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Bleary eyes blinked open, slender hands reached out to grab for the old fashioned clock sitting on the ancient side table. It was still dark, the world beyond her thin cotton curtains swallowed up by the night. So why was she awake?

Leah Bontrager lived alone with her seven year old daughter, Elizabeth - and that meant everything was a worry. Already her heart rate had picked up, anxiety settling in the pit of her stomach. Swinging her legs over the bed she stood, fumbling in the dark for her robe.

That was when the first patter patter of footsteps reached her ears, echoing up the stairs and along the hall. Someone was in her living room. Not Elizabeth, because it was four in the morning and because Elizabeth's footsteps weren't nearly so heavy. A loud clang emanated from downstairs, followed by hushed cussing, and Leah thought herself lucky to be such a light sleeper.

There was no house phone upstairs and Leah, being Amish, had no cell. With creeping unease, she realised she had two choices. Stay upstairs and hope the burglar left without anything important - or go downstairs and confront them herself.

She was already reaching for the rifle her late husband insisted she kept. The law stated the ammo be kept in a safe - and truth be told she didn't have any anyway. Stomach rolling, she hoped the threat was enough.

The heavy, thudding footsteps rang in her ears. Were they getting closer? 

In the next few moments, Leah didn't think - if she allowed herself to do so, surely she would have backed down, realised the danger of what she was doing. But she didn't think, and instead crept down the carpeted stairs with the rifle clasped in shaking hands.

A shadow moved in the corner of her eyes. It shifted and twisted, like something from a nightmare - but it was only the kitchen curtains flowing in the breeze from an opened window.

Oh. That definitely hadn't been open when she went to bed.

Pushing forward, Leah fought back the urge to be sick. 

Another shadow twisted in the kitchen, but this one was human. One thick arm gripped a knife, glinting in the weak moonlight. Leah's foot hit a creaky floorboard and she winced, silently cursing her own carelessness - and the man spun, lurched forward with the knife forward.

Then his face hit the weak light and she caught sight of deep set grey eyes and the pale, lined face of someone old beyond they're years. Worst of all she recognised him, recognised the blue tint to that deep, charcoal grey, recognised they dark mop of black hair. 

But who was he?

Leah had no time to think. She sprang back as he advanced, a gasp caught in her throat - and brandished the rifle. "Get out of my house!" she demanded in a hissing whisper. Upstairs remained silent, and Leah sent a prayer that Elizabeth remained asleep. Remained oblivious.

The man didn't speak - and somehow it was worse than the knife in his hand and worse than the unnerving glint in his dark eyes. He hesitated, however, eyeing the rifle as if considering his options. Whether he truly believed she was a threat was impossible to know - his face was blank, completely unreadable save for the downward quirk of his thin lips.

"I mean it," she warned, voice low, "get out of my house or I'll shoot." Her slender fingers teased the trigger - and only she knew it was empty inside. Blue eyes narrowed, lips pursed - and despite her short stature she hoped she conveyed the intimidating presence she was so desperate for.

The man's fists clenched - but he glared at the knife in his hands as if realising it was no match for a gun. Then he snarled, the sound chilling Leah to the bone - and pushed past her with enough force she tumbled into the wall. 

By the time she had picked herself up, wild eyes darting across the room, he was gone. The curtains flapped gently in the wind, but everything else was perfectly still. She stood there, dazed, heart hammering - and then bolted for the phone.

She hadn't expected an answer at such a ridiculous time - but then the dial tone cut off and a man's sleepy voice answered, "Sheriff's office. How can I help?"

"Eli - uh, Sherrif?"

"That's me."

Leah hadn't heard his voice in years, not since they were both teenagers and he liked to hang out near the bakery her mother owned. His voice, rich and smooth, calmed her immediately. Even so, her voice shook as she said, "it's Leah Bontrager. Someone... someone broke into my house just now."

Eli jumped to attention then - and she just pictured him bolting up in his seat, eyes wide. "Right now? Are they still there? I'll be over immediately-"

"I chased them off," Leah assured, "Jesse's rifle finally came in useful." She laughed then, a tiny strained sound that sounded exhausted even to her own ears.

Eli breathed in relief. "Thank God. Is your daughter okay? Her name is... Eliza, right?"

"Elizabeth," Leah corrected without malice. They hadn't seen each other in so long, long before she was married. How could she expect him to know? "She's all right - still asleep, I hope."

"Then you go see to her. I'll be over as soon as I can, I promise."

"Thank you," Leah murmured. The clunky, ancient phone shook in her hands - and even though no one was there to see her, Leah swiped at her eyes before tears had the chance to fall. She had to get a hold of herself before Eli arrived. Letting out a hollow breath she added, "can you hurry?"

"I doubt he'll come back - but yes, of course."

Hanging up on Eli left her hollow, too exhausted to even worry any more. She stood there for a moment, ears straining to listen for anything unusual, anything wrong - and then she made the trek upstairs to make sure her daughter was okay.

——————————

The next morning, after all was said and done, Leah was surprised to find Sheriff Eli Jones on her doorstep at twenty-past nine in the morning. She greeted him with a smile and a confused quirk of her brow - but let him inside without hesitation. "Not that I'm complaining of course," she mentioned, "but why are you here?"

Eli cast a glance into the living room - where Elizabeth played, toys scattered across the carpet. "I have news about the break in," he whispered.

That drew her attention. Although she doubted Elizabeth could hear - or was even listening - she led Eli into the kitchen. Once the door was firmly closed behind them both she asked, "you do? Good news, I hope."

Eli collapsed heavily into the closest dining chair. He was a sturdy man - tall and broad, with strong muscle hidden under his Sheriff's uniform - but in that moment he looked so small. "Not exactly," he admitted with a sigh, "there hasn't been a break in or burglary in this area in over six years. This is a respectable neighbourhood, doesn't usually need my intervention."

Settling down on the rickety chair across from him, Leah silently urged him to continue. She didn't like where this was going - but she needed to know. For the safety of not just herself but her daughter, too.

"I don't think this was an attempted burglary," he revealed. Eli shook his head as if to physically dispel the negative thoughts, dark curls flopping in his face. It was cute, actually - a lot cuter than the awful, unkempt hair she remembered as a teen. "He didn't take anything - as far as we can tell, he didn't even try to take anything."

"I caught him before he could," Leah reminded with a forced laugh, although her stomach twisted uneasily. 

Eli regarded her with dark hazel eyes, thick brows furrowed. She had never seen him so careful, so unsure of his own words. The Eli she remembered was brash and honest no matter what. "Something doesn't add up," he admitted eventually, "I just can't figure out what. And with no evidence..."

"You can't even prove anyone was here."

He nodded, head ducked in embarrassment. Leah almost swore he flushed, but perhaps it was just the dim lighting making her see things. "I don't want to overreact," he answered hesitantly, "but I want you to be extra careful. Keep the doors and windows locked, and keep that rifle close by. Call me if anything - and I mean anything - unusual happens."

He's just being a good Sheriff, Leah reasoned with herself - but it didn't stop the dopey grin that spread across her full lips, or the dusting of pink that spread across her already rosy cheeks. "Thank you, Eli," she replied with a soft sigh - only to flush scarlet as she realised what she had called him. Not Sheriff, but Eli. She hadn't had the right to call him that since they were teenagers.

Not that he seemed to mind, and his bright smile made her stomach untwist. "I'll keep working on this, I promise. He won't get away with this."

Her entire torso bloomed with warmth, as did her cheeks. Leah only hoped it was still early - and dim - enough he couldn't see the way she blushed like a school kid. "I appreciate it, Eli. I just wish we had reunited under better circumstances."

"I've been Sheriff here for five years," he reminded her, but not unkindly, "we've had plenty of chances to talk. But after so many years I... well, I supposed I figured you had moved on, grown out of our friendship."

They had been friends throughout childhood, ever since Leah's parents took over the little bakery on the street corner across from his home. Although home schooled, Leah had loved playing with the other children in the neighbourhood - but Eli had always been her favourite. Times had changed. They weren't kids any more, and Leah had a daughter of her own to think about. That didn't mean she was any less grateful to have Eli here, sitting in her own kitchen like a pillar of support.

Leah wasn't even aware as she leaned across the table to clasp his thick hands in her own delicate ones. She squeezed gently, smiling when he reciprocated. "You're here now, and so am I. Maybe once this is all over we could get coffee together, catch up on lost time?"

He beamed, and that bright smile lit up the entire room. "I'd enjoy that," he replied, voice thick with sincerity, "but for now, let's focus on keeping you and Elizabeth safe."

"Yeah," Leah breathed. It was in that moment that she realised her hands still held his - and she drew them back, shoving them deep in the pockets of her dress with a nervous little laugh. "Thanks for stopping by," she spoke - too quickly, she chastised mentally - and hopped to her feet. "You have no idea how glad I am that you're here."

She never would have predicted that Eli would pull her in for a hug - but he did, thick arms wrapping around her shoulders as he tugged her close. She relaxed into his warmth and her arms timidly wrapped around his waist. It felt intimate - perhaps too intimate after so long apart - but it didn't matter.

When Eli finally pulled away Leah found herself wanting to stop him, wanting to tug him back into the embrace. Instead she stood back, heat rushing to her round face, and said, "stop by whenever you want, Eli - and not just for work."

"I'll see you soon, Leah."

She hovered by the front door long after he had gone, hopping from foot to foot restlessly. It wasn't until Elizabeth called for her that she tore herself away, letting the door slip closed behind her.

——————————

Leah fumbled with the key to the bakery. After her mother had retired the little shop was left to her, and Leah had dutifully kept the business going ever since. It was barely light outside, the sky still dull and thick with clouds; but fresh goods needed to be baked - not to mention she was grateful for the normalcy of it all.

The door swung open and she edged inside, fumbling for the light switch. The lights flickered on and the kitchen swam into view. Pristine counters lined the far wall, her baking station exactly how she had left it. Yes, it was a little modern for her tastes - but with the town growing and other bakeries popping up all over, Leah had to improvise to stay afloat.

In the early morning the bakery was still, silent except for her boots on the tiled kitchen floor. She loved this time of morning - peaceful and quiet, it was easy to forget everything that had happened.

Until she wandered into the tiny sitting area by the display. The front door - the one customer's used - was still locked up tight, but something thin and white had been slipped under the gap. It was bright white against the dark wood of the floor. Brows scrunched, Leah scooped it up. A letter? The envelope had no address or name, no sign of who it came from or who it was for.

Peeling it open, Leah found herself sweating. Her hands shook as she unfolded the paper inside - and then with a deep breath, she read.

You might have escaped me once, but it won't happen again. Watch out, Leah.

Her hands slipped and the paper drifted to the floor as she stumbled back. Dark eyes snapped wide, darting from the letter to the door - and then to the kitchen. Her heart skipped as she imagined someone revealing themselves right there, appearing from one of the dozens of hiding places within the little bakery.

But no one appeared, wielding a knife or otherwise. Leah was completely alone.

She stumbled back into the kitchen with tears in her eyes. Although she blinked them away a few still escaped the corner of her eyes, splashing against the fabric of her coat. It took less than thirty seconds for her hands to close over the phone and dial, but it felt like an eternity.

"Sheriff's office-"

"Eli, it's Leah. You were right - I don't think it was just a burglary. I found a letter today - he knows where I work.. Elizabeth is with her grandmother - what if he knows where she is? What if-"

"Leah," his voice, always so soothing and sweet, melted through her panic. "I'll come over immediately. Are you at the bakery?"

"Yes."

"Stay there." Static followed the sound of hasty movement, no doubt as Eli scrabbled to grab what he needed. "I'll be there in ten minutes."

"Thank you," Leah breathed. The phone clicked off but she stood there for what could have been hours, clutching it to her chest as if it was the only thing keeping her tethered.

She snapped back to reality with a jolt when a shrill knock pierced her ears. She spun, gasping - until she heard Eli's gentle voice calling for her. Grabbing the keys, she let him in.

He wasted no time in rushing to her, wrapping thick arms around her waist and tugging her close. "Are you okay?" he questioned softly - and Leah couldn't help but sink into his warmth. "Did you see him again?"

She shook her head, and then buried it firmly in the crook of his shoulder. "No, the letter was already there. I-it was a threat of some kind, but I don't know why. I don't even know who he is or what he wants."

"We'll figure it out," Eli murmured against her skin. Once, Leah would have shied away from such affection - it simply wasn't appropriate, especially for two people who hadn't seen each other in over ten years. Yet she found herself sinking further into his embrace, eyes slipping closed - and Eli wasn't shy to reciprocate, tightening his thick arms around her.

Eventually they had to part, and the loss of contact left her cold despite the thick coat still clinging to her small frame. "I'll uh, get you the letter," she muttered, head lowered as her cheeks glowed. 

"I'll get it. By the entrance?" Eli questioned. He hovered for a moment after she confirmed, as if afraid to leave her alone for even a second - but then he trudged through to pick it up from where she had abandoned it.

By the time Eli had moved back to the kitchen, his face had paled. "This is a threat," he confirmed, "which strengthens my theory." His eyes flickered up, and it was impossible to miss the frown that graced his features. 

Leah wasn't sure if she wanted him to continue or not.

He leaned against the nearest counter, but he was so tall it barely reached his waist. "Years ago there was a string of murders - all unmarried women with kids. Well, specifically one child; usually a girl but not always. We... we never caught the murderer, even after it was handed over to state police."

Leah swallowed thickly. Her dark eyes darted down to her hands - which had been pulling at a loose thread on her sleeve. It snapped off in her hands and she dropped it to the floor. "You think it's the same guy?"

A sigh escaped from Eli's lips - lips which she was so used to seeing smile, even in the toughest situations. It only made her anxiety rise as he said, "honestly, I don't know for sure - but we can check this letter for fingerprints and the like, get the police in on this."

"Thanks, Eli." Leah surprised herself by diving in for another hug - and he was so warm and inviting that her racing heartbeat immediately calmed. She pressed her cheek to the side of his neck, inhaling the scent of cigarettes and coffee. Not an appealing scent on anyone else, but on Eli it was just perfect.

"I'll keep you safe," he murmured - and she believed it.

——————————

For the last few days life had settled back into something that almost resembled normalcy. Leah woke up, dropped Elizabeth off at her grandmother's before school, opened the bakery - and that was where she stayed until it was time to pick Elizabeth up from school. With the routine back in place she almost believed everything was fine.

That Thursday Leah woke up late. As she groggily threw on the first dress she grabbed from the wardrobe - a plain, dark green dress that hit her ankles, followed by a navy cardigan - she barely registered that Elizabeth was already pottering about downstairs.

Until a piercing shriek rang out through the house, echoing up the stairs and stabbing her right in the chest. With a gasp Leah flew downstairs, skirts billowing, and raced into the hall-

Elizabeth stood, wide eyed, at the open door. Her tiny hands clutched at her dress, lower lip pouting as if she was about to cry.

Leah swept her up into a tight hug, scooping her up to settle her on the lowest stair. "What happened?" she prodded gently - perhaps too gentle, but she had a terrible scare and didn't need to feel as if she was being interrogated.

Elizabeth sniffed, lip wobbling. "T-there's something on the porch. I think it's a rabbit." Big blue eyes gazed up at Leah, a silent plea to make everything okay; but Leah couldn't. They both knew that, really.

Instead, Leah simply pressed a kiss to her forehead and murmured, "let me have a look outside, okay?"

Honestly, Leah didn't know what to expect. Roadkill, perhaps - for although the neighbourhood wasn't particularly busy there were a few large that passed through daily. What she saw was a dead rabbit, yes - but it had been placed on the lowest step intentionally. Blood still dried on the hard wood, shining and damp in the morning sun. Beside it sat a letter, tucked underneath one paw to keep it from flying away in the breeze.

Leah didn't need to read that letter to know what it was.

"Is it dead?"

Leah spun too fast, bare feet stumbling, and ushered Elizabeth back inside. "Don't look at it honey," she requested quietly, "I'm going to call Eli, okay?"

"The Sheriff?"

"Uh huh." She let the door close behind her - and wasted no time in locking it once again. She chased Elizabeth upstairs first with a promise of an extra tasty breakfast and maybe a day off school if she did as she was told. Then she had the phone pressed to her ear as she cast a nervous glance to Elizabeth's retreating body.

This time, Eli knew it was her. "What happened?"

"Another letter," she answered with a heavy sigh, "and a dead rabbit."

"Dammit," Eli cussed - and although Leah didn't approve of such language she had to agree, if only in her mind. "Listen, I'm glad you called - I was just about to call you. We know who' been harassing you."

Her stomach jittered, heart skipped. Swallowing, the words caught in her throat as she asked, "who?"

"Murphy Chapman. He was a suspect for the last string of murders - remember I told you? - but he disappeared off the map around the time the murders stopped."

"And now he's back?" Leah concluded. Despite having only woken up ten minutes ago she was exhausted, and it took every ounce of energy to stay on her feet. "So you can arrest him?"

A sigh, followed by thick silence. Leah fidgeted, desperate to ask but knowing she had to give him time to think. Eventually he sighed for a second time, and she pictured him running a hand through his thick, dark hair. "It isn't that easy. He has no address and we haven't been able to track him down - he's damn good at hiding, apparently."

"I don't understand," Leah confessed after a moment, "he's killed so many people but he turned up to my house with nothing but a knife."

"I doubt he expected you to be armed," Eli explained, "the other women and kids were all suffocated in their sleep. Nasty way to go." He heaved one more sigh, muffled by the poor phone connection. "His own ex-wife and kid died five years ago in a break in gone wrong. The leading theory is... well, that he thinks by killing other mothers and their children he can somehow bring his back."

Silence. Thick, tense silence. Leah's heart skipped in her chest and she wanted to be sick - but what would that solve? Swallowing down the urge, she closed her eyes. "At least you know who it is," she replied quietly.

"I don't think it's safe for you at home," Eli put voice to her own thoughts. He sounded tense, nervous - and it was so unlike him that it alone made her pulse quicken. "I don't want you to take this the wrong way, Leah, but would you consider staying with me until this is all resolved?"

She couldn't help the little gasp of surprise that left her lips - and she was thankful that he couldn't see the dark flush that overtook her otherwise fair face. "I couldn't, really! You already have so much to deal with-"

"And I'd feel a lot better knowing you and Elizabeth are safe."

Biting down on her lip, Leah only sighed. "All right, if you're sure it isn't a bother," she
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