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The sun beat down like a sledgehammer. Eli readjusted his hat, stepping off into the shade of a mulberry bush as he looked through the letters into his hand. The suburban neighbourhood he’d been delivering in was empty of anyone else. Normally, he could see a few young kids running around in their driveways, someone washing their car or mowing the lawn but the heat was clearly no one’s friend today. Many cars were missing - beach goers or mothers completing errands in cooler places like the nearby mall.

He was almost jealous. But he quite liked the serene silence. Even if it was burning hotter than hell, the trees and bushes planted everywhere provided decent enough shade as he stepped through fences and left letters and parcels where necessary. 

It could be worse, he supposed. It could be Christmas and it could be snowing horrendously again. Heavy overtime and trudging through ice while freezing. The pay was wonderful. The exhaustion, less so. But he liked what he did. It was simple to some, sure, but it was very fulfilling to him. Why wouldn’t it be?

He peeled to a stop in front of an immaculately presented house. The fence ran around the front of the house and along the side of pavement leading to the garage. On the other side of the paved driveway was another fence. Each one was bombarded by a large bush of dark green leaves and soft white flowers. He glanced at the letter in his hands before pulling his cart over as he opened the gate and walked inside.

The bush always seemed like overkill with the fence right there but it was always cleanly groomed. Never any fallen leaves. Eli always reached this area of the home after a few hours of starting his shift. Whoever maintained the home must’ve swept them up rapidly every morning before he got there.

The fence was always freshly painted too, no cracks or scuff marks. The house itself shined in the light, a soft pastel pink with a clean roof. There were two bikes leaning against the porch as he stepped down the well-worn rocky pathway that led to the house. The mailbox was placed in the corner of where the bush wrapped around the fence. He clicked his cart still and walked over to it. He slid a couple letters inside, bills if he had to guess from the labels stamped against them, and raised the little flag.

All set.

When he turned, a sight at the window caught his eye. A young woman - somewhat familiar at first sight, though he couldn't place her - was yanking at the windowsill on the inside of the house. She looked up, caught his eyes, and then banged her hands against the glass. He jolted. She vanished from sight.

She was blonde, young. On the porch, a newspaper still laid. Weird. Weirder still, he suddenly realized why she was so familiar. She’d gone missing a month before. He knew her face viscerally. Her brother worked alongside him and he’d been devastated when weeks passed by with no evidence. She’d simply... dropped off the map.

Or dropped off into a house along Eli's mail route.

His feet were moving before he could stop to process what he should do. The steps up to the porch and the door didn’t creak. He picked up the newspaper by his feet and knocked on the door.

A small black boy opened it. With a little furrow between his brows, he took Eli in. “Hello, can I help you?”

“Um.” Eli paused before presenting the newspaper. “I was dropping off some mail. I think you missed this.”

As the boy took the newspaper, Eli looked inside the house. It was nothing like a criminal den he’d imagined holding a young woman hostage. Not to mention, she was nowhere in sight. At first sight the house was clean. If she had been yanked away, he doubted it would be so neat. There were trinkets and knickknacks everywhere. Surely one of them would’ve been knocked down. Not to mention, the only person he could see was this young kid in front of him.

Kids were impressive. But he doubted even this kid would be able to hide a grown woman in the few seconds it took him to reach the door.

Must’ve been a trick of the light.

“Uh, thanks.” The boy smiled up at him before peering past Eli. “Did we get mail?”

“Oh.” Eli stepped to the side. “Yes. Some bills, I think.”

The kid nodded and pulled the door shut behind him as he teetered down the stairs. Eli followed at pace, taking in the rest of the front yard. The kid muttered a swear and a half as he ducked around the side of the house, carrying with him a small potted plant. His hands were full with the letters and the plant as he made his way back up the stairs.

Eli chased him back up. “Let me,” he said, reaching over the kid’s head. The door eased open.

“Thanks,” the boy grunted. “We put this out a couple days ago. It’s a nocturnal flower but we couldn’t figure out where to plant it in the back. Might as well bring it inside, ya know?”

“Oh wow.” Eli leaned against the door frame. “I didn’t know flowers could be nocturnal.”

The boy gave another grunt as he dropped the pot on the ground. Hissing slightly, he shook his hands out. “Well, nocturnal might not be the best. They bloom with the moon.” He smiled softly as he patted the white petals. “It’s really pretty to watch.”

“It sounds really pretty. I’ll have to see if the Gardens have any nighttime flowers for me to see,” Eli laughed. He stood up straighter. “Well, it was very nice to meet you...” He trailed off, as he stuck his hand out.

“Lawrence.” The boy, Lawrence, shook his hand with a gentle grin. “And you too.” He pointed upwards. “I really like your hat by the way.”

Eli fiddled with the brim. “Oh, thanks.” He patted his shirt, beaming. “Part of the uniform.”

Lawrence nodded and gestured to the top of his head. “I guessed. The label.” He snapped his fingers. “Oh. It’s really hot out, do you want any water?” He turned, quickly shuffling off, his voice raising the further he got. “We ran out last week but the guys said they wouldn’t be able to get out to us until this past Monday so we got a lot of bottles!”

He would actually. He normally carried a good thirty-two-ounce bottle in his lunch bag but he’d taken lunch an hour ago and guzzled the rest of his water as he did so. “Yes,” he called back. “That’d be really nice, thank you!” Lawrence came out of the kitchen a few seconds later with a bottle of water in his right hand and a rolling pin the left. It was dusted with flour. Eli nodded towards it as he took the bottle. “Baking?”

Lawrence glanced down at the pin and grinned. “Yeah. Gingerbread cookies. They’re my sister’s favourite.”

Sister. “Oh.” Eli squeezed his hand around the cool wet of the bottle, relieved for a moment. So he hadn’t been in the throes of a heat-induced hallucination. “That must’ve been who I saw.” He laughed as Lawrence frowned up at him. “I saw a girl in the window before. Thought she was in distress or something.”

Hand reaching for the door, Lawrence shook his head. At the subtle cue, Eli stepped back. “Nope,” Lawrence chirped. “No distress here.”

“That’s good. Thought the heat was finally getting to me.” He raised his bottle of water. “Thank you for the water. Have a good time baking.”

The door was almost shut and he was almost off the porch, almost stepping off the stairs when someone screamed behind him. The sound was so sudden, so brash and chilling, the bottle slipped from his fingertips and bounced down the stairs to the pathway. He turned quickly, locking one hand against the door before Lawrence could fully shut it.

He shoved it back and saw her. She was wrestling in the grip of another woman, a hand clamped around her mouth. In the clear light, her struggling form only a few feet away, Eli could so clearly see the telltale birthmark that had been showcased in every flyer and photo Clarence had handed out - a little heart below her eye.

It was cute.

But the scene before him was nothing but distressing.

“Hey!” he yelled, rushing forward.

The other woman backed off immediately and he collected Clarence’s sister into his arms. Her legs were taped together. Her fingers grabbed at him. He pulled her into his side, turned and was so thoroughly caught off guard by the rolling pin that slammed into his chest. His ribs called out in pain. He groaned, buckling over.

As Lawrence drew his arm back, a frightful anger in his young eyes, the rolling pin aiming at his head was the last thing Eli saw before everything went dolefully black.

His head throbbed as he woke. The light in the room was dim. It took him awhile for his sight to adjust. As he waited, he tried to sit up but it was nigh impossible. His arms were thrown past his head and wouldn’t move, tied together around... a stake? A pole? He couldn’t tell. It was the same with his legs, ankles tied together, his knees knocked apart and weighed down. There was a plaster of tape over his mouth.

His pants were missing.

Panic hit him quickly. He thrashed as best he could to no avail.

“You shouldn’t panic,” a young voice called out. Eli’s stomach flopped as he struggled to move enough to spot the source. A young boy, white so not Lawrence, smiled widely as Eli took him in. “My name is Salem.” He turned his gaze to the side, downwards. “And I believe you’ve already met Miss Lindsay.”

Clarence’s sister was sat beside him on the floor. Salem put his foot against her shoulder and pushed her down. Like Eli, she was gagged and tied up, sobbing miserably, and muffled behind tape as she








































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg
LoYa

[ %Nox Sullivan) ‘






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





