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      To my family,

      Thank you for enduring the endless hours of me trapped away, clacking at the keyboard, eating cold sandwiches and air-fried nuggets so that I could keep pursuing this dream.

      I love you so much, my Angel, Sophie, Nani, Zoe-Zoe,  and Ell. You guys give me life, and that life goes into my words.

      Thank you to my writer besties, Chris and Manna. You’ve pulled me back from the edge so many times.

      May you both find the success you give me in the kindness of your friendship.

      To the family we have, and the family we make for ourselves. Sometimes, family isn’t blood.
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      I rarely feel the need to add a trigger warning.

      I do want to say that in the following pages you will find a woman who has suffered sexual assault, including rape. The scenes are not described, but her trauma is very real.

      I don’t write about these things for entertainment, but because they are real and the psychological effects can last for years.

      While I have drawn on my own experiences to evoke emotion into Elara, I hope anyone who has suffered sexual abuse will be able to relate and find healing in a strong FMC who doesn’t allow the experience to define her.
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      If you need help or resources dealing with you’re own traumatic experiences, please call:

      RAINN

      The Rape, Abuse, & Incest National Network

      1-800-656-4673

      

      Or visit:

      NSVRC- National Sexual Violence Resource Center for other resources.

      https://www.nsvrc.org
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      Blood doesn’t soak into the dirt as well as I thought it would.

      I watched the pool of crimson spread, noting how a splinter of sunlight found its way through the wooden panels of our humble cottage, casting its glow upon the growing puddle.

      One shutter hung on by a single hinge, threatening to fall to the floor and splinter at any moment. It was symbolic of how I’d felt for so long, being married to the man who lay bleeding out on the ground.

      Something flitters through my mind. I’m a widow. Reality doesn’t hit, and I wonder how long it will take for the giddiness to race through my chest. I expect jubilation. Excitement. Remorse. Something.

      Only…

      I’m numb.

      Empty.

      Devoid of everything.

      Bending slightly over his corpse, I have the sudden urge to shove my finger into his face just as he’d done to me so many times.

      I raise my hand, bringing it down on his cheek, a solid thwack echoing through our cabin. I wait for a bruise to form, but there’s nothing. Instead, his head thrusts away from me, angled awkwardly towards the wall. The chill of his skin stains my hand, and I furiously rub it against my clothes, trying to get the sensation off.

      Like a stone, he doesn’t move… doesn’t argue, further confirming he’s gone.

      I inhale and exhale slowly and purposefully. It’s finally done.

      My eyes wander over his back, the handle of my dagger sticking straight out of it.

      “Shit!” I take a deep breath. Do I leave it and run? Fear has me in a chokehold. Even as I watch the trail of red seep out around him, pouring down the slanted incline of our floor, I already know the answer.

      No matter how repulsed I feel, I need the dagger. I can’t leave it... I look away as I pull my blade from his back. The sound it makes, as it squelches from his skin, echoes like a scream throughout our small space.

      For just a moment, I freeze. My heart stops as I wait for his corpse to reanimate. I even imagine him moving, getting up on his knees to come after me. I’m going to kill you, Elara. Do you think you can escape me?

      “No! Shut up! You’re dead!” I scream as he crawls towards me.. I fall back, hitting the dirt hard, injuring my tailbone. “Get away!” His lips curl into a sinister smile.

      Never, I’ll never let you rest. He reaches for my throat, his fingers stretched out, and in the next second, he’s gone.

      “I’m losing my mind. I need to get out of here,” my heart rate slowly getting back to normal.

      I quickly rinse the blade, cleaning the aged metal, and shove it into my waistband before noting the discoloration on my skin. Large spots of bluish tint and red marks appeared where he’d hit me. Heat rushes to my face, and I kick his corpse with my foot, angry that even dead, he still had managed to leave one last mark on me.

      My nerves are on fire, every ounce of adrenaline coursing through my body. It’s okay, Elara. He won’t hurt you ever again. Let’s go. My subconscious urges me to escape while I can. I can’t just stay here with his rotting corpse just a few feet away. Eventually, someone will come along. They’ll find out he’s dead, and my fate will be sealed.

      I recall the events that had led to my impulsive actions.

      I’d refused him, again, and he’d struck me so quickly I hadn’t time to react. The pain shot through my cheek, setting my rage boiling. Then he’d turned away from me, screaming obscenities as he threw things and broke them.

      “You’re my whore. You don’t get to say no.” He yelled. Fueling a fire that had been burning in me for years, his threat snapped the last thread holding me together. Without thinking, my hand flew to my dagger, and before I could stop myself, I plunged my blade into his back.

      Everything was a whirlwind after that.

      No regret, no fear. Just pure unadulterated rage. Years of wrath were finally being released into his flesh over and over.

      He fought to jerk away from me, stumbling about, grasping awkwardly at the blade between his shoulders. His hands were clawing at my arms as he struggled to get his balance. He ambled awkwardly into our furniture, destroying what little of our livelihood was left, before finally tripping over our rocking chair. His foot caught at the base, and as he tried to grab the arm to steady himself, he toppled over onto his face.

      The sound he made as he fell was louder than I expected. His face dives headfirst into the floor, and blood begins to pool, spreading like a crimson river downward on the ground. My only satisfaction was his gradual laboring of breaths, as his body began to fail.

      The sound of a gurgling liquid emits from his chest, blood making its way into his breathing.

      I step back, my heart palpitating wildly as the scene unfolded.

      “Please don’t get back up you son of a bitch,” I yell, daring him to challenge me.

      I wait anxiously for his final exhale of breath. Seconds turned into minutes, which felt like hours, until his chest finally rose and fell for the last time. When the moment finally came, I breathed a sigh of relief, even though I knew it wasn’t over.

      “Finish the job and get out of here, Elara,” I scold myself.

      Sudden kisses of cold air breathed across my skin. I look down at my skin, realizing the bastard had torn my clothes when he came after me.

      “You bastard!” I scream at the top of my lungs. An animalistic roar bursts from my chest. The fact that I’d thrust my dagger into his back, and he’d still managed to destroy my clothes and leave his mark on me.

      It was too much.

      I claw and shred what’s left of my clothing, overcome with a crazy sense of rage that he’d still managed to get to me, one more time. My only solace in the fact that his body lay stone-cold in the dirt.

      A maniacal joy rises through my chest.

      Naked, bruised, and finally free from the fear that choked me for years, I danced across the dirt, tip-tapping on his body before I swirled around the room.

      “I’m free!” The words burst from my lips. Tears flow freely, not from grief, but joy.  I’m jolted to reality by a gentle ticking noise. My heart flies to my throat, and I nearly trip over Franco’s body as I back against the wall.

      His pocket watch. I’d nearly forgotten about it. It was his most prized possession in all the world. The sound it makes leaves my stomach in sickening catapults.

      The ticking pounds in my head like a hammer on stone. It resonates with Franco’s voice, as if he were still here, degrading me through the sound of the cursed clock.

      “Okay, where the dad-blammed is it?” My eyes hurriedly searched the room. It had to have fallen somewhere.

      I finally spotted the cursed thing. Its aged metal still glinting in the rays of light, laying just a few inches from his body. I immediately snatch it from the ground, opening the face, noting the arms of the clock on twelve.

      My heart stops, stomach bile rising in the back of my throat. Even in death, he knew how to get me. So symbolic. The fairy tales I’d read as a child meant the magic always ended when the moon was highest in the sky. For me, the only magic I’d known was his torment. Beatings. Sexual demands.

      It all ended when the hand hit the twelve.

      “Ha ha ha ha,” I spit on his corpse. “I’ve got your precious pocket watch, darling,” I mock him. “What are you going to do about it? Force me to my knees for you?” I toss my head back, cackling. So much of his dark, abusive schedule revolved around the ticking of the goddamn pocket watch. “I never have to cater to you or that thing, ever again.” Vehemence oozes like poison out of me.

      I pick up my shreds of garment from the ground, clutching them to my naked chest as I survey my belongings.

      I’d never planned this far. I’d only imagined what it would be like to kill him, never believing I’d go through with it.

      I never thought I’d be free from him, or that I’d be responsible for his lifeless body.

      No more terror.

      No more abuse.

      No more sweaty, groping palms clawing at me as I try to wrestle away from him.

      I certainly hadn’t planned on what would come after his death.

      How would I take care of myself? He’d always provided for me. Keeping me tightly locked away so that I’d never taste freedom.

      Always his prisoner and slave.

      The thought of freedom dissipates. My mind darkened with the idea of what would happen when he didn’t show up for work. Would the farmer he worked for come searching for him?

      A new type of terror comes over me.

      What would they do to me if they found out what I’d done?

      I couldn't let that happen. I needed to escape. To get so far from here, no one would ever find me.

      NOW.

      I quickly donned what was left of my clothing, throwing the rest of my meager belongings into a tattered sackcloth.

      The pocket watch sits like ice in my hand, a reminder of his stone-cold heart. I immediately whip it to the ground; the metallic crunching it makes isn’t enough. I bang the heel of my foot against it, crushing the metal to bits, watching the gears explode until virtually nothing but shards remain.

      I give the demolished stopwatch one final stomp until I’m satisfied it’s ticked its last.

      Finally. It’s over.
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      I head towards the door, my breath hitching for a moment as my gaze falls on an empty bassinet that would never be filled. I was grateful to whatever god had seen my misfortune and had not granted the one wish I'd had since we were married. 

      Having a child with this monster would have proven deadly for us both. Even as images of a curly-haired baby with sparkling blue eyes flash in my mind, the picture of a child I never had. I shake away the image. It doesn’t matter.

      The empty bassinet and Franco’s empty threats to murder me while I slept would stay here, in our past. In our cottage full of nightmares.

      I would never be so stupid as to fall for another man, ever again.

      For now, I was still alive, that’s what mattered. I swallow saliva in an attempt to wet my throat and get past the rising lump.

      I rush around our home, packing up everything of value. I gather what’s left of our food—some jerky and dry bread—and roll it up in my clothes. Tossing the bundle of my things outside and set to lighting everything on fire before I rushed out of the house.

      Grabbing the bundle, I dart into the woods. My head darts side to side, worried that someone might see me. Once I’m sure the coast is clear, I sprint to a tree to hide. I’m shaking as I watch the flames grow higher, the walls falling in on themselves, windows collapsing under the heat. The thatched roof barely lasts but minutes, and in less time than it took for Franco to die, my entire life has disappeared into a blaze of heat.

      I don’t move… even as the sun fades into night and my home is reduced to ash. Even when the trees around me catch fire and the heat inches closer, I can’t bring myself to go. My freedom lies in my ability to run, but my feet are like lead. This was my home. I know nothing, and no one outside of it.

      “Too late to go back now, Elara.” My voice is the only comfort I have, but there’s no more time to waste. The fire has reached me—time to go.

      The heat is enough to motivate me to pull my hood over my head. With the bundle tucked securely under my arms, I finally shake the lead off and run blindly through the woods. No idea where I’m headed or what will happen once I get there.

      The quiet of the night screams into my soul as owls hoot loudly over me. I wasn’t used to the silence, and the absence of Franco’s booming words makes everything so much more unsettling.

      Who-oo-o, an owl yells into the dark.

      “Shut up!” I yell back, terrified it’ll give away my location.

      Fear begins to overwhelm me. It’s as if I expect Franco’s fingers to slip around my neck and choke me until I breathe my last.

      The woods. The animals. They knew. They were accusing me.

      Who-oo-oo killed Franco? The damn owl wouldn’t stop his shrieking, and the tears strike hard. They pour down my face, blurring my vision as I run. I can’t escape; I’m never going to escape. Terror grips my entire body, sucking me back, screaming into my mind to admit what I’d done, or I’d be thrown into the pit of hell to burn for all of eternity.

      Only I knew I couldn’t tell anyone. I couldn’t confess.

      The townspeople would hang me.

      They wouldn’t listen to how he forced me to do so many things. Things with my body to please him. Things that would shame even the town harlots. They wouldn’t listen to how he'd beaten me or how he'd broken me until I begged for death. 

      No, I shook the thoughts away. I’d done what I needed to protect myself. If I were being honest, how he'd died was too good for him. He deserved so much worse.

      Now? Now I was finally safe. Even if I was never at peace with what I’d done.

      This is why I’ll never confess, because even death was too good for a man like Franco.

      My resolve set, I ran faster and faster. I took myself as far from our home as possible. Hopefully, whoever finds him will assume we’ve both died in the fire, and I’ll be free to live my life. I grab at my waistband, assuring myself my dagger is there, ready for me to use the instant I need it. 

      As branches cracked beneath my feet in the dark, their limbs whipping against my face. My ears are attuned to the noises of the night crawling from the woods, prickling at my skin, and causing the hair on the back of my neck to stand up. I could hear every sound. Even over the pounding of my own heart.

      Elara...the night whispered, but I wouldn’t answer. I ran faster, an icy chill crawling up my spine. I had no direction and no idea where I would end up, only that I needed to escape my past. The stars above me, the only guide.

      In all reality, I had no idea where I was going.

      I’ve no idea how far I’ve gone, when quietly, I hear a gentle ticking behind my ears. It’s as if Franco is running in unison with me. No, it’s not possible. My feet fly faster and faster. The dread that he’s somehow come back and is following me fuels my fear. This panic keeps me running through the night, until my lungs feel as if they will burst, and every muscle in my body is sore.

      As the sun breaks overhead, casting its brilliant light on the crumpled leaves and uneven terrain, I see a giant castle looming out of the threatening fog. I fall to my knees, wiping the dried tears. Relief floods over me. Am I finally safe? The ticking of Franco’s clock had long since stopped, and I wondered if it was a hallucination. Now, it didn’t matter. I’d put enough distance between him and me, not even his ghost would find me.

      “Ghosts. Ha! If there were such a thing.” I can’t help but laugh at the idea.

      I stumbled on the dirt pathway to the looming walls of the castle, every part of me aching. I pray a good Samaritan will take pity on me and see how tired and broken I am. Only, there’s no one around. The castle looms before me, kissed with aged brick walls and small wooded areas. I’m not far from the entrance, but I know I can’t be seen going in.

      When I’ve taken a moment, I stumble to my feet, searching along the wall as I search the huge stones for any kind of door or servant’s passageway.

      I’m still earnestly praying someone will help, and my eyes and ears are attuned to the slightest sound. I fight back the urge to yell for help.

      I’m not convinced I’m safe yet. Carefully stumbling through the trees and heavy bramble, my ears pick up the rustling of bushes. Shit. I duck back, hiding behind a tree trunk, afraid it’ll be Franco to jump out and get me.

      I see the boots first, emerging from behind a large Willow tree, not three feet from where I stand. My eyes trace upward of the form, but I can’t see the face of the person wearing them, just the clothing. The boots step forward and then turn around and walk away.

      I see the flash of colors of his uniform. A royal guard. I dip back, suddenly afraid of what will happen if I’m caught here. I keep a close eye on the guards pacing. A guard catching me out here trying to sneak into the castle could be dangerous.

      I’m not a guest here, I remind myself. Curling up as small as possible, I keep my eyes on him. Earnestly watching his pacing until he eventually turns away, and his form recedes into the distance.

      My stomach chooses this moment to remind me I’m starving. I haven’t eaten in days, even long before I killed Franco. It jolts me from the fear I’d had of being caught lurking. The hunger pangs hit me like a tree, cracking down the center and pummeling me to the ground.

      In Franco’s last days, he used food as a reward when I gave in to his depraved carnal desires. So, I stopped eating.

      “Bitch,” he’d said when I refused his advances. “Go ahead and starve. I’ll just find a new whore to please me,” he said, trying to cut me to my core, but years of servitude to a controlling and belittling husband had conditioned me for his abuse.

      Like any young bride, I’d loved him and truly believed he loved me. I foolishly fell for the romantic notion he’d change once we were wed. Only it hadn’t. Franco had only gotten worse.

      More abusive. Angrier.

      I eventually grew numb to his insults. I finally stopped crying at night. Finally stopped wondering why I wasn’t good enough.

      Eventually, I stopped caring at all. I just wanted out.

      He’d taken everything from me. Destroying it all in a fire of anger and rage.

      Toward the end, I wished I could starve to death. I wished I could die out of pure spite, so he could no longer get pleasure in causing me pain.

      I’d been so lost in my nightmarish memories; I hadn’t noticed the leaves rustling with the guard’s return. He was pacing the perimeter to keep watch for anyone who’d be unwelcome in the castle.

      A nagging voice in my gut told me a royal guard wouldn’t be pleased with my presence.

      I had to come up with a plan.

      I shouldn’t have stopped running.

      I only had the castle now, if I could get inside, maybe I could get help. Plead my case—beg for forgiveness for sneaking in.

      No.

      I duck lower. I was as good as dead in there as I was out here. I waited for the guard to disappear again and the sound of rustling leaves to fade away.

      Hunger slices through my stomach like a blade, stealing my breath. With Franco gone, there’s no one left to tell me if I can or can’t eat. I rip open my satchel, rending the dry bread in half, and bite down hard. The crust scraping the roof of my mouth, but I don’t care. A few bites, and my dry mouth registers I’ve been without water for days. Dammit. Now I can’t think about anything except how thirsty I am.

      I need water. The foliage here tells me that there’s a water source nearby; nothing grows this green and thick without it. Just keep looking. I don’t search long.

      I’m rounding the outside wall, noting a subtle hill decline, when the softest sound of water bubbling reaches my ears. I glance behind me, wondering where the guard has disappeared to, hoping he’s not nearby. I tear off another piece of stale bread, gruffly munching and swallowing, before I leap forward and run towards the sound of the creek.

      My eyes dart from side to side, paranoid someone will catch me, before falling to my knees. My partially eaten bread rolls to the ground. I quickly cup my hands, pouring the cold liquid over my face, inhaling it down my throat.

      It tastes like freedom. I gulp it down like I’ll never drink water again, and my heart nearly leaps from my chest out of the joy I feel. I escaped. I was safe.

      Tears start to roll over my cheeks, kissing my face. A reminder of what I’ve overcome. No longer would I have my basic needs used against me by a crazed lunatic. I wanted to scream out in joy.
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      “Hey, you!” A voice booms through the foliage. I lift my eyes to see the Royal Guard rushing towards me. He pulls his sword, and my body immediately stiffens, and I’ve no time to react. I lumber backward away from the water to escape his rapidly approaching form. All the happiness I’d felt a moment ago dissipates.

      The fear is back; I’m struggling to get away as quickly as possible, falling back on the ground, my heart in my throat, and shock coursing through me. It’s too soon. I couldn't allow myself to be held captive by another man! I fumbled with my dagger, even as I scooted quickly back on the dirt and dried leaves.
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