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To the authors that I’ve come to call true friends. Somehow you took a moment to listen to my mania. You laugh at my insanity, cry at my quirks (still laughing of course)  and then took a look at my stories and said ‘yeah, you can write that.’ Even if I shouldn’t have. Thanks for giving me a support system.
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Prologue
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ot all love is clean.

Not every love story has hearts pounding, roses laid at your feet, flowing tears of joy, and that first moment when you fell in love. 

This isn’t a story of two people who found each other. They never lived in their pristine little house in rural Connecticut with their two point three kids, a dog named Rover, and jobs they both adored. 

No. 

This story tells you about a girl who found love where she least expected it. 

 

It’s about two men who had never had joy. 






Chapter One

Salem

 

Thirteen-year-old Salem
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o! Please, no more!” The screams were harsh, taunting and powerful. I tried to cover my ears and ignore them, but the deeper the timbre of pain, the more piercing damage it did to my soul. Another bone-crunching snap bounds off the walls as I force myself to stay put. To avoid helping in any way is excruciating. I feel every strike. Every controlled yelp sends another chill up my spine. 

My blood runs cold with every squeak, every squeal and cry. 

“Please. Don’t make me!” 

“You heard what I said, and you will do as I say, bitch. If you don’t, that fucking whelp will pay the consequences. Is that what you want?” Another hit, another moment of gasping air between jaw-jarring punches as he tells her what he wants. 

“Is that why you don’t fight me? Why you don’t ask for this to end? Maybe tonight’s the night I let you watch.” 

That’s when I hear the sound of Tress’s Doc Martens scuffing that deadened left leg of his. It gives you chills of scared anticipation. The soft gumshoes carry his awkward weight across the floor as I count down the distance. 

I’ve been crouched behind the piles of dirty clothes in my closet for close to an hour, hoping to avoid the inevitable. 

Not so.

“Come out, come out wherever you are,” he eerily sings, sounding just as horrific as you’d imagine. At his most dangerous point, my father Tress is ten times worse than a serial killer and five times less remorseful than a repentant crack addict looking for their next hit. Untamed and wildly entrenched in his own psychosis, he loves to gloat about the feel of harming us. Tress laughs as he drinks himself into a stupor, moments before he uses me and my mother as punching bags or for his greedy sexual release. He reminds me that I’m a blight on the plans he had for his grand life. I’ve heard time and time again how I owe him for living this long. 

“Do you fear me? You should.” His boots clack across the shattered tiles as he ventures down the hall toward me and my hidden sanctuary. 

Sanctuary is saying a lot. There’s no sanctuary to be found in here. There’s no such thing.

I know I can’t stay hidden either. He’ll find me. He always finds where I am. The longer I make him look, the more damage he’ll inflict. 

Feeling around the space, I scramble for anything to defend myself with. Other than dirty mismatched socks and torn shirts, there’s nothing of use. I don’t have toys, and I have no regular childhood requirements that others take for granted. I only have enough underwear for three days and stained shirts, stolen from the lost and found from the local school, a school I don’t attend. Malachi, my best friend and neighbor, brought them home for me. He’s the only person I can count on. He heals my wounds and soothes my damaged soul. 

“I’ll find you, whelp.” Tress’s tone is sickeningly sweet.  

My breathing quickens as my heart rate soars. My skin shimmers from the sweat breaking out as I anticipate the pain. Touching the edge of the still healing scar on my arm, running over the edge of the pinched skin, the bruises from two days ago are now beginning to change in shade. 

I can’t be found tonight. 

I can’t let him see me. 

I need to run. 

I need to run before he closes in on my hiding place. 

I know what will happen. My torment and punishment will break me this time. I won’t survive this again.

He warned me. 

He’s been stepping up his game. This time, it will be the end of me.

Peeking out the door, I take in the distasteful room. Its lack of implements to save my ass reminds me I’m screwed. Nothing can save me. I can’t possibly do damage with dirty socks or anything here, and it makes my skin crawl. 

In the stillness, as I hunker down and await my fate, I hear a faint ticking. Looking to the window, Malachi stands outside, tapping the sill. With a bag slung over his shoulder, he whisper-shouts, “Come on, Sal. Come on. You don’t have to stay anymore.” 

Looking across the room, hearing Tress closing in, I shake off the thought of running. Staying still, with my heart thumbing in my ears, I ignore Malachi. 

“Come on,” he says again with urgency, waving for me to follow him. 

I can’t do this. I can’t run that far and not be caught. I can’t possibly make it.

“You better be hiding, kid. You know how I love working for it.” 

Shit. 

I look at Malachi again. I’m afraid, but what other choice do I have? 

Looking once more at the door, then the window where my relief motions for me to take the plunge, I hear Tress’s heavy feet hit the edge of the cracked and distressed plywood floor that marks the edge of my room. Without a second thought, I scramble across the floor and sling a leg out the open window. Mal steps to the side, helping me escape as I jump through as fast as I can. Running for my life in the dark, I hear him yelling and cursing as he slams various objects against the walls. I can never go back. I can’t be caught and brought back to him. I need to leave forever. My mother may not live until morning, but I can’t think about that. 

Tearing off into the dirty hills that surround our rundown home with Malachi beside me, I don’t think of anything but running as fast as I can. I know I’ll never see my mother again, and even though it saddens me that I’ve deserted her to his destruction, I’m moving away from the nightmare that has trapped me for so many years. 

I’ve escaped. 

I’ve stayed out of fear of what was out in the unknown world, but I’m no longer afraid. 

“I wasn’t sure you’d run,” Malachi says as he jogs beside me through the bush. 

“I wasn’t sure I could.” 

As we run, I tear away the facade of the scarred soul that’s been trapped inside of me. There’s solace to be found beside the only person who’s ever cared for me.   

No one will hurt me again, and I’ll protect what’s mine to the ends of the Earth. 

 






Chapter Two

Salem

 

Present Day
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taring at the lines as they swirl this way and that, seeing the light and how it changes the color, even how the lack of light gives it other dimensions, I find a great deal of peace. Fluid and ever-changing, the puddle snaking across the ground that leaks near my feet aches for me to touch it, to break its stream. 

“Sal, stop taunting. It’s been over half a day straight,” Malachi says, peering out the front curtains of our current hiding place, watching turkeys strut across the yard. This isn’t his thing so much as mine. Punishment is due. 

“Just a little longer.” Leaning down, I talk to the man at my feet. “Isn’t that right?” With the knife buried deep in his sternum, he gags as the tears stream down his cheeks, and I smile.  

With his pants curled around his ankles, his dirty, loose cock lies on the ground beside him. The pungent man’s disgusting blood coats the floor between us. With his arms tied tight above his head, held in place against the old-style radiator, the young child he had confined in a dirty closet sits there, watching intently. 

Even as I’m giving him what he deserves, she cowers. I’ll dole out an exacting punishment for every moment he stole from this child. Her hair is matted, her clothes loose around her frame, and even as the dirt covers the scars and bruises around her eyes, I know that look. I’d been that scared. I was that afraid to look anyone in the eyes too. We’re kindred souls to a plight we didn’t request or deserve.

“He deserves everything I do to him for what he’s taken from you,” I tell her. The dirty little girl nods, wide-eyed, still curled into the tightest ball she can muster. 

The fear is palpable as she trains her eyes on him. I’m not sure how long she’s been here, but it’s been long enough that the fear is still coursing through her, even as her captor is restrained and bloodied at my feet.    

Bending at the hips, coming down to her level, Malachi, the love of my life, tries to garner her attention, something I haven’t been able to. “What’s your name, sweetie?” 

She surprises me. Gazing upon him like a savior, she smiles. Malachi, more often than not, frightens others with his scarred, hardened face, but his flaws are beautiful to me. The reason behind them makes him my savior in more ways than I can ever express. From her, I would have expected fear, but she’s enamored by him. 

“My name’s Lucy.” She points to the man with disgust. “He called me Maxine.” 

Holding out a hand to Lucy, Malachi helps her off the floor. “Well, Lucy, he won’t hurt you again.” Finding comfort in him, she steps into his arms, wrapping herself around him.

Growling into his gag, I sneer at the piece of shit before I kick him hard in the ribs. He thinks he’ll make it out of here alive. Short chance of that. He deserves everything I do to him and more. 

I can’t tell you how often Tress would beat and starve me, leaving me in the cold at night like an unwanted pet, all because I didn’t fit into his life. 

Sure, my soul was tainted, my heart reshaped into the dark soul I am now, all because of someone imposing their crude horrors upon another, but I won’t let it happen to someone like Lucy. 

I have no remorse in doling out death or damage to those that do it in turn. I feel like a vindicator. 

A savior. 

The prince of broken souls.  

Turning to Lucy, I ask her as softly as I can, “Lucy, should I kill him, or should I let him live? He would go to jail for what he’s done.”

At first, she’s silent. Schooling her eyes on her dirty feet, she wiggles her toes. You can see the thoughts cycling through her little brain as she tries to decide. She obviously knows right and wrong, but justice is an overriding factor in her decision. 

Pushing back from Malachi’s chest, she stares at the poor excuse of a human being. When she looks up, her eyes are steely and strong. 

Defiant. 

“He shouldn’t have a choice. I didn’t when he took me from my family, when he thought I was his to own.” 

I love her answer. 

Walking away from the jerk who’s whining, I growl out the words, “Stay there, asshole.” Like he has a choice. My favorite bone handle blade is stopping him from even considering a deep breath. 

Brushing my fingers over the laid-out blades that sit neatly in their holder on the table close by, I select the best one, the blade that will end him. It’s a thin, single edged five inch that I’ve honed to paper thin sharpness. Sliding it out of the leather, hearing it sing to be released, I grip the handle lovingly.   

“Let’s finish this then, shall we?” 






Chapter Three

Malachi
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fter the final stroke, the final cut along the disgusting man’s neck, I saw that Salem was satisfied. His anger and ire had cooled for the moment, knowing he had vetted out the judgement he saw fit. 

The deep slashes had caused arterial spray throughout the space. We were all covered in the blood of someone I wouldn’t even consider a human being. We never even asked his name, but it didn’t matter, as he was evil. He was worth no less than a used gum wrapper on the floor. 

The thing is, the two of us were only looking for a place to stay for the night. We have no home and no place to call are own. When we stop at dank, dark, rundown homes, it’s to find a place to hide out, not to find friends, and not to find the likes of him. The last thing we want to be is memorable. 

Salem’s present and future are tied to his dark past. Without his wretched father’s intervention, Salem could have been an amazing soul, but his childhood shaped both of us. Now, any time he sees darkness taking hold, he personally feels that justice must be vetted out. 

Today, I don’t disagree. 

Looking at the garbage strewn around the filthy floor, the empty cans and chip bags, the room lacks anything that a child should have. I can’t even imagine being Lucy. Stolen, raped repeatedly, treated worse than the trash on the floor, she’s still strong. That’s good. She’ll need that strength in the years to come to get over what’s happened. Otherwise, she’ll be no better than Salem. He allows the world to show him only darkness. He comes to expect it.  

Thankfully, the death of this asshole bleeding out at my feet has given Lucy her freedom. We can only hope she’ll now live a normal life. Yes, he stripped her of her innocence and her childhood, but maybe after some time she’ll find solace. 

It’s up to Lucy to repair and move one. 

Going out to the car earlier and pulling out an old sweater of mine from the Impala, I gave it to Lucy. Wanting to wear something without reminders of her captivity, she’s in the bathroom changing out of the scrubby clothes that he’d held her in. We’re waiting on her to leave this rundown shack of depravity. 

Looking to Salem, leaning across the table, moving with regimented intent, he’s on to his personal cleaning ritual. Each knife has a story, a character, each knife an extension of himself. It’s a part of how he copes. The destructive nature of him has an effect and a causality. Everything must be set out, timed, lined up and completed in an exact order. 

This house, this stop, it wasn’t expected. Normally, its death and we move on. That didn’t happen. With this untimed interlude of saving Lucy, Salem’s changed his pattern. We were only a few miles from our last encounter when we decided to stop for the night. Coming in the back, hiding the Impala in a side barn, our intention was rest, not retribution. The rundown house set back from the road was the perfect place. Not knowing we were here to rescue a child, things took a turn. 

“You okay, Salem?” I ask, watching out the dusty front window at a pair of coyotes wrestling over dinner. One of the saucy turkeys didn’t make it. 

Nodding silently, without looking my way, he finishes placing the last blade in the holder. As Lucy steps out in the oversized pullover, I have a grand idea.  

Walking out of the side room, with her ratty hair pulled back and slightly wet, Lucy looks marginally more respectable. I didn’t have much that could fit her, so the sweater has become a dress, covering almost past her knees. 

“Can we go now?” she asks, keeping her eyes up and away from the bloodied floor. Lucy cleaned off a little while she changed, but blood still clings to her hair and skin where she didn’t quite get it off.

“Yeah, we can head out.” Looking to her, seeing that scared child disappearing and the strong soul reappearing, I smile.  

“Salem, you good now?” I ask. Salem’s face is covered in gore. I’m sure mine is too. We’re macabre looking, but in a satisfied way. It’s war paint from a job well done. 

Seeing him wrapping the last of his instruments away, I know what’s next. 

Regimented and precise. Salem has an order to his needs. 

Darkness requires light. 

I’m his light. 

Picking up his case of knives, he smiles as he dusts off the cover. “Yeah, we can head out. Soon.” 

Turning to Lucy, I ask, “Do you mind waiting in the car? We need to finish up here.” 

Confusion lights her face, but she nods and walks off without another word. I’d promised Lucy we’d give her a ride home, and thankfully, it’s only one state line away. One state too close to our pasts, but honestly, I’ll feel better knowing she gets home safely. 

For some reason, after all this time—close to ten years—Salem wanted to venture toward our childhood homes. I would’ve asked, but I know he won’t tell me his intentions. 

And really, I’m afraid to know. 

As I watch her close the door and walk away, Salem turns to me with trepidation. “Mal…” 

He doesn’t really have to say what’s bothering him because I know. Touching his arm, I tell him, “We’ll be fine.” Even if I feel it’s not totally true. Being this close to our pasts doesn’t make us fine.

We’ve been away for close to ten years, and it’s always weighed on his heart that he left the devil alive. To face Tress and all the horrors of that time, I don’t know if he has the strength to do it. I won’t voice it, though. This diversion with Lucy might have pushed him toward doling out justice where justice is deserved. 

Justice should have been offered to Salem when he was little. No one helped him until I gathered enough courage to, and that was too late. The damage was done. 

Setting his knives on the jump bag, coming within my space, he pulls me close. The brutality of Salem fades after he’s meted out his form of judgement. He softens slightly, becoming vulnerable. 

Loveable.

This is when he’s truly mine. 

It’s the only time either of us let down our guard. 

Wrapping my hands through his hair, bringing his mouth to mine, we kiss. I love the feel of his lips, the taste of him, and the way he makes my heart race like a slow burn. 

It’s purely passionate. It always is. It’s soft, sweet, and tentative, but at the same time it’s hard, fast, unfettered, and lacking boundaries. Even how his arms wind around my body, holding me in place like prey, I relish it. 

Grabbing him close, the wet, bloody mess on our clothing soaks through and coats my skin. The wetness leaves a breeze on me as our bodies separate. Breaking contact, Salem grins. Sal never truly smiles, his past took that action from him. 

Honestly, I can’t remember if I’ve ever truly seen him smile.  Tress stripped him of his kindness, his sweet nature. 

His joy. 

Looking at me deeply, his eyes are tight, dark and imploring. “Malachi, I need you.” 

I know what it means. As I stand still, unbuckling my belt, Salem reaches inside my jeans. Sucking in a breath at the sudden, yet expected contact, it’s amazing how he knows me so well when it comes to what I want and need. 

Salem needs this as part of his regime. Death, destruction, and sex, otherwise like an obligation, Salem will repeat the first two steps until the third is done. 

Pushing on his shoulders, bringing him to his knees, he looks up at me from the ground with lust clouding his eyes. With blood coating his body and a girl free of a monster, I see how messy and beautiful this moment is. 

Pressing his hands into my thighs, leaving dark red handprints, his mouth envelopes me. Tossing my head back, I force myself to stand still. Though the way he’s pulling my orgasm free, it’s difficult. This is quick, needy, and greedy. 

Twisting my hands in his hair, holding him in place, Salem allows me dominion over him. This is the only time. This is when he’s mine to control. 

Looking down on him, seeing his head move back and forth, his mouth rubbing along the seam and down the shaft, I moan. After ten years together, we know what feels right. He has a talent that drags me to the edge, quick. 

Even as he tries to hold me up, my legs soften from the sheer enjoyment. Shifting his hands upward, moving them to my ass, Salem holds me still. His mouth is tight against my skin. As my end nears, I lose all sense of control. My hips piston to meet his warm mouth and I release on a sigh.

Accepting every bit of it, slowly moving back off me, Salem smirks. He’s content. Looking down at my cock, the mix of blood and smeared sweat makes me a mess. A sated one, but a mess nonetheless. 

“We have places to be. Let’s get her home,” Salem states as he stands up. His mask of indifference is back in place. 

Shit.

This could be a bloody ride. 






Chapter Four

Malachi
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his is a bit too close to home for my liking. 

Sixty miles from here and we’d find ourselves on my parents’ doorstep. Running away like I did all those years ago, they’d probably assumed I was like our travel companion—stolen. I’m sure if I looked in the local convenience store or barber shop, I’d find a ‘have you seen this child’ poster with my face gracing the cover. 

Looking in the rearview mirror, seeing my reflection, I don’t recognize the man that stares back. I’m not the same Malachi that left that day. Touching the poorly stitched skin, the edgy scar tissue, I see the man I am now, not who I was. And if I don’t recognize me, then they won’t either. 

Peering at Salem, the same unease is noticeable in him too. His back is ramrod straight, his eyes tight as he chews on the edge of his lip to distract himself. 

“You sure this is it, Lucy?” Coming into town, she’d asked us to pull off to a side street. We’re across from the police station. 

“Yeah, I’m good here.” Popping the front door, Lucy pauses. “I won’t tell anyone it was you, I swear. I won’t let on I know anything at all.” 

“Just look after yourself, Lucy. Don’t worry about us.” Smiling and tapping her hand, she grins back. 

“I won’t forget you at all.” Stepping out and closing the door behind her, she takes a deep breath before walking toward the cop shop. Watching her cross the street, Lucy turns back to look at us before opening the door. 

“Let’s get clear of here,” I say, popping the car in reverse and backing down the alley. 

As I pull out onto the side dirt road, Salem asks, “Where to now?” 

“No idea, Sal. No idea.” It’s getting dark, I’m tired, and we look like shit. We could use a good place for the night. “Let’s head west. I need sleep.” 






Chapter Five

Malachi
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e drive along the dirt paths that take us away from Lucy, away from the little town and toward a past we both wish to forget. I want nothing more than to drive straight toward the Canadian border. Anywhere to avoid the whole state of Illinois.  

We’d been driving for over an hour when Salem passed out. With no one to chat with, I’m beginning to feel the effects of staying up all night. Doling out punishment to that awful excuse for a human is taking its toll. 

I tap Salem on the shoulder. “Sal, I’m exhausted. We need to stop.” I feel bad trying to rouse him, but if he doesn’t stay awake and keep me up, we’ll find ourselves upside down in a ditch. 

Yawning, he reaches forward and drums his hands on the dash. “Sorry. I was having a hard time keeping my eyes open.” 

“Yeah, me too.” My lids are heavy, my breathing slow enough that I yawn more than breathe. My body is screaming at me to sleep. 

I could sleep for days on end. For that, though, we’ll need a place to rest. 

He spins around and looks in the back seat. “Damn, there’s nothing to eat. I’m freakin’ starved.” Having given Lucy the last of our food from the rest stop, my stomach grumbles in reply. 

“Yeah. We’ll find somewhere to sleep first. I’ll swing out to grab food at a gas station after I nap.” 

“Get some sleep, Mal. I’ll—” 

Waving him off, knowing him alone in a public place is a big, bad issue, I say it sweetly. I’m fearful of letting him go alone, but I don’t voice it. “No. No worries, Salem. I’ll grab us food.” 

“You’re tired. I can do it, I swear.” He thinks he can, but I know the truth of it. Him. Public. The chance that someone will set him off is high. That means the chances of an unexpected death is inevitable. The last thing we need is another so soon. 

As I’m driving, I look around the area. We’re in rural Ohio. There’s a lack of subdivisions, gas stations or grocery stores. There are farmhouses with livestock out front and fields of green crops. We’re definitely rural. In the distance, I see a rundown shack that could be a good place to stop. With weeds covering the front, an overgrown driveway, and a side building that leans so far over a stiff breeze would make it fall, I know it’s the perfect place. 

A place that time has forgotten. 

I point to the abandoned building. “I’m pulling in there, Sal.” 

Pulling up the drive, the Impala rattles across the rough track. Parking beside the leaning shed, hiding the car from sight, I shut it off. I’m so tired that even popping the door feels like a work out.

“Come on,” I tell Sal as I step out. 

“I’ll be a sec, Mal. Go ahead. I’ll grab the bags.” 

“Okay.” 

Hopping out, the heat of the day blasts me. It’s bright out, and the sun’s rays add another weight to my tired soul. I feel heavy and sluggish. Making my way through the weeded path, past overgrown bushes and rough ground, I step up to the broken screen door.

One of the silliest rituals I have about abandoned homes is a need to knock. I know it sounds funny, but knocking tells the ghosts we’re friendly. It’s a crazy superstition of mine from childhood. The last house, where I didn’t knock on the door, we’d found Lucy. 

Right now, raising my hand to knock is almost too much. I’m so damn tired that even a ghost would be too much effort. 

Raising my hand, I rap on the door, the sound rattling my skull. 
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