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The Girl Beneath the Bed

Amara learned fear by watching feet. By eight years old she could already tell what kind of man stood outside a room before his hand ever touched the door. Angry men leaned forward slightly as if violence pulled them ahead of their own thoughts. Nervous men shifted constantly, unable to trust the ground beneath them. Cruel men moved slowly because they understood the silence fear created around them and enjoyed filling it. She lay curled beneath the bed in the smallest upstairs room of the house while rain battered the windows hard enough to make the old glass tremble inside its frame. Dust clung to her lips and eyelashes. The smell beneath the bed was thick with mould, cigarette smoke, wet timber and old blood buried deep inside the walls. Not fresh blood. The old kind that never truly left.

The house stood at the end of a dead street where broken lamps flickered over blocked drains and abandoned cars rusted slowly into the pavement. Nobody in the district looked at the building for long. Children crossed the road before reaching it. Adults lowered their voices near it. Cars arrived after midnight, carrying men in expensive coats beside men with knives tucked into waistbands. Sometimes girls screamed. Sometimes they did not. Amara had already learned silence could be worse. Silence usually meant somebody had stopped believing help existed. Tonight the house felt restless. Men moved through the corridors carrying candles, bottles, and cloth wrapped bundles while rainwater leaked steadily somewhere downstairs. Beyond the hanging bedsheet concealing her beneath the bed frame, Amara watched shoes pass slowly across the corridor. Mud stained trainers. Heavy boots. Polished black leather. One man dragged his left foot slightly whenever he walked. Another breathed through his mouth like a dog after running too far. Bodies confessed things mouths tried to hide.

The polished shoes stopped outside the room. Amara became perfectly still. The man did not move for several seconds. She heard the slow rhythm of his breathing and the soft creak of leather gloves tightening around something in his hands. Calm frightened her more than shouting ever had. Angry men exploded quickly. Calm men prepared things. The shoes eventually turned away and continued towards the staircase where voices had begun gathering upstairs. Then the chanting started. Low at first. Soft enough for the storm to nearly swallow it. The words carried no warmth within them. No grief. No hope. Candlelight flickered beneath the bedroom doorway while shadows drifted slowly along the corridor walls. Somewhere above her, a woman began crying between breaths. One of the men laughed quietly before another voice told him to shut his mouth.

The scream came suddenly. Sharp enough to cut through the storm before vanishing almost immediately. Furniture scraped violently overhead. Heavy footsteps crossed the ceiling. Somebody downstairs muttered that they should hurry before midnight. Another answered that the door would not stay open forever. Then the lights died. Darkness swallowed the house completely. For one long second, nobody moved at all. The chanting stopped. The storm outside seemed to inhale. Then came the first gunshot.

The sound tore through the corridor hard enough to shake the bedframe above Amara’s head. Another shot followed immediately after it, brighter this time, briefly illuminating the hallway in violent white light. Men started shouting over one another downstairs. Somebody screamed for the doors to be locked. Glass shattered. A body hit the wall hard enough to crack the plaster. Then something appeared at the top of the staircase. Amara saw only fragments at first. A long, dark coat wet with rain. Pale markings across black gloves. The outline of a broad hat cutting through the dark between flashes of gunfire. One trafficker emptied an entire pistol wildly into the hallway. The figure never stopped moving.

The house collapsed into chaos around him. Men stumbled over one another trying to reach doors already blocked by bodies. Somebody fell screaming down the staircase. Another man collapsed across the banister, with blood pouring steadily onto the floor below. A knife clattered across the corridor outside Amara’s room, followed by a choking sound that ended abruptly. Yet the figure moving through the house never rushed. That frightened her the most. The traffickers fought like men trying to survive. He moved with the certainty of something arriving exactly where it intended to be.

One of the traffickers stumbled backwards into the bedroom doorway, clutching his stomach. Amara recognised the polished shoes immediately. Blood soaked through his expensive coat while his shaking hands reached desperately towards the knife lying near the threshold. Before he could touch it, a black boot stepped down onto the blade. The man looked upwards and whatever composure had once lived inside him disappeared completely. Names spilled from his mouth between panicked breaths. Politicians. Police officers. Judges. Rich men hidden behind clean offices and television smiles. He offered money. Streets. Children. Protection. Information. The figure standing above him said nothing at all. Rain hammered the windows. Blood crept slowly across the floorboards. Then came a single wet crack, and the body fell still.

Afterwards, the house became quiet. Not peaceful. Empty. Candle smoke drifted slowly through the corridor while rainwater blew through the shattered windows downstairs. Amara remained beneath the bed because surviving danger was not the same thing as understanding that it had ended. A moment later, the black boots entered the room and stopped beside the dead trafficker. Blood dripped steadily somewhere beyond the doorway. The figure crouched slowly and lifted the hanging bedsheet. Amara expected a monster. Instead, she found tired eyes beneath the shadow of a rain soaked hat. Not soft eyes. Not cruel ones either. The kind of eyes children were never supposed to understand.

“You watched,” he said quietly.

Amara nodded once. The figure studied her for several seconds before reaching into his coat and withdrawing a small blade marked with pale symbols similar to those painted across his gloves. Fear touched her chest then, cold and immediate, but she did not move away. “They would have found you,” he said. She believed him. He placed one gloved hand carefully against the skin beneath her collarbone and pressed the blade against her shoulder. Pain burst through her instantly. Controlled pain. Deliberate pain. The blade carved slowly while white heat spread beneath her skin like something waking deep inside her body. Amara bit down hard enough to taste blood but refused to scream. For one impossible second the vevé beneath her skin glowed faintly white before disappearing into her flesh like something buried alive.

The figure rose and stepped back towards the doorway while distant sirens finally echoed somewhere beyond the rain-soaked streets. Too late for anybody inside the house. Amara pressed a trembling hand against the burning mark on her shoulder. It no longer felt like a wound. It felt awake. “What are you?” she whispered. The figure paused beside the doorway without fully turning around. Rain blew through the broken windows downstairs while thunder rolled across the city beyond. For the first time that night she thought she saw sorrow move through the darkness around him. “Someone who came too late,” he answered softly. Then he disappeared into the storm beyond the house, leaving Amara kneeling beside the bed while blood and rainwater slowly merged across the floorboards around her. Before the night swallowed him completely, his voice carried back through the ruined corridor one final time. “Do not let the world teach you its hunger.”
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Sixteen Years Later

The first thing Amara noticed every morning was tension. Not noise. Not heat pushing through the cracked apartment windows before sunrise. Tension arrived first. It settled inside rooms before people spoke, hiding in breathing, footsteps, cupboard doors closing too hard in neighbouring flats, and the way someone walked down a corridor after a sleepless night. Most people ignored those things because life trained them to step over whatever hurt too much to carry. Amara had never learned that skill. At sixteen years old, she could walk through a crowded street and know which argument would become violent before the first insult was spoken. She could sit inside a classroom and tell which teacher had cried before work, which student had not eaten properly, which boy carried humiliation like something hot behind his ribs. The city spoke constantly through movement. Most people were simply too tired to hear it.

Rainwater dripped from the kitchen ceiling into a rusted cooking pot while Aunt Celia moved around the flat before work. The apartment sat on the eighth floor of a crumbling housing block overlooking the harbour district, where salt air peeled paint from buildings faster than anyone could afford to repair them. Laundry lines hung between windows like surrender flags while old reggae drifted faintly from somewhere lower in the estate. Sirens came most nights, but people still laughed in the streets below because the district had learned long ago that joy was not a luxury. It was resistance. Amara
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