  And Lexi grew progressively more obese, wearing a perpetually hateful facial expression with what appeared to be only one bushy frowning eyebrow.  Ella was invited to more and more social gatherings which she could never attend, while the Dark sisters were passed over time and time again.
 
   At home they were in a particularly slow stretch and Ella was the only foster child at the time.  This left her open to abuse from all the Dark women.  The twins invented infractions to punish Ella for.  Even when it was absolutely clear they were lying, Thelma supported them explicitly.  She would sometimes go for days with food being withheld.  Or a backhand would come from nowhere and send her reeling. Any homework she attempted to do, they'd destroy before she could return it to school.  If they let her shower, it was only with cold water.
 
   And with all of this, threats accompanied if she dared breathe a word of her home life to a single living soul.
 
   But in November, everything changed.
 
   Ella was upstairs putting away their laundry when she heard the front door open and Thelma Dark's sugary sweet voice, the tone she reserved for social workers.  Ella's ears perked up.  Somehow she hadn't lost hope that an outsider could come to rescue her.  She heard Thelma chatting enthusiastically with the social worker for a few minutes.  And then she heard another voice.  A male voice that sounded like honey tastes.
 
   He said only a brief hello and introduced himself as Nicholas Monarch.  But just a few words from that voice were enough to completely mesmerize her.  The stack of Lexi's laundry she carried slipped from her hands and scattered on the floor.  She drifted into the hallway and then crept quietly down half of the staircase.  She crouched down to remain hidden by a wall and peeked just barely through the bars of the banister.  She had a limited view into the parlor.
 
   Nicholas Monarch towered over Thelma and the social worker.  He stood straight, somehow managing to look both regal and at ease.  He had a flawless face with twinkling blue eyes.  And when he smiled, a dimple appeared, and pearly white teeth were revealed.  His thick brown hair was neatly trimmed and his clothing too, appeared tidily tailored.  He looked like any number or all American boys, yet something about him and his way set him far above the rest.
 
   Brittany and Lexi buzzed around him while Thelma and the social worker chatted.  They fawned and mooned obviously over him.  He couldn't get a word in edgewise for all their chatter.  He smiled awkwardly, obviously flustered by the Dark twins' intense level of attention.
 
   She hated to pull her eyes off the handsome boy.  But she didn't wish to be caught eavesdropping.  So she slipped back upstairs. 
 
   Consumed with thoughts of Nicholas Monarch, she didn't even notice what a poor job she did on her chores.  Nor did she care just then, what the consequences might be.
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   Chapter 10
 
   Nicholas was placed at the head of the dinner table, opposite Thelma, as though he were some sort of royal guest.  Nobody bothered to introduce him to Ella as she served them all dinner and then took a seat herself.  But he watched her intently while the Dark women prattled incessantly.  Luckily they didn't seem to notice he was ignoring them in favor of staring at Ella.  And the feel of his eyes on her made her shiver deliciously.
 
   Ella sat quietly, picking at her food.  She wouldn't look directly at him, but she kept his every move in her peripheral vision.
 
   Finally when there was a miniscule lull in the chatter, he spoke.
 
   "Hello, I'm Nicholas Monarch," he said cordially, extending a hand across the table toward Ella.  "And you are?"
 
   All three of the Dark ladies' heads swiveled toward Ella.  They each wore disgusted expressions and glared open mouthed at her.  His blatant departure from their conversing suddenly made them get it.  He didn't care at all about what they had to say.  Ella's heart sped up as she looked from Dark to Dark to Dark.
 
   Finally she met his eyes and shook his hand quickly.  "I'm Ella Cinder," she said, her voice barely above a whisper.  She didn't foresee it being a problem often, but just that moment, she wished he'd stop staring at her.
 
   Instead, he gave her a smile so warm, it melted her heart.  "Nice to meet you, Ella Cinder."
 
   All she gave him was a quick smile and blazing red cheeks.  Then she dropped her eyes to her plate.  The uncomfortable silence remained, and she knew that the Dark women still stared at her.  But after a few excruciating moments, they resumed their useless chatter.
 
   After everyone had finished eating, Ella rose to begin clearing the dinner dishes.  Nicholas leapt up too, and began reaching for plates.  His nice manners provoked uproarious laughter from Brittany and Lexi.
 
   "Oh, sit down Nicholas!" Brittany cried.
 
   "Let Ella get it," Lexi agreed.
 
   He caught Ella's eye once more, but she quickly looked away.
 
   "Oh that's OK," Nicholas replied politely.  "I'm perfectly capable of helping."
 
   Ella's cheeks reddened again and she rushed to grab everything before he could.  
 
   Brittany and Lexi stood, both of their expressions darkening.  "No really," Brittany said, her voice taking a snide tone.  "Let Ella do it."
 
   Nicholas straightened his shoulders rigidly and his polite smile dissipated.  "Does Ella live here, or is she a paid servant?" His tone was icy and he sarcastically emphasized the word "paid." 
 
   Because of course he knew, she wasn't.
 
   "Mother!" Lexi whined shrilly at Thelma. 
 
   Thelma studied Ella with a shadowy frowning face.  Then she flicked her wrist at Lexi.  "We will all clear and clean our own mess," she said, leveling a cool gaze on her daughters.
 
   But instead, Brittany and Lexi shrieked their protest and stormed from the room.  Thelma withered Ella for a few fleeting seconds with an evil look, and then took her leave as well.
 
   ***
 
   "So what's your story?"  Nicholas asked, as they resumed cleaning the kitchen.
 
   Ella knew she shouldn’t talk to him.  It wasn't worth the fall out it would cause.  The twins obviously craved his attention and Thelma never wanted her to have a friend.  Talking to him could only lead to horrible things.  But…  She found him irresistible.
 
   "I, um…  My mother was sick for a long time and passed away when I was eight.  My dad, he…  He just…  He couldn't face life without her," she murmured.  She didn't go on to reveal that he'd killed himself, but that truth was evident behind the emotion in her voice.
 
   Nicholas' face was full of compassion.  He caressed her face and she flinched.  "How long have you been here?" he asked, retracting his hand.
 
   She swallowed a forming lump in her throat.  "Three years," she said solemnly.  She gazed up into his eyes.  He seemed so strong and courageous.  A tiny blossom of hope began to open within her.  Maybe he could protect her.  Maybe he could take her out of this place.
 
   "These three are a real piece of work, aren't they?" he asked.
 
   She smiled slightly.  How she wanted to tell him just how awful they truly were.  But it was hard to tell where any of them might be hiding.  It was likely they were all three eavesdropping nearby.  She elected not to say anything bad about them; he would see for himself.
 
   Once the dishes were done, they sat back down at the table to talk.  She learned he was from California.  His parents had perished in a car accident some years back.  He'd been surfing foster homes ever since.  Like her, never finding a family who would adopt him.  He was a few months older than she and his eighteenth birthday drew close.  For some reason, that thought thrilled her.
 
   Her hope blossom grew just a little bigger.
 
   ***
 
   In a way his presence did seem to protect her.  They did not physically assault her, as she normally would have expected.  They piled chores on her.  If he wasn't in earshot, they said vile things to her.  But for once, the Dark women kept their hands to themselves.
 
   However, they found a way to get to Nicholas that Ella never saw coming.
 
   Instead of harming Ella because Nicholas chose her affection in favor of either of theirs, Brittany and Lexi began harming themselves.  Never in a million years would Ella have foreseen the narcissistic sociopaths self-harm for any reason.  But she became aware something was going on when she found a significant amount of blood on the bathroom floor the morning after Nicholas' first night.
 
   Ella gave a small startled cry that morning at the gruesome looking pool on the worn linoleum.  The rest of the household had not yet risen, so she got hold of herself and simply cleaned up the blood.
 
   Soon Brittany called out for Ella to bring breakfast to her in bed.  Which Ella did.  As soon as Ella entered, Brittany raised her arms to languish in a morning stretch, and Ella saw them.
 
   An ugly raw network of intersecting gashes up and down the inside of her left arm.
 
   Ella gasped sharply and rushed forward to closer examine Brittany's wounds.  "Brittany, what did you do?"
 
   Brittany smiled broadly, making no move to hide the cuts.  "Oh, nothing," she said, sounding as though she were in a delightful mood.  She climbed out of bed and snatched the tarts Ella had brought for her.  "You'll need to clean that up," she barked, nodding toward the bed.  She grinned devilishly and strutted out of the room.
 
   Ella looked down to find Brittany's bed sheets soaked with blood.
 
   ***
 
   She thought about Brittany's cuts all day.
 
   Ella had known other people at school who cut.  They didn’t laugh about their wounds.  They didn't show them off like prizes or leave their bloody mess for others to clean up.  The cutters she'd known weren't proud of it nor did they treat their cuts like a fun little game.  Why had Brittany done it?
 
   At lunch that first day, Ella sat with Nicholas.  She could feel the beady eyes of the Dark twins watching from across the cafeteria, but she did her best to ignore them.  After she introduced Nicholas to all her friends at the lunch table, she leaned close to his ear.
 
   "This morning I found blood in the bathroom.  Then, I saw some nasty cuts on Brittany's arms."
 
   He looked at her with wide eyes.  "Wow.  Really?  She didn’t strike me as the type to cut."
 
   "She's not," Ella said.
 
   "Well, I wonder why she did it?" he said, a sad look of concern passing over his face.
 
   And then it became clear to Ella.  The Dark girls couldn't win his affections with charming personalities or womanly wiles, for they possessed none of that.  Instead, Brittany would attempt to sway his favor in her direction using pity.
 
   Ella sighed.  She wondered just what Lexi had in store.
 
   ***
 
   The Dark women had never been as cruel to Ella as they were from that day forward.
 
   Despite their best efforts, Nicholas made it abundantly clear he wanted nothing to do with Brittany and Lexi.  And, he made every effort to shower Ella with his affections.  So of course, the twins were enraged.  And when the twins were unhappy, Thelma was practically crazy with her fury.
 
   In the late, secret hours of the night, Ella plead with Nicholas that he must leave her alone.  That he must not anger the Darks.
 
   "Please, Nicholas, please," Ella begged.  "If you make them angry, I will pay the price!"
 
   Nicholas swept her into his arms and gave her a dark burning gaze.  "No one will ever hurt you, Ella.  Never again."
 
   Tears welled in her eyes.  "Oh Nicholas, if you try to protect me, they'll just send you away!  Don't you see?"
 
   He shook his head.  "No Ella.  That won't happen.  Or at least, I won't be leaving without you."  He delicately kissed her forehead.  "Shhh…  I promise, Ella.  I promise."
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   Chapter 11
 
   Their incidents of self-mutilation became more and more disturbing.  Having only just met the Dark twins, Nicholas couldn't help feeling concerned and alarmed.  Whenever another event was staged for his benefit, he responded with compassionate lectures, calling them beautiful creatures who deserved self-respect.
 
   Lexi began by wearing a corset.  Brittany pulled the laces so tight Ella thought surely that Lexi's bones would break.  Meanwhile, fresh cuts appeared all over Brittany and the older wounds crusted, bruised, and scarred.
 
   Then Lexi began binging and purging.  She made a huge production of making herself ill, complete with shrieking sobs and wallowing on the bathroom floor.  Again, her antics were completely unlike any person who genuinely suffered from such and affliction.
 
   And Brittany quickly escalated to slamming her appendages in doors.  She could often be found with bruised, swollen fingers and toes, limping and wincing painfully.
 
   "Why?  Why do you do these things?" Nicholas would plead woefully.
 
   "Because I hate myself!" one or the other of the twins would wail.  And then he'd soothe and comfort them.
 
   Through it all, Ella looked on in a constant state of worry, wondering where it would all lead.  They had to know he would never love either of them. Even if he didn't love Ella, he would never love them.  He was a compassionate soul.  But he knew ugliness when he saw it.  
 
   Late one night as Christmas approached, Nicholas stole into her room after the others went to sleep, as he often did.  They left the door slightly ajar to let in some heat from the fireplace.  He sat next to her on her bed.
 
   "What is their deal?" he asked.
 
   Ella shrugged.  "Who knows?  They never acted like this before you came here, Nicholas."
 
   He frowned.  "I feel terrible.  Like it's my fault, or something."
 
   Ella felt sad and kissed his cheek.  "It's not your fault.  I know it's hard.  But maybe if you don't give them so much attention for it, they'll stop."
 
   "But Ella!  I feel terrible!  I think they need help!  Why doesn't their mother get them help?"
 
   Ella groaned and anger sparked within her.  "I don't know.  Because she's nuts too!  There is no help for those three.  They're awful.  I'm just trying to make it to my eighteenth birthday then I'm out!"
 
   Nicholas stood to approach her, as she'd stalked across the room to lean against the wall and stare out the window.  He pulled her into his arms.  "OK.  I'm sorry.  I know you're right."  He kissed her temple and her rigid body relaxed against him.  "Hey, Ella?  Would you go to the winter formal with me?"
 
   Ella gasped and drew away from him.  Her cheeks colored prettily.  "Oh Nicholas!  I'd love to!  But you know I can't.  They never let me go anywhere."
 
   Nicholas smirked.  "Well, don't ask.  We'll just do it."
 
   She began to tremble.  The prospect of defying them in this way, to go to the dance at all, let alone with Nicholas…  It terrified her.  Yet, at the same time, it excited her to think of an evening spent dancing in his arms.
 
   "But…  How would we get there?  And…  And… What would we wear?  Oh I don't know, Nicholas…"
 
   He cupped her face in his hands.  "Shhh…  Settle down, princess," he teased.  "Somebody from school will pick us up, I'm sure.  And as for what to wear, well let's be creative!"
 
   She pondered briefly.  "There are a ton of the twins' old clothes in the attic.  Maybe I can be creative.  Repurpose old stuff into a new beautiful gown."
 
   Nicholas beamed.  "That's the spirit," he said.
 
   ***
 
   Ella rose early and stole up the attic.  She quietly rooted around until she found the trash bags full of Brittany and Lexi's cast off clothing.  It amazed her to find scads of designer items, some with the tags still on them.  She found dresses galore that could easily be altered to fit her.  Her eyes widened when she came upon a silky periwinkle dress that had once belonged to Brittany.  And then she found a tacky fluffy dress thing, made of shimmering silver material and accented with glittering white tulle that was Lexi's size.  The garments were both wretchedly gaudy and poorly cut.  But Ella knew she could refashion them into a thing of beauty.
 
   She took the dresses back downstairs and tucked them under her bed.  Then she rushed to do her morning chores.
 
   Ella raced through her day, eager to return to her room under the veil of night and make her dress.  She scarcely noticed the twins' shenanigans of the day and ignored their rude remarks and evil stares entirely.  All she could think of was Nicholas and the dance.  And creating her gown.  
 
   Finally, when the house slept again, Nicholas returned to her room.  He chuckled when she showed him what she'd selected.  But then he watched her as she skillfully cut and sewed.  In no time, a gown fit for a queen had been created.  Or at least, fit for a princess.
 
   "Wow, Ella," he marveled as she held the dress against herself as if to model it.  "I can't believe it.  You're very talented!  And you're going to be the most beautiful princess at the ball."
 
   Ella giggled.  It cracked her up how he always kidded that she was a princess.
 
   ***
 
   When Nicholas snuck into her room the next night, he was carrying a box which he handed to her.  "At my last place, I had a job, so I have a little money saved up," Nicholas said.  "I saw these in a window downtown and had to get them for you.  They're perfect for your dress."
 
   Ella gasped and peered up at him.  She couldn't even recall the last time she'd received a gift of any kind. And certainly never from a handsome boy.  She removed the box's lid.
 
   Inside a pair of shoes lay nestled in tissue paper.
 
   They were high heels with a shimmering silver bottom.  Made of clear plastic, they looked like glass.  The heels were accented with glitter and faux diamonds.  They were beautiful and he was correct; perfect for her dress.
 
   She threw her arms around him.  "Oh Nicholas!  I can't believe you did this for me.  Thank you!"  Emotion bubbled up inside her and she both laughed, and cried.
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   Chapter 12
 
   The day of the dance arrived.  The air at school was dreary.  It had been a rough week at Faraway High.  First, everyone had been stunned by the arrest of Zoe Locke.  As if that wasn't enough, the very next day, another classmate had gone missing at the field trip earlier in the week.
 
   When nobody could find Cailyn Pure at time to leave the museum, the authorities were alerted.  The shocking rumor was that upon her disappearance, Cailyn's father admitted that he had a mistress who'd threatened his daughter.  But when authorities went to question the woman, it was discovered that she'd been brutally attacked in her kitchen. The woman was in a coma and suspicion fell on Mr. Pure, who was taken to jail.
 
   Amidst all the shock and sadness, Ella had worried the dance would be canceled.  She ached for her missing classmates, but she still longed for her one night to forget all her worries.  School officials decided it was important to boost student morale during the difficult time, and the dance would go on as planned.
 
   Ella raced home from school to get ready for the dance.  She shut herself in her room and spent two hours carefully sculpting her hair into a fetching up do, applying just the right amount of girlish makeup, and finally donning her lovely gown.  Her last order of business was to slip her dainty feet into the glass looking shoes Nicholas had given her.  However, she wasn't quiet able to complete her ensemble because she couldn't find the shoes Nicholas got her.  She assumed he must have taken them back to his room and it was time to go find him.  Her heart fluttered.  She stood nervously for a long time with her hand frozen on the door knob.  When she finally mustered up the nerve, she took a deep breath and opened the door.
 
   Ella stepped out into the empty kitchen.  She could hear noise upstairs where the twins were.  She hoped to find Nicholas and slip out unnoticed.  She began to creep up the stairs.  As she made her assent, she heard odd sounds grow louder.  It sounded like Lexi making a series of grunts and sighs, as though she were exerting herself and it was causing her pain.  Ella told herself not to even wonder what her foster sister was up to, to not allow herself to check.
 
   Against her better judgment, she glanced inside Lexi's wide open door.  And unable to control the shock of what she saw, Ella vomited on the floor.
 
   Lexi began to cackle when she saw her foster sister hurling all over the hallway.  When she finally composed herself, Ella rushed into Lexi's room.
 
   For one thing, her beautiful, precious shoes rested on the floor next to the chair where Lexi sat, and they were covered in blood. As were Lexi's hands and the extremely sharp box cutter she clutched weakly.  
 
   Lexi looked pale and a little out of it.  Probably because she was losing massive amounts of blood.  What Ella had accidentally caught a glimpse of, was Lexi Dark using the blade to slice off her own little toe.
 
   "What are you doing?" Ella exclaimed, her voice a shrill, barely controlled harbinger of panic.
 
   Lexi gave an odd, loony smile.  "I found your new shoes," she said with wide, crazy eyes.  "They don't fit me, so, I'm making them fit."
 
   Hysteria bubbled up inside Ella and she began to wail as a flood of tears overflowed.  Brittany bolted into the room, beckoned by Ella's cries.  She wore an evil expression.
 
   "What did you DO in the hallway?" she demanded, apparently unaffected by her own sister's obvious distress.  Then her face darkened further.  "And what are you wearing?" Brittany snarled.
 
   She reached out and snatched the sash of Ella's beautiful gown, ripping it.  She gave Ella a violent shove.  Ella stumbled back, slipped in the spreading puddle of Lexi's blood, and clattered to the floor.  She scurried away, trying to avoid the bloody mess.  But her beautiful gown was soaked with it.
 
   "Keep your hands off her!" Nicholas roared, charging into the room.  He shoved past Brittany and gave Lexi a look of pure disgust on his way to Ella.  He scooped her into his arms.
 
   She pressed her face into his tuxedoed chest and wept pitifully as he turned to exit.  He rushed out of the room but paused to turn a scathing glare on the Dark sisters.  "You keep away from us you crazy animals," demanded Nicholas Monarch.
 
   He practically ran down the stairs and straight to the front door.  "We're getting out of here," he declared.
 
   "It's not time for our ride to come yet," Ella blubbered.
 
   He delicately placed her back on her feet.  "We'll walk," he said firmly.  He placed his hands on her shoulders and leaned in to peer into her face.  "Ella, are you OK?" he asked urgently.
 
   All she could do was sob.  She couldn't seem to get hold of herself.  "I…  I don't have my shoes," she muttered, as though such a frivolous thing mattered.
 
   He nodded at the door where their boots were parked.  "Put on your snow boots."  He reached for their coats and hurriedly began to help her on with hers.  "Come on, we gotta get out of this nut house."
 
   ***
 
   Soon, the couple trudged through the six inches of snow, up the road, in the gathering gloom.  More snow swirled down wet and heavy.  They lived about five miles outside of Faraway on a remote country road.  Ella felt concerned that they'd both be quite cold before their expected ride came along; perhaps to a dangerous extent.  Worse was the fear that Thelma Dark might happen along first.  Plus, she wondered why no ambulance or other emergency vehicle had gone by.  Obviously, Lexi was in desperate need of medical care.  Why hadn't Brittany called anyone?
 
   Ella still cried mercilessly.  "We need to go back!  Or find a phone.  She needs help!"
 
   Nicholas tightened his arm around her shoulders.  "It's not our problem, Ella.  Just keep walking."
 
   Both their heads snapped toward the appearance of approaching headlights on the horizon.  Ella's tears finally slowed, but her heart raced.  She prayed that it was help.
 
   Nicholas stepped into the road and waved his arms.  The car cruised excruciatingly slowly through the slow and finally slid to a stop.
 
   "Oh my God am I happy to see you," Ella said, flooded with relief as the tinted driver's side window slid down.  The inhabitants of the car were none other than Faraway High's guidance counselor, Mrs. Bar, along with her husband and son Benjamin.
 
   Mrs. Bar smiled warmly.  "Everything OK, kids?" she asked sweetly.
 
   "We've had a rough night," Nicholas said.  "We could use some help."
 
   Mrs. Bar glanced into the back seat where Benjamin sat staring wide eyed at his classmates with an ever so slight smile across his lips.  "Benjamin," she said.  "Scoot over.  Make room."
 
   Mr. Bar stepped out and opened the door for Ella and Nicholas.
 
   ***
 
   "I'm so sorry about all of this, Ella," Mrs. Bar said sympathetically squeezing Ella's hand.  "I wish you would've told me sooner."  Her pretty face drew into a sad frown.  "You're both safe now, and Mr. Bar is in his office now, notifying the authorities."
 
   Ella smiled into Mrs. Bar's pretty face.  "Thank you so much, Mrs. Bar.  You're just like a fairy god mother."  The relief she felt was overwhelming.  The rescue she'd so desperately hoped for had finally come.  And even amongst the madness of the situation, it was beyond exciting to be seated inside the extraordinary home of the Bar family.
 
   Benjamin Bar entered the room carrying a tray with two steaming mugs.  He placed it on the coffee table she was seated behind, along with Nicholas and Mrs. Bar.
 
   "Here," he said in his odd monotone.  "Drink it.  It's hot cocoa; it'll help warm you."
 
   Ella and Nicholas eagerly accepted the hot drink, still feeling thoroughly chilled.
 
   And within seconds, the mugs slipped from their hands, clattering to the floor, and they were both fast asleep.
 
   ***
 
   Ella dragged her eyes open and for a moment all that registered was a terrible headache.
 
   Then she felt a damp chill and realized her face rested on a cold dirty floor.  Directly in front of her, were rusty iron bars.  And beyond the bars, Cailyn Pure hunkered on the floor, a single finger pressed to her cracked and bleeding lips.
 
   The look of sheer terror written on Cailyn's snow white face snapped Ella completely awake.
 
   She leapt up and looked around frantically, unable to grasp her bearings or understand the implications of the horrible things she saw all around the dark chamber.  Again, she glimpsed Cailyn, whose face was badly bruised, hair a mess, and clothes dirty and disheveled.
 
   Then she looked down and found Nicholas sprawled unconscious in the dirt.  Her tears began again as she dropped to his side.
 
   "Ella! Please," Cailyn whispered, urgently rushing to the bars between their adjoining cells.  "You must be quiet!"
 
   "I'm sorry, children."
 
   The attention of both girls snapped toward the cellar door.  They hadn't even heard Madre Bar enter.  All the same, there she stood before them, with her hands demurely clasped in front of her.  She cast upon them a woe begotten gaze.
 
   "I'm sorry," she said again.  "That this is the way it must be."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Part IV
 
   Eternal Slumber
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   Chapter 13
 
   Christmas promised to be utterly horrible; Aspen Briar's worst ever.
 
   It was Christmas Eve and things couldn't seem bleaker.  Faraway High seemed to be falling apart at the seams.  One student had been caught burglarizing local families. Another caught up in a terrible family drama had turned up missing.  Yet another classmate was hospitalized for alarming self-mutilation and her foster brother and sister; more friends of Aspen, had either been abducted or runaway.  Now that school had dismissed for the winter holiday, students were all kept home under their parents' watchful eye with a sense of mass hysteria brewing.  Not that anyone felt like doing anything, anyway.  The whole sad business made Aspen wonder what exactly went on behind the closed doors of Faraway.  She'd been hearing a myriad of disturbing rumors describing the twisted goings on that absolutely no one had been aware of.  It made her grateful she didn't have to worry about such madness from her parents.
 
   Of course, she hated them, nonetheless.
 
   Aspen's own personal life had hit a sudden downward spiral as well, and she firmly and resolutely blamed her parents for it.  Just that morning, they'd informed her that they were leaving again.  Picking up and moving away from Faraway, midnight, the very day after Christmas.  She wasn't allowed to know where they were going, or tell any of her friends goodbye.
 
   She couldn't even accurately recall how many times they'd moved.  As far as she'd been told, even as an infant her family had moved around a lot.  Her parents' explanation was that they had to move a lot because of her father's job.  Which seemed legit for a long time.  Until Aspen grew up a little and realized her dad was a tax accountant.  And actually, tax accountants usually don't need to move a minimum of twice a year. 
 
   The first time Aspen could actually recall moving, she'd been four.  She'd gone to sleep in a little bed situated at the foot of her parents' bed in the tiny apartment they'd shared at the time in a small town in Ohio.  But, when she woke, she was laying on the backseat of their car, and out the window, she saw trees and mountains looming.  Go to sleep one place, wake up some place else.  That was basically how Aspen's life went.
 
   Now that she was older, they did sometimes give her a slight heads up that they were leaving, but never much.  The thing was, they'd been in Faraway longer than they'd ever stayed someplace else.  And Aspen loved it more than she'd ever liked anyplace else they'd stayed.  They'd been there long enough that Aspen had actually begun to think perhaps they were home.  Perhaps whatever roaming spirit possessed her parents had finally settled down and they would…  Just. Stay.
 
   But that morning they had dropped the bomb that she had a little over twenty four hours to pack up whatever might fit in the car.
 
   Aspen lay on her bed, tears sliding down her temples and gathering in her long blonde hair, which splayed out beautifully upon her pillow.  She'd argued rather valiantly with her parents, and though they remained patient and calm, they'd sent her to her room.  So instead of packing, she lay there thinking back on all the moves before.  The day after Christmas would be Aspen's fifteenth birthday.  Something told her that the fact they were leaving on her birthday was not coincidental.  She was old enough to realize once and for all, her parents were lying.  And they were hiding something very serious.  
 
   She finally began to suspect that their secret was her.
 
   Her mind kept returning to an incident when she was eight years old.  Her parents never spoke of it, and she suspected that they thought she didn't remember it.  But she did.  And she thought of it often.  Especially that particular Christmas Eve when she was so desperate to finally, once and for all, solve the mystery of her secretive, gypsy life.
 
   They'd lived in a small town in West Virginia.  They'd been there for several months and the entire Briar family was pretty happy there.  They lived a quiet, solitary life.  Mr. Briar went off to work each day and Aspen stayed with her mom and was home schooled.  
 
   Aspen recalled it was a glorious summer day.  She and her mom had spent the morning running errands.  When they returned home, Aspen asked her mother if she could go play outside.
 
   "I have to put away groceries, Aspen.  We'll play outside later," her mother replied.
 
   Aspen glanced out the kitchen window at the expanse of beautiful blue sky, the tall grass and wildflowers, and the thick of trees on the other side of the yard, dancing in the warm breeze.  The day before she and her mother had strolled in the woods where she'd been given a lesson on wild berries and various plants. The allure of summer called her; she was eager to explore more.  She pouted and turned to stalk out of the kitchen.  
 
   Moments later, Aspen crept back to the kitchen doorway where she found her mother singing softly to herself and sorting out the groceries.  It was always quite a process as her mother portioned and froze meats and produce.  Aspen watched her for a moment and then turned to sneak soundlessly out the front door.
 
   She scampered quickly through the yard and into the woods.
 
   It seemed like a long time passed as Aspen ambled leisurely through the trees.  She picked berries that her mother had taught her were safe to eat and plunked the succulent balls into her mouth.  She took pride in touching the leaves of herbs her mother had taught her about, and carefully avoiding the ones she'd learned were poisonous.  Finally, Aspen emerged into a clearing.
 
   The sun shone down and washed the field in heavenly golden light.  The grass grew tall and was heavily speckled with a rainbow of fragrant wildflowers.  She closed her eyes for a moment, enjoying the breeze on her face and the song of the birds and insects in the trees.
 
   Aspen wandered into the center of the clearing where she took a seat on the ground.  She gathered flowers all around herself, and then sat gently weaving them into a crown to wear atop her golden hair.  She entertained herself by singing softly.
 
   And then she saw the woman appear out of the shadows of the forest and into the clearing.
 
   At first, the sight of her frightened Aspen.  The woman was unusually tall and rail thin.  She was dressed in a long black gown that hugged her disturbingly emaciated body.  Even though it was a hot summer day, her dress had long sleeves exposing only her bony, claw like hands, and a high collar that covered her up to her chin.  Her face was shockingly pail with dramatically protruding cheek bones.  She had blood red lips and spooky black eyes.  A black hood covered any hair the woman might have.
 
   Just as Aspen's alarm almost propelled her to her feet, recognition dawned on her.  She had seen this woman before.  Suddenly Aspen recalled many instances of glimpsing the woman.  Watching outside a schoolyard.  Peeking out from behind a supermarket's shelf.  Walking by outside any number of the Briar family's homes.  Aspen even recalled this woman sitting on the edge of her bed at one time, singing a haunting song.  Though she couldn't say for sure who the woman was, she smiled broadly at her and the woman smiled back.  Her wide grin showed rows of sparkling white teeth, but somehow couldn't quite be described as pretty.
 
   The woman drifted through the clearing to Aspen's side and she took a seat on the ground across from her.  
 
   "Hello, Aspen," the woman said.  She had a strangely melodious voice.
 
   "Hi," Aspen answered, not thinking to ask the lady's name, or how she'd known Aspen's.  Things that made absolute sense were not always the things that occurred to eight year olds.  Eight year olds sometimes operated on the level that existed just beyond what was obvious.
 
   The woman began extracting flowers from Aspen's pile and assembling another crown.  She began singing that same haunting song that had remained in the recesses of Aspen's memory.  Somehow, Aspen knew all the words, and she sang along softly.  And so the two sat happily, wiling away the time.
 
   "MELANIE!" 
 
   Aspen's head snapped up, and she was instantly yanked from her reverie by the sound of her mother's scream as she came crashing through the trees.
 
   "GET AWAY FROM HER, MELANIE!" Mrs. Briar shrieked.  She sprinted across the clearing, and the look of sheer terror on her face prompted Aspen to leap up and scramble away from the woman in black and toward her mother.
 
   Mrs. Briar reached Aspen and scooped her off her feet.  Her mother's body trembled violently and she began to weep inconsolably as she cradled Aspen against her.  She glared angrily at the woman in black who'd risen to her feet and loomed at her full lofty height, glaring evilly at Mrs. Briar.
 
   "Go away, Melanie.  STAY AWAY!" Mrs. Briar made her demand and then turned to run back the way she'd come, Aspen bumping in her arms.
 
   The woman spoke a reply, in a quiet voice.  It scared and confused Aspen, for her mother was putting distance between them quickly, yet she heard the response as though from inside her own mind.
 
   She said, "I'll find you again.  I will always find you."
 
   Aspen sighed forlornly and sat up on her bed.  She shook her head, trying to clear her mind of the memory of the strange woman.  She hadn't seen her since, and sometimes she wondered if she was really just recalling some dream.  They'd moved the same day as the incident.  Just packed up and hit the road, as though they'd never been in West Virginia at all.  But it could've been a coincidence.  Maybe the incident in the clearing hadn't even happened at all.  Maybe her childish mind had simply invented the woman to explain away the move.
 
   She got up and walked purposefully out of her room.
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   Chapter 14
 
   "Mom?"
 
   Mrs. Briar sat at the desk, going through drawers, and putting papers into a back pack.  She stopped at the sound of Aspen's voice and turned to give her a sympathetic smile.  "Hi, baby," she said.
 
   Aspen blushed.  She'd come to an age where her mother's affection sort of embarrassed her.  But her anger toward her parents lessened slightly in the face of her mother's love.  And her father stopped what he was doing as well which was working on his laptop.  He set it aside to stand up and wrap his daughter in a warm hug.
 
   Aspen took a deep breath.  "I have a question," she said, struggling to remain calm.  Her parents tended to immediately shut down if she threw any sort of emotional fit.  
 
   "Yes, honey?" Mrs. Briar said.
 
   "Who was the woman in the field?  The one you called Melanie?"
 
   Mrs. Briar's jaw dropped and all the color drained from her face.
 
   Mr. Briar frowned deeply and shook his head.  "Don't answer that, Alice," he said firmly to his wife.
 
   "I didn't know you remembered," she whispered in a voice that suggested all the breath had rushed out of her.
 
   "Alice!  She doesn't need to know!" Mr. Briar exclaimed.
 
   Aspen looked back and forth between her mother and father.  She jerked away from her dad.  "Know what?" she demanded.  Her mother approached, arms outstretched.  But Aspen sidestepped Mrs. Briar's embrace.
 
   "Aspen, you don't need to know," Mr. Briar insisted.  Mrs. Briar began to cry.  He moved to put his arm around his wife.  "Honey," he said softly.  "We have to get through one more day!  One more day and its over!  Do not tell her!"
 
   Mrs. Briar crumpled under the weight of gut wrenching sobs.  She collapsed onto the sofa and wept as though the weight of many years had finally caught up to her.  "She has a right to know, Alan," Mrs. Briar said.  Aspen stared open mouthed at her parents.  Clearly something more serious than she'd ever imagined had been going on all along.
 
   Mr. Briar sighed and took a seat next to his wife.  He gestured toward the rolling chair at the desk.  "Sit down, Aspen," he said in a defeated tone.
 
   She tried to be patient as she watched her parents.  They stared at each other as though communicating without words for a long time then finally returned their attention to Aspen.  
 
   "Melanie is my sister," Alice said.
 
   Aspen gasped.  The woman in black had been family.  That explained why Aspen hadn't exactly found her scary.  Somehow she'd sensed a biological bond and not to be afraid.  "Oh!" she exclaimed.  "That explains why she didn't scare me even though she looked kind of weird!"
 
   Alan Briar's face darkened into a stormy frown.  "Aspen, Melanie IS scary.  You must know that.  You must not be fooled."
 
   Alice began to cry harder and Aspen moved to her side, putting her arms around her mother's shoulders.  All anger dissipated, though she remained terribly confused.  She hated to see her mother cry.  "Momma," Aspen whispered.  "Please don't cry."
 
   After a moment, she composed herself enough to continue.  "Aspen, Melanie and I…  We grew up in a very, very bad family."
 
   Alice launched into a horrific tale that left Aspen reeling, gaping at her parents in disbelief.  She described a childhood in the remotest parts of the Louisiana Bayou.  She'd been born into a backwoods family who hadn't mingled with regular society for generations.  She weaved a wicked tale of inbreeding, crime, and a dark religion.  Aspen began to cry as well as she listened to the story of Alice's nightmarish upbringing.  
 
   "Melanie and I are twins," Alice admitted.  "Like most of the people from that world, my sister fully embraced the life.  Nobody knew of any other life, so nobody ever contemplated leaving.  Or realized the things that they did were wrong.  Or knew they could be better."
 
   Aspen's heart pounded.  "What things, Mom?  What things did they do wrong?"
 
   A violent shiver passed through Alice.  
 
   "It's not important," Alan insisted.
 
   "It's important to me!" Aspen pleaded.  "Mom, please.  I need to know."
 
   Alice sighed mournfully.  "Black magic," she finally admitted.  "Worshipping the devil."
 
   Aspen gasped, reflexively pulling away from her mother.
 
   Eyes cast to the floor, Alice continued.  "There were sacrifices.  Sometimes human.  Nobody from the outside ever knew.  Nobody came to save us, to help the children trapped there.  So, for the most part, the children grew up and carried right on in the depraved family tradition.  But, not me," Alice said defiantly.
 
   "Your mother escaped," Alan said, picking up the train of thought.  "When she was fifteen, she somehow made it out of the swamps, and when I found her, she was barely alive.  My family took her in.  She told us everything, and my parents alerted the local authorities, but nobody would help.  Nobody would travel into the swamps to investigate the people who'd been conveniently written off as local legend.  So we just kept her, no questions asked.  And when we both turned eighteen, we married."
 
   Aspen stared enthralled at her parents as their account continued.
 
   "After I escaped, and the Briar family found me," Alice said.  "I thought I was safe for a while.  But, my sister Melanie found me."
 
   She went on to explain that apparently some people did leave the swamps but only to get what they needed and returned.  She learned this the first time her sister appeared.
 
   Melanie was unhappy about Alice's exodus from the swamps.  She pleaded with her sister to return.  Though Alice feared her sister, she hoped that Melanie would see the error of her ways and decided to escape as well; to allow the Briar's to rescue her.
 
   But such a rescue was never to come.  
 
   Melanie grew progressively angrier and volatile.  As she approached adulthood, she succumbed fully to the evil ways of the swamp.  Even her appearance changed as she became entrenched in Satanic magic.  She vehemently demanded Alice return to her home, and Alice vehemently refused.
 
   "Shortly after we married," Alan continued. "Your mother became pregnant with you.  We were overjoyed, and so was my family."  Pain and sadness darkened her father's face as he spoke.  "Once Melanie heard the news she came to us one stormy night.  She demanded once more that Alice return with her to the swamp.  Again, Alice refused.  So, Melanie made one final demand.  She said that we would either agree to turn you over to her once you were born, and she would release your mother…  Or, on your fifteenth birthday, the same age your mother was when she left the swamp, Melanie threatened to return and cast a spell of eternal slumber upon you."
 
   Aspen couldn't help but chuckle.  "Eternal slumber?" 
 
   "Eternal slumber, Aspen.  It's not a joke.  Its death."
 
   "Oh please," Aspen laughed.  "It’s a strange retelling of Sleeping Beauty.  Someone reads too many fairytales.  What is she, an angry evil fairy?"
 
   Aspen's parents stared at her, desperation etched in the worry lines on their faces.  "Aspen!" Alan insisted.  "Melanie is not to be trifled with, I assure you!"
 
   "I'm sorry," Aspen replied defiantly.  "Forgive me if I'm not too pressed about some swamp reject."
 
   "That's what I said too," Alice agreed.  "We rebuked her once more, certain she'd eventually go away.  But, she proved her point to us."
 
   Alice frowned, and she watched as tears glistened in her father's eyes.  "How?" she whispered.
 
   "That night, when she came to us, my parents happened to be returning home from town.  A raging storm tossed outside our home.  As they raced up the front path, Melanie ran forward and threw open the front door."  Mr. Briar shivered and it took a moment before he could continue.  "With an animal like shriek, she stepped out into the rain, raised her arms to the heavens, and a lightning bolt shot down, and…  And…"  He buried his head in his wife's shoulder.
 
   "It struck your grandparents," Alice choked out.  "It…  It killed them, Aspen.  It was so intense that there was nothing left but charred remains."
 
   Alice's mouth dropped.  She gaped blinking helplessly for quiet sometime at them.  "That's terrible.  I'm so sorry, Dad," Aspen said.
 
   He squeezed her hand.  "Me too, my love.  I'm sorry you never knew them.  They were wonderful people."
 
   "But," Aspen continued.  "The thing is lightning is natural.  It happens.  To me it sounds like a horrible coincidence."
 
   Alice shook her head.  "You wouldn't think that if you'd seen it with your own eyes, Aspen.  Melanie is a frightening, powerful, and evil woman.  We've run from her ever since.  And she always finds us.  We've only stayed here in Faraway for this long because; it seems she hasn't managed to hunt us down this time.  But, we aren't taking any chances.  Tomorrow night at midnight, we roll out.  We will spend your birthday on the road.  We feel that if we keep moving for the entire day, then your fifteenth birthday will pass and the wicked spell will be broken."
 
   Aspen sighed dejectedly.
 
   Alan leveled a serious glare on his daughter.  "Now please, go pack," he demanded gently.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    [image: ] 
 
   Chapter 15
 
   After a restless night's sleep wrought with nightmares, Aspen and her parents shared a quiet and forlorn Christmas morning.  They exchanged gifts in the light of the Christmas tree that ultimately, they wouldn't even be able to take with them since the car could only accommodate essentials.  Mrs. Briar prepared a lovely lunch but all any of them could do was pick at their food until it grew cold and was eventually shoveled into the trash can.  
 
   In the late afternoon, Aspen informed her parents she was going to take a nap in her room to prepare for their travels.  Both mother and father kissed her head and gave her hugs before she retreated to her room.
 
   Aspen lay down on her bed, but suddenly an idea occurred to her.  She'd wracked her brains trying to think of a way to convince her parents not to run.  She felt that maybe if they went to the authorities, that maybe someone would believe them…  Would help them…  Would protect Aspen in a way that didn't involve fleeing the only home she'd ever loved.  Plus, she still didn't believe this psycho could actually use some sort of magic to kill her.  So, to her, it seemed all they needed was an important ally.
 
   And she knew just who to call.
 
   She used her cell phone to dial information.  When prompted, she said, "Madre Bar, Faraway, Washington."
 
   Mrs. Bar was a beloved confidant of Faraway's high school student population.  It often puzzled Aspen that such a nice lady would have such a peculiar son.  But despite the fact that Benjamin seemed a bit troubled, Aspen knew she could trust Mrs. Bar.  She felt that Mrs. Bar would believe her, and help.
 
   The automated information service provided Mrs. Bar's phone number and asked if Aspen would like to be directly connected.  With a nervous fluttering heart, Aspen selected one for yes.
 
   "Hello?"
 
   "Hello.  Mrs. Bar?"
 
   "Yes?"
 
   Aspen sighed with relief.  "Mrs. Bar!  I'm so glad to reach you!  I feel terrible to bother you on Christmas, but it's urgent.  I need your help."
 
   After Aspen confessed the whole sordid tale to her guidance counselor in a hushed voice, she was immensely relieved to find that Mrs. Bar believed her.  Even better, Mrs. Bar seemed optimistic and certain that she could help.
 
   "I think you're absolutely correct, Aspen," Mrs. Bar said.  "You shouldn't run.  Together, we can protect you.  Here's what I think.  Why don't you give me your address?  In a couple of hours, I will come by, and I'll hash this out with your folks.  I'll convince them to contact the authorities, and I'll stay right there with them to help look over you.  What about that, dear?"
 
   Aspen could've wept with her relief.  "Yes, Mrs. Bar," she said.  "Yes!  Thank you so much."
 
   She gave the kind confidant her address and disconnected the call to await her arrival.
 
   ***
 
   The entire Briar family reconvened a couple hours later in their living room after they'd all rested.  The car was loaded and they were all ready to go, but they had several hours left to wait before hitting the road.  So, they decided to just spend a little time watching TV together, and trying to enjoy their last few moments in Faraway.
 
   Aspen said nothing about her expected visitor, as she and Mrs. Bar had agreed it should be a surprise.  But she excitedly awaited a knock at the door, or the chime of the bell.  However, more and more time passed.  Darkness fell outside, and gloom settled over the home.  
 
   She found herself feeling tired again.  In fact, she could barely keep her eyes open, despite the nap she'd taken.  She glanced at her parents and noticed them both nodding off.  It occurred to her that something wasn't right.  Something wasn't making sense.  Her head was heavy and foggy.  But, she was unable to latch onto a coherent thought.
 
   Moments later, Mr. Briar leaned forward, appearing as though he struggled to stand.  Instead of rising, however, Mr. Briar tipped forward and collapsed face first onto the floor.
 
   "Daddy?" Aspen said groggily.  She wanted to leap up and rush to her father's aid, but found her feet seemed to weigh a thousand pounds.  But then, her mother who slowly reached out as though attempting to help her husband, also tipped forward.  She collapsed on top of Mr. Briar, absolutely dead to the world.
 
   Aspen struggled to her feet and took labored breaths and extraordinarily heavy steps forward.  Suddenly it occurred to her.  There must be some sort of leak in the air causing them to pass out.  She headed toward the window, desperately wanting to let in fresh air.
 
   However, she took only two steps before crumpling onto the floor.
 
   The memory of Melanie's spooky face assaulted her mind as she drifted off to sleep.
 
   ***
 
   "I'm not sure it's a good idea, Benjamin," Madre Bar said, glancing into the rear view mirror at her son who brooded darkly in the back seat.  She sighed, wishing the boy would for once just ride up front with her instead of treating her like a lowly chauffeur.  "Hasn't Mommy provided you with enough playthings for now, Son?  Why don't we just let these folks alone?"
 
   He simply continued to stare out the window and shamelessly ignore her.  Mrs. Bar sighed deeply.
 
   As she swung onto Aspen Briar's street, she noted an extraordinarily tall and wispy form walking away from the very address she herself approached.  The person seemed to glide like some sort of apparition.  Her long black dress dragged in the snow so that she left no footsteps.  The form was so odd and out of place, Mrs. Bar temporarily questioned her own sanity.  
 
   She pulled to a stop in Aspen's driveway which circled around to the back of the house and ultimately left Madre's car out of sight.  Which was a relief.  She sighed again.  "I'll be right back, Benjamin."
 
   ***
 
   Moments later, Madre Bar rushed out the back door of the Briar residence, with a body slung over her shoulder.  With an uncharacteristic burst of activity, Benjamin opened the door and jumped out into the snow.  Mrs. Bar stumbled to the car and plopped the body into the back seat.  
 
   Benjamin stared down at an unconscious Aspen Briar sprawled on the seat.
 
   "Unbelievable!" Mrs. Bar exclaimed.
 
   "What?" asked Benjamin.  
 
   As she ran around the car to hop in the driver's seat, she demanded her son get in as well, and he complied.  She fired up the engine and hurriedly pulled out of the driveway and let out a squeal of laughter.
 
   "Her parents!  They're already dead!"
 
   Benjamin frowned.  "Is she dead?"
 
   "No!  Just passed out.  It smelled funny in there, I think there must've been a gas leak!  How about that for a stroke of good luck!?"
 
   Benjamin giggled gleefully as a child.  "Saved us a bit of trouble didn't it?"
 
   She gave him a sideways smile and warmth pooled in her chest.  She loved these rare loving exchanges with Benjamin and his simple delight.  Seeing his smile was more than enough to reaffirm that she was doing the right thing to give him whatever his heart desired.
 
   No matter how dark his desires may be.
 
   ***
 
   When Aspen awoke, the first thing that registered was the sound of weeping.  Multiple weeping female voices.  And one angry shouting male voice and some sort of clanging metal.  She struggled to drag her eyes open.  Her face was pointed to her right, and she became instantly confused as she recognized Nicholas Monarch bashing himself into the bars of a cell.  At his feet, Ella Cinder cowered on the floor bawling.  And in a cell right next to them, Cailyn Pure did the same.
 
   "UNTIE HER!" Nicholas raged.  "GET IN HERE YOU SICK MONSTERS!  UNTIE HER!"
 
   She shook her head, struggling out from under a fog.  Aren't the three of them supposed to be missing, Aspen thought.  And why is Nicholas so angry?  Who is he talking about?  Who is tied up?
 
   But then Aspen tried to move her hands.  And her feet.  And then she realized, she was the one who was tied up.
 
   She began to scream.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Part V
 
   The Big Bad Wolf
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   Chapter 16
 
   Miss Marple looked at the famous, the beautiful, the successful Jane Helier and nodded her head gently.
 
   "I see, my dear," she said very gently.  "I see."
 
   Kimberly Crimson closed the Agatha Christie collection as she read the final lines of "Miss Marple: A Christmas Tragedy."  She sighed and looked down at her grandmother.  Other than the steady beep beep of grandma's medical equipment, the room was deathly still and quiet.  Grandma's eyes remained closed and there was no indication that she'd heard a single word Kimberly read; though it had always been one of her favorites.
 
   Contemplating the title of the story made Kimberly think of the real life Christmas tragedy that had spiraled out of control in Faraway.  It was three days after Christmas, and the town was in shock over the mysterious disappearance of Aspen Briar.  Since both Mr. and Mrs. Briar had been discovered dead from inhaling toxic fumes during a gas leak in their home, police were working with the theory that Aspen had killed them and run away.  However, given the other terrible disappearances of local teens, the more popular theory was that Aspen had been kidnapped by a psycho killer.  Everyone assumed she was also dead.  Police worked around the clock to try and discover a link between all the terrible happenings, to no avail.
 
   The town was beside itself.  
 
   People looked to Police Chief Jiminy for answers, only to find none.  The kindly old fellow had been the head of the Faraway police department for as long as anyone could recall.  He had a loving heart and people had formerly felt safe with him watching over them.  However, now they wondered if he should really be holding the post anymore.  Perhaps his advancing age had led to a slip up in security.  In truth, they just needed somebody to blame.  And definitely, they demanded that the guilty party or parties be apprehended and the missing kids returned safely.  Most of all, the townsfolk desperately feared anymore children being taken.
 
   "Grandma," Kimberly said sadly.  "Everything sucks right now."
 
   She forlornly regarded the tiny frail woman in the bed.  Before grandma had fallen ill, Kimberly would've shared all her woes with the caring woman.  Grandma would've had advice on what to do, and would've made Kimberly feel so much better somehow, even if nothing really was better.  She missed her grandma dearly.  But there wasn't much she could do about it.
 
   Kimberly stared through grandma's lacey eyelet curtains into the snowy night while she poured her heart out to the woman.  She described all of her school acquaintances who were now absent.  Kimberly was a loner and hadn't been particularly close to any of them, but she still felt bad about the apparent tragedy that had befallen them all.  And of course, she didn't know if the streets of her town were safe any longer.
 
   In the end, even though her grandma had nothing to say, Kimberly felt better just having talked to her. 
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   Chapter 17
 
   Kimberly sat before her bedroom mirror that night studying her reflection.  She wore her dark brown hair long with silky waves. She had freckled cheeks and a slight tan still left over from summer.  Her dark eyes were wide and serious with slightly furrowed eyebrows.  She mostly always had a pensive, serious expression; one of those faces that even when she did don a rare smile she still somehow looked forlorn.  She looked exactly like her mother, and from having seen pictures of her grandma as a young woman, she knew she looked like her as well.  She imagined her grandma young and well, certain that if she could've known her grandma as a young girl, they would've been great friends.
 
   Tears burned in her eyes as she shut out her light and got into bed.  Dozens of memories cycled through her mind of times she'd shared with her grandma.  And now she was catatonic following a stroke, and confined to her bed in her little forest cottage, with nothing but shifts of nurses in and out to look over her.  Kimberly had begged her mother to bring grandma home to live with them.  But her mother felt there wasn't room for grandma, and that the old woman would want to stay in her own beloved home.  Kimberly spent as much time there as she could, but she felt terrible leaving her grandma out there, virtually alone.
 
   When sleep found her, Kimberly fell fast to dream.  She found herself strolling hand in hand with her grandmother next to a lake with a surface calm as glass.  The sun high in the sky glinted on its surface, and trees all around it swayed gently in a warm breeze.  She looked over at her grandma and found her exactly as she recalled her from when she was a young girl.  A bittersweet pang of regret stung her, as she realized she was dreaming, and wished she'd enjoyed such times more.
 
   As they strolled, chatting and laughing at shared reminiscences, a wolf lumbered out of the trees on the other side of the lake, and a rolling black cloud passed over the sun.
 
   Kimberly and her grandmother stopped short, staring at the beast.  So huge it was it stood almost as tall as a grown man.  Its muscles rippled under bristling fur.  Its nostrils flared and it grunted and snorted with each heaving breath it took.  It glared at them with angry, bloodshot, glowing red eyes.  Kimberly's heart sped.
 
   "Kimberly," her grandma said urgently.  "Beware the wolves.  They lurk where you least expect them."
 
   She tore her eyes away from the unnatural creature and stared at her grandma.
 
   "What?  What do you mean?"
 
   "Beware the wolves!" grandma said again, her voice shaking, her eyes wide with fright.
 
   Kimberly became anxious and quite upset.  "Grandma, I don't understand!"
 
   "Run, Kimberly," grandma said.  "RUN!"
 
   Grandma gave her a shove just as the wolf sprang forward with huge, super strides.  Kimberly's knees went weak.  But, she dashed off into the trees.
 
   ***
 
   Kimberly rose before the dawn.  
 
   After a night filled with troubling dreams, she decided to get an early start and go spend the day with her grandma again since she didn't have school.  She packed herself a lunch and selected several of her own books to read to her grandmother.  Veronica Roth's Divergent might not exactly be grandma's speed, but she didn't seem to have much of a preference anymore. She was tucking items into a basket in the kitchen when her mother walked in.
 
   "Don't you know that teenagers are supposed to sleep in?" asked Ms. Crimson.
 
   "I'm spending the day with Grandma," Kimberly said, her tone containing much more than just a hint of judgment.  "You should really try it sometime!"
 
   Ms. Crimson sighed.  "Come on, Daughter.  Cut me some slack, will you?"
 
   Kimberly glared angrily at her mother.  "I will not.  She's YOUR mother.  We probably don't have much time left with her."
 
   Hurt showed on Ms. Crimson's face.  "She doesn't even know we're there, Kimberly."
 
   "Yes she does," Kimberly said firmly, frowning deeply.  "Anyway, it doesn't matter.  We owe her our time."
 
   "I have to work, Kimberly."
 
   "Well, come over after work!"
 
   "I have to go to the grocery tonight and then sort out the bills.  I don't have time today.  I'm sorry."
 
   Kimberly gave her mother an evil stare.  "I suppose you don't have time to drive me out there or pick me up either, do you?  That's OK.  I'll walk, Mom.  I mean, there's a serial killer on the loose, but I'm sure I'll be fine, right?"
 
   Turning her head to the side, Ms. Crimson gave Kimberly a frustrated look and groan.  "Just because some kids ran away doesn't mean there's a serial killer," she snapped.  But then her tone softened.  "Just be careful, Kimberly.  Don't talk to strangers, and don't take rides from anybody."
 
   Ms. Crimson turned and strode from the room.
 
   ***
 
   The day passed uneventfully and by nightfall, Kimberly's eyes drooped heavily.  She kissed her grandma and packed her belongings back into her basket.  Bidding Nadine, the nurse on duty that evening, farewell, Kimberly set out into the snow.
 
   She wore a scarlet colored hooded cloak which she pulled tightly around herself to shield herself from the swirling snow.  It wasn't exactly fashionable, but her grandmother had painstakingly sewn it for her two Christmas's back and she wore it religiously in the winter time.  Kimberly trudged briskly through the heavy snow.
 
   Soon, approaching headlights shone into her eyes.  The car moved slowly, she assumed because of the detrimental driving conditions.  However, when it reached her, it rolled to a stop.  The tinted driver's side window slid down and she beheld a handsome, dark man.
 
   "Hi there, could I offer you a ride?"
 
   "No thanks," Kimberly said shortly.
 
   "Oh come now, its terrible out here, you shouldn't be walking.  You're probably a friend of my son, Benjamin Bar.  So, I'm not a stranger."
 
   Kimberly glared at the man and began to walk.  "He's not my friend, sir.  And you are a stranger."
 
   She quickened her pace and strode away, hoping beyond hope that the man would just go on.
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   Chapter 18
 
   The next day, Kimberly's mother assigned her chores to do that occupied most of the day.  She conducted her business with aggravation, since they delayed her from making it to spend time with her grandmother.  By the time she was finished, darkness had fallen again.  But she was determined to still get a visit in.
 
   She packed her basket and donned her red hood.  "Mom, could you give me a ride over to Grandma's?" Kimberly asked grudgingly.  By that time, her mother was home from work and reclining leisurely watching TV.
 
   Ms. Crimson sighed.  "Oh, Kim, let's just stay in tonight.  It's freezing and awful out, I don't want to go back in the snow."
 
   Kimberly frowned.  "I'm going to Grandma's, mom.  And you're right.  It is awful out.  So it would be nice if you gave me a ride!"
 
   "Not tonight, Kimberly," Ms. Crimson snapped, giving her a warning glare.
 
   With a groan, Kimberly turned and walked out the front door.  She was angry with her mother, and decided she would just stay overnight at her grandma's house.
 
   She traveled as quickly as she could in the frigid weather.  It was only a mile and a half trek to her grandmother's place just outside of town.  But in the snow and wind, it still seemed to take ages.  She was chilled to the bone by the time she swung open the white picket gate in front of the cottage.
 
   The windows of the cottage were all dark and seemed to stare down at her like empty eyes.  An internal alarm began to chime inside Kimberly, as it was unusual to not see warm light spilling out onto the snow covered shrubbery.  She rushed for the front door.
 
   Once inside, she stomped the snow off her boots and shed her cloak.  The place was utterly dark.  She stood for a moment listening intently to the quiet.  It was too quiet.  Something was missing.  Usually there was sound from the TV as the evening nurse watched in the living room.  That sound was absent.  But something else should've been there as well but was not.
 
   It was the beeping of her grandmother's machines.  The sound was an increment part of her grandmother's environment now.  Where was the beeping?
 
   "Nadine?" Kimberly called out hesitantly to her grandmother's nurse.
 
   "Up here, dear!" came the reply.
 
   Relief washed over Kimberly.  All was well apparently.  Nadine must've simply elected to spend time at Grandma's side since she hadn't made it over earlier in the day.  Kimberly happily bound up the narrow stairway to find her grandma.  Knowing every nook and cranny of the little cottage by heart, she didn't even bother to turn on lights as she went.
 
   But she stopped dead in her tracks when she burst into grandma's room.
 
   "What are you doing here?" Kimberly exclaimed.
 
   Mr. Bar was perched on her grandmother's bed, comfortably reclining against the lacey pillows.  Next to the bed, Mrs. Bar, her school guidance counselor, stood with her hands demurely clasped before her, and smiling pleasantly.
 
   Blood rushed to Kimberly's head, causing her ears to ring and her heart to pound.  "WHERE IS MY GRANDMOTHER?" Kimberly demanded.
 
   Mr. Bar smiled handsomely.  "You know, when someone is polite to you, and offers you a ride, you should accept young lady," he said in a curious, hollow tone that was at odds with his nice looking face.  "I would've just taken you home, like I said that I would.  But, you went and hurt my feelings."
 
   Tears clouded Kimberly's vision.  She turned to run.
 
   But, when she reached the top of the stairs, Benjamin Bar stepped out of the shadows.  And, with a wicked, childish smile, he shoved her down.
 
   ***
 
   "Try not to move."
 
   Kimberly writhed and moaned as consciousness found her in an alarming level of pain.  She opened her eyes and looked around frantically.  She saw Nicholas Monarch and Ella Cinder crouching nearby, looking at her from the other side of some rusty bars.  To her right, she noted Aspen Briar, slumped in a corner, leaning against a stone wall, bleeding, and staring ahead with glassy eyes.  
 
   Cailyn Pure knelt right next to Kimberly and clasped her hand.  "Kimberly, shhhhh," Cailyn said softly.  "Stay still, sweetheart.  We think your leg is broken.  And you won't be getting any help…"
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Part VI
 
   Bad Hair Day
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   Chapter 19
 
   "Hello?" said Stella Rampion, picking up her cell.
 
   "I have some bad news," said her boyfriend, Eric Prince, without any prelude.
 
   Stella's heart sank.  Faraway had been entirely consumed with bad news of late, and she'd been taking it hard.  She didn't know if her psyche could withstand anymore.
 
   "Have you heard already, Stella?"
 
   "No," she said bleakly after a tense pause.
 
   "Kimberly Crimson's grandmother has been found murdered, and Kimberly is missing."
 
   Stella instantly dissolved into tears.
 
   "Ah, shhhh," Eric said.  "I'm sorry, Stella.  Please don't cry, I should've told you in person."
 
   Kimberly was a loner, and Stella wouldn't call her a close friend by any means.  All the same, she was a nice girl and a fellow student of Faraway High.  Stella simply couldn't believe this was happening.  Where were her classmates?  Were they alive?  Or dead?  Were they safe and unharmed?  Or injured hungry and cold somewhere?  
 
   And who would be next?
 
   "So," Stella sobbed.  "What are they saying about it?"
 
   "Well," Eric continued soberly.  "They've pretty much given up on any sort of murder-runaway scenario.  Because of all that's transpired, they've even released Cailyn Pure's father from lock up.  Even though they still haven't touched on how all this ties together, they are sure that it does.  Tie together."
 
   "I'm gonna ask my parents if you can come over tonight, OK, Eric?"
 
   "Sure, Stella.  Sounds good.  Call me later."
 
   ***
 
   Stella led an extraordinarily sheltered life.
 
   She was her parents' miracle child.  She'd heard the story a hundred times, at least.  They'd attempted to conceive for five years before finally having success.  They'd been through every conceivable fertility treatment to no avail.  Every sort of alternative therapy.  They even once spoke with a self-proclaimed witch who cast magic on them.  And still they did not conceive.  
 
   It wasn't until her mother's best friend, Madre Bar, gave her a special pill that the magical event finally occurred.  Madre found some sort of supplement extracted from the petals of a flower that had allegedly helped mothers conceive since the beginning of time.  Mrs. Rampion consumed the flower for only a week when she became pregnant with her blessed daughter.
 
   Stella always smiled politely when her parents happily recalled the story.  Truth be told, she assumed that one of the many other medical treatments they underwent at the time had finally taken.  But it was a nice story.  And Madre Bar was her mother's most beloved friend and closest confidant as a result.  Despite the close connection, they rarely saw Mr. Bar, nor had Stella ever particularly befriended their son, Benjamin.  She often wondered how such a nice, normal lady had ended up with such an oddball family.
 
   Not that she had much room to judge.  Her folks were plenty strange.  Friends at school often asked Stella if her parents were super religious because her shining blonde hair grew past her knees, just like the girls from Faraway's apostolic church.  Though it was beautiful, it was so long it was a nuisance and she mostly kept it in a single braid down her back.  In fact, her parents were not particularly religious at all, certainly not in any fundamental, old fashioned way.  They were just so desperate to keep Stella in a safe little box that they never liked for her to change in any way they could prevent.  So, they had never once, in all her sixteen years, allowed her to cut her hair.
 
   She had the parents who accompanied her to every single school event.  Every practice, every club meeting, every study group; at least one if not both of them would be there for Stella.  Sure, it was nice to have such supportive parents, but it certainly got tedious.  She was also never allowed to go to friends' houses.  She was a popular girl among her peers, but the only way she was allowed to socialize with her friends was if they came over to her house under her parents' watchful eyes.
 
   Stella knew Eric Prince most of her life.  They grew up together in the same class at school and as they aged, they came to love each other.  It had thoroughly astounded her the year before when her parents allowed her to officially become Eric's girlfriend.  Of course, she wasn't allowed to actually go anywhere with Eric.  But they allowed her to have him over from time to time. 
 
   That particular night, however, her parents told her they had other plans and that Eric would have to wait until the following night to visit, which was New Year's Eve.  Stella was excited to be allowed to spend the evening celebrating with Eric, difficult though times may be.  So she called Eric back and made plans.
 
   ***
 
   "That girl, Jennifer Tide," Eric told Stella on the phone the next day.  "I think she's got a crush on me."
 
   Stella chuckled.  "Yes, she does.  It's pretty obvious, Eric."
 
   Eric sighed.  "Well it's kind of annoying.  She's so…  Chipper."
 
   "Aw, well, she's a sweetheart.  Just be nice.  Try not to hurt her feelings."
 
   "It doesn't make you mad?" he asked.
 
   She laughed again.  "Of course not, Eric.  Goodness."
 
   The conversation lulled for a few seconds before he continued.  "So you still want me to come over tonight, right?"
 
   "MmmHmm," she agreed.  "I have to wait until Mom and Dad come home of course.  But I'll call you back as soon as they do, OK?"
 
   "Sure, Stella.  Can't wait," he said shyly.
 
   "Me either."
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   Chapter 20
 
   The hours of the afternoon dragged by.  Stella decided that she would sneak out for a couple hours to the Faraway Public Library.  Her parents would kill her if they knew she went somewhere on her own without their permission, particularly because she would have to walk.  And considering the current state of Faraway, they would forbid it, if she asked them.  However, for the same reason, Stella felt antsy to be alone and desperately wanted to be around people.  She would have to walk about two miles in the snow, as her home was just outside of town.  But, it was all worth it to get out of the quiet abode.  She made it there and back with time to spare.
 
    Finally it was time for her parents to arrive home from their workplaces.  The sun sunk steadily into a pleasantly purpling sky, beyond the forest that was the Rampion family's back yard.  She sat quietly at the kitchen window watching the sunset, expecting to hear her parents pulling into the garage any minute.
 
   But another half hour went by and they did not arrive.
 
   Stella checked her cell phone thinking she must have missed a call.  But, her call log was clear.  She frowned, continuing to stare out the window.  She thought back trying to recall any time in her entire life when her parents hadn't turned up where they'd said they would.
 
   When another fifteen minutes passed, her heart began to pound.  A sick feeling crept up inside her.  She called Eric.  
 
   "Hello?" Eric said picking up her call.
 
   "Hey…  Uh, my parents haven't come home," Stella informed.  Night had fallen completely by then, and the kitchen window only revealed shadows on the sparkling snow.
 
   "Hmmm," Eric said, concerned.  He was well familiar with the uber reliability of Mr. and Mrs. Rampion.  Maybe at some other time, it wouldn't be quite so bothersome.  Except for, well, the serial killer on the loose.  "Have you tried calling them?"
 
   She sighed.  "Of course, both their cell phones are going straight to voicemail."
 
   "Well what about their work places?"
 
   She glanced at the clock on the stove. Seven p.m.  "Both their offices would be closed by now.  There won't be anyone there."
 
   "OK, Stell, I'm gonna head on over.  I'll be right there."
 
   "Eric…" she worried.  "I will get in so much trouble if you come over without them home."
 
   "Honestly, I'm worried.  You know, with…  Everything going on.  I don't think they'll mind me coming over there to look after you until we find them."
 
   Suddenly it occurred to her, Aspen's parents had been killed and then Aspen disappeared.  And Kimberly's grandmother killed, directly followed by her disappearance.  Hysteria began to bubble up inside her.
 
   "OK," she relented.  "Please hurry."  
 
   "I'll be there in ten minutes, Stell.  Keep trying their phones, and if you feel like you need to, call the police."
 
   "OK," she said again, her voice barely above a whisper.
 
   ***
 
   In no time, Eric was seated with Stella at her kitchen table.  They'd tried both her parents and their workplaces again.  Eric sighed dejectedly.  "We better call the police, Stella," he said.  
 
   Just then, there came a knock on the front door.  Stella jumped up.
 
   "Wait!" Eric exclaimed, also rising.  "Maybe you shouldn't answer that!"
 
   Eric towered over her, muscular, fit and darkly handsome.  She'd never been afraid of anything in his presence before.  But she saw the fear on his face, and her alarm mounted.  "What do we do?" she asked, struggling to not break down.
 
   "I don't know," he whispered.
 
   The knock came again.  They stood absolutely still, afraid to even breathe.  Then, her text alert went off and nearly scared them both to death.  She snatched the phone from the table.  She saw the text was from Mrs. Bar.  
 
   "Hey, I'm at your front door honey, let me in."
 
   Relief made Stella weak.
 
   "Oh gosh," she said.  "It's just Mrs. Bar.  She probably came to tell me where mom and dad are!  I bet she knows!"
 
   Without a second thought, Stella and Eric rushed to let their guidance counselor inside.
 
   ***
 
   "I heard from your mom," Mrs. Bar said as she blustered inside out of the cold.
 
   Stella shivered and shut the door behind Mrs. Bar.  "You did?" she asked eagerly, feeling intensely relieved. 
 
   Mrs. Bar smiled at Stella and then Eric.  "Yes, not to worry, dear.  Your father surprised her with a dinner out of town.  She said she tried to call you earlier but you didn't answer and that they wouldn't have service where they were heading so if I could please come over and hang out with you.  She said Eric would be coming over."
 
   Stella put her hand over her racing heart.  "Oh thank goodness," she gushed.  "I was freaking out."
 
   "Aw, I'm sorry, honey.  I should've gotten here sooner."
 
   "It's OK, I'm just glad you're here now," Stella said, giving Mrs. Bar a hug.
 
   ***
 
   Soon, Stella and Eric sat on the living room couch watching a movie.  Mrs. Bar busied herself in the kitchen making snacks.  She brought her fare into the living room where they all enjoyed the movie, junk food, and lively banter.  The hour grew later, and Stella began to wonder again about her folks.  
 
   "Hey, when did they say they'd be home, Mrs. Bar?" Stella asked.
 
   "Not sure really," she replied.  "It is New Year's Eve, could be late."
 
   "Hmmmm," Stella thought out loud.  "So weird.  This is all just so unlike them."  She made a move to stand.  "I'm gonna grab my phone and try and call them again.  Or see if they called.  You said they tried me earlier, but I never got a missed call.  I hope I'm not having service issues."
 
   "Oh, Stella," Mrs. Bar said pithily.  "Why don't you let them alone for one evening?"  She gave Stella a tight lipped smile.
 
   Stella pondered her mother's friend for a brief second.  She was probably right.  Maybe a side effect of being terribly over protective parents was creating a terribly over protective child when the tables turned.  Except, that sense of dread was creeping up in her again.  
 
   "Um, OK," Stella said, standing up all the same.  "Well, I'm cold though.  I'm just going to run upstairs for a sec and get a hoodie."
 
   Mrs. Bar gave her a long, serious look, and Stella stood there momentarily locked in the woman's dark eyes.
 
   What is going on here? Stella thought.
 
   Then, she turned and left the room.
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   Chapter 21
 
   Stella mounted the stairs and had to force her feet to move.  The dim sound of the TV from the other room played at her back.  But ahead of her, there was only a deathly silence.  She peered up the stairway into the darkness above.  She wanted to turn back, but the same frightened feeling that made her anxious, also propelled her forward.
 
   Halfway up the stairs, she noticed a smell.
 
   In a way, the smell was almost sweet.  But too sweet.  So sweet that it turned her stomach.  Additionally, under the veil of the sweetness were other smells.  A metallic smell and another smell.  Like pure unadulterated filth.  The three smells were each so strong, they seemed to dance together like living creatures.  She blanched, and clapped her hand over her mouth and nose. Each step she took toward the upstairs made the smell grow stronger.
 
   Tears welled in her eyes.  Something was definitely wrong.  The smell obviously came from inside the house; and nothing like that should ever, ever be inside any place where living things dwelled.  It upset her on a deep level that her conscious mind refused to acknowledge.
 
   At the top of the stairs, Stella moved past her own bedroom door without as much as a glance.  She'd lost all interest in grabbing a hoodie.  Instead she kept drifting further into the reeking.  At the very end of the hall she came to a window.  Stella stood for a moment looking out into the rolling black expanse of starlit sky.  She glanced down at the sparkling snow.  Her parents were the sort who left the Christmas lights lit until February.  She saw the reflections of red twinkling lights on the snow down below and the thought crossed her mind that it looked like blood.
 
   Stella took a deep breath and turned to the right, where she took hold of her parents' bedroom doorknob.  With trembling hand she turned the knob and pushed the door open.
 
   And there they were, their bodies carelessly discarded in a haphazard pile on the floor at the end of the bed.  Her father was on the bottom, face down in a pool of blood that must have had a ten foot circumference.  Her mother was splayed atop him, on her back.  Her eyes bulged and the whites had turned brown.  Her tongue lulled out, swollen and blue.  And, her throat was slashed so deeply that her head was only attached by a sliver of skin.
 
   Stella began to scream.
 
   ***
 
   Madre Bar had crept up behind Stella.  When she turned to blast out of the room, she shoved right past Madre without even seeing her.  Everything moved incredibly quickly.  She saw Eric burst up the stairs and all her mind could register was to run to him.
 
   But her incredibly long braid lashed behind her, and Madre Bar grabbed it, jerking Stella to a halt.
 
   Stella seemed not to even notice the woman yanking on her hair.  And poor Eric had no clue what was going on.  But he'd heard Stella's blood curdling scream, and even in the shadowy darkness, he could see the malevolent look on Madre Bar's face.  He fumbled for his pocket knife even as he ran for Stella, and without pause, he raised it high in the air and then sliced it through Stella's braid, freeing her from Mrs. Bar's grip.
 
   "Run!" he yelled.
 
   She stopped for only a second to look at Eric as he squared off with Mrs. Bar then proceeded for the stairs.  But halfway down, she heard the sound of glass breaking and Eric yelling.
 
   Shaking violently, Stella came to an instant standstill.  "Eric?" she called weakly.
 
   "I'm afraid you've gone and gotten him killed, Stella," Mrs. Bar called in some sort of odd tone Stella had never heard her use.
 
   Tears streamed down her face.  She knew she should run.  Continue down the stairs, out the front door, and just run until she could find another person.  But, she couldn't bring herself to leave Eric.  She had to know what happened.
 
   She turned slowly and went back up to the hallway.
 
   Mrs. Bar stood at the broken hallway window that overlooked the backyard.  Stella inched forward until she stood shoulder to shoulder with the woman looking down.
 
   Beneath the window on the ground, there was a thorny rose bush.  Even from her perch, Stella could see Eric's eye balls impaled on two sharp branches.  Remarkably, he was alive.  He held one hand over his face, blood gushing out around it.  He mewled as would a wounded animal and he stumbled toward the trees.
 
   Stella opened her mouth to scream at him not to move, she was coming.  But before she let out one peep, she felt cold steel against the base of her skull.
 
   "Don't," said Madre Bar.
 
   She gasped and her back straightened rigidly.  Slowly, she turned her head to look at Mrs. Bar.
 
   "He'll crawl off into the woods, pass out, freeze to death and die, Stella. It'll all go very quickly so just don't worry about it.  We're going to go get a bucket of hot water, go out, and clean up his bloody mess, and within a couple hours, the snow will cover the spot back up and all will be well!" she explained cheerily, as though it all made total sense.
 
   Stella wept inconsolably, but at the same time attempted to remain calm.  "And then what?" she whispered.
 
   "If you're a good girl, I'll tuck you into my car and take you home.  If you're a bad girl, I'll shoot you in the head."
 
   Mrs. Bar prompted Stella with the gun down the stairs and into the kitchen where they filled a bucket of water.  They got on their coats and took the bucket outside where Mrs. Bar directed her to get rid of Eric's blood.  Stella strained to listen for him, and to peer into the trees.  He was gone, and she couldn't hear a sound.
 
   She prayed he'd somehow made it to safety.
 
   Mrs. Bar plucked Eric's impaled eyeballs from the bush, and tucked them into her pocket.  Stella cringed and her tears began all over again.  She was brutally shoved toward Mrs. Bar's car.  When they got to it, Mrs. Bar opened the back door.  Just as Stella leaned over to get inside, Mrs. Bar brought the butt of her pistol down on her temple, and Stella collapsed on the back seat.
 
   "Sorry dear," Mrs. Bar murmured. "Can't have you trying anything funny."
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   Chapter 22
 
   "What do you think they intend to do with us?"
 
   A wavering female voice roused Stella.  She massaged her throbbing temples and struggled to sit up.  To her complete amazement, she found herself in a cell with Ella Cinder and Nicholas Monarch.  Directly across from where she pulled herself up to lean against a filthy stone wall, was a cell containing Cailyn, Aspen, and Kimberly.  A situation she'd thought couldn't possibly get worse, had just worsened.
 
   After all, being killed by a psycho killer was certainly terrible.  But being kept alive by one for an unknown reason was almost certainly worse.
 
   "What do you think?" said Kimberly Crimson bitterly; responding to the question Cailyn Pure had just posed.  "They will torture us all, until we die from it!" 
 
   "We must find an escape!" Cailyn insisted, pacing about the cell.  "They are far outnumbered.  We can make a plan, and overpower them!"
 
   Stella began to blubber again.  Ella and Nicholas rushed to flank her, and each encircle her with one arm.
 
   "Shhhh," Ella cooed.  "I know, I know.  It's terribly scary when you first wake up.
 
   Stella peered into Ella's face to find it mutilated by a network of ugly red, jagged cuts.  She couldn't bring herself to ask Ella what had happened.  The knowledge of it might bring her to an official end of her sanity.
 
   Her other classmates pressed against their cell bars to watch her.  
 
   "Does…  Does anyone know if my boyfriend Eric Prince is here?" Stella asked.  "Please tell me that he's here!"
 
   The mention of Eric made Nicholas jerk back. He paced angrily around the cell and then drew back and punched the wall.
 
   "Wh-what's the matter with him?" Stella exclaimed.
 
   Ella frowned as she stared into Stella's face.
 
   "Dear, did Eric have some sort of accident or something?" Cailyn asked gently.
 
   Stella moaned.  "Yes, he…  He… Hurt his eyes in a fall."
 
   All the prisoners collectively cried out at the epiphany.
 
   "What!?" Stella asked, growing hysterical.  "What is it?"
 
   After a long pause, Cailyn spoke as Ella took Stella's hand and squeezed it tightly.  "While you were sleeping, they…  They came and tied Nicholas to that spinning wheel thing over there," Cailyn explained, gesturing her head toward one of the torture devices outside the cell.  "We didn't know whose they were but…  They made Nicholas eat a set of eyes…"
 
   Stella's shrieking cries brought every single one of them to tears.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Part VII
 
   Ugly
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   Chapter 23
 
   The various members of Carnaval de le Nuit troop had differing ways of spending their down time.  They worked out, caring for their hard bodies, maintaining their peak physical conditions.  They shopped; visiting the local vendors in whatever town or burg where they roosted.  They practiced their acts, to keep their performance ever mesmerizing for the crowds they'd surely draw.  And often most, the performers preened their proverbial peacock feathers.
 
   For Joshua Cross, the preferred method of blowing off steam had recently become finding a local library, borrowing a computer, and observing the town of Faraway from afar.  
 
   His former home, the town in which he'd been born and raised, was making national headlines.  Perhaps even international.  The disappearances and murders occurring in Faraway had sparked speculation all over the web, even though it appeared the cases had yet to particularly interest the FBI.  There were newspaper articles galore for him to pour over.  Additionally, a surprising number of his former high school counterparts had their own tattle tale blogs where virtual tongues wagged, from right inside the city limits.  So, he'd just read about Zoe Locke's arrest, and her claims that nobody believed.
 
   Josh leaned back in the rolling chair, his arms folded across his chest, staring at the radiating computer screen.  The blog post he was staring at was in an atrocious neon purple font against a black background and had given him a headache, yet he read it over and over.  So, accusations were being made about the Bar family and nobody believed them?  Kids were disappearing and nobody was even going to investigate the claims?  Typical, Josh thought.  Typical oblivion from Faraway, the land of clueless authorities.  He couldn't help but wonder if the Faraway police even cared… If they were doing anything at all to find the missing teenagers, or stop the abductions.  
 
   He shook his head slowly as he pondered the blog post.  It was probably too late anyway.  They were most likely already dead.
 
   ***
 
   Josh heard the story of his birth at least a hundred times; his older siblings loved to tell it.
 
   He was somewhere in the middle of eight total children, born to a family living on a farm on the remote corner of the county outside Faraway.  Of all the handsome, well mannered, intelligent children in the family, Josh was the odd man out; the ugly duckling.  His mother had gone into labor in the middle of a snowy night, and it had happened so fast, there'd been no time to get to the hospital.  She'd given birth to him right there at home as a blizzard raged outside.  Her labor had been quick, but brutal and she'd nearly died.  All for a squalling, shrieking, ugly infant.
 
   His father hated him on sight.
 
   From the beginning he didn't fit in with his plain looks that harshly contrasted the charming good looks of his siblings.  He was a fussy baby, where not one of the other children had given their parents a moment's grief.  He grew into a moody and sullen toddler, but it was mainly because nobody could get along with him, nobody even tried.  His siblings were awful to him with their constant ridicule, their pranks, and unloading their chores onto him.  He was often beaten by them, and by his father for the slightest of infractions.  His mother was the only one who was even remotely kind to him.  She never laid a hand on him, and in private moments, she treated him tenderly.  But she did not defend him, and she often begged him to just be quiet and cooperative.
 
   Once he reached school age, he hoped that someone at school would help him.  He complained to several teachers about his treatment at home, only to be ignored and callously brushed off.  In fact, at school, he often encountered even worse treatment than he did at home and he became progressively more angry and alone.
 
   That's how Josh came to find out about Benjamin Bar; a secret he never revealed to another soul.
 
   Joshua was in the fourth grade, and Benjamin followed a year behind him.  He'd often noticed that Benjamin was an outcast as well.  Perhaps not for the same reasons.  Where Josh was homely, Benjamin was strikingly good looking.  Where Josh came from a poor farm family, Benjamin was clearly of pure bread stock.  But, for some reason, Josh observed that nobody liked Benjamin.  Classmates did not tease and taunt Benjamin, as they did Josh, but it was clear they did not care for him.  Benjamin spent all his time alone at school unless other students were forced to work with him on any sort of group project.  Though the two boys had never once spoken, Josh decided one day that Benjamin would be his one and only friend.
 
   He approached Benjamin in the cafeteria and sat down next to him at one of the many long tables.  "Hi," Josh said timidly.
 
   Benjamin stared into his food, seeming not to hear Josh.
 
   "I'm Joshua Cross," Josh said kindly.  Benjamin continued to ignore him.  "I'd like to be your friend.  Would you like that?"
 
   Benjamin finally looked up.  He met Josh's eyes, and gave him a cold stare that sent a shiver down his spine.  "No."
 
   Josh's heart sank.  He sighed and his shoulders slumped.  He felt that burning feeling in his eyes and mentally ordered himself not to cry.  "Why not?" he asked sadly, hating the note of whininess in his own voice.
 
   Benjamin smiled, a malevolent thing that seemed more like a jagged crack in his face.  "Because I don't like you."
 
   The tears welled in Josh's eyes, threatening to spill.  He clamped his eyes closed for a few seconds trying to get control of himself.  "Have I done something wrong to you?" Josh asked.
 
   Benjamin giggled.  Then he got up and walked away.
 
   ***
 
   For some reason Josh would never understand, he thought he could get Benjamin to warm up to him.  He thought if he was just friendly and patient, that Benjamin would eventually want to be friends and he wouldn't feel so all alone.  Josh tried to be patient and not to get upset when he'd take a seat next to Benjamin only to be abruptly abandoned when the boy got up and walked away.  He tried to play with Benjamin on the playground, only to have Benjamin shove him down, or run away.  It ended up being pitiful incidents of Josh chasing Benjamin around the playground, but in his own mind, he pretended they were playing tag.  
 
   The Cross farm was situated next to the Faraway forest, and it was only a quick hike through there to the Bar home.  He began appearing on Benjamin's doorstep and knocking on the door, thinking the boy would be friendlier away from the stresses of elementary school.  Day after day, nobody answered.  Then finally, one day in late spring, Mr. Bar came to the door.
 
   "What is it?" the domineering man demanded.
 
   "Is…  Is Benjamin home?" Joshua asked shyly.
 
   "What's it to you?  Why do you keep coming here, boy?"
 
   "I just wanted to see if Benjamin would like to play!"
 
   "He doesn't.  Not with you.  Not ever.  Now, get out of here!" Mr. Bar sneered.  
 
   Joshua burst into tears and ran off sobbing into the woods.
 
   ***
 
   After that incident, Josh began hiding in the trees and watching the Bar residence.  He'd wait for any signs of Benjamin, and if the boy came outside, he trailed him as he hiked into the forest.  He no longer wanted to approach the boy, but he somehow still felt close to him just by observing him from a distance.
 
   In retrospect, Josh could look back on the events of that time in his youth, and know that he stalked Benjamin.  He didn't understand what had possessed him to do it.  Maybe it was just a way to kill time and stay away from his tumultuous home life.  Maybe somewhere inside himself he'd honestly thought he'd found a friend.  Or maybe, somehow, he'd known that there was a secret to be revealed.
 
   One day in one of the early hot days of summer, Josh caught sight of Benjamin leaving the back door of his house and darting into the trees.  Josh was on the outside of the gates, and he scampered quickly around to keep Benjamin in his sight.  Benjamin often roamed aimlessly about the trees with Josh on his tail.  But that day, he seemed to have a purpose.  He walked faster than usual; practically jogged.  Josh's heart thudded, a strange feeling rose inside him.  Maybe it was the heat of the day, leaving him soggy with sweat and short of breath that brought about a sense of anxiety.  Or maybe…  Maybe it was something else.  Something he knew on an unconscious level, but didn't really know.  
 
   Benjamin led Josh farther into the woods than ever before.  They went so far, and the trees became so thick that it became noticeably cooler and definitely darker.  Josh didn't like the sounds that emanated there.  Strange hoots, creaks, and shrieks that somehow seemed different from the woodland creatures in the sunnier parts of the forest.
 
    He lost sight of Benjamin briefly when the boy reached the mouth of a cave and dove inside without hesitation.  Josh crept up to the cave.  As he approached, he was assaulted by a stench unlike anything he'd ever smelled before.  He placed a hand against the cold stone wall of the cave and leaned over.  His stomach heaved and he struggled not to vomit.
 
   Something told Josh not to follow Benjamin into the cave.  But, he wanted to see what was in there.  As much as he didn't want to know; he needed to know what that smell was.  Josh crept behind a tree and decided to wait until Benjamin left the cave.
 
   Time ticked slowly by.  Josh sat propped against the tree and grew bored.  Soon, his eyes grew heavy and he dozed there in the eerie stillness of the dark wood.  He had no idea how much time had gone by when a twig snapped and roused him from his light slumber. 
 
   He peeked around the tree to see Benjamin disappearing into the woods, heading back in the direction of home.  Once he could no longer hear Benjamin's footsteps, Josh stood up and brushed the pine needles and leaves from his jeans.  He took another good look around and then headed for the opening to the cave.
 
   Again the stink rolled into his face and bile rose in his throat.  His rational mind told him distinctly to turn around and leave.  But that place in the mind that exists under everything that makes sense, urged him on.
 
   Josh tip toed into the cave, each step difficult as he struggled against his good sense.  As he proceeded all traces of daylight faded to black and he wished he had some sort of light.  There was a whoosh and a flutter, and Josh felt wings beat up around him.  He froze in place, beginning to tremble violently.  He would never know what possessed him to continue.
 
   But, he did.
 
   He continued to creep slowly forward until he once again saw a trace of light.  He picked up his pace, eager to get to wherever the light came from.  Soon, he stepped into a cavern, where daylight shone in through several holes in the craggy rocks overhead.
 
   Josh's mouth fell open, his face contorted by a silent scream.
 
   His eyes darted around quickly, too frightened and shocked to rest on any one thing.  But his panicked mind somehow absorbed everything.  Corpses, in every state of decomposition.  Many animal, and quite a few human.  Each was posed in some sort of macabre fashion, as though forming a museum of the dead.  One woman reclined on a bed of rocks with her hand across her forehead, as though in a faint.  As though she were a living lady, shocked by the sight of the gruesome cavern.  Except, her skin was wrinkled, grey, and peeling back from her bones.  Her hair hung in thin stringy clumps.  Her paper thin eyelids closed over sunken eye sockets and her lips drew back in a tongue lulling grimace.
 
   In another corner, a boy who could not have been more than four in life, crouched on his knees, held in place by a crude wiring system attached to the ceiling above.  He appeared to be playing with the cadaver of a puppy.  Half the boy's face was missing and where the wires attached to him, his fetid flesh was impaled by staples.  The dog's rotting entrails escaped it's abdomen even as it stood posed jumping up on the boy.  They were like marionette puppets from hell.
 
   Scenes such as those filled the cave.  Some of the corpses were mummified.  Others had decayed away completely to skeletal remains.  There was every manner of forest and farm animal, and people from toddler to elderly.  Josh's mind simply could not grasp what he was saying.
 
   He turned and blasted back through the cave, guided through the black tunnel by terrified grace.  He burst back into daylight.  He ran and ran.
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   Chapter 24
 
   Joshua "celebrated" his sixteenth birthday with a severe beating from his father.  
 
   Presumably, he'd "forgotten" to do his chores, which earned him ten lashes with the belt after being dragged from his bed before the sun rose.  Except, the chores he'd failed to do were actually his sister's.  When his father finished with him and angrily stormed away, Josh crawled into a corner, each movement of his wounded body causing him intense pain.  He leaned his head against the wall and wept bitterly.  The sound of his sorrow drew his mother into the room.
 
   She crouched on the floor, and gingerly reached for him, pulling him into her arms.  She was the only one who didn't treat him like some sort of disgusting monster.  He leaned into her and cried, comforted by her warmth.
 
   "Mama," Josh whispered.  "Please don't let them hurt me anymore."  It was the same plea he'd made to her a million times over the years.  She always responded by hugging him and quietly insisting that he just be good and get along.  He didn't know what else he was supposed to do to get along in life.  He did everything anybody told him to do and never complained.  In fact, he never said a word.  He knew he didn't look like other people, but somewhere in his heart, even after years of being told that he was, he didn't think he was ugly.  Just different.  But to the world as he knew it, different meant ugly.
 
   That time, to his surprise and relief, her answer was different.  "You're right, Joshy," she said softly, stroking his messy hair.  "I won't let them hurt you anymore."
 
   He looked up, peering happily and hopefully into her eyes.  "You won't?"  
 
   She smiled kindly and patted his arm.  "Get ready for school.  I'll take care of it for you today."
 
   Josh did just as she said, prepared for school, and went to catch the bus.  He was so relieved and overjoyed that he didn't even here the cruel taunts from his school mates on the bus or in class.  He wondered obsessively what exactly his mother would do to rescue him.
 
   At the close of the school day, he found out.  A police officer escorted by his principal came to the classroom and asked for him.  Out in the hallway, the principal smugly looked on as the cop informed him that he would be taking Josh to the home of Thelma Dark, a local foster mom.  His mother had turned him over to be a ward of the state.  
 
   After that day, he saw his siblings here and there in school, but he never saw his parents again.
 
   ***
 
    Josh spent the remaining months of his junior year in high school in Thelma Dark's "care."  He never quite recovered from the shock that his mother's way of helping him had been to abandon him entirely.  He grew angry and volatile.  When people were mean to him then, he responded with vulgarity and fists.  He thought of Benjamin Bar's secret a lot in those days.
 
    A lot of people would've thought Thelma Dark ran a horrible home.  But, to Josh, it wasn't that bad.  Not as bad as where he'd come from, anyhow.  Plus, living with Ella Cinder was a bonus.  Although, despite the fact that he found her highly entertaining to look at, he found her to be just like everyone else.  She seemed like a nice person, but she rebuked any effort on his part to befriend her.  Just like everyone else who'd ever passed through his life.  Even one of the kindest people in Faraway couldn't be convinced to be kind to him.  This made him even more bitter and hateful.
 
    When summer rolled around, Josh managed to find some rare entertainment when the Carnaval de le Nuit came to Faraway.  The traveling carnival fascinated Josh.  He had no money to get in, but he managed to sneak in a rear entrance to see the sights.  He spent a sultry evening walking amongst the rides and tents, staring entranced at all the performers and their fantastic acts.  There was a fantastical looking man in black with long white hair who swallowed swords.  A dark haired beauty in an elaborate burlesque costume ate fire.  Men and women alike strolled about decked in glitter, sequins and gold.  He saw a flying trapeze act that took his breath away.  He observed beautiful fortune tellers, raking in money from their marks.  And perhaps the thing that attracted him most of all was the freak show.
 
    The carnival performers were like a group of glorious swans to Josh.
 
    Josh wished beyond reason that he could leave with these people; join their show.  Each player he passed, he contemplated asking them.  But he was still several months shy of his eighteenth birthday, and besides that, he had nothing to offer the outfit.  No special skills, no exotic beauty.  At best he could hope to be a freak, but even in that regard he considered himself unexceptional.  Late in the evening, Josh dejectedly left the carnival and returned to the Dark residence.
 
    That very night there was a tussle at the house.  He saw the Dark twins abuse Ella Cinder.  Though Ella had never reciprocated any of his attempts at friendship, seeing her be abused reared Josh's ugly temper and he exploded.  Once the situation died down, Thelma informed him that he'd be sent to an orphanage on the morrow.
 
   When the house finally rested for the night, Josh Cross snuck out a window.  His feet hit the ground and he took off running.
 
   ***
 
   He ambled alongside the road and into Faraway city limits that night, ending up at a small all-night diner.  He ordered only water as he had not a cent to his name.  The waitress must've noted his disheveled and lost appearance and found some pity for him however, as she served him coffee on the house.  
 
   Sitting alone at the coffee counter, he stared at the multi colored Formica and sipped the muddy drink, weighing his options.  Actually, he had no options.  So, he weighed his lack of options.  And then a sweet voice snapped him from his miserable reverie.
 
   "Well, hello there, Joshua!"
 
   He snapped his head up to see his high school counselor taking a seat next to him on one of the red vinyl swiveling stools.  His heart sped up as he beheld her sparkling dark eyes and her slightly too wide smile.  The woman was greatly loved among his high school peers.  But, something about Mrs. Bar thoroughly unsettled Josh.  She struck him as slightly too friendly.  Slightly too happy.  Her smile was slightly too bright, her eyes slightly too lively.  She was perfection; amplified…  Slightly.  It likely had a lot to do with the fact that he had pretty hard evidence that her son was an utter lunatic.  But the thing was that he found it hard to believe Benjamin Bar acted alone and got away with what he did without his parents knowing.
 
   He had no choice but to believe that Mrs. Bar was a psychopath as well.
 
   Nonetheless, he had yet to give away Benjamin's dark secret, and he wasn't about to start then.  Nothing on earth frightened him more than the prospect of any of the Bar's knowing that he knew.  So he forced a small, polite smile.
 
   "Hi, Mrs. Bar," Josh said meekly.
 
   "What brings you out so late, son?" she asked kindly, concern furrowing her brow.
 
   His head began to hum.  He was out well past curfew and Mrs. Bar was an authority figure.  He was sure to end up at a foster home, or the police department.  Those prospects seemed equally horrible to him.  He didn't know what to say.  
 
   "I…  Uh, I just needed to get out of the house for a moment," he said.
 
   She frowned.  "You live at the Dark house don't you?"
 
   His cheeks reddened.  He couldn't believe he knew that much about him honestly.  "Yeah, I sure do, Mrs. Bar."
 
   "Listen, Josh…  Is everything OK?  Do you need my help?"
 
   Seriously, Josh thought.  Someone finally cares about me and it has to be HER?
 
   "Oh, it's no problem.  I'll just finish my coffee here and head home, alright?"
 
   She studied his face, deeply staring into his eyes.  Her concentration on him made him crazy.  He wanted her to go away.  After a long tense moment she reached out and stroked his arm.  "Josh, tell ya what, why don't you come on out to my house.  I'll be honest, I'm not fond of Thelma Dark, and I'm sensing there's something going on here.  We'll go home, and I'll help you."  
 
   WORST IDEA EVER, Josh mentally screamed.  His anxiety climbed to an alarming level.  He suspected that nobody who went to the Bar house ever got any form of help.  He glanced around, thinking of darting for the exit.  She'd probably think he was running away out of fear of Thelma Dark or the authorities.  She wouldn't suspect that he knew about her family's dark secret.
 
   Or would she?
 
   He took a deep breath, thinking quickly.  "Sure Mrs. Bar, thank you so much.  I just need to make a quick pit stop if it's OK?"
 
   Her overly pleasant smile returned.  "Sure, I'll wait for you here."
 
   Josh concentrated on keeping his gait leisurely as he strolled to the men's room.  Once inside, he locked the door quickly behind him and darted across the tiny water closet.  He scurried onto the toilet and pushed out the screen in the small open window that was situated several feet above his head.  He hoisted himself up deftly and pulled himself out the window.  He dropped to the dry dirt below then sprang instantly back to his feet.  
 
   And off he ran into the night.
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   Chapter 25
 
   Josh's situation had worsened far more than he'd ever anticipated.  He never thought he'd be wishing to return to his father's beatings and the cruel treatment of his brothers and sisters.  He found himself weaving through the streets of Faraway, looking for a remote location to hide.  From his crummy foster family.  From the social worker who'd ultimately take him to an orphanage.  From the police.  And worst of all, from a family of whackos.  Josh was convinced he'd narrowly missed being murdered and placed inside the cave of doom.  He was a realist, and in such, he knew it made perfect sense to pick him to be a murder victim.  Who would miss him?  Except, he wasn't particularly interested in being anybody's death experiment. 
 
   It was past two a.m. when Josh gained entry into a vacant house.  The place was dirty and dilapidated looking as though it hadn't known the presence of a human in decades.  But it was full of the life of the abandoned.  Skittering spiders inhabiting dusty webbed corners.  Rats racing between the shadows along the floor.  And the whisper of stories untold.  Josh shivered as he crept up the creaking flight of stairs, feeling forlorn that a place like this would be the only place he could feel safe.
 
   He found a room off a long dark hallway that contained peeling paper and an old striped mattress propped against the wall.  He pulled it down to the floor and dropped exhausted onto it.  A cloud of dust rose up around him and he coughed and fanned it out of his face.  Once the dust settled, he too settled back onto the musty mattress, his hands propped behind his head.  He lay staring up at the cracked and stained ceiling, thing of so many things that he essentially thought of nothing at all.  In no time, his eyes drifted closed and he fell into a deep and dreamless sleep.
 
   He woke with sunlight streaming across him and sat bolt upright on the bed, wide awake.  His sleeping mind had revealed the answer to him.  It was the last day that Carnaval de le Nuit would be in Faraway.  He would make his way to the carnival and throw himself on the mercy of the carnies.  He would beg them to take him away with them.  This was it.  This was his last shot at fleeing his awful existence and building a real life worth living.
 
   And if they refused, he would simply end his own life.  
 
   ***
 
   Josh found his way into the carnival once again under the blazing heat of the summer sun.  He stuck to the shadows cast by the tents, trying to stay somewhat cool, and also avoid being seen.  He wasn't really worried anybody would notice him, but on the off chance any of the Bar family was there, he wanted to remain as hidden as possible.  
 
   He once again observed the magical carnival performers.  When he caught sight of a beautiful fortune teller, perched in a red and white striped booth, he stopped to watch her for a while.  
 
   She wore a provocative silky purple gown.  Long shining black hair flowed down to her waist and swished prettily against her olive skinned face as she moved, speaking and smiling at her querients as they took their seats in front of her.  She had kind eyes.  
 
   When the line of people looking for her advisement finally cleared, Josh took the seat before the beautiful gypsy.  She gave him a smile.
 
   "I need help," Josh said quietly.
 
   She smiled wider and extended her palm.  "Five dollars, child, I will help you."
 
   Josh dropped his eyes, blushing furiously.  "Uh, that's…  Not what I mean.  I don't have any money."
 
   The woman's smile faded but she pondered Josh for a long time.  "What is it?  What's the matter?"
 
   "I…  I want to join the Carnaval.  I want to come with you when you leave."
 
   She sighed and reached across the table to pat Josh's hand.  "Oh dear one, you can't do that."
 
   "Please!" Josh said, his voice rising slightly.  "Listen, no one will miss me.  No one will come looking for me."  The woman gave him a look of concern, but said nothing.  He continued.  "My whole life, I've been beaten and tormented.  Nobody loves me.  No one on this planet.  I'm not safe here."  The woman's face revealed that her heart was breaking for him.  He began to think perhaps she was an authentic fortune teller.  Perhaps she really could feel his sorrow.  He pressed on.  "If I stay here, they'll just continue to hurt me.  Please, please, I beg of you.  Take me away from here."
 
   After another moment the woman rose.  "Stay here.  I'll be right back."
 
   Josh waited anxiously fidgeting in his seat.  His eyes darted around nervously expecting to see Mrs. Bar at any moment.  Finally she returned with a gigantic muscular man who wore an epic handlebar mustache in tow.  Josh's heart sped up and his hopes crashed, assuming he was about to be tossed out of the carnival.
 
   "I'm Boss," the man said gruffly.  "What can you do?"
 
   Once again Josh blushed and his eyes dropped to his lap.  "Well, I…  Um…"  He didn't really know what to say.  He mustered as much courage as he could and returned his gaze to meet Boss's eyes.  "I can learn."
 
   Boss grinned, revealing a row of silver teeth.  "That's a good answer son, follow me."
 
   ***
 
   Carnaval de le Nuit and its members transformed Josh into exactly what he'd always envisioned for himself.  They trained him, gave him strength and he was soon in perfect physical condition just like the rest of them, with rippling biceps and six pack abdominals.  He got tattooed and pierced by the carnival's incredible artists.  He was given a stylish haircut and an outrageous new wardrobe.  And, fittingly, he was taught the art of escape for entertaining crowds.  
 
   His new family accepted him warmly and lovingly.  They gave him all that he'd ever lacked and he finally found a place to flourish.  He had an exciting and happy life, traveling all over the country.  
 
   Which brought him to his present conundrum, sitting in the library and staring at the computer screen.  Faraway represented his old family.  He had information that could help them, and he struggled to decide whether or not he should go forward, or just go on living his Faraway free life.
 
   After much consideration, he logged off the Internet and resolved to forget all about it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Part VIII
 
   Adrift
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   Chapter 26
 
   Jennifer Tide came from a family comprised of a busy, widower father, his beloved mother who lived with them, and five older sisters.  Their dad was a powerful man who was rarely home as he worked, and traveled for work almost all the time.  His mother had moved in years back when their own mother had passed away.  And four of her sisters were grown and out of the house, leaving only she and her sister Adrian behind.
 
   The family of women was one of traditions, strange though they may be.  Grandmother's rule was that each girl must wait until age fifteen to start dating. At age fifteen, Grandmother gave the birds and the bees talk to each girl, and then took her to pierce her ears before bestowing upon her much more freedom to explore the world.  Jennifer hadn't been crazy about the ear piercing idea, but it was just a thing that they all did.  Like some sort of symbolic rite of passage.
 
   Jennifer had loved Eric Prince long before turning fifteen.  She'd had grandiose visions of a new world with him upon her fifteenth birthday.  But the day had come and gone, and she remained just as invisible to him as always.  She did absolutely everything she could to make him aware of her affections, to no avail.  His girlfriend, Stella, was undoubtedly a nice girl and Jennifer certainly didn't want to be known as a boyfriend thief, or to hurt Stella's feelings.  But she felt that Eric would soon realize they were meant to be and that Stella would understand.
 
   However, year fifteen came and went and by the time Jennifer turned sixteen, she was despondent over being ignored and passed over by Eric.
 
   When she discussed the matter with her older sisters, they had a wide variety of advice that ranged from decent, to really really bad.
 
   Adrian's advice was to just grow up and date somebody else.
 
   "Just be yourself, love," said her sister Amanda.
 
   "Why don't you sleep with him?" her sister Maggie had advised.  
 
   "How 'bout you spread rumors about that girl he goes with?" said her sister Tammy.
 
   "Just bother him until he notices you!" her sister Elizabeth recommended.
 
   Sometimes the advice and observations of her sisters made her wonder what sort of people she was related to.
 
   In the end, there wasn't really anything that Jennifer could do to win Eric's affections.  He was devoted to his girlfriend Stella, and seemed not to notice Jennifer was even on the planet.  So, Jennifer pined away growing progressively more down and depressed over time.
 
   Which is why, when she found out that Eric and Stella were missing, she completely came undone.
 
   ***
 
   Jennifer's family didn't send her back to school when classes resumed in the days following the murder of the Rampion's and the subsequent disappearance of two more Faraway teens.  For one thing, her grandmother was terrified to send her out of the house.  And, the poor girl was absolutely despondent.
 
   She was so upset that her father stayed home from work, and all her sisters returned home to try and give her comfort.  Everybody had comforting things to say, but Jennifer could not be consoled.  In truth, the family worried in whispers that she could not be left alone for fear of suicide.  They'd had no idea how deep her feelings for Eric really were.
 
   On day two of the Tide family's bedside vigil, her grandmother entered her bedroom clutching an envelope.
 
   "Look, Jennifer," grandmother said cheerily.  "A letter's come for you!  Would you like to read it?"
 
   Jennifer answered by rolling over in bed and ignoring her.
 
   Grandmother took a seat on the bed next to her and put her hands on Jennifer's shoulder.  She gently pulled her granddaughter back to face her.  "Please, darling," Grandmother whispered.  "Just read it.  It may make you feel better!"  Jennifer continued to be unresponsive.  "Please," Grandmother said again, tears pooling in her eyes.  "Come back to us, Jennifer."
 
   Her grandmother's worry and sadness finally broke through Jennifer's cloud of depression.  She took the envelope and studied it for a moment.  It was addressed to her, without any return address.  Her curiosity was piqued.  For the first time in several days, Jennifer recalled that she was alive.  She tore open the envelope and withdrew a single sheet of lined notebook paper.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Jennifer gasped, and after reading the short note, she met her grandmother's eyes. 
 
   "What is it, dear?" Grandmother asked.
 
   "My friend, Zoe.  I need to go see her," Jennifer answered, throwing back her covers and lurching out of bed.
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   Chapter 27
 
   Jennifer's father agreed to drive her to the juvenile detention center where Zoe Locke was housed.  Naturally, he found it odd and perhaps a bit troublesome that Jennifer wanted to visit an apparent juvenile delinquent.  But, he was so glad to see her spring back to life, that he didn't question it, nor did her require her to show him what the letter had said.  He simply waited for her to get dressed, and then they set out together into the snowy, grey day.
 
   Mr. Tide escorted her inside and spoke with a person at the front desk.  The guard signed Jennifer in, gave her a brief pat down, and then instructed Mr. Tide to wait in the reception area.  The guard opened a doorway to bring Jennifer back.  Once inside, the door swung shut with a bang, and then a metal gate slid over it with a cold clank and click.  Jennifer startled at the unsettling sound of it.
 
   Soon, she found herself seated at a table across from Zoe Locke.  Despite the fact that her classmate had been locked up for several weeks, and she wore a drab grey jumpsuit, Jennifer thought she still looked quite pretty with her shining, golden hair.  But her wide blue eyes looked shadowy and haunted.
 
   "Zoe!" Jennifer exclaimed quietly.  "Are you OK?"
 
   Zoe shook her head.  "I'm not OK, Jennifer," she whispered.  "Not OK at all.  And neither are our classmates, I can pretty much guarantee it."
 
   Tears sparkled in Jennifer's eyes.  "What do you mean?" she asked with a trembling voice.
 
   Zoe leaned in close as she could to Jennifer without drawing attention.  "Jennifer, everybody here thinks I'm nuts.  Everybody.  Or they think I'm lying to try and get myself out of trouble. But I swear, I SWEAR that I'm not.  Will you please believe me?"
 
   Jennifer repeated the text of Zoe's letter in her head for the hundredth time.  She stared into Zoe's eyes.  She hardly knew Zoe at all.  And of course, it was pretty well known fact the girl was a thief.  
 
   But this was the absolute first that Jennifer had heard of anybody knowing a single thing about the disappearances. 
 
   "Yes, Zoe.  I will believe you."
 
   Zoe closed her eyes for a moment, as though attempting to compose herself.  When they opened again, she looked Jennifer squarely in the eyes.  "Jennifer, when I broke into the Bar family's house, the night that I got caught…  I accidentally found something very, very disturbing."
 
   Jennifer's heart began to accelerate.  The Bar's?  She had not expected to hear this at all.  But then Benjamin Bar popped her into her mind, in all his infinite strangeness.  He was spectacularly good looking, rich, and popular by default because of his mother's well-loved status in the school.  
 
   And yet, now that she thought about it, nobody really liked Benjamin.  There was just something odd about the guy.  She didn't know what Zoe was about to say, but, it already had a ring of truth to it.
 
   "What was it?" Jennifer asked.
 
   "They…  They came home unexpectedly.  I found out later that the game I thought they'd been going to got canceled and they'd simply turned straight around and come back home."  Zoe dragged a great, ragged breath and then continued.  "So, I had to hide.  It was dark, and their house is huge.  Like, a mansion.  I was all turned around.  Somehow I ended up in the basement."
 
   Zoe stopped as though unable to go on.  Jennifer saw a look of fright pass over Zoe's face.  She dared to reach over and pat Zoe's hand.
 
   "It's OK," Jennifer encouraged.  "I'm here.  I believe you, Zoe.  Please go on."
 
   "Jennifer, it's them.  The Bar's.  They're the killers.  They have a torture chamber in their basement."
 
   The wind rushed out of Jennifer and she sat back in her chair.
 
   "There wasn't anybody in it then," Zoe rushed to continue.  "But there was blood.  And cages.  And…  And…  It was the scariest thing I've ever seen.  Then, when people started disappearing, it made me think my breaking into their house…  Triggered something."
 
   "We need to go to the police!" Jennifer exclaimed.
 
   Zoe vehemently shook her head.  "I've talked and talked and TALKED to police, Jennifer.  They won't listen."
 
   "Then what do we do?"
 
   Zoe leaned close once more, leveling a piercing gaze on Jennifer.  "You have to get me out of here."
 
   ***
 
   Though Mr. Bar was commonly thought of as the richest man in Faraway, Jennifer's father was certainly no slouch.  Mr. Tide was so authoritative in his day to day life, Jennifer thought of him almost like a king.
 
   And a king can make things happen.
 
   As soon as she and her father were in the car, she pleaded with him to get her friend Zoe out of lock up.  Mr. Tide was baffled, as he'd never heard Jennifer mention this girl before.  But, he trusted his daughter, and he saw a desperate pleading on her face.  He agreed to do what he could to help.
 
   He made some phone calls and found out that the only reason Zoe had not been released with probation was that her mother refused to take her back.  He did a little more digging and found that Zoe's mother wasn't an exemplary parent, and that Zoe had no previous history of any sort of tomfoolery.  Plus, she was still recovering from a broken leg she'd sustained the night of her apprehension.  Mr. Tide saw a picture of a neglected child who'd made a mistake as a cry for attention.  His lawyer was able to pull some strings, draw up some paperwork, and get Mr. Tide appointed Zoe's guardian.
 
   By sunset, Zoe Locke was released from juvenile detention on Mr. Tide's recognizance.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Part IX
 
   Lost
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   Chapter 28
 
   Hanley and Giselle Durand had always been aware of the rumors that circulated about them.
 
   There had been a period in their childhood when police had recovered them both wandering lost in the Faraway Forest, and had returned them to their home numerous times.  Each of the three incidents had been during the winter when they were five years old.  In each case, they had been in the forest for several hours and some passerby would spot them and then they would be returned.  The police assured their father they were going through an unruly time, to just be patient and keep a close eye on them.  And it would pass.
 
   But, the rumors went that, in fact their father and step mother couldn't afford two rambunctious twins, and that together the parents had plotted to set them lose in the forest and let the frigid winter weather take care of the problem.
 
   The truth of the matter was somewhere in the middle.
 
   Hanley and Giselle were far from unruly as children.  Though it was true their little family was dramatically poor, they were raised until aged three by an adoring father and a lovely, mannerly mother.  But, when their mother passed away, their father had felt desperate about his children being left motherless. He'd remarried quickly without appropriately getting to know his new wife first.
 
   Despite the wonderful manners and calm demeanors of Hanley and Giselle Durand, their step mother could not stand them.  She resented seeing the image of their deceased mother in their shining raven hair, their piercing brown eyes, and their flawless pale skin.  She resented that most of the family's meager recourses went to the betterment and care of the children.  Frankly, she resented that all her new husband could provide her was a small, shabby cottage in the woods.  
 
   So, the new Mrs. Durand hated Hanley and Giselle.
 
   The full truth was that Mr. Durand had no clue that his new wife was sending his children into the snowy forest alone, after he left for work at the local factory in the morning.  Additionally, a side of her he did not see came out in his absence.  She was vicious to her step children.  Screaming, shoving, smacking, and hating them.  After the third attempt to let them wander lost until they froze to death failed, Mrs. Durand gave up on that plan.  Little Hanley and his sister Giselle had been too terrified of the unpredictable woman to let their father know that they'd actually been forced into the woods.  But, because he continued not to notice the problems going on beneath his own roof, the children became cold and hardened.  
 
   Finally, at age ten, Mr. Durand returned home from work early one day to find his wife beating Hanley's behind with a belt while shrieking obscenities.  Astounded and heartbroken, Mr. Durand tossed her out on the spot.  He apologized profusely to his children, but the damage was done.  Too much time had gone by that he failed to notice their suffering.  So their hearts had grown cold to him.  And to the world.
 
   ***
 
   By the time Hanley and Giselle reached their teenaged years, they probably could be considered unruly.  Among their peers at Faraway Senior High, they were considered "not to be messed with."  It wasn't that they were bullies, or outwardly nasty to any particular person.  They were just hard.  Brooding and angsty.  Maybe it was because they were so quiet, most often seen together with their matching faces set in stony frowns.  Maybe it was because they were known hunters; spending hours together in the forest hunting wild game.  Maybe it was because of all the silly stories that had sprung up about them, as if they were some sort of urban legends.
 
   Or maybe it was just their bitterly cold, dark, haunted eyes.
 
   Whatever the case, they didn't have much in the way of friends.  Which was why it was so surprising when Hanley responded to a knock on the front door to find Zoe Locke and Jennifer Tide shivering on their doorstep.
 
   "Well hi," Hanley said.
 
   "Hi," Zoe said nervously.  "I…  Um…  Could we come in?  We need to talk to you."
 
   Hanley studied them for a minute and then stood aside, inviting them in with a cordial sweep of his hand.  This gesture surprised Zoe and Jennifer, as they'd never expected him to be so inviting.
 
   They found themselves standing in a tiny, but cozy living room.  A fire crackled in the fireplace, and the TV played quietly.  Hanley gestured to the couch.  "Sit if you like," he said shortly.
 
   "Well, um…" Zoe said, again overwhelmed by jitters.  "Is your sister home by chance?  We'd like to talk to you both, if you don’t mind."
 
   "Giselle!" Hanley called out.  Seconds later, his lovely sister emerged from a doorway off the living room.  "We have visitors," he remarked.  Giselle arched an eyebrow and gave Zoe and Jennifer a polite smile.
 
   After another awkward moment, Giselle and Hanley finally took seats on the couch, since their guests clearly were not going to.  "So?" Hanley said curiously.  "What brings you out?"
 
   Zoe nervously wrung her hands and began to pace.  "Well, it's just that…  You're probably not going to believe us.  You're probably going to think we're nuts."
 
   Giselle chuckled, giving the pair an incredulous look.  "Try us."
 
   "Well…  I… Uh…"
 
   Jennifer took a deep breath and cut Zoe off.  "We know where our missing classmates are!"
 
   Giselle gasped, and Hanley's jaw dropped.
 
   "Not because we're the murders!" Zoe exclaimed, nudging Jennifer.
 
   Hanley jumped up.  "Whoa whoa whoa.  Slow down.  Start from the beginning."
 
   Zoe began her twisted tale, and related it the same as she had to Jennifer.  To her immense relief, the Durand twins watched her intently, and judging by the looks on their faces, they seemed to at least be entertaining the idea that she wasn't lying.  When she finished, Hanley dropped back onto the couch.
 
   "OK.  But, why are you telling us this?  Why not go straight to the police?"
 
   "You think I haven't told the police!?" Zoe cried.  "They don't believe me!  This is the BAR family we're talking about here."
 
   Giselle nodded.  "Good point.  But, I still don't understand why you're telling us this."
 
   "Chief Jiminy is holding a town meeting in one hour," Jennifer said passionately.  "We'd like you to come with us and hear what he has to say.  Reach out to him one last time with us.  And, if he doesn't believe us this time…  We'd like you to help us take down the Bar's ourselves."
 
   Hanley and Giselle gave them both long, piercing gazes as they thought it over.
 
   "Please," Zoe pleaded.  "I know our classmates are in that house.  Jennifer and I can't do this alone.  We have to save them!"
 
   Once again, Hanley stood.  He strode to the coat rack where he threw Giselle her jacket, then began shrugging into his own.  "Come on," he said to his sister.  "We're going with them.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Part X
 
   Coat of Many Colors
 
    [image: ]


 
   
  
 




 
    [image: ] 
 
   Chapter 29
 
   The buzz in the town hall was almost deafening, as nearly everyone in Faraway had packed into the building for the emergency meeting called by Chief Jiminy.  Townsfolk young and old anxiously waited with standing room only for their commanding officer to appear behind the small podium in front of the crowd.  Angry energy radiated throughout the room as people speculated he would have nothing of value to report or advice, and a revolt of sorts could ensue.  
 
   Seven teens total had disappeared and the death count had risen to seven as well, as Aliah Joiner, mistress to one Mr. Pure, had succumbed to her injuries.  Though Mr. Pure had been exonerated, Ms. Joiner's death was still being considered a part of the killing spree without any inkling as to why.
 
   Hysteria had mounted to an all-time high around Faraway.  The schools were practically empty as parent after parent removed their children.  Businesses had all but shut down, as workers elected to take time off and stay home to carefully monitor their children.  The people wanted answers.  And they had gotten none.
 
   A hush settled over the crowd as Chief Jiminy finally approached the podium, accompanied by a strange man.
 
   The man was extraordinarily tall, and so thin he looked skeletal.  He had odd, dark eyes that seemed to look straight through to the soul of a person.  He wore close cropped hair and had a handlebar mustache.  Perhaps his strangest characteristic was the multicolored patchwork blazer he wore, along with an old fashioned bowler hat.  Whispers moved through the crowd as people wondered aloud who the outlandish looking man might be.
 
   "Attention, attention," Chief Jiminy muttered into the microphone.  He jumped back at the squeal of feedback, unaccustomed to the use of modern technology.  "Citizens of Faraway, as we're all aware, we find ourselves in crisis."
 
   A rumble of angry responses roared through the crowd.  Chief Jiminy waved his hands, motioning for them all to hush.
 
   "FBI has provided little to no assistance, and every lead I've been provided has turned up no results," Jiminy said sadly.  "I assure you, folks, no stone has been left unturned."
 
   "Obviously that's not true!" shouted a man in the back.  
 
   "Yeah!  Or our kids would be back home!" shouted a woman from somewhere in the crowd.
 
   Chief Jiminy's face reddened.  He felt uncomfortable under the angry scrutiny of his people.  He sensed that this hostile group could turn on him in the drop of a hat.  So, he hurried on.
 
   "Now, now, I don't intend to stop!  Not for anything!  That's why; I'd like to introduce to you, Detective Piper, from New York City!"  He gestured to the colorful stranger.  Stepping out of the way, Jiminy offered Detective Piper the floor.
 
   A pin could've been heard dropping as the detective strolled behind the podium.  He leveled a piercing gaze upon the crowd that sent a collective chill throughout the place.
 
   "Good evening," he said in a crystal clear oddly melodious voice.  "I, am Detective Piper." His words seemed to cast some sort of spell over the crowd.  The look and the sound of him was unsettling, and he did not necessarily invite trust.  But, they had no choice.
 
   "I am here," the man continued.  "To find your children.  Officer Jiminy here can attest to my flawless record of solving cases.  I can promise you, within the week, your children will be returned to their beds."
 
   Mesmerized by the man, Faraway citizens gaped at him with tears sparkling in their eyes.  They didn't have a reason on earth to believe him, yet that thought did not even occur to them.  They simply accepted his word as truth.
 
   "But," said Detective Piper.  "There is only one issue.  My services are not free, and Chief Jiminy has already informed me that my fee is not in the city's budget."
 
   Another rush of whispers moved through the crowed.  "Well?  How much do you need?" a man called out.
 
   Detective Piper's thin face split into a frightening grin.  "My fee for this case is one million dollars."
 
   The crowd exploded.  They had all accepted him as their only shot, no questions asked.  Only to have their hopes wantonly dashed.  People chattered amongst themselves, everybody throwing out amounts they could contribute to the pool.  For a moment, chaos ensued until one man stepped forward quietly, and the crowd parted to allow him access to the podium.  When the crowd settled, the man spoke.
 
   "I will pay your fee in its entirety, upon the return of the children," the man said quietly, meeting Detective Piper's scary eyes.
 
   Chief Jiminy leapt forward to embrace the Good Samaritan, blubbering.  "Oh thank you!  Thank you, Mr. Bar!"
 
   ***
 
   As the crowd began to disperse, following the town meeting, Zoe Locke, Jennifer Tide, and the Durand twins lingered in the hall.  When they saw Detective Piper exit the room through a side door, they rushed to follow him.
 
   "Detective Piper?" Jennifer called.  "Oh, Detective Piper, wait!"
 
   They stood in a dark hallway.  He was strolling toward a rear exit where he undoubtedly had a car parked outside awaiting him.  But he paused and turned to face the teenagers.  They rushed to meet him.
 
   "We…  We think we can help you," Zoe confessed.
 
   The man smiled darkly.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Part XI
 
   Spinning
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   Chapter 30
 
   Benjamin Bar was only three years old when he discovered the "special" room in the basement.  The door to it had been locked then, but he was a resourceful child and easily earned entry unbeknownst to his parents.
 
   He remembered it clearly.  He'd wandered into the room, wide eyed and open mouthed.  Perhaps if he'd been a normal child, he would've instinctively known, even at such a young age, to be frightened of such a place.  Perhaps he'd have turned and ran away screaming.  However, by that time, Benjamin already had a history of butchering woodland creatures and had set several rooms in the house on fire.  He was already far from a normal child.  And so, when Benjamin walked into the fascinating place, he suddenly felt at home.  He knew he was where he belonged.
 
   When Madre Bar walked in that day to find Benjamin happily playing on the floor among a collection of restraints, syringes, and knives, she clapped her hands over her mouth to stifle a scream.  Because she knew.  Of course, she'd already had suspicions, but she'd denied them to herself.  Seeing him there confirmed her worst fears about her young son.  The same evil darkness that infected his father infected Benjamin as well.
 
   Times ten.
 
   She'd only been married to Abraham for a year when she'd discovered what he was all about.  She'd found remains of a victim of Abraham's in the garden shed outside the house they'd shared during those early days of their life together.  And Abraham had found her finding them.  She'd spun around when he entered behind her and caught the dark look on his face.  The threatening look.  A look of pure evil.  He didn't have to speak his threat; one look into those bottomless eyes told her that she was no longer safe.  She would never be safe again.  And the look of terror on her face told Abraham that he was safe.  This spineless mouse of a woman would never be brave enough to betray his secret.
 
   For a time, she'd seen no more traces of her husband's sinister double life.  As time passed, she successfully tricked her brain into forgetting the rotting body parts she'd once discovered.  Mr. Bar saw success after success in the business world, and soon they were living in high style and had moved into Bar Estate.
 
   Throughout the first year there, Mr. Bar spent a lot of time down in the basement that he said he was remodeling.  Though years had gone by since her discovery in the garden shed, and she'd all but forgiven and forgotten, something inside her had warned never to go into the basement.  But eventually, Mr. Bar proudly informed her that his work was finished and he had something to show her.  Madre would never forget the sick feeling of dread as he'd happily lead her down to the basement, and how she'd wept when she saw what he'd built.  She was married to a rich and powerful man.  He informed her he was ready to take his games to a new level of enjoyment.  And that she would help.
 
   Three years later, Benjamin came along.  She was able to refocus her efforts away from the activities that periodically took place in her husband's basement, onto her beautiful new baby.  Abraham seemed content to leave her and the baby alone.  She spent every available moment on Benjamin.
 
   All the while, trying to ignore that same vacant look in the baby's eyes that she saw in his father's.  Trying to pretend that Benjamin wasn't far too quiet and sullen.  Trying to believe that all of his inappropriate behaviors, even as early as infancy, meant nothing.
 
   As Benjamin grew, she further told herself that the disemboweled birds, squirrels and cats turning up all about the yard were victims of nature.  Tried to tell herself that other children were just rude, not that they shied away from her child because he triggered their instincts to be afraid.
 
   But the day she found him in the torture chamber, happy as a lamb, the truth came crashing in.
 
   "Benjamin?" she said softly with a shaky voice.  The little boy continued playing and ignored her, as he often did.  "Benjamin?" she said again.  "You…  You aren't frightened in this place?"
 
   His eyes snapped up.  He gave her a beautiful smile.  This was only the third time she'd ever known her toddler to smile.  The other two times had been when he'd proudly carried a bloody squirrel carcass to her in the yard, and another time when she'd thought he was in bed and he'd snuck into the family room and found his parents watching a violent, gory slasher movie.
 
   "No, Mommy!  This is WONDERFUL!"
 
   So that was it, then.  The only two people she loved in the world were monsters.  
 
   ***
 
   For the longest time, Benjamin didn't realize he was different.  He didn't know that it wasn't normal to think about blood.  To love the warmth of it on his hands.  To love the taste of it.  He didn't know he wasn't supposed to see violent scenes behind his eye lids, every time his eyes closed.  He didn't know nightmares weren't supposed to make him happy.
 
   He didn't know that killing was bad.
 
   After the day his mom found him playing in Dad's special room, she started teaching him.  By the time he reached kindergarten, he'd been trained not to speak of the things he thought about.  Not to draw pictures.  And most of all, not to hurt people, where other people might see.  It made it kind of hard for him.  He couldn't find much to talk about with people around him since he wasn't allowed to say what was on his mind, so he didn't talk much at all.  And his mind was constantly so busy with his bloody imaginings that he found it hard to concentrate on mundane school work.  Luckily, he was super smart about boring stuff like that so he could just quickly do it and then set it aside.  Therefore, his teachers didn't hassle him much.  His mother promised him from the first day she sent him to school, that if he followed her instructions carefully, that she would always make sure he had something to play with down in the basement.  Because if he didn't trust her to take care of his needs, then he'd have to go away and never be allowed to play again.
 
   Often time it would just be a dog or some other wild creature that his parents brought to him in the basement room.  On rare occasions, his father brought one of his own findings down; a vagrant or prostitute, someone from the dregs of society who wouldn't be missed.  And then they indulged in their bloody hobby and disposed of whatever remained.  
 
   Abraham could go for much longer than Benjamin in waiting to satisfy his dark tastes.  And as Benjamin grew, Abraham grew more and more satisfied to just live vicariously through his son.  He let Benjamin take the reins.  Benjamin's tastes changed as well.  He became full of hate toward the world around him.  He came to love toying with his victims for a long while before the final show.  He loved playing games with their minds and watching their torment.  He couldn't grasp why they didn't think the same way that he did, so he wanted to punish them.  To make sure they know what evils exist in the world right around them, before they died.  
 
   Benjamin Bar's love of his macabre slow dance with his victims was the only reason that his classmates were still alive.  He enjoyed coming home from school and going down to the basement.  Watching their faces and hearing their whimpers when he entered the room.  Each day he had a new game to play with one or the other of them.  He'd remove one at a time from the cells to impose some sort of bloody torture on the victim in front of all the rest.  Then he'd return that victim to the cell, bleeding and terrified.  He fed and watered them just enough to keep them alive.  And he spent his days trying to decide how they would meet their maker.  
 
   This bunch was the first he'd ever taken victims straight from his own town.  He'd looked upon their faces nearly all his life.  Maybe that's why he hated them so much more than victim's past.  Maybe that's why he was so attached to the game with them; so unprepared to part with them.
 
   But the familiar anxiety was mounting in him.  That electric, tense energy coursing through him.  When it was time to end them he would know by a decided shift in his mood.  He would suddenly feel unearthly calm, and he would meticulously and peacefully murder them one by one.  And then, all that anxious energy would subside and he'd feel better.
 
   The time for that was near.  He could feel it.
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   Chapter 31
 
   "Please, let me stop," Ella moaned weakly.
 
   Benjamin Bar stood outside the bars of her cell and had demanded for the past hour that she spin in circles.  It was one of his games.  He would wander into the chamber and make any of the prisoners he chose do ridiculous things for apparently no reason other than to sit piously and giggle at them.  Ella felt thoroughly ill and didn't know how much longer she could go before collapsing.  Nicholas and the others growled menacingly at Benjamin, but the psycho seemed not to notice their complaints.
 
   "No stopping, spin spin spin!" he said in his impish sing song way.
 
   Moments later, Ella vomited on the floor.
 
   Benjamin groaned irritably.  "Alright," he sighed.  "You can stop.  Let's play a new game!"
 
   He moved slightly closer to the cells.  "Come sit here close, kiddies!" he demanded.  The prisoners dragged themselves to where Benjamin motioned and took seats on the floor right behind the bars of the front of their cells.  They all peered up at Benjamin through bitter scowls.
 
   "Let's play, guess my name!"
 
   Nicholas stared at Benjamin darkly, pure hatred apparent on his sallow face.  "We know your name, psycho," he snarled.
 
   Benjamin looked down his nose at Nicholas and tittered, seeming oblivious to Nicholas' murderous rage.
 
   "No you don't," Benjamin insisted playfully.  "Now guess!  Guess my name!"
 
   The classmates all glanced back and forth at one another, having no clue what Benjamin wanted.  They had all learned the hard way that it was critical to anticipate what Benjamin really wanted or expected with his "games" which was often difficult because he spoke in some sort of code that nobody understood but himself.  Cailyn Pure sighed and began to speak, but was saved from possibly saying the wrong thing by the door to the chamber swinging open.  Mr. and Mrs. Bar strode in.
 
   Benjamin hopped up and down gleefully and turned to hug his parents.  "Mommy!  Daddy!" he exclaimed.
 
   Mrs. Bar hugged him lovingly, but Mr. Bar refrained, instead giving his son a disgusted look.
 
   "Mommy," Benjamin said, his face falling into a childish pout.  "I want a new toy."
 
   Mrs. Bar grimaced.  "Ben, honey…"
 
   Mr. Bar interrupted her with a frustrated sigh.  "Enough, Benjamin," he thundered.  His voice was so abruptly angry that every person in the room jumped.  Nicholas made his way to his feet and leaned against the cell bars.
 
   "This has gotten out of control, Benjamin," Mr. Bar said darkly.  "We've gone too far this time, you're out of control!"
 
   Benjamin's lip trembled, and a look of heartbreak crossed Mrs. Bar's face as she watched her son suffer.  "What do you mean?" Benjamin asked.
 
   "I mean SIX!  Six is too many, Benjamin.  And you've kept them all far too long!"
 
   Benjamin stomped his foot petulantly.  "I'm not DONE WITH THEM!" he screamed.
 
   Mr. Bar reached out quicker than anybody anticipated and delivered a devastating backhand to Benjamin's face.
 
   "Benjamin, we have a real mess on our hands," Mr. Bar growled.  "A real MESS.  Thanks to YOU.  Not only are we not getting more, we have to get rid of these SOON!  We will need to lay low for a while.  You must control your…  Appetite…  Until all of this blows over."
 
   "I. WANT. ANOTHER. TOY."
 
   Benjamin stomped his foot again, this time so incredibly hard against the stone floor that it jostled him with a bone jarring pain.  He screamed but stomped his foot yet again.  And again.  And again.  The prisoners all watched in horror as he stomped his foot so hard, so many times, that his right leg eventually snapped.  His parents as well, looked on in horror.
 
   When Benjamin's tantrum resulted in a broken leg, he stumbled back and crashed into the bars of the cell where Nicholas Monarch rested.  Nick didn't even stop to think for one second; he saw his opportunity.
 
   He reached through the bars of the cell and placed his fingers around Benjamin's head and across his face.  He jerked Benjamin's head hard into the bars, provoking another shriek of pain from the lunatic.  With a deep rooted sense of animal fury, Nicholas dug his hands into Benjamin's eyes and exalted as warm blood and fluid began to course over his fingers.
 
   Benjamin wailed and writhed furiously against the attack.  But Nicholas had come undone.  He linked his fingers into the corners of Benjamin's mouth and began to rip the boy's face in half.
 
   As Nicholas' survival instinct fully consumed him, his assault happened so rapidly that Benjamin's parents weren't able to act quickly enough to get their son out of the prisoner's grasp.  Even as Nicholas squeezed and ripped, and Benjamin let out inhuman sounding screams, Mrs. Bar rushed forward to grapple with Nick's hands.  But forces of nature were at work that were utterly beyond the control of anyone in the room and in under a minute, he released Benjamin, who crumpled and slid to the floor.  
 
   Bloody, eyeless, horribly disfigured, and dead.
 
   The girls had all leapt to their feet and backed across their cells, cowering against the wall.  They all stared dumbstruck at their sadistic captor, dead on the floor.  Mr. and Mrs. Bar stared at him as well, open mouthed and in complete shock.  The tomb like cellar was utterly quiet other than the grunts of Nicholas' labored breathing.  For an endless seeming time, nobody said a word.
 
   And then Mrs. Bar burst into tears.  She fell to her knees, weeping over her dead son.  Mr. Bar glared angrily at Nicholas Monarch.
 
   "If you come in here," Nicholas said, loud enough to be heard over Mrs. Bar's cries.  "I'll kill you too."
 
   They stood locked in a stare down and then finally Mr. Bar's attention snapped to his despondent wife.  "MADRE!  THAT'S ENOUGH!"  he raged.
 
   The weeping woman mournfully looked up at her husband.  He raked his fingers through his hair, a desperate look taking over his handsome face.  He reached down and grabbed Benjamin's ankles.
 
   "Help me," he spat.  "We have to dispose of this body first."
 
   As the prisoners watched the parents wrestle the body of their dead son out of the chamber, they all wondered about Mr. Bar's "this body" comment, which could naturally lead one to believe that there would be "other bodies" soon.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Part XII
 
   And so it Goes
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   Chapter 32
 
   At three thirty a.m. precisely, four Faraway Senior High students rose from their beds and dressed, quiet as church mice.
 
   Together, Zoe and Jennifer snuck out of the Tide home and into the numbingly cold winds and the twirling snow.  They walked briskly to the end of the block where Detective Piper waited in an idling black sedan.  Stealing one last look around, the girls got into the car.
 
   Without a word, Piper slid away from the curb and slowly maneuvered the car through the treacherous weather.  Both girls stared out their respective windows searching for any signs of life.  Each and every house they passed lay dormant and dark.  The streets were entirely empty, the sidewalks bear.  All of Faraway remained nestled snuggly in their beds in the obscenely early morning hour.
 
   Piper navigated them outside of Faraway city limits, slowly down the highway, and turned off on a wooded lane. It seemed to take forever to reach the cottage of Hanley and Giselle Durand.
 
   He pulled into their driveway and found they were already outside waiting.  He killed the headlights, and they motioned for him to proceed. When they'd worked out their plan, Detective Piper hadn't liked the idea of leaving his car parked at their house.  He didn't want their father to find a strange vehicle there and then discover his children missing.  But the Durand twins convinced him that their father worked second shift, and so he slept until afternoon each day.  By the time he would be awake to discover a car in the drive; they'd already long since be back and have saved the day.
 
   Zoe and Jennifer exited the vehicle and took in the sight of the Durand twins.  Both brother and sister were dressed head to toe in black.  They both wore hoodies pulled tightly around their faces which were stony and pale, save the streak of cold scarlet coloring their cheeks.
 
   A military grade crossbow rested at Hanley's side, and Giselle gripped a machete.
 
   Piper eyed their weapons with one sharply arched eyebrow, but he didn't say a word about them.
 
   "Are you ready?" Hanley asked, addressing the group collectively.  Jennifer and Zoe nodded hesitantly.
 
   "Then let's go," Giselle said.  "The Bar place is four miles east of here," she explained, gesturing with her head toward the trees. "Walk fast and stay close."
 
   The striking girl turned abruptly and stalked into the dark forest.
 
   ***
 
   The group moved quickly and quietly through the woods.  Fueled by fear and intense adrenaline, they barely felt the cold as it crept into their bones.  Despite Zoe's use of crutches, they covered ground remarkably quickly.
 
   And then Jennifer Tide tripped and fell.
 
   The group came to an abrupt halt at the sound of Jennifer toppling to the ground.  They each turned to look down at her as she scrambled into a sitting position.  Hanley reached down to offer her a hand, but she didn't take it.  Instead, she turned her attention to what she'd tripped over.  A rather big bump in the snow.
 
   "Come on, Jennifer," Hanley whispered harshly.  "Get up, we gotta move!"
 
   Jennifer ignored Hanley as an unsettling feeling sent a shiver up her spine.  On hands and knees, she crawled to the bump and began digging at it with her hands.  Just a few swipes cleared away enough snow to reveal the green fabric of a shirt sleeve.
 
   "Oh no," she murmured.  The others all dropped to their knees in the snow around the body and began frantically clawing at it.
 
   It was Jennifer who cleared away the snow from Eric Prince's face.  It was frozen in a blue, grotesque scream, and she could only imagine the horror that would've been in his eyes…  If the eyes had been there instead of black, bloody, sunken chasms.
 
   Jennifer began to scream.
 
   ***
 
   They lost quite a bit of time attempting to settle Jennifer. 
 
   Piper stood silently to the side, anxiously staring into the murky depths of the forest, while Jennifer's friends comforted her.  Zoe settled awkwardly onto the ground despite her leg cast, and cradled Jennifer in her arms, holding her tightly as she wept.  Hanley and Giselle crouched behind the pair, stroking Jennifer's hair and comfortingly rubbing her back.  After what seemed like ages, Jennifer shrugged them off and leapt to her feet.
 
   "Let's go," she snarled.  "I'll kill them.  I'll kill them with my bare hands."
 
   ***
 
   After the gruesome discovery, the group became much more alert to horrors that could be lurking in the woods.  And as they neared the Bar property, a horror they found.
 
   "Stop!" Hanley whispered.  The five of them again abruptly stopped in their tracks.  Hanley pointed to the ground where they could all see another snowy mound that seemed out of place.  There was a hesitation before they advanced on the mound, but morbid curiosity propelled them once more to their knees.
 
   It was another body, as they feared.  Another male and this corpse was missing its eyes as well.  In fact, it was so badly disfigured, it was barely recognizable.  They all stared at it, unable to rip their eyes away, desperately trying to place it.
 
   "Oh my God," Giselle muttered.  "It's Benjamin!  Benjamin Bar!"
 
   A collective gasp moved about the group.  "Their own son?" Hanley wondered aloud.  He shuddered.  
 
   "These people are insane," Zoe whispered.
 
   "Obviously," Jennifer added bitterly.
 
   Though nobody spoke on it, they all thought the same thing.  They began to doubt any of their classmates were still alive.
 
   Hanley rose to his feet once more, and slowly the rest followed suit.  He turned toward Detective Piper, who once again remained distanced from the grisly discovery, instead watching into the trees.  "Piper, kill the flashlight," Hanley whispered trenchantly.  "We're close.  We can't let them know we're coming.  We go the rest of the way in darkness."
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   Chapter 33
 
   In no time, Bar Estate loomed into view.
 
   With a finger pressed cautiously to her lips, Zoe led them to the hole in the gate that, fortunately, had not been repaired.  Hanley went through the opening first, and then paused to motion them all through, one by one.  
 
   They darted through the yard and against the log side of the home.  Pressed to it, they made their way to the same door Zoe had once found unlocked.  Not surprisingly, the door was locked.  Apparently the Bar's had at least gotten some small clue that they weren't entirely safe out there in the woods.  Not as safe as they'd thought they were.  
 
   The group circled the house looking for any door or window left unlocked and found none.  They had to resort to their plan B.  They found a side entrance with panes of glass in the door.  With one brief motion, Giselle put the handle of her blade through one of the panes.  The glass shattered and tinkled into the darkness on the other side of the door.  She reached through the hole, unlocked the door, and quietly swung it open.
 
   Once inside, they found themselves in a pitch black hallway.  They all stood perfectly still looking around and waiting.  Waiting to hear an alarm go off.  Or an occupant of the house coming to respond to the out of place sound in the night.  But, Zoe had already known they didn't have a security system.  After all, psychotic murders wouldn't ever want police randomly summoned to their house.  And, if anybody had heard them break in, it seemed they were pretending they did not.  They'd almost hoped to have the Bars charge at them out of the darkness.  To end it quickly.  But apparently, that was not to be.
 
   Hanley held his finger to his lips, once again reminding everybody to remain absolutely quiet.  He peered around the circle of them wide eyed as if to ask them if they all remembered what to do.  One by one, they gave one another thumbs up.   
 
   And so they put their plan into action.
 
   ***
 
   Zoe led Jennifer, who wore murder on her fairylike freckled face, straight through the house, down the seemingly ordinary set of finished basement steps, and to the door of the torture chamber.  They took no detours, as they were the decoys being used in hopes of luring Mr. and Mrs. Bar out into the open.  Meanwhile, Hanley, following the description of the house that Zoe had provided was creeping toward the upstairs in search of the Bar's.  And, together, Detective Piper and Giselle searched the rest of the house.
 
   Zoe trembled with anticipation as the door to the basement came into view.  Finally, her friend would know beyond a shadow of a doubt that she had not lied.  And her classmates would be found.  She just prayed beyond hope that they were all alive.  And well.
 
   Jennifer watched Zoe rhythmically swing her crutches first and then her body.  She couldn't believe the girl had come so far.  The group had begged Zoe to stay behind, let them take care of it.  With her injured leg, they'd all worried she'd never make the trip through the forest.  Yet she had.  Zoe was a true hero.  
 
   She took her eyes off Zoe and regarded the door they advanced upon.  She knew they were almost there.  She shook from head to toe, and tears welled in her eyes as she contemplated any number of horrible things they might encounter on the other side. She couldn't erase the image of Eric's frozen bloodied corpse from her darkened mind.  Jennifer threw back her shoulders with a new murderous resolve.  Zoe cast one last glance over her shoulder.  Jennifer nodded, and together, they threw open the door.
 
   As planned, they let the door bang into the wall and plowed straight through the small finished atrium that Zoe knew lead to the death chamber.  With a shriek, Zoe thrust open that door as well.
 
   Already knowing what to expect, Zoe rushed inside and burst straight past the devices of torture to the bars of the adjacent cells.  But Jennifer stopped dead in her tracks, just inside the door.
 
   Cailyn, Ella, Nicholas, Kimberly, and Aspen all struggled off of the various spots on the dirty floor where they'd lay.  Their filthy, gaunt, pale faces all fell in complete shock, as though witnessing ghosts walk in the door.  Jennifer returned their mystified look.
 
   "THEY'RE HERE!" Zoe screamed.
 
   "Shhh!" Cailyn demanded, a look of terror crossing her sorrowful face.  "You'll wake them! Please!"
 
   "HANLEY!" Zoe screamed again, not fazed by any sort of fear of her classmates' captors.  "WE FOUND THEM!"
 
   "There!" Nicholas cried urgently, pointing toward the door.  "Get the keys!  Let us out!"
 
   Finally snapping from her reverie, Jennifer spun around and snatched the key ring that he pointed to.  She rushed to the cells, and the prisoners were able to easily tell her which key to use to unlock them.  They chattered with incredible excitement as finally, their captivity came to an end.
 
   Except that, just then, Abraham Bar crashed into the room with a bellow that sounded as though it could only have come straight from the depths of hell.  
 
   He slammed into Nicholas, barreling him back into the cell he'd just exited.  The two of them crashed into the wall with a force that cracked several of Nicholas' ribs.  Nicholas and Bar flew to the floor where they tangled violently in the grime and the dried blood.  All the girls scurried away from the fight, uncertain of what to do.
 
   Then Hanley darted into the room.  He came silently and gracefully like the skilled hunter that he was.  Without even a pause, he lifted his bow and put an arrow through Abraham Bar's head.
 
   The man fell still instantly, heavily lying across Nicholas Monarch on the floor.
 
   For a few harrowing seconds every eye in the room rested on the dead monster as Nicholas rolled him off and stood.  But then came a ragged breath.
 
   "My husband."
 
   Their attention all snapped back to the doorway of the torture chamber.
 
   "You've killed him.  You little monsters, you've killed him."
 
   Madre Bar stood there looking frail in her filmy pink nightgown.  Her eyes were wild and incoherent, her hair a stringy rat's nest, and her face had streaks of blood still from her efforts earlier in the night to dispose of her own son's body.  She looked positively awful; not at all like the woman they'd known for many years.  Worst of all, the unhinged wraith leveled a shot gun on them with two shaking hands.
 
   "Put your weapon on the floor," she told Hanley, who stared darkly at her but complied.  "He was all that I had left," she wept.
 
   "Mrs. Bar…" Zoe said cautiously.
 
   "SHUT UP!" Mrs. Bar shrieked, thrusting the gun at them.  "Get in the cells.  Get back in, all of you!" she demanded.
 
   Cailyn released a great, choking sob.  Ella cried as well, uttering incoherent pleas.  Kimberly stared evilly at the woman, thinking she'd rather just die right then, if the only alternative was the cell again.
 
   "MOVE!" Madre brayed.
 
   The thing that Mrs. Bar didn't realize was that still another hunter lurked about her home.  And this one came so quickly, so quietly; that nobody realized she was there…  Until, with one fluid swoop, Giselle Durand slit Madre Bar's throat.
 
   The shot gun clattered to the floor as Madre dropped to her knees.  She tottered for several agonizing seconds and everyone watched with gruesome curiosity as blood spurted from her gaping neck.
 
   Then she fell forward as would a tree in the forest, meeting the floor so hard that every single bone in her face shattered.
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   Chapter 34
 
   Faraway was in a state of both dismal bereavement and blissful celebration.  Of course, the confirmation of Eric Prince's death, which everyone had feared might be the case, was heartbreaking.  But it was difficult to be too despondent when six of the town's children had been returned alive.  Six children that nobody had really expected to ever see again.  Not only that, but the town's rash of serial killings was over, and their monsters had been eradicated.
 
   Chief Jiminy orchestrated a party in the town hall.  The town was invited to come and commune with the survivors.  And also to thank the rescuers.  Detective Piper and the four students were revered as heroes.
 
   The atmosphere was downright festive.  A local band set up and played the best performance they'd ever given.  People danced and made merry.  Most every adult including Chief Jiminy shared spirits and unwound, forgetting the events of the past month as though it had all been a nightmare.  The only person there who wasn't in a purely childlike mode of joy was Detective Piper.  Though, being the only outsider present, people scarcely noticed him roosting darkly in a corner, watching the festivities with those strange, beady eyes.
 
   The party went for hours before it finally began to wind down and revelers began to wander home.  Piper caught a glimpse of Jiminy stumbling toward the rear exit, and he slipped quickly through what little of the crowd remain, to follow the old man out into the highway.
 
   "Oh, Jiminy!" Piper called, in his hollow voice.  "Jiminy!"
 
   The chief staggered slightly as he roamed down the hall toward the back alley exit.  
 
   "Chief!" 
 
   Jiminy stopped short, slowly spinning to face Detective Piper.  It wasn't that Piper had yelled exactly, but a shift had definitely occurred in the tone of his voice.  A shift of authority.
 
   "Yes, Mr. Piper?" Jiminy asked.
 
   Piper's eyes narrowed briefly as the old police officer omitted his title when addressing him.  But then he gave a wide, toothy smile.  "Ah, yes, Mr. Jiminy.  Now that the job is done here, I'd like to be on my way.  So…  About my fee."
 
   Chief Jiminy's face fell.  His rosy lips formed a perfect "O" and his button nose scrunched as though he'd caught an unsavory odor.  "Your…  Fee?"
 
   Piper continued to smile broadly.  "Yes, my fee.  It's time to settle up!"
 
   Jiminy seemed to flounder for a moment, attempting to come up with a satisfactory answer, but finding none.  "Uh, Detective Piper, you must understand.  The man who agreed to pay your fee was also the guilty party.  Who is now dead.  How do you suggest we collect that debt?"
 
   "That is none of my concern, Sir."
 
   "B- Bu- But, Piper!  I don't even know how that would work?  If it would ever be possible to collect that from his estate.  And if so, I'm sure it would cost a fortune in legal fees, and spend years tied up in probate court!"
 
   "Chief Jiminy," Piper said, his smile yet unfaltering.  "Again, that is of no concern to me.  The fee is due now."
 
   Jiminy's face reddened and he frowned indignantly.  His eyes became slits as he glared angrily at the skeleton man.  "Now see here, Piper," he said, spraying spittle as he muttered the detective's name.  "Four kids led you to those beasts.  Those kids are responsible for the rescue, not you.  So how about instead of harassing me," Jiminy continued, patting his holstered weapon, ever so slightly.  "You just see your way out of Faraway."
 
   Finally, Piper's smile faded and was replaced by a frightening frown and deathly stare.  He reached into his curious patchwork blazer and then produced a slip of paper.  He reached out with his long bony fingers and tucked the paper into Jiminy's breast pocket.
 
   "On that paper you will find the number of the bank account to which you will deposit my fee.  I will extend the deadline for thirty days."  Jiminy stammered angrily but Piper continued.  "The fee must be paid in its entirety no later than thirty days," he explained again.  The thin man gave one last short smile, and then brushed past the chief.  His heels clicked on the worn linoleum as he made his way toward the exit.
 
   But then he paused, turning to look at Jiminy one last time.
 
   "Because I assure you, Mr. Jiminy… If you and your little burg stiff me, you'll wish to have the Bar family back.  You know nothing of monsters, I can promise you that," he hissed.
 
   Detective Piper spun and stalked to the door, shoving it open, and disappearing into the night.
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   Chapter 35
 
   Chief Jiminy roiled in silence over the miserable New Yorker's threats.  
 
   He paced angrily throughout the Faraway police precinct the next day, and everybody wondered what on earth could be the matter with him.  But he didn't reveal the source of his evil mood to a single soul. 
 
   Instead, he spent time in his office, obsessing over Detective Piper.  He checked, and rechecked Piper's credentials.  As Piper himself had touted, he had a sterling record.  However, in retrospect, Jiminy realized that in his desperation to solve the town mystery, he hadn't done due diligence to actually check those credentials.  And that day, in Piper's absence, he did check them.
 
   Only to find Piper had been a phony.
 
   In fact, near as Jiminy could tell, the man was a ghost.  He seemed not to exist at all.  Jiminy sat at his desk staring down at Piper's file, and raking his hands through his thinning silver hair.
 
   He had matching accounts of the fateful night in question from ten teenagers of sound mind and body.  Piper had played very little role in the rescue.  In fact, the fact that he'd involved more teenagers in the rescue was unfathomable.  Criminal even.  They could all have been killed with just a slight turn of fate.  The more Jiminy thought about it, the more furious he became.  This man had strolled into town, taken advantage of a delicate situation, and jeopardized the lives of even more of his citizens.  Not only did he not owe Piper, the fool would be lucky if he didn't hunt him down, and shoot him.
 
   Jiminy slammed the file shut and officially considered his debt canceled.
 
   ***
 
   After a week, the chilling exchange with Piper was all but forgotten.  Faraway settled back into the quiet routine it had once known, no longer smothering under the heavy blanket of fear.  In two weeks, Chief Jiminy announced that he was retiring.  A police lieutenant was appointed to replace him and in a whirlwind, the town celebrated and sent him off into his relaxing future, by the time week three had passed.
 
   After week four had come and gone, the majority of the snow had melted, and hints of spring appeared.  The day past Piper's thirty day deadline arrived sunny, unseasonably warm, and cheerful.  Everybody was out and about without a care in the world.  Because of course, nobody knew there was any particular reason to care about anything.  Jiminy was on vacation in Barbados, and he hadn't told a single soul about what he considered Piper's hollow threats.
 
   Which was why nobody knew to pay any particular extra attention to Cailyn Pure as she ambled along to school that morning.  And so, it was practically a synch to jerk her into a black sedan, and swerve off around the corner.
 
   ***
 
   Cailyn, Ella, Nicholas, Aspen, Kimberly, and Stella all disappeared in the same order that they'd disappeared before.  Except, this time, it happened so quickly that they were all gone before anyone noticed any of them missing.  But, by nightfall on day thirty one, the entire town was in an absolute frenzy.
 
   Zoe, Jennifer, Hanley, and Giselle, who had basically parted ways after the rescue, found themselves shoulder to shoulder once again the next evening, at another town meeting.  This time, the new police chief seemed capable and was flanked by FBI agents.  They delivered hollow reassurances, however gave no real answers or much hope of any kind.  The four comrades listened intently and bolted at the first opportunity.
 
   Outside, back on the streets of Faraway, the girls raced to keep up with Hanley's long strides.
 
   "Hanley.  Hanley!  Wait up!" Zoe called as they finally caught him and fell in step with him.  "What are you thinking?"
 
   Hanley raked his hand angrily through his wavy black hair.  "I don't know.  I have no idea."
 
   The four accidental friends strolled together to a nearby playground.  Without communicating a desire to go there, they mutually gravitated to a jungle gym, where they each took posts upon the cold, steel bars.
 
   "Did you guys feel like people were watching us at that meeting?" Giselle asked.
 
   "Yes!" Zoe exclaimed.
 
   "Like they're expecting us to get them back again," Jennifer murmured sadly.
 
   "Except, this time, we have no idea where they are!" Hanley pointed out desperately.
 
   After a pensive pause, he continued.  "I just did not see this coming.  Do any of you have any ideas?  Because clearly the police have none.  As usual."
 
   The group brainstormed by discussing the status of each party involved in the original crime.  Cailyn Pure's estranged parents had been so overwhelmed with the joy of her safe return, that they'd recalled the fire that had once burned in their marriage and reunited.  The parents took their daughter home and had fully expected to live out their own personal fairytale ending.  
 
   The abuse suffered at the hands of the Dark family by Ella Cinder and Nicholas Monarch had been fully exposed in their absence.  With apologies from the authorities, they had each been placed with a new foster family.  As an odd twist of poetic justice, Thelma Dark had been arrested, and her twin daughters had been placed in an orphanage in a distant town, as not a single foster family would have them.
 
   Kimberly Crimson had been returned to her mother, who finally appreciated the young lady that she'd become.  Together, the pair mourned the loss of the little family's beloved matriarch and just quietly tried to move on.
 
   Aspen Briar and Stella Rampion as well returned to be placed in foster care.  Her entire time in captivity, Aspen suspected that her parents were dead, but she didn't know for sure until the crushing moment when authorities had to inform her.  Stella of course, had known her parents were gone, and once freed, she had her chance to tell them goodbye properly.  And then to attempt to move on with her life, planning a tentative future without them.
 
   After analyzing the end results, absolutely nothing suggested why their schoolmates had once again turned up missing.  Everybody was absolutely certain the Bar family had been the perpetrator of all the crimes surrounding the disappearances.  And everybody was equally certain that the Bar family were fully and completely dead.  They'd seen and touched each of their corpses.  The new rash of disappearances made no sense whatsoever.  The sun began to set, and dejectedly, the group of would be detectives decided they all needed to part company and head home.
 
   They walked, eyes downward cast down the sidewalk, preparing to go their separate ways at the end of the street.
 
   "Do you hear that?" Hanley said suddenly, coming to an abrupt stop.
 
   "Hear what?" Zoe asked.
 
   "Shh!  Listen!"
 
   Each of them went still and utterly silent, straining to hear whatever it was that had given Hanley pause.  At first, all they could hear was the gentle hints of approaching spring.  The breeze tossing in the trees, the first song of the returning birds, and even a few crickets chirping.  A quiet thud drifted on the air from someone's car radio in the distance.  From somewhere far off, children could be heard yelling as they played in someone's yard, doubtless under the watchful eye of terrified parents.
 
   "Hanley, wh-"
 
   "SHH!"
 
   As if by magic, the rest of the group suddenly heard what it was that he listened so intently to.  It was a haunting melody, so soft it was nearly imperceptible.  It seemed to be some sort of whistle or flute.
 
   "You hear it?" he asked.
 
   The other three nodded.
 
   "What is that?" he wondered.  "Where is it coming from?"
 
   They all stood stock still, looking around frantically, as the song raised the small hairs on the back of each of their necks.  It was like a lovely thing that gave a sense of darkness just beneath the surface.
 
   Giselle gasped.  She hopped off the sidewalk, into the street and dropped to her knees.  She crouched on top of the grate, shivering as it made her recall the bars of the torture chamber cells.  Bending over, she put her face up to the opening in the curb creating a drainage sewer and peered into the dark chasm beneath the street.  "It's coming from down here!" she exclaimed.
 
   They all gathered round her, again quietly listening to the song.  There was no doubt about it, the music came from somewhere far below.
 
   She looked back over her shoulder up at her brother.  "Why is there music under the street?" she asked, with wide, frightened eyes.
 
   "They're under there," Hanley replied gravely.
 
   Jennifer's tender emotions got the best of her and she began to cry.  His conclusion made no sense, but somehow, she knew he was right.  Zoe put a comforting arm around her.
 
   "Let's get the police," Zoe suggested.
 
   "No!" Hanley said, dropping down next to his sister.  "There's no time."  He looped his fingers through the grate.  "Help me lift this, we're going down."
 
   The three girls all uttered protests, but they did just as Hanley said, all the same.  They had no weapons, no idea if they were correct, and no game plan.  But the adrenaline coursing through their veins overrode any modicum of good sense.  The four of them together easily lifted the grate and discarded it.  Hanley dropped through the opening without hesitation, landing eight feet below the street.  Then he reached up to help his sister in.  Next, they carefully assisted Jennifer into the hole.  Finally, extra care was taken to get Zoe down into the sewer with them.  Her crutches and cast were gone, but she wore a brace, and her leg was still in the healing process.  
 
   Once inside, the sound of the flute was much louder; strangely overwhelming.  The song swelled and seemed endless.  Hanley, Giselle, Zoe, and Jennifer were mesmerized by its strange, frightening allure.  "Follow the sound," Hanley whispered.  Around the chasm where they stood were four openings in the wall, almost as tall as a grown man.  They drifted toward the eastern opening, from whence the tune flowed.
 
   They wandered down a long, fetid smelling tunnel, the music growing ever louder.  The sense of dread was overwhelming, yet they failed to realize how truly faulty their lack of planning was, and they traveled on.  Waste water sloshed over their feet as they traveled deeper into the sewage system, yet on they went.  After what seemed like ages, they emerged into a huge cavern.  A shallow pool of disgusting water flowed into the center of the cavern, from several pipes that emptied there.  Around the edge of the river of waste was a ten foot ledge where workers could walk if need be.  
 
   And it was on that ledge where they found their classmates, chained to the wall.  Seated on the ground next to them, and leisurely reclined, was the infamous Detective Piper, playing some sort of pipe instrument.  
 
   When they appeared, Piper stopped playing.  He grinned at them and stood, his brittle bones creaking eerily with the movement.  His five prisoners struggled against their restraints and muffled pleas could be heard around their gags.  They stared horrified at the four friends who'd previously rescued them.
 
   "Ah, there you are!" Piper exclaimed gleefully.
 
   "Let them go," Hanley demanded evilly.  "It's over, Piper."
 
   The man tittered maniacally.  "It is over, you're right!" he said.  "But likely, not in the way that you think."
 
   Hostility radiated off Hanley as he stared into the wicked man's startling black eyes.
 
   "You see," Piper explained.  "I was promised a reward for returning these children.  And then your town STIFFED me.  And so, now I will take back the service I provided.  And YOUR deaths will be my interest payment."
 
   Ten hearts pounded in unison.  The four rescuers, released from the spell of the terrible music, realized what a huge mistake it had been to travel unprepared into the sewer, as Piper unsheathed his gun.
 
   "Don't try to run," he said in a sing song voice.  "Or I will shoot you in the back as you go.  Then, I will murder each of your friends."
 
   Everybody stood perfectly still, staring at the man.  It seemed likely that he would soon shoot them all anyway, yet everybody was mutually terrified to launch into any sort of action.  Nobody knew what to do.
 
   Which, was exactly when, a strange mist formed behind Detective Piper.
 
   The ten teenagers watched in a terrified amazement as the mist swirled, solidified, and formed a tall woman dressed all in black.  One of her arms snaked around Piper's waist, whilst the other wrapped around his neck.  Her claw like hand rested on his face.  In his shock, his gun slipped from his hand and clattered to the floor.  The woman in black kicked it away.
 
   All eyes snapped to Aspen Briar, who began to fight violently against her chains and scream despite her gag.
 
   "Hello, dear one," said the ghostly woman in a voice that sounded like a desert wind.
 
   Piper trembled against the woman, his black eyes wide with terror.  They made a fearsome pair, there under the murky light of the bare dirty bulbs overhead.  Together, they painted a picture of pure, unadulterated evil.
 
   "Who are you?" Giselle wondered aloud.
 
   The woman smiled, and it was so wide and ugly, it seemed as though her face would crack from it.  "Why don't you tell them, my darling?" she murmured.  She moved her hand of Piper's face just long enough to point at Aspen.  With the choppy motion of her pointing claw, Aspen's gag fell away, and the cuffs around her wrists suddenly released.  
 
   Despite her sudden magical freedom, Aspen remained in her place next to Nicholas and cowered against him.  
 
   "Aspen?" Hanley questioned, finally beginning to creep forward.  "You…  You know this creature?"
 
   Tears poured down Aspen's dirt streaked face.  She nodded frantically.  "She's my aunt.  She's…  She's magic…"
 
   "Obviously," Zoe Locke whispered, still gaping at the woman.
 
   "Now then," the woman interjected.  She jerked Piper's head to the side and the man yelped.  "I'd love to snap his neck, and free you all!" she informed cheerfully.  "But there's just one thing.  I'll need my dear niece to agree to come with me."
 
   Confusion buzzed among them all.  Finally, Aspen mustered the nerve to take her face away from Nicholas' shoulder and she peered at Melanie.  "Melanie," Aspen asked softly.  "Did you…  Did you make all this happen?  All of it?  It was you all along wasn't it?"
 
   Melanie cackled, her frail body quaking against Piper.  "Impressive isn't it?  I am exceptionally creative when I want to be."
 
   "But, but why?  If you're so powerful, why then, didn't you just take me?" Aspen pleaded.
 
   Melanie and Aspen stood locked in each other's eyes for a time, exchanging unspoken communication that nobody else understood.  Tears bloomed in the dark woman's eyes.  "Well, the answer is simple really.  I can do most anything I could possibly imagine.  ANYTHING!" she shouted, as if to emphasize the point.  "Except for the one thing that I want most.  I can't make you come with me, Aspen.  You can't be forced into the darkness.  You must come willingly.  And so, I had to make it worth your while."
 
   Hanley was still uncertain exactly what was going on, but he did not like the direction this conversation was taking.  "Aspen, don't listen to her.  Don't do anything she says."
 
   "That's right, Aspen.  You still don't have to listen.  You don't have to do anything that I say," she imparted icily.  "But, if you choose to stay here, then, I will simply leave, just the way I came.  And this fellow can finish what I started in his own desired way."
 
   Aspen wept.
 
   "Or, I can kill him, and I can save all of your friends.  You come home with me, to the swamps, where you belong…  And all of your friends will be freed, and go on to live full, happy lives, just as you will."
 
   "ASPEN!  DO NOT LISTEN TO HER!" Hanley demanded, taking quick steps toward the woman in black.  But, she leveled an angry glare on him, and with just the power of her black eyes, she blasted him backwards into the stone wall.  The force knocked the wind out of him and he slid to the floor.
 
   Melanie began to sing.
 
   Unlike Piper's magical tune, this song only appealed to Aspen.  As she heard the tune that had been buried in her mind all of her life, she recalled her parents.  They were gone; she was alone in the world.  She glanced around at each of the people in the tunnel, who'd been unknowingly dragged into the twisted tangle of her dark family history.  Even Piper, an unknowing pawn in an ancient game.  She had nowhere else to go.  So many had already died for her aunt's evil wish.  And, like it or not, the scary unknown future that she faced was her history, her roots, her heritage.
 
   She had no choice.  Aspen nodded softly.  
 
   Melanie smiled as she sang her song.  Tears sparkled on her face.  Without even missing one beat, the dark woman yanked Piper's head to the side and with a resounding snap, she killed him instantly.  His eyes bulged and tongue lulled out as he crumpled to the floor of the sewer.
 
   She drifted past those still chained to the wall, still singing, and took Aspen's hand.  Together, the two of them turned their back to the rest and began to walk away.  Aspen's soft weeping could be heard, and they all watched her shoulders quake.  Melanie stopped and turned back to them.  With a sweep of her hands, the five remaining prisoners' chains snapped and released them.
 
   "ASPEN!" Hanley shouted.
 
   He kept shouting, but she would not turn around.  She and her aunt resumed their slow retreat, and then, just like that, they were gone.
 
   Epilogue
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   Ten teenagers went down into the sewers, but only nine came out.  
 
   Hanley and Nicholas climbed out first, then reached down to one by one help the girls out.  They all stood in the street, crying, hugging, and desperately trying to console one another.  When they calmed enough to speak, they unanimously decided that they could never explain what had transpired, since they didn't understand any of it.  So, they decided to lie.  Hanley, Giselle, Zoe, and Jennifer all agreed to go home and pretend they were none the wiser.  And the rest decided to walk to the police department and concoct a tale of suddenly waking up in the forest and not having any idea how they got there.
 
   In the end, the town once more rejoiced at the return of their children, though there was also appropriate sadness for the orphan girl who still remained, missing.  
 
   A month later, the weather had continued to warm, and a strange smell that had been permeating from the sewers became overwhelming.  This compelled city workers to go down to investigate the unnatural stench.  Much to their surprise, the decaying remains of one Detective Piper were found there.  
 
   The pieces of the puzzle for the town of Faraway were never quiet put together.  Once Piper's body was recovered, everybody assumed that Aspen Briar's dead body would someday be recovered as well.
 
   But nine friends kept the secret of Aspen's heroic choice close to their hearts.  They eventually all parted company permanently, the traumatic shared events simply too much for them to remain in contact.  But they all thought of Aspen every day and silently gave her thanks for their lives, wishing she could have been saved as well.
 
   But, the truth is, that life is not a fairytale.  And, there is no happily ever after.
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   Enjoy the first chapter from the sequel to No Happily Ever After…
 
   Wondernever: The Fairytale Diaries, Book Two:
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   Chapter 1
 
   Beyond the river, beyond the swamps, and beyond the black forests, there was a burg known as Enchantica.  Not in my time, not in your time, but in a very bad time of nightmares, a carnival caravan rolled into town.  Though the escape artist Joshua Cross believed the darkness was behind him as he basked in the warmth of the bayou sun, he would soon find that the story had only just begun.
 
   Josh had never been to Louisiana before and he was beyond thrilled when Carnaval de le Nuit crossed into the state.  Having grown up in a rather cold, dismal environment, he loved the prospect of warmth and constant brilliant sunshine.  The allure of the bayou drew him.
 
   The carnival had been touring aggressively, visiting a new city each week.  So the performers had collectively decided on a location to set up for a whole month.  They would spend the entire month of June set up on the outskirts of Enchantica.
 
   As soon as they arrived in town, Josh could feel a sense of history and magic.  Enchantica was comprised of colorful, ornate buildings and homes that told stories simply by existing.  The shuttered windows and beveled glass doors of the homes and businesses seemed to wink and smile as though they had secrets hidden within their walls.
 
   Josh swiftly found that the main street of Enchantica was a happy, lively place.  Music could be heard lilting on the air at all hours of the day and night there.   Shopkeepers and locals spoke in slow southern drawls and wore wide smiles always.  Life moved at a relaxed pace and Josh found the contrast to his fast and busy existence quite lovely.
 
   As the vans and trucks of Carnaval de le Nuit lumbered in, kicking up dust from the highway, they were met with smiles from those they passed.  Josh grew even more excited.  Not every town they visited welcomed them.  But in Enchantica, he felt at home before the caravan even came to a stop.  He began to feel he would have trouble wanting to leave again once thirty days came and went.
 
   That afternoon, they landed and pitched their camp.  They spent the evening stretching their cramped limbs, unpacking, and relaxing.  After night settled over their collection of RVs and tents, all the performers gathered around a roaring bonfire.  They took one night to make merry and enjoy their new setting.  It was in the wee small hours of the morning when Josh finally dropped exhausted into his small bunk beneath a sunroof in the RV.  Starlight twinkled through a tangle of tree limbs which tossed in a gently breeze.  He drifted off to sleep pondering the inky sky.
 
   The following two days were nothing but hard work.  He pitched in with the other carnies doing everything necessary to prepare for opening day.  The semi-trailers containing the attraction tents and the carnival's two rides had to be unpacked and assembled which were huge jobs that required painstaking assistance from all hands.  The museum of curiosities was another attraction that had to be carefully tended to.  Carnaval de le Nuit owned a collection of oddities known the world over, and they had to be handled attentively and protected.
 
   Next, the wardrobe tent was assembled and organized.  Opulent sequined and feathered costumes, masks, and headdresses were placed next to the dressing areas.  A line of makeup tables and mirrors was carefully arranged to best accommodate the players when they prepared for their acts.
 
   The food trucks were placed, opened, plugged in, and cleaned.  Soon, colored bulbs and neon lights buzzed, advertising every variety of fried food imaginable.  The scent of shoe string cut potatoes and cotton candy drifted on the sultry air.
 
   By late in the evening, their second full day in Enchantica, the carnival was complete.  The music played to ensure everything electronic ran smoothly.  The carnies took turns on the rides, never tiring of spinning on the carousel, or enjoying the breeze on the ferris wheel while they studied their new locale from high in the sky.
 
   Everything was perfect, and Carnaval de le Nuit was ready to open for business as soon as the sun rose.
 
   ***
 
   Josh wasn't scheduled to work opening day until a six p.m. shift in the ticket booth, and then he'd perform his act at ten p.m.  He was the last show of the night.
 
   Normally, Josh found the crowd of an opening day exciting.  He enjoyed the buzz of energy among delighted children, happy parents, and thrill seeking teens.  But that time, he was eager to wander into Enchantica and explore.  Mesmerized as he was by the place, he'd been dying to get some time alone to do as he pleased.  So he elected to skip the opening ceremony.  As soon as daylight woke the azure sky, Josh slipped out the makeshift gate and took to the road.
 
   The carnival was situated on a large sprawl of land less than a mile outside Enchantica.  He didn't walk long before he found himself ambling up the same street they'd passed down upon arriving.
 
   It was a gorgeous residential area with huge, old, perfectly maintained homes.  They all sat on hills that dripped with fragrant pink and lavender blossoms.  Willows danced in almost every yard and tall oaks lined either side of the street, creating a sort of tunnel and cool pleasant shade.  The sidewalks were old cobblestones.  It was all so different from where he'd grown up which had been mostly modern, modest, and efficient.  He'd come from the sort of place where people generally kept their blinds tightly shut and doors locked.  Whereas in Enchantica, the ornate bay windows were thrown wide open, and nothing but slamming screen doors posed as a barrier to nature and neighbors.  In his hometown, strangers had been polite, reserved, but mostly standoffish.  But in Enchantica, every stranger became a fast friend.
 
   He felt more at home with each step that carried him closer to the center of town.  The neighborhood was already very much awake.  A paperboy road by on a Schwinn.  Children played in their yards.  Friendly folks waved at him as he meandered by.  He happily returned their smiles.
 
   Soon, he came onto the main street of town where historic stone buildings loomed.  They were colorfully accented with hand painted murals depicting days gone by.  Each window and doorway was adorned with wrought iron filigree.  Balconies suspended two and three stories up sported flowerpots full of every manner of fern and every color of flower.  Josh deeply breathed the scent of warm bread.  The sound of a jazz brass band came from somewhere.  Doors up and down the street jingled as townsfolk came and went.
 
   First, Josh made his way up the tall flight of flagstones leading up to the door of the Enchantica Public Library.  Books had been an escape of his in his former, awful life.  But in the last couple years, he'd been mostly too busy to read.  He decided since he'd be in town for a month, he'd get himself a library card.
 
   After an hour amongst the lofty stacks of books, he reemerged into the sunshine with a couple Stephen King thrillers in his backpack.  He strolled down the main drag, and then veered onto a side street.
 
   The road narrowed gradually as he proceeded.  Traffic grew scarce, buildings farther apart, and everything was decidedly quieter.  Ahead, he could see that the street eventually dead ended into a dense wood.  He imagined that a swamp land lay just through those trees.
 
   A tiny café called Java Enchantica with an outdoor terrace beckoned to him and he wandered to a black iron table to take a seat.  The place was empty, save a waitress who abandoned a television show inside when she came out to tend to him.  
 
   The waitress, a pretty caramel skinned teenager was boisterous and chatty, just as he'd imagined Enchanticans would be.  Soon, she brought him the bagel and iced tea he ordered.
 
   It was just as he had withdrawn one of his books from his back pack, and lifted his bagel toward his lips that he saw her.
 
   The shock of it caused him to drop the bagel.  It bounced off the plate, rolled across the small table, and fell to the patio's floor.  He didn't even notice.  He began to rise from his seat, gaping at the girl, but then sat back down.
 
   There were two girls who'd entered the patio and sat across the way from him.  One of them was familiar.  She looked different than he recalled her.  At least she was dressed differently, in an oddly old fashioned blue jumper, a lacy white blouse, and black patent leather Mary Jane's. Her shining blonde hair curled neatly, and was held out of her face by a black bow and headband.
 
   The girl with her wore normal clothes for an average teenager and had deeply tan skin, as had most people he'd seen so far in Enchantica.  But in sharp contrast, the girl he was familiar with, her skin was pale.  Her face drawn…  Her eyes wide.  She wore a look that seemed frightened as she leaned close to her companion, whispering.
 
   Josh trembled slightly as he thought of his hometown, Faraway, Washington, for the first time in ages.  After he'd closely followed the news of the spree of murders and subsequent disappearances, he'd laid his former life to rest.  The crimes had enthralled him for months.  In a way, he'd secretly thought Faraway got what it deserved.  But in the end, the perpetrators were discovered and the mysteries solved.  The town moved on, and so had Joshua Cross.
 
   Except, in the end, the whole thing had been left with one loose end.  One unanswered question.  One unsolved mystery.  One still missing, presumed dead, Faraway teen.
 
   And as he lived and breathed, there he sat staring at her.  
 
   Aspen Briar.
 
   Subscribe to the newsletter so you know just when Wondernever releases!!!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Hint List: Fairy Tale References 
 
   Here is a handy key that tells which stories were retold in each section, and all the specific hints within my tales that reference the original tales.  This section is provided so you can check if you were right after you read the book.  So no cheating; don't read the hint list first!  See if you spotted any other hints that aren't listed here.
 
   Section One: Just Right (Goldilocks and the Three Bears)
 
   * Title is a reference to Goldilocks
 
   * Zoe Locke's name is a nod to Goldilocks
 
   * She has long golden "locks"
 
   * The Bar family, a father, mother, and son, represent the three bears
 
   * Zoe sneaks into their home and trifles with their porridge and chairs
 
   * When she escapes the home of "the three bears" she breaks her leg 
 
   * A police officer named Hook questions her, representing Captain Hook from Peter Pan
 
   Section Two: Kiss the Poison Apple (Snow White and the Seven Dwarves)
 
   * Poison apple reference in title
 
   * Cailyn Pure has snow white skin, raven hair, and crimson lips
 
   * Cailyn's father is involved with "the wicked queen" in an extramarital affair
 
   * The mistress's email address, MirrorMirror@faraway.net hints to the wicked queen in Snow White, and her obsession with the mirror
 
   * Aliah impersonates others to trick Cailyn into interacting with her, just as the wicked queen tricked Snow White by impersonating an old woman
 
   * Cailyn babysits her seven small cousins who represent the seven dwarves
 
   * Cailyn Pure adores snow
 
   * Aliah Joiner is obsessed with apples
 
   Section Three: Desperately Seeking Rescue (Cinderella)
 
   * Thelma Dark and her twin daughters represent the evil stepmother and ugly stepsisters
 
   * Ella sleeps near a fire place and gets dirty because of it
 
   * Nicholas Monarch is Prince Charming
 
   * He is treated like a "royal guest" by the Dark women to further hint who he is
 
   * He calls Ella "princess" a lot
 
   * Ella refashions items belonging to the Dark twins into her own dress, as Cinderella does
 
   * Ella receives a sort of "glass" slipper to wear to a school dance
 
   * One of the Dark twins slices off a part of her foot, which is a part of the original version of Cinderella
 
   * Ella's dress is torn by a Dark twin
 
   * Ella thinks Cailyn has a snow white face
 
   Section Four: Eternal Slumber (Sleeping Beauty)
 
   * Aspen Briar is a reference to the original name of the sleeping beauty: Briar Rose
 
   * She is moved around a lot to keep her hidden from a foe that is not known to her
 
   * Aspen's Aunt Melanie is the wicked fairy, Maleficent who wishes her harm
 
   * Though they have a plan to elude Aspen's aunt on her 16th birthday, the Briar family does not escape.  They fall victim to a gas leak and die, hinting of the one hundred year slumber in Sleeping Beauty
 
   Section Five: Who's Afraid (Little Red Riding Hood)
 
   * Kimberly Crimson's name references the color red
 
   * A police chief named Jiminy is mentioned in this section, hinting of the kindly cricket in Pinocchio named Jiminy Cricket
 
   * Kimberly has an ailing grandmother whom she visits frequently
 
   * She dreams of a wolf
 
   * Her grandmother is murdered by Mr. Bar, who plays multiple roles throughout the tales, including the wolf
 
   Section Six: Bad Hair Day (Rapunzel)
 
   * The name "Rampion" refers to the flower from the original tale which was consumed by the queen who gave birth to baby Rapunzel
 
   * Stella's parents have difficulty conceiving
 
   * Because she has over protective, strict parents, Stella is never allowed to cut her hair, so it is extremely long
 
   * Her braid is cut off, as it was in the original tale
 
   * Eric (Rapunzel's prince lover) falls out a window and gouges his eyes out, which is a moment from the original tale
 
   Section Seven: Ugly (The Ugly Duckling)
 
   * Josh is born into a huge family of "normal" siblings where he is perceived as ugly and different
 
   * He is cruelly ridiculed by family and kids at school, including consistent beatings from his father
 
   * The only person who is ever kind to him is his mother
 
   * He goes to live with the Dark family (foster mother) who also give him cruel treatment, just like the old woman and her jerky pets in the original tale
 
   * He runs away on his own
 
   * In the original tale, he sees a flock of beautiful swans and throws himself on their mercy, just as he meets the beautiful circus performers who rescue him from his ill fate
 
   Section Eight: Adrift (The Little Mermaid)
 
   * Jennifer's last name is "Tide," which of course, refers to the ocean in Little Mermaid
 
   * She lives with a grandma and five sisters in both the original tale and mine, as well as a "king" for a father
 
   * Grandma has an ear piercing rite of passage ritual, as in the original tale where her fins are pierced with jewelry
 
   * Jennifer loves a boy named Eric, which is a nod to the Disney telling of Little Mermaid
 
   * In the original story, the little mermaid is suicidal over her prince marrying someone else.  Similarly, in my tale Jennifer becomes suicidal because she cannot have him, since he has disappeared
 
   Section Nine: Lost (Hansel and Gretel)
 
   * The names "Hanley and Giselle" closely relate to the names Hansel and Gretel, and the characters are twin siblings
 
   * Their stepmother is an abusive witch who tries to get rid of them by sending them alone into the woods
 
   * In the end, Giselle cuts Mrs. Bar's throat, just as she sliced off the head of their evil witch captor in the original tale
 
   Section Ten: Coat of Many Colors (The Pied Piper)
 
   * The Pied Piper wears a coat of many colors, as does my character, Detective Piper
 
   * In both tellings, the character plays a magical flute
* In both tellings, the character is drafted to rescue children from a plague on the town.  In the case of my tale, the plague is a family of psychopathic serial killers
 
   * In both tellings, the town stiffs the character after he performs the job he says he'll do, so he recaptures the children.  In my telling he is unsuccessful in killing them, whereas in the original tale he murders them
 
   Part Eleven: Spinning (Rumpelstiltskin)
 
   * Benjamin Bar, who also plays the part of Baby Bear from Goldilocks, plays the role of Rumpelstiltskin here, he is a childish, impish weirdo
 
   * In the original tale he makes a princess spin straw into gold all night long.  In my telling, he makes Ella Cinder spin in circles until she vomits
 
   * In both tellings, the character plays senseless games with his victim/s
 
   * In the original tale, he throws a violent tantrum in which he breaks in half from stomping his feet so hard.  In my telling, he breaks his leg from stomping his feet, and then one of his captives rips his face practically in half
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   About the Artwork
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   All the artwork for this book was created by the author, Amanda Gatton.  Gatton is a mixed media artist and graphic designer.  Coloring pages of some of the artworks accompanying each section can be printed from Amanda's website.  "The Fairytale Diaries Art Journal" is also available on Amazon. The digital coloring book can also be obtained free of charge by subscribing to Gatton's newsletter.  In addition, you can find art prints of Amanda Gatton's for sale on Art Pal and Deviantart.  
 
   For More of Amanda Gatton's colorful and fanciful arts follow here:
 
   Pinterest
 
   Facebook
 
   Instagram
 
   Twitter 
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