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        For anyone who has had to remain strong when being strong was the only choice they had.

      

        

      
        I believe in you.
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          CHRISTINE

        

      

    

    
      “Do it, Christie,” Annabelle said, a smile forming on her beautiful face. “If you want to be in our group, you have to prove yourself.”

      My grip tightened on the knife in my hand. The girl below me was begging, tears pouring down her face.

      “Please,” she whimpered, her hands folded together in a prayer. “Please don’t do this. We went to school together, Christie! You know me! I promise I won’t do it again.”

      “We don’t take traitors here,” Annabelle snarled, and she smacked the girl across the face. The girl let out a yell and went flying to the floor, her shoulders shaking in terrible sobs. “You tried to run away. This is the price you have to pay.”

      “Christie,” the girl said again. I looked at the knife, my brown eyes dancing on the reflection of the blade.

      I couldn’t do this. I wouldn’t. I had to tell Annabelle no. My whole body shook, in fear or in revulsion, I wasn’t sure. I had just turned sixteen. Was this my birthday present? An innocent woman’s blood on my hands?

      “Christine,” Annabelle said, and her melodic voice crawled over me, causing a shiver to run up my spine and my heart to do back flips. She put her manicured hands on my shoulders and kissed my cheek lightly, letting her lips linger for just a moment. “You know I love you. You’d do anything for someone you loved, wouldn’t you?”

      “She’s trying to trick you. Don’t listen,” the girl wept. Her dirty hair fell in front of her eyes, and the rags she was wearing barely draped over her famished frame. She’d been down in this basement for over a year, with no light and little food. It had taken this long for Annabelle to decide what to do with her. And when she’d finally decided, she’d chosen me to do her dirty work.

      “You’re as good as dead already,” Annabelle hissed.

      She turned her attention to me. “Don’t forget that if you don’t do the job, I’ll make sure to kill you next.”

      Annabelle pulled her own knife out of her pocket. She pointed its tip into my back, digging in ever so slightly. I began to bleed. I glanced back at the crying girl, who was shaking her head frantically at me.

      I’d be more merciful than Annabelle... I’d make it quick.

      “I’m so sorry, Faith,” I said, and tears formed in my eyes. “I have no choice.”

      I sprung forward. As I drove the knife into Faith’s stomach, her screams rippled throughout the house. I winced as I felt her blood splatter across my face. I stabbed her again, the knife tearing across her middle. She fell to the floor, holding the place where I had cut open her insides. Annabelle watched the scene with a twisted smile.

      When the screaming finally stopped I rose to my feet, suppressing the urge to vomit. I had killed someone… all because Annabelle had asked me to. What was wrong with me?

      “Well done, Christine,” Annabelle said. From out of her pocket she pulled a beautiful star necklace, looping it around my neck and fastening it lightly. “You’re one of us now.”
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          CHRISTINE

        

      

    

    
      I had become Annabelle’s slave a long time ago, a time after drugs had taken my sister, but before the smell of alcohol spilled on the kitchen floor replaced the memory of my mother. But ever since I’d slaughtered Faith three years ago, I was unable to stop seeing her around every corner, unable to block out the screams that constantly rang in my ears.

      I foolishly believed that Annabelle would take me back, that she hadn’t dumped me for good. She’d been my first love. She said she needed me.

      I’d fallen for it, because I loved her. But now, it was apparent to me all she cared about was the cult, and I wanted out.

      I decided to chance it. I couldn’t go far. I had no money to pay for a taxi and there was less than five bucks left in my pocket, but I had little choice. I could no longer stand the thought of Faith’s blood dripping down my hands. I wanted to be free of it.

      I was careful to pack my clothes before dinner, stuffing them into my bag. If anybody noticed that I was getting out, they’d tell Annabelle, and then I’d be punished. I couldn’t take any chances.

      Ash-Alder’s a refined city. Before, I would’ve never thought a cult would take up residence here. What people don’t realize is that they’re everywhere, in every town. Annabelle’s intelligent, and she doesn’t mess around. The people she targets are the people without family.

      The ones like me.

      We lived relatively close to the university, in an old house that might have been a sorority’s long ago.  The building contained all ten of us crammed up into four bedrooms, with barely enough room to breathe. Annabelle, being the leader, was the only one that got her own. The rest of us all had to share. Gender wasn’t an issue. Since I was one of Annabelle's favorites, I got to share with one other person— my friend Landon.

      “You’d better hurry up, dinner is ready,” Landon said from the door.

      I got up from my mattress, where I had been staring at the moldy ceiling.

      Was I sure I wanted to do this? Being in the cult was safety, in a perverted sort of way. I was fed, sheltered. Annabelle had taken me in three years ago as a skinny kid of sixteen when nobody else had, when there was no choice but to leave my childhood home. Was it wrong to betray her now?

      But I’d already made up my mind. Annabelle had betrayed me by promising to love me. Then she’d tossed me to the side like a used doll after playtime. It was time to get even, and the best way to do that was to stop playing her game. I was nineteen now, and had chanced death one too many times. If I was going to make it to twenty, I had to get away from her.

      “Just a minute,” I said. “I need to ask you something.”

      Landon turned to look at me. “What is it?”

      I always thought Landon beautiful, with his dark black hair and blue eyes, but there was always something in him that was a little... well, dangerous. He was the only person in our cult who had joined by choice, not for survival, and that part of him always scared me.

      But he was the only one I trusted in the group, and his help could make the difference between whether I made it a few days or a few weeks out there.

      “I need the three hundred dollars that I loaned you,” I said in a whisper. “Tonight, after dinner.”

      “What for?” he asked, glancing toward the door. We weren’t allowed to have our own money, although most of us had a hoard that we kept hidden.

      “None of your business,” I answered, a little too quickly.

      “Christie.” Landon rolled his eyes.

      “What do you expect me to do? Live here forever?” I replied, more harshly than I’d intended to.

      “If she catches you, you’re done for,” he said, grabbing my shoulders. “You can’t run until she lets you go.”

      “That’s the problem,” I said. “You know she never will.”

      “She did it with...”

      “Barbara was different. She was a liability. The cops were bound to catch us with her hanging around. But not me. You know I’m Annabelle’s pet. I’ll die before she sets me free, which means I have to get out of here. I can’t take another second watching her⁠—”

      I didn’t take my brown eyes off of his, and I knew he saw the pain in my eyes. Landon was certain I couldn’t survive another moment watching my ex-girlfriend toy with another woman in front of me. I had to go.

      I was leaving tonight, with my three hundred dollars or without, and I would beg, borrow and steal if Landon couldn’t pay me back immediately, just to be rid of Annabelle.

      He hesitated before reaching under his mattress. Several bugs crawled out from under it as he did so. “I won’t be able to help you after this. You’re on your own.”

      “Thank you.” I held out my hand, and he put a mass of twenties into it. I counted quickly.

      “This is only two hundred,” I said. “Is this all you have?”

      He closed the door before answering. “I loaned it to a guy at the club. I owed him a favor, and he promised to pay me back tonight. If you want the money, you’re going to have to wait.”

      “I can’t linger. She’ll figure out something’s up,” I said. “Take me with you tonight and I’ll help you get the money back, then I can leave.”

      He swallowed before answering. “Deal.”

      We walked down the broken stairs and went to the table, where Annabelle was sitting at its head. Being her right hand, I sat at her side. She gave a smile that made my insides shutter.

      At first glance you’d think Annabelle was a cheerleader, which made everything easier for her to get away with. She had it all... big boobs, bouncy, platinum blonde hair, and a killer smile behind cherry red lips. People gave her whatever she wanted because she was beautiful.

      She was a viper.

      The people around the table were nothing like their leader. Whereas Annabelle glowed, these children had no hope in them. It was as if she took all of their light. Teenagers, with clothes as baggy and worn as their eyes. I wondered if I looked the same way.

      Dinner was tasteless. I didn’t even realize what I was eating, for the weight of what I was about to do practically suffocated me. I had to keep up appearances, so I made sure to keep putting food in my mouth, eyes flashing down to the tablecloth so I wouldn’t have to meet anyone’s gaze.

      When Annabelle put her fork down, everyone snapped to attention. “I thought that we should all go out to the club tonight,” she said in a soothing voice, and my stomach flipped. “We haven’t been out in awhile, and I thought that we should go looking for some more... recruits. We could use some new family members.”

      We weren’t a family. No matter what Annabelle called it, we were a cult, and a cult we would always be. My heartbreak had caused me to see things for what they were, not for what everyone around me wanted to see.

      The operation was simple. We took homeless teens in, promised them the world, then began reeling them into our operations. If you were lucky, you peddled drugs. If you weren’t, you sold your body.

      Annabelle had never prostituted me— she wanted my body for herself— and so, most of the work I’d done for her was selling cocaine or heroin.

      Landon wasn’t like that. He was very attractive, and as such, Annabelle made him sleep with whoever was willing to pay. At first, he’d been nervous, shaking and crying nearly every night, but the look in his eyes was dead now. I couldn’t imagine why he’d chosen this life, and been too scared to ask.

      All the money went to Annabelle, and the enforcers she kept under her payroll to keep us all in line. In exchange, she gave you food, a place to lay your head, and protection. If someone was looking for you, she’d take you under her wing and get rid of whoever was bothering you. There were loads of abusive parents that Annabelle had exterminated in exchange for a lifetime agreement of service. Those kids were usually dead within four weeks— a shootout with a rival gang would often take them out.

      Not a lot of people lasted. Landon and I were the only cult members who’d been here longer than a year. Most kids died six months in, or were thrown under the bus by Annabelle when the cops came looking. The lucky ones were in jail, doing time for Annabelle’s crimes. She never got caught.

      A few people laughed warily, but most kept silent. Annabelle took another bite and said, “Christie, are you excited to meet some new people tonight?”

      She knows, I thought, and a bead of sweat appeared at my hairline. She knows I’m abandoning her.

      I couldn’t take my time responding. “We could always use the young ones,” I said in a joking manner. “Easier to boss around.”

      She smiled at me, but her smile didn’t meet her cold eyes. “That’s true. Though it seems the younger they are, the shorter they last. Whatever. After dinner we’ll go. It’ll be wonderful.”

      Her choice of words sounded more like a teacher’s than a leader’s, but that was one thing that was comforting about Annabelle. She used soft, kind words that lured you into her trap. I was wise enough not to fall for it anymore, but there were a lot of people around this table that weren’t. Ghost smiles appeared on faces of children at the thought of a little fun for a change. I took a chance of glancing at Landon, and he looked about as scared as I was.

      We didn’t walk together down the street. The ten of us together looked suspicious. If we were spaced out in groups of twos or threes, we became more approachable. We were supposed to look friendly, kind and happy to lonely people, but that night, I couldn’t bring a smile to my face.

      Not that I didn’t know the rules. If there was one person who knew how to drag people into this situation better than me, it was Annabelle.

      The line outside the door to get into the club was a mile long, but Annabelle owned the town. All she had to do was smile at the bouncer standing at the backdoor, and he let all of us in without ID.

      Hazy purple fog shrouded the room as light bounced off a disco ball. Hundreds of people were crammed so tightly together I was surprised half of them didn’t get pregnant on the dance floor. There was a loft where people were drinking, and the DJ had the music up full blast.

      This was the hottest nightclub in city. Normally, Annabelle wouldn’t look here for new members. She preferred homeless shelters, back alleys, places where lonely and miserable people are normally found.

      But she wanted to show off. Annabelle always needed to be the center of attention, and there was no better place for her to be than out on the dance floor, in a dress that nearly showed her ass. I caught a couple of girls nearby eyeing her long legs, and winced.

      “Have fun,” Annabelle said to the group at large, winking. “I’ll be back at three. Make sure you make some new friends.”

      Without a moment’s hesitation, she headed off toward the bar.  Annabelle knew she could get anyone to buy her drinks.

      Glad to be free of her for once, everyone scattered.

      Landon and I gravitated toward each other, and he said, “Let’s go. He’s tonight’s DJ.”

      “I don’t want her to see,” I said.

      “She won’t. There’s too many people.”

      “Let’s wait until she’s drunk,” I protested.

      “No! The longer you wait, the better chance he’ll slip away. He has a habit of doing that when I’m around,” Landon grumbled.

      We pushed our way through the crowd to get to the DJ, who was bouncing enthusiastically behind his stereo. As soon as the DJ recognized Landon, his eyes contracted.

      “Landon!” he said, his voice full of fake surprise. “What... uh... what brings you here?”

      “We had a deal. I need my money.” Landon held out his hand.

      The DJ spun a disk casually. “What if I told you I don’t have it?”

      “I’d say you were lying. You make more of what I loaned you in tips in one night. Pay up.”

      The DJ ignored him. “You’re not getting anything out of me tonight, Landon. Wait until next week.”

      “I’ll make you pay.” Landon put his hand on the DJ’s arm, and my heart began pounding.

      “Landon, don’t make a scene,” I whispered.

      “I’ll call security,” the DJ threatened.

      Landon’s lips were so tight I’m surprised he got the words out. “I’ll call her,” he said, and his eyes shifted toward the bar. “And you don’t want to deal with that.”

      The DJ’s face went pale. “You didn’t bring her along, did you?”

      “Yeah, I did. You give me the money, and we’ll act like strangers from now on. You don’t... well, security or not, I’ll make sure to let Annabelle know exactly where her ex-boyfriend has gotten off to.”

      I was taken back in surprise. This man had been Annabelle’s boyfriend? But when? It was surely before I had arrived... she must’ve found me after he left. Annabelle was only four years older than I, which meant she must’ve had nothing when this guy left her.

      She must be furious with him. I almost felt sorry for the guy.

      “Why do you need it so badly?” he snarled. “Are you going to give it to that bitch? I’d almost rather die than see her get that money.”

      “It’s for her,” Landon said, glancing at me. “She needs it. To get out.”

      The DJ turned to look at me. I tried to put the most innocent, precious look on my face. I wasn’t exactly a drop dead beauty like Annabelle, but I was decent. I had only two pairs of jeans to my name and a couple of cheap tops, but they fit me well and made me look more well-endowed than I was. I was supposed to be curvy like my mother, but lack of eating from stress had made me thin. Because of this, my porcelain skin caused me to look sickly. My eyes were a dark, deep brown, and my thick brunette hair rolled in waves past my shoulders. I hoped I was as pretty as I’d been in my younger years.

      It worked. The man reached in his pocket and pulled out a hundred dollar bill, handing it to me. “Take it and run. Don’t ever go back. If I had more I’d give it to you, but I’m barely making my rent as it is.”

      “Thank you,” I breathed out in relief. Landon and I ran back into the camouflage of the crowd before we snuck our way out the front door.

      “I wish I could do more,” Landon said.

      “You’ve done everything you can.” I embraced him tightly, rocking back and forth.

      “Good luck out there. It can get nasty,” he reminds me.

      I feel incredibly lonely. I don’t want to do this alone. “Come with me, Landon,” I said, almost begging him. “We can escape together.”

      He nearly laughs. “Two of us gone in one night? Annabelle would never rest until she found us. And what makes you think I want to leave?”

      “Why wouldn’t you want to leave?” I ask, hardly able to believe his response. Annabelle treated him so harshly, made him do so many cruel things. Why did he continue to put up with it?

      “When you grew up the way I did, living like this is almost paradise,” he joked, embracing me again. “Anyway, take care of yourself.”

      “I will.”

      I don’t waste any more time. I began jogging down the sidewalk, and Landon walked back into the club.

      I had been living in Ash-Alder for nearly twenty years, and I knew the streets better than anyone. It was a safe city, though I still knew that predators stalked the area. Hopefully none of them would attack me, because they would remember who I belonged to.

      Or who I once belonged to. Not anymore.

      The realization that I was leaving Annabelle struck me like a train. Here I was, walking away from her like the past three years had never happened. I was leaving behind every chance I had of her ever loving me again, of ever having a life with her like she promised.

      This thought almost caused me to turn around and go back. If I returned now, I might get lucky and she wouldn’t punish me for trying to run.

      ... No. No, I wasn’t going to be a chained monster in a cage anymore. The way out was clear. I just had to take it.

      I had walked about a mile downtown before I got to a dimly-lit part of the city. I wouldn’t see a hit coming until it was head on.

      Maybe I should’ve waited until day to make my escape. But the darkness was my friend, not my enemy. I needed it to cover my footsteps and make it so I wouldn’t be followed.

      My heart was so loud I’m surprised it didn’t wake the dead. My hands shook nervously, but I tried to put my sights on the street light in front of me. Only a few more yards to go, and I was mostly home free. I could make it back to the house, grab my bag, and then get as far away from here as possible⁠—

      I never saw the blow that caused me to go flying. Before I knew it I was down on the ground. Millions of fists and kicks were delivered to my sides as I was physically hammered over and over.

      It was over. She had found me.

      I curled up in a ball, trying to avoid the physical pain, leaving my shell of a soul unguarded. I didn’t care... I had become empty long ago. There was nothing they could do to injure me further. I almost didn’t feel the punches and kicks as they came one by one by one, never ending. It felt like I had always been like this, been beat since I had come out of the womb.

      “Stop!” a voice ordered. “She’s had enough.”

      Everyone stepped back, save for a money-hungry boy whom I had known to join the cult only as an excuse to steal.

      “Look,” he said, and he reached in my pocket to pull out the cash. “She’s got a couple hundred with her.”

      Oh, Ryan, I thought. If only Annabelle knew how much money you were keeping from her. You’d be just as dead as I’ll be.

      “Give it to me,” Annabelle ordered. She knelt by my side, stroking my hair.

      “Poor little Christie,” Annabelle soothed.“You should know better.”

      What I would give to have her touch me again. They could beat me all they liked, just so long as she touched me before I died.

      “We have to teach her a lesson. A permanent one.” Annabelle stepped back, and her affectionate face was gone to be replaced with one of rage and anger. “Kill her. No one betrays us and gets away with it.”

      No, Annabelle, I thought before the last hit came. You betrayed me.
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        * * *

      

      When I awoke I thought that I might be in hell, for all the pain that was quaking through my body. It had been a couple of hours since the ambush, judging by the stars in the sky. Morning was hours away and I could neither crawl to the nearest doorstep, nor did I have the capability to cry for help. As far as I could tell I didn’t have any broken bones, which astounded me. I could barely move my fingers without the agonizing pain, but my structure was intact. That part of me was all right.

      But I was bleeding, and bleeding badly. If I didn’t stop the bleeding soon, I would eventually die, and the police would have a murder case on their hands that they would never solve. Annabelle, being Annabelle, never got caught.

      I wonder why I had awoken moments before my death. Was it some divine prank? Haha, Christine, you’ve got to stew in excruciating pain, knowing that any minute could be your last? Was it funny that I had to be hurt yet again by the person I had loved with all my heart, the only person whom I had ever loved or trusted completely?

      I hurt so much that I wished to whoever was listening that my death would come faster, so I wouldn’t have to hurt anymore. The world was becoming groggy... I passed in and out of focus, the world whirling and spinning like a great kaleidoscope.

      I was going to die here… I had always sworn that before I died, I would see another part of the world besides this town...

      I didn’t recognize the face that bent down to examine me as the world started to black out once again.

      “Miss? Miss, can you hear me?” a man asked, close to my ear.

      I whimpered in response. I tried to focus my attention on his features, but I couldn’t make them out. I felt so blind.

      “I’ve got to get you to a hospital. Who did this to you?”

      “No!” I said, my voice barely understandable. “No... hospital!”

      If she found out I was alive, she’d come after me again. I had to remain dead to her.

      “You’re injured! You don’t know what you’re saying!”

      “No! Leave me here if you’re taking me to a hospital! Please!” I moaned, the pain rippling through my torso.

      The stranger made an exasperated noise. “I have to get you off the streets. Hold on.”

      I cried out as he scooped me into his arms, but the voice I heard soothed me and created a wave in my soul, a part of me that hadn’t stirred for a long, long time.

      Maybe there’s hope, I thought before passing out.
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