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Something was wrong.

Walking the two blocks from her apartment to work, the anxiety that was building up within her chest increased with every step she took. The air was unusually crisp this early in the morning for this time of year. It felt heavy and bitter around her, engulfing her lungs like forest fire smog. Unsafe.

While she walked, she glanced at the older buildings lined up on the street, passing them by. She took note of every leaf that blew past. Fear was seeping into her bones. The street that she walked every day seemed to be darker than usual. Shadows crept further from their corners and onto the sidewalk, absorbing the light. Today, her anxiety was on high alert.

This was not an unfamiliar feeling to her. Of all of her feelings and emotions, she listened to her anxiety the most. In fact, she had begun, at an early age, to consider her anxiety a close friend. A necessity. She had grown to depend on how it manifested itself within her. All to keep her safe. All to indicate when it was time to run.

She had been hiding her whole adult life. Reading people and situations had become an art form for her. She found she needed to depend on her own abilities to protect herself. No one else did it for her.

Arriving at her destination, Clarey Anderson stood frozen in fear on the curb adjacent to the nostalgic little bookstore where she worked. Almost hidden in the dimly lit side street alcove, the building was one of the first in the area. The three stories of stacked red and brown bricks before her held a magnitude of history. Previously, it served as a speakeasy in the 1920s.

Clarey sighed. Something was very wrong.

However, standing and admiring the beautiful building before her, she could see no physical evidence leading her to believe this. She knew nothing was out of place. She had worked at the little bookstore for several years now. She knew every brick and piece of mortar like the back of her hand.

The front bay window, with its delicate gold lettering indicating Hidden Gems Bookstore, stood intact and polished. And the dark, intricate wood and wrought iron door was closed tight. It should be at this early hour of the day, she mused. She would be the one to unlock it.

Brushing her long blonde hair out of her face, she stood in fear. Her body coiled, ready to flee at a moment's notice. Her soft brown eyes darted around to see if anyone was about. She remained alone.

Taking a calming breath, she moved forward, her feet feeling like lead. Crossing the old cobblestone street felt like crossing the desert. The three steps up to the landing felt like quicksand. Her hands shook inserting the key into the lock, freeing the mechanism.

Clarey opened the door slowly, hoping nothing was about to jump out at her. She glanced through the door before stepping in. Everything from this vantage point seemed as untouched inside as it did on the outside.

Leaning forward, she reached in and turned on the main light switch. Lights first. Nothing good came from the darkness. On autopilot, she locked the door behind her. With a heavy heart, she turned to face the room. Not able to resist, she closed her eyes and inhaled the heavy musty scent of old parchment, ink, leather bindings, and oil. The familiar smell acted as a slight balm to her senses.

She opened her eyes and let them drift along the bookshelves from where she stood. Each book still stood nestled where they belonged. Each leather binding was lovingly oiled to perfection and gleamed in the light. Clarey absentmindedly rubbed her fingers together on her right hand. She felt the book oil that had seeped into her pores over the years.

Neat foot oil. Drawing her hand to her nose, she took a deep breath, letting the smell soothe her. The oils had infused within her fingertips. When caring for the books, she had left a part of herself on these shelves.

Glancing around, taking another deep breath, Clarey tried to calm her nerves. This was home. She preferred to be here rather than being at her dingy apartment. This is where she could relax. She had found some semblance of safety within these walls.

But not today. Something was definitely wrong.

Perfectly trimmed blonde eyebrows knit together. She wondered once again if she should run. Every instinct in her bones was screaming for her to do so. Had she felt like this in the past, she would have already been long gone. But her feet had other plans.

Maneuvering around the front display case, she trailed her fingers along the glass as she walked past. She looked down the aisles. Nothing seemed to be out of place.

The only sound she heard was her feet shuffling along the old wood floors. Stopping at the antique register, with the sticky key that made her life miserable, Clarey’s eyebrows shot up. Well, she mused, there wasn't a robbery. Sadly, the register would live another day to haunt her.

Continuing down the aisles, she came to a dead end at the store's back wall. She walked forward and scanned the last shelves. The top left shelf was intact. Sighing in relief, she turned back and looked around from where she stood.

Nothing seemed to be amiss. Everything had been exactly where she had left it the previous night when she had locked up and made the lonely, solemn trek back to her apartment.

Clarey wrapped her arms around herself. Why then was she experiencing this all-consuming feeling of fear?

And then, as if drawn to it, her eyes shifted behind the counter. The last place to look would be the sub-basement. Clarey had always hated the sub-basement. She refused to go down there. It was cold and dark. Darkness is where the shadows came from. Lashing out and clawing at her. She shivered. Nothing good ever came from the shadows. From the darkness.

Blinking a few times, looking around her, she realized she stood with her shoulders squared, looking down at the basement door. Old and splintered, the dark wood lay staring up at her as if to say, Open me, I dare you. With every fiber in her body, she knew there had to be something terribly wrong to make her want to open this door. This was not in her character. She would not allow herself to be cornered down there.

Nevertheless, she found herself kneeling down to grasp the rusted circular ring embedded in the metal plate attached to the hatch. There was no sane reason for her to go down there. But she persisted. The trap door was as old as the building. Heavy and awkward to lift. When she was finally able to place the hatch upright and lean it against the wall, Clarey looked down into the dark depths with dread.

The kindly old store owner, Mr. Baker, had once told her this passage had been used during Prohibition to smuggle the wares of the bootleggers brewing their concoctions out in the woods far from town. They would utilize the tunnel system below to elude the law, going from building to building. While he told the story, she could almost see men crouching down in silence, hidden in fear. In her mind, she watched as police walked amongst the patrons of the establishment above, searching for them.

Mr. Baker, more of a grandfather figure than a boss, had laughed at her shuttered reaction at the tale and had surprised her by wrapping her in a comforting hug. He had assured her all the tunnels had long since been closed in, and she had nothing to worry about.

Breaking the images swirling through her head, Clarey felt an unknown force make her move. Her anxiety continued to grip her in fear. She mechanically stepped on the switch on the top step. A dim light filled the cavern below. At this moment, she thought she heard someone telling her to call for help. A voice she had heard from her past. To stay in the safety of the daylight world above. To stay in the light.

But something was drawing her toward the underbelly of the little Hidden Gems Bookstore. Something that her fear wanted her so desperately to see. Needed her to see. She gripped onto the old, worn wooden railing to descend. The wood was surprisingly warm beneath her hand. Lowering step by step, she reached the sanded bottom of the sub-basement. Her eyes struggled to adjust to the dim light.

Frozen at her sides, her small hands felt heavy. Their weight strained on her shoulders as she stood. She was trembling. She had spent her whole life running from the darkness. Then why was she allowing herself to be down here, she thought to herself.

Slowly turning from her statuesque position at the foot of the stairs, she scanned the darkness to the left. The air felt as though something or someone had been this way. She really was crazy, she thought to herself. Maybe she should run back up.

But, like glue, she remained stuck where she stood. Her eyes squinted through the darkness. She didn’t expect anything to be down here. Each tunnel system that had led away from or to this central location was closed off. Nothing good would be down here in the darkness, she told herself once again.

Clarey continued to scan the area in front of her, turning to the right. Stopping their search, her eyes fell upon one of the books she loved so much, the Brothers Grimm first edition copy of Hansel and Gretel.

The leather bindings were well-worn, but the book was magnificently intact. She had read it several times in the bookstore’s reading area. What was this doing down here? She thought, scooping the book up to inspect it. This was a precious item and quite expensive. It didn’t make sense for it to be lying discarded here like trash.

Her eyes scanned further into the darkness, stopping on a worn-out gray slipper that lay in the sand far off to the right where the light met the shadows. Her stomach sank. Her mind assessed the details of that slipper. She knew she had seen it before. She knew her own hands had felt the worn sole and less-than-soft velvet fabric that was fraying on the sides. She had scraped every penny she had to give the owner a new pair of similar gray velvet slippers as a Christmas present the year before.

Tears welled in Clarey’s eyes, remembering the moment she had given them to him. He had refused to wear the new ones because these ones "had a lot of life left in them." Clarey folded her arms in front of her, using the book to shield herself from what was to come. Dreadfully, she knew now what her fear had wanted her to see. Needed her to see. But she didn’t want to see it.

A tear streamed down her ashen face. She forced her soft brown eyes to see past the lone, worn-out gray slipper. Further into the darkness that lay beyond the light, her gaze fell upon a sock lying crumpled and abandoned amidst the sand and dust.

Without her saying so, her body jolted her forward a couple of steps. Another tear fell. Her eyes shifted further into the darkness. Bringing her hand to her face in shock, she let out a muffled sound. Her body froze once again. The faint silhouette of a bare foot could be seen, laying slanted slightly to the right. Still. As though its owner were lounging upon a hot sand beach without a care in the world.

Clarey forced herself to walk forward, tears now falling freely, the droplets matching the beat of her heavily pounding heart. The fear that her anxiety had gripped her earlier wound tighter. A small flicker of awareness rolled through her head, asking her if she’d lost her mind. She needed to run.

Feeling lightheaded, she didn't know at this moment if she had forgotten how to breathe, or simply that she had no breath to release, or no air to inhale. Walking deeper into the darkness, she was unsure if the sudden scream she heard echoing around her had come from her dried lips... or if it was a haunted scream coming from one of the vast tunnels that had once occupied this space. Maybe an echo of the past.

She stopped. Shaking and cold, her eyes fell upon the prone body of Mr. Baker. Left alone in the darkness, amongst the shadows of the sub-basement below his beloved bookstore. Lifeless. He was crumpled like a discarded marionette. His head lay at an odd angle, and his one knee was bent up toward his hip. One arm crossed carelessly over his body.

Realization dawned on her regarding the book she held clutched in her hands. This had been her favorite childhood story. The story had helped her to escape when her reality became too hard for a young girl to handle. Her knees gave out on her, and Clarey fell to the sand floor, just barely missing the lone gray slipper behind her. The heavy, cold air swirled and clung to the sand below her. Her anxiety gripped her in suffocating fear.

The fear was changing from earlier this morning.

Before, she had known something was wrong. Now, the meaning of this new fear was consuming her. This new fear was leading her to the knowledge that just maybe this senseless act of ending one’s life had been her fault.

Maybe, after all the careful planning, all the running, her shadows had found her once again. Maybe this time, someone had paid for her past.

And before Clarey could muster another thought, the darkness consumed her, and her world went black.
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He was distracted.

Stepping off the curb, he marched toward the old bookstore left forgotten in the alcove of what was once a busy market street. His mind was far from in the present. He vaguely noticed the flashing lights reflecting off the buildings surrounding him. The harrowing voices of the crowd just beyond the police barriers were but a hum in his ears. His feet led him of their own free will toward the man in the bright white dress shirt standing aloof, facing the old three-story brick building. His mind was not in the present as it wound in and out to another time and place.

He had recently returned to work from a lengthy sabbatical. A flicker of doubt entered his mind. Maybe it was too soon. Just maybe. No, he shook himself mentally, he needed this.

Involuntarily inhaling a deep breath, he forced his thoughts back to the moment at hand. He needed to focus.

“What do we have, Sam?” Detective Rhett Dawson asked his Police Chief and best friend, Sam Winters, as he reached his side.

Rhett turned to glance up at the building he had been called to tonight, mimicking the crossed-arm stance of the man next to him. Scanning the area, he took in the police cruisers and yellow tape. He noticed a bundle of gray wool piled on the curb near the closest police cruiser. Remnants of shredded papers littered the ground. Age showed on the street around him. The red and blue lights of the police cruisers flashed off the greying red bricks of the building before him.

How this old building was still standing was beyond him, he mused. All the prohibited buildings in the area had been demolished long ago. Aside from the Church of St. Helena down the street, there was only one other building he could think of offhand. If memory served him correctly, it was an apartment building now. All other buildings had been condemned for public safety. The tunnels that ran below had all been filled in for fear of a cave-in.

After a short pause of examining his notes, Sam acknowledged his question.

“Homicide,” he said. “Old Man Baker was found murdered in the sub-basement of his bookstore by his employee, uh...” He glanced back down at his notebook. “Miss Clarey Anderson.”

Changing the subject, he absentmindedly rubbed under his chin and turned to face Rhett. His old friend took a good glance up and down his body.

“Are you sure you should be here?” he asked with genuine concern in his eyes.

Rhett cleared his throat. “Yeah, I’m good, Sam. Where is she now?”

Sam looked at him hard before gesturing toward the police cruiser nearest the building. “She’s over there sitting on the curb. Neighbors heard her screams and called the police. Other than telling us she had found her employer, she hasn’t said a word. Frankly, I’m surprised the girl can string two words together. She’s
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