
  
    [image: Useless Creatures]
  


  
    
      Useless Creatures

    

    
      
        Jay Bower

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by Jay Bower

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Cover art by MIBLArt

      Edited by Jodi McDermitt

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For those who feel trapped. Sometimes we are.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Jay Bower

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      Jacquie Arnold hated college. She hated her life, and she hated herself. Growing up an only child meant she should have been spoiled, but that wasn’t the case. Far from it

      Her mother, Joyce, was the only remaining family she had, and she was a difficult woman at times.

      “Look at you. Can’t you stop eating? Your ankles are gonna swell to five times the size they should be!” her mother scolded her at the dinner table.

      Jacquie seethed. “Mom, stop! Why can’t you love me for who I am?”

      “But dear, I do. I also know you can be better. I was never your size and your father—that no good bastard—wasn’t, either. I’m sorry; it’s just that I care about you. I want to see you find a good boy to settle down with, and I want to see you happy.”

      Jacquie rested her fork on her plate. Her mother knew she wasn’t into guys. She’d known since Jacquie was in high school but refused to accept it.

      “Mom, please!” Jacquie pushed her chair away from the table and stood. “I’m not hungry anymore.” She went to her room, slamming the door behind her. Plopping down on her bed, she covered her face so her mother wouldn’t hear her crying.

      Why, Mom? Why do you have to be so mean? she thought. It wasn’t the first time her mother had made her cry.

      The week before, on her way home from class at Cleveland State University, Jacquie found a stray dog several blocks from their house on Lena Avenue.

      “Come here, little guy,” she said, bending down with great effort. She was overweight, but not obese. As she was not active in sports, she was heavy, but she was comfortable with herself.

      The scraggly beagle wagged its tail happily.

      “That’s it. I won’t hurt you.” The dog approached and Jacquie scratched behind its ear. The dog’s back leg pinwheeled as she did so, making her giggle.

      “Where’s your home?” she asked, inspecting its collar for any tags, which were missing.

      “Come on home with me, then. We’ll see if we can find out where you belong.” She stood and coaxed the dog to follow her, which it did without hesitation.

      She got about two houses down when a man stumbled out of the house near where the dog was roaming around.

      “Where the fuck ya going with my dog?” he called.

      Jacquie froze.

      “I said, where ya going with my damn dog?”

      She turned, and the man who was slightly taller than her but considerably skinnier, staggered along the sidewalk toward her holding a beer bottle.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry. I thought it was a stray.”

      The man stopped. “Well hell naw, that ain’t no stray! He belongs to me!”

      Jacquie felt uneasy.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do anything wrong.”

      The man cocked his head to the side. “You tried to steal my dog.”

      “No! I swear, it was an honest mistake.”

      The man threw his beer bottle at the ground, glass shattering on the sidewalk and spraying her with beer. She took a few steps back, alarms sounding in her head.

      “You fat bitch! I’ll teach you to mess with my dog!”

      The man ran at her and before she could get out of the way, he tackled her to the ground.

      Suddenly her world was chaos.

      Jacquie covered her face as the man punched her. She screamed at him.

      “Get off me! Please! Someone help!”

      No one dared come to her aid in the autumn afternoon.

      Working for her was the man’s obvious drunkenness. He blindly struck at her and the blows grew weaker. Jacquie kept her face covered until she felt the punches wane, and she made her move.

      Shifting her body side to side, she felt him lose his balance. Then she pushed hard to the right and he fell off her. Pushing herself up fast, she fought the instinct to run and instead went on the attack.

      Years of anger and guilt broke loose, and she viciously attacked the drunken man.

      “What is wrong with you?” she shouted, kicking his ribs. The man cowered but she continued. “Why did you come after me? I told you!” she snarled as she kicked again, this time catching his face and bloodying his lip. “It was an accident!”

      The man covered his face trying to block her foot, and she dropped on top of him, using her one hundred and sixty pounds to subdue him.

      She punched his face until his nose bled. Rivulets of crimson ran down his cheek.

      “I’m not a bad person! Why did you come after me?” she scolded as she continued to rain blows down on him. Her knuckles flamed bright red. Her muscles ached.

      “I did nothing wrong!” Jacquie’s will to fight waned. She kneed him in the groin and looked down at him.

      The wave of anger passed and she relented, rising up from the man. Several neighbors came to their doors, roused by her calls for help, but from their shocked expressions, they clearly understood she was the one doing the damage.

      She slung her backpack over her shoulder and marched home, sobbing most of the way.

      When she entered the house, her mother gasped.

      “What happened?” She rushed to Jacquie, wrapping her arms around her. “Oh dear! What happened?” she asked again.

      Jacquie cried, unable to recount the incident. Her mother sat her down on the couch and held her, stroking her long brown hair and doing her best to console her.

      When Jacquie settled down, she told her mother about the attack and about how she defended herself.

      “What? He did that? Did you recognize him? I’m going to call the cops!”

      “I don’t know his name, but I know where he lives.”

      “You stay right here. I’m going to make sure this bastard gets what’s coming to him.” Her mother went into her bedroom and returned with her phone to her ear.

      Jacquie paid no attention to her mother’s side of the conversation, but when she was done, her mother stood in front of her, glaring.

      “What?” Jacquie asked.

      “The man—Buck Harper—is pressing charges against you! I called the police to report him and they already knew about it! What did you do?”

      “Mom! I told you. I defended myself!”

      “Don’t you lie to me!”

      “But, Mom!” Jacquie replied. The emotion of the situation took its toll, and she started sobbing again.
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        * * *

      

      Several weeks passed and Jacquie tried to push the event out of her mind. The semester was in full swing and she didn’t need the distraction. Her mother had relented from badgering her about it and they had gotten along well enough until that evening’s dinner.

      The winds grew colder and the days shorter. Soon it would all be a memory she would try hard to forget, much like she’d done for years. It was the only way she knew how to cope.
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      Jacquie barely heard her text alert. She’d silenced her phone earlier when she went into history class and forgot to change it back. Cleveland State University was lively in the fall, and her classes suffered because she chose to be outdoors in lieu of studying. If she failed anything, her mother would kill her. She brushed back her long, straight brown hair and checked her phone. When she looked at the screen, there was a text from a weird five-digit number.

      Odd, she thought, but opened it anyway.

      Do you want to see her alive again?

      “Do I what?” she said, confused. She squinted her brown eyes and looked at the message again.

      Do you want to see her alive again?

      Nothing more. Just those eight words hanging in silence.

      “What the fuck?” she said. Typing quickly, she responded with a simple Who? then shoved the phone in her pocket. She had to get to class.

      A reply came back immediately.

      Your mother.

      “Who the fuck?” she said. She stopped in the middle of the walkway and a football player brushed past her.

      “Sorry,” he said. Jacquie didn’t look up, eyes glued to her phone. Three little dots blinked at the bottom of the messages indicating the person was typing.

      “What is this? Some kind of prank?” she said out loud. She looked up from her phone, waiting for cameras to appear and people laughing, but all she saw were students hurrying from class to class, oblivious to the terror building within her.

      A block of text appeared on the screen, chilling her blood.

      You will do as I say or they will die. First, your whore of a mother, and then her lover. Do you understand me? I will slaughter both of them and it will be your fault. Several laughing emojis and a knife emoji followed the message.

      What the hell is going on? Who is this? she thought. Her heart thudded in her chest. Adrenaline made her arms shake. She brushed her hair from her face, perspiration beading on her forehead. She sat on a nearby cement bench and clutched her phone with shaking hands.

      What do you want me to do? How do I know this is real? she replied, trembling as she tried to type.

      Again, three blinking dots appeared and she waited. Then the dots vanished.

      “No!” she said out loud. Before she could utter another word, a picture came through. She screamed.

      Her mother, wearing only a red bra and panties, was tied to a chair. A black cloth was tied around her head with the ends shoved in her mouth. Black tracks of mascara ran down her face. Thick rope bound her to the arms of the chair and her legs were spread open, ankles tied tight to the legs of the chair. A man—her lover?—was hogtied in front of her, fully clothed in a gray suit. A black cloth was tied around his head the same way. She had no idea where this picture was taken. The background was obscured in shadows.

      “Oh my God!” Jacquie screamed. Several students turned toward her, but none did more than stare.

      “What the fuck is happening?” she yelled. Students walked past, some mumbling about the weirdo on the bench.

      A message appeared under the photo.

      Believe me now? Say nothing and do as I command. Or they die.

      Jacquie covered her mouth with her hand, stifling another scream.

      What do you want? Tell me what I have to do, she replied.

      The dots appeared again, like tiny knives flaying her skin, peeling back layers and exposing painful nerves underneath. Finally the message appeared.

      Go to the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. Meet up with a girl named Nikki in front of the Beastie Boys display. Send a picture of the two of you together. You will be given further instructions then. Be there in an hour or your mother dies.

      What the hell? She thought.

      Are you serious? she typed.

      YES was the reply.

      She scrambled to her feet and hurried across campus toward the museum. It was across the city but she ran instead of waiting on a bus. The messages scared her bad enough that she didn’t want to waste any time. She labored as she ran, not used to physical exertion.

      Tears ran down her face, the image on her phone burned into her mind. Her mother and the man were so helpless and in danger. If she failed, they would end up dead.

      It took her nearly forty-five minutes to get from Cleveland State to the museum. Busy streets were difficult to wait on. She pushed past throngs of people rapidly walking the sidewalks. Everyone was in her way, making her anxiety spike. Then she finally made it. She bought a ticket and raced upstairs to find the exhibit.
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      Nikki Bilderback casually strolled across campus, not really concerned if she made it to class or not. College was dumb. All she wanted was to marry rich and have an easy life. Her father Kent often scolded her when she stated this as her life’s goal, but she didn’t care. Nikki was beautiful. Full, soft lips. Curves she worked hard to maintain.

      Her phone rang. She pulled it out of her purse and looked at the caller ID. Reid. Her boyfriend. He didn’t have the money or the drive to give her what she wanted, but he was fun.

      “Hey Reid, what’s up?”

      “Not much. Hoping you can come over later on. I’ve got a bottle of Jack with your name all over it.”

      Nikki smiled. Reid understood her more than  previous boyfriends.

      “Sounds good. I get out of class at five. Maybe we can grab a bite to eat first?”

      “Hell yeah! I’ll see ya later, babe.” He disconnected. Nikki shoved the phone in her purse. She was gonna have a fun night. It was a Tuesday and she didn’t care if she made it to class in the morning or not. Besides, it had been a while since she and Reid hooked up.

      Nikki smiled as she thought about the evening ahead.

      Students milled across the campus, many enjoying the sunny October day. School bored her. Instead, she made her way to the large fountain in the center of campus and sat down, watching the pigeons bother students for crumbs of their food. Several obliged and tossed bread and chips to the ground, further enticing the noisy birds to stay.

      Nikki’s ambitions took a turn when her mother died while serving in the military. After that, she turned to her physical attributes to get what she wanted and never looked back. Going to college was her father’s idea.

      “You need to make something of yourself,” he chided. She was in high school then and told him she didn’t want to go to college.

      “I’ll pay for your education, but you have to give an effort. You can’t get by on your looks. That doesn’t pay.”

      “It does in porn. Or movies. Or modeling.”

      “Nikki! I will not have my daughter exposing herself for all the perverts to get off on! You will go to college and earn a degree. I don’t care in what, but an honest degree for an honest future!”

      Nikki rolled her eyes. Her father got worked up about a lot of things, especially when it came to guys getting their hands on her. She wondered what he’d think if he knew she liked girls, too.

      She shook her head, clearing it of the memories, and stared at the fountain instead.

      Then, her text alert sounded.

      Damn, Reid. We’ll be together soon. Stop being so clingy! she thought. She pulled out her phone, expecting a needy text or maybe a dick pic. She’d rather have the latter.

      Do you want to see him alive again? the message read. It came from an unfamiliar five-digit number.

      Was Reid messing with her?

      Who? She typed.

      Your father.

      Nikki nearly dropped her phone. If this was Reid, he did a great job of scaring the shit out of her.

      Reid, stop this, she replied.

      Who’s Reid?

      “What the hell?” she said. A girl sitting across from her on a bench looked up from her phone and gave her a shitty look.

      Then who is it? Quit messing with me.

      I have your father and you will do as I command, or he dies.

      “He what?” she said out loud again, not sure what to think. It had to be a joke. Someone must be screwing with her, and it wasn’t funny.

      Enough with the games, she replied. Three dots indicated a reply was on its way and she waited nervously.

      A picture came through and she gasped.

      It was a picture of a woman in a red bra and panties tied to a chair with a black gag in her mouth. In front of the woman was a man in a suit bound and gagged like the woman. She zoomed in on the image. It was clearly her father.

      Nikki raised a hand to her mouth, stifling a scream. If it was a hoax, it was an elaborate setup. Her father wasn’t known for gimmicks like this, though.

      What do you want? she texted.

      I want your obedience. You have one hour to get to the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. Meet a girl named Jacquie in front of the Beastie Boys exhibit. Send me proof the two of you are together, or your father dies.

      What the hell? she thought. This is insane.

      “This makes no sense,” she said under her breath. Students walked past her, ignoring her.

      You have one hour, a new message said. She jumped from her seat and raced to the nearest bus stop.
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        * * *

      

      When Jacquie got to the museum, she saw a blonde girl  nervously looking around.

      “Nikki?” she asked. The girl whipped her head in Jacquie’s direction.

      “Jacquie?” she replied. The blonde girl was shorter than she, and pretty. Her large blue eyes were bloodshot, and her red pouty lips quivered. Her large breasts jiggled as she stifled a sob.

      “This is…strange. Can I—” Jacquie hesitated. What instructions were given to this girl? What was the end game? A thousand thoughts flooded her mind.

      “Take a picture with me?” Nikki replied. “Yes. And hurry. If we don’t send the pic⁠—”

      Nikki leaned in and her sweet vanilla perfume made Jacquie’s heart race. Nikki pulled her close. Both girls snapped a pic on their phones.

      Under normal circumstances, this might be just a couple of friends taking a picture of a fun day together. But now…

      Quickly, they pulled apart. Jacquie tasted vanilla on her tongue. The girls sent the images to the unknown messenger.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Jacquie asked.

      “I…I don’t know. My father was taken.” Nikki’s eyes started tearing up. “I got a picture of him, tied up on the floor in front of a woman in a red bra and panties.”

      “Your…father?” Jacquie asked, the words barely able to escape her mouth. “That is…your father?”

      Nikki nodded, the tears flowing faster down her blushing cheek.

      Their phones went off.

      Good to know you can follow orders. They will remain in my custody until our dealings are done. Instructions to come. Until later…

      The girls looked at each other.

      “What does he want?” Nikki asked. “I don’t understand.”

      Jacquie wiped her face, trying to hold it together. “That was my mother in the picture.”

      “Your mother? And my…” Nikki said, her voice trailing off. She held a hand to her mouth and her body convulsed as she choked back her gagging.

      The girls said nothing for several long moments until Jacquie spoke. “We have to do something.”

      “Like what? I have no idea what I’m supposed to do now or where to go. Where are you gonna go?”

      “Home, I guess. I can’t stay here. Who knows when this madman is gonna message us again?”

      Nikki nodded. “Can I…can I come? It was just my father and me.”

      Jacquie’s emotions reeled. Her mother was a hostage with this girl’s father. “Yeah, sure,” she replied. What else could she do?
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      Jacquie couldn’t believe it. She was being manipulated by an unknown person, and for what? There had to be a reason.

      She led Nikki along busy streets, heading back toward the Terminal Tower. From there, she intended to hop on the Red Line Rapid and take it to Triskett Station, where they’d get on the 83 bus until it dropped them off near her home.

      They descended into the bowels of the old iconic building where people talked and laughed around them as though nothing was wrong in the world. Smells of fried food and body odor wafted up from the lower level.

      “Where are we going?” Nikki asked.

      “Not far from here. Where do you live?”

      “Parma Heights.”

      “What were you doing downtown?” Jacquie asked, trying to keep her mind off the terrible image of her mother restrained and the man on the floor.

      “I’m a freshman at Cleveland State. I was on my way to class when I got the first text. Scared the shit out of me. When I got myself under control, I went to the museum to find you.”

      “Cleveland State? Me, too. I’m a Junior.” Jacquie considered their circumstances. “Do you think that means anything, or why our parents were chosen? The message said the man—your dad—was my mom’s lover. Did you know this?”

      Nikki shook her head. “No. I knew my dad was dating, but nothing more. He doesn’t talk about things like that with me.”
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