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​Shane

There’s the hunter and the prey. I’m the prey that became the hunter. I started off as the prey to my stepfather. I was ten when he started sexually molesting me.There is something unique in losing your childhood innocence too early. It creates this unhinged need to protect your soul. Forget your heart because the trauma inflicted on you destroyed it along with your brain, whose chemistry will be forever changed from the horror you were forced to endure.

I was thirteen when I was finally able to escape the perfect cage that was created to keep me nothing more than helpless prey. I was liberated by a neighbor, named Dale, who took my tales of what my stepfather was doing to me seriously. Unfortunately for me, I was a troublemaker as a kid. My bio dad got locked up in prison when I was three for a cybercrime that I later found out he was framed for. To this day, we still don’t know who is responsible for his false crime. By the time I was six, my mom had married my stepdad, who worked at one of the local factories making good money. My mom was never focused on me. She cared more about her career at some wanna be fancy hair salon than her own kid. They both made me feel like I was nothing but an obligation they didn’t want. 

My only saving grace during my time of distress before Dale, who year later I found out was a good friend of my bio dad, offered me an escape was Rosemond Goyle, or Rosie as she likes to go by. Her mom watched the neighborhood kids because most of the families couldn’t afford an actual daycare center. Ms. Suzie took care of us neighborhood kids for half the cost and it gave Rosie kids to play with since she was an only child. Rosie is a couple years younger than me and the sweetest person I’ve ever met. Her empathic soul makes her unique in her ability to care for others. 

I went willingly with Dale and his wife when they left the state. They were moving back up north to New York near the Big Apple. For a kid in the poor suburbs who had no true safe space it was easy to leave with someone who I knew would take care of me while also taking me miles away from the southern home that had become my nightmare. Plus, New York City seemed like it could offer so much. Years later when I was bit older, Dale told me he was in fact an old army buddy of my bio dad. My dad had asked him to look out for me because he didn’t trust my mom. This is also when I found my dad was framed for the cyber attack, and we still don’t know who was behind his set up. Dale then  showed me the underworld of society. A playground for the morally grey. By that point in my life, my moral compass was compromised, so the illegal underworld felt like I hit the jackpot for my morally grey, now almost pitch black soul. 

Dale is a part of a secret society of hitmen. My father was going to join the Faceless Assassins, but was locked up before he could. It felt right that I took his place and joined the Faceless Assassins. Dale and his wife couldn't have kids due to infertility issues, so I became their kid. They finished raising me while I trained and learned how to be a killer for hire. At eighteen, I was able to finally join the Faceless Assassins. Now at twenty-five, I’m a captain in charge of my own squad. We handle elite and harder to handle targets. 

Unfortunately, my mom and stepdad turned me running away into a spectacle. They claimed that Dale abducted me and that he was the one sexually molesting me. My mom gained new clients from this because people felt bad for her. They also wanted to gossip about my so called abduction. My stepdad used it as a way to paint himself as the innocent one who stepped up to take care of a kid that wasn’t his. All of this made it hard to stay in contact with Rosie. I did my best to write her secret letters, letting her know I was okay, but it wasn’t wise to do so. Thankfully, Rosie heeded my warnings and never alerted her parents that I was secretly contacting her. Eventually, it was time for me to cut ties and focus on the new life I was building for myself. 

Overall, I’m happy with my life. I’ve made friends since I entered the underworld. My closest friends are in the mafia, and while I love all the memories we have together, and continue to make, I cherish my memories with Rosie the most. I find myself missing her more and more lately. Maybe it’s because she is no longer a part of my life, or because she is the only happy memories I have of my past life that make me cherish her so deeply. She was a light in the darkest time of my life. I clung to her back then. Maybe I still do in some ways. I do keep tabs on Rosie. She’s grown to be a bombshell. I would make her mine, but I refuse to drag her sweet soul into the life of the underworld. I’ve thought about it dozens of times, but I can’t do it. It’s better to be a ghost and carry on my life without her. 

Members of the Faceless Assassins do have wives. We are a secret society of assassins for hire, or hitmen as most of the underworld refers to us as. Our wives need to have a level of thick skin. They have to accept what we do for a living. Most of the wives are criminals themselves on some level. Some come from mafia families, like Dale’s wife, Gail, who has ties to the Irish mob. Gail is actually a relative of my friend Trey, who runs the Irish side of the Alliance Trinity. Some wives come from the Hunt, which is basically new members' initiation, but veteran members can participate. The women from the hunt often end up dead, tortured, raped, or worse. If they are lucky, they will become a wife and not end up dead. We are hitmen. If anyone expects us to be not a little psycho, they have another thing coming. I only kill when I have to, but that doesn’t mean I don’t enjoy it. Either way, I’m not taking a wife unless it’s Rosie and since that’s not going to happen I guess it’s one night stands for me. 

The past is behind me and that’s where it should stay. The past is a dangerous place to relive memories for too long as it can allow buried demons to resurface. My present is what matters. I have a job to do, a squad that looks to me for guidance, friends that I have forged bonds with for life, so why does it always feel like I’m missing something? 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 2

[image: ]




​Rosie

I’m glad to finally be done with my shift at the diner. These late night shifts kill me, but I work during the day at the daycare my mom now manages. She used to run a babysitting gig in our house when I was younger, but as my mom got older, she struggled to keep up with the smaller kids. I would have helped her, but I was still in high school. Inevitably, with her bad back, it made sense for her to stop running the at home daycare. So, she ended up getting a manager's position at one of the local daycares. She has so much experience and wisdom to give to the center. Everyone we work with along with the parents and kids adore my mom. She’s practically a saint there.  

I ended up getting a job there when I turned eighteen and graduated. I was working at the diner at seventeen, but once I started at the daycare I switched to nights. I had to wait until I was eighteen and graduated high school to get a job so I took two. I have a lot to catch up on since my mom insisted that I wasn’t allowed to work while in high school. It was supposed to be her way of keeping me focused on school to be an A plus student. I only got the job at the dinner because my parents know the owner and agreed I could work a lame ten hours a week.  Isolating me and controlling everything I did only made things worse for me socially at school, but I was raised to be a good girl and listen to her parents. 

Now, I’m twenty-one and still a good girl who has completely tuned out her parents' opinions. My parents are traditional as hell and highly devout catholics who would rather live a quiet, mundane life than do anything exciting. For fuck’s sake, my mom dresses like an eighty year old granny and my dad is a traditional plump car salesman in his slacks and button up shirts with occasional themed ties. They are happy and content with their lives, meanwhile I’m stuck in their mundane life because I can’t afford to move out just yet. That’s the real reason behind the two jobs. I’ve told my parents I’m saving for college classes for early childhood education, which is what I originally thought I was going to study until I realized that was a career my mom would have picked for herself if she actually went to college. So, I shifted to forensic science, but that’s my secret. Everyone thinks I’m going for early childhood education. It’s easier to lie to my parents and tell them what they wish to hear. It saves useless arguing that I simply don’t have in me. 

Once I get home, I take a quick shower and then curl into my bed. I eat at the diner on the nights I work there to make life easy for myself. Plus, there is no way I feel like cooking at almost midnight, nor am I about to attempt to warm up one of my mom’s barely edible meals. So, I go for dinner at the diner. Thankfully, they have a wide variety of options that range from healthy to not so healthy. It makes life easier when I’m between two jobs. It's a good thing my social life never took off because I’m working as much as I can with very little sleep in between. I don’t have time for much, but I need to get out of my parent's house because they are beginning to suffocate me with their attempts to get me to date good, Catholic guys who are already established in some trade they learned from their father. My parents are trying to marry me off, and I don’t enjoy having to constantly turn down their date suggestions, or worse, attempt these dates with men I already know won’t catch my attention because there is only one man that I want, and I don't know if he’s dead or alive. 

As tired as I am, my mind is nowhere ready to shut down, making me glad I have an entire day off tomorrow. I get one day off from both jobs once a week. I have to allow myself a break somewhere and my day off is usually spent doing my laundry, cleaning up my spaces so my mother doesn’t lecture me, and whatever other errands or chores I have. So, I curl up in my bed with a true crime podcast coming out of my earbuds as I pick up the current thriller book I’m reading. 

Since I have such a quiet and sweet nature thanks to being an empathic soul, most people would never guess my guilty pleasure is true crime, horror, and thriller. Horror was something my childhood friend, Shane, was into, and I ended up finding my own entertainment in the scary things that most kids our age would be peeing their pants. Thriller came as a natural progression from horror as I was looking for other genres of books to read. When I started reading outside of what the school system required, I started with horror books. True crime, well, that was because of Shane too but not because he liked it but because he became a real life true came case when he was abducted at thirteen by one of our neighbors that was also sexually molesting him.

I was eleven at the time, so my parents did everything to shield me from what happened to Shane. When I asked my mom how come he didn’t come to play with me anymore, she simply told me he was away. That’s it. She never elaborated on where he was or how long he would be gone. Several months after he was abducted I got letters from him for about a year and half making the story that he was simply away more believable. The letters were random and sporadic. In the letters Shane would tell me he was okay and to not tell anyone he had reached out. In his letters, he never gave much indication if he was abducted or not. He did tell me in the letters not to listen to what people were saying because they skewed the truth. Again, I never gave it much thought because of the lie my mom originally told me to protect me. In his letters, Shane seemed happy, so I never questioned it. When I found the truth of his disappearance, I began to question if he was happy and safe like his letters claimed. I have no way of knowing if what’s in his letters are true or not. I hope they are because it means there is a higher chance that Shane is alive and hopefully happy

At the time, I had no clue what he was talking about, and I wasn’t about to risk losing contact with him, so I never told the adults. I didn’t find out about his abduction and the sexual molestation until a handful of years later, around fourteen. That’s when I realized the gravity of those letters. I wanted to share them in hopes it might help the police find Shane, but the fear that I would get in trouble or that no one would believe me was stronger. The police in our county aren’t known for their award-winning police skills. Most are corrupt and care very little about helping citizens. To help myself understand better what might have happened to Shane, I got into true crime. I’m not a huge screen person when it comes to watching TV. I rather get lost between the pages of a book. Now, that isn’t to say I don’t enjoy horror movies because I’m all for a good slasher film.  I also enjoy podcasts because I can listen to them just about anywhere at any time. 

Unfortunately, Shane isn’t in the pages of my books or the endless podcasts I listen to. Maybe I hope to hear his voice or his story to know what happened to him. The letters eventually stopped, and I haven’t heard from Shane since then. That’s if the letters were even from Shane in the first place. It’s possible Dale or someone else wrote those letters for whatever reason. Maybe someone wanted to make it appear Shane was still alive or wanted to attempt to throw the police off if I did happen to turn the letters in. Either way, I might never know what happened to Shane. I don’t know if it’s easier to think he is dead and at peace, or that he is out there living in hell. The best case would be that he is happy, but abduction cases don’t usually have a nice ending. 

I try not to dwell on Shane and what happened to him. I can’t seem to forget about him or let him go. Everyone else in the neighborhood and town has forgotten about Shane. He’s just a lost, troubled child who everyone fussed over for years until his case went cold and police officially gave it up. Not that they really looked all that hard for Shane. Sure, his mom and stepdad made a big deal about it at first. They got a lot of attention from it. Like all current events, eventually they aren’t so current, and everyone moves on to the next best thing.

I believe I’m the only one who still cares about Shane and what happened to him. I like to think one day I’ll have answers, but I know the reality is I will probably never know. I just hope he found a way to live a life that makes him happy. I’m trying to work on a life that will make me happy. I don’t want the life my parents have, that much I know. I believe part of the reason I’m so determined to move out is that I can’t truly have a life that’s mine while living under my parents' roof. I shake my mind free of my thoughts and focus on the book that I’m determined to finish this week. I let my mind soak up the words from the earbuds, turning it to background noise as my mind drifts into the world of my book because reality is a little overwhelming at the moment. 
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​Shane

Every Sunday that I’m not out on mission, I have dinner with Dale and his wife. Dale and Gale Guildman are my unofficial adoptive parents. They would have put in legal paperwork, but it was too risky with my mom and stepdad claiming abduction and pointing fingers at Dale for the child molestation. They made it hard for anything legal to happen. However, the legal word is nothing to me now. The only thing that matters is the bonds are forged in the underworld because that is where everything that matters to me is. Well, except for Rosie, but I have to remind myself she is better off in the legal world. 

I oddly look forward to these domestic family dinners. It’s a way for me to feel normal. When you kill people for a living, normal things get blurred away by the mission at hand: always the hunter, never the prey. Well, sometimes the hunter likes a break to feast with family and friends. Sometimes I get my dose of domestic normalness with Max, Toni, Trey, and Leo. Sometimes we get joined by Lucy, Roxy, Nat, Maverick, and Igor. Max and Toni have a one year old son named Misha, and Toni is currently pregnant with baby number two who I believe is also a boy. 

I ring the doorbell on the stone brick townhouse that Dale and Gale live in. The whole row of townhomes is owned by the Faceless Assassins and given to high ranking members. Technically, I could request a place to live like the townhouse, or whatever the hell I wanted. Perks of being a part of a secret society in the underworld where money is never an issue and being higher ranked gains me even more privileges. 

Gale opens the door. Her white hair is done in an old fashioned bob. Her pearl earrings and mauve lipstick are her go to for an easy pulled together look that she uses when she is entertaining family. Gale is very graceful in how she cares for their home, our home because I lived here for a long time before I went out on my own. “I don’t know why you bother ringing the doorbell, Son. You know you can simply walk in.” She playfully scolds. 

“Sorry, I have manners, Ma. That’s how you raised me.” I play back and we both laugh. 

“Come on, dinner is ready to be served, and your father is hungry.” Gale says with a smile as she waves me in. I step inside the familiar foyer. This is the first place I felt like I had a safe home where I was wanted. It’s still my comfort place when I need it.

I follow Gale into the dining room where Dale is setting out the last of the food. Roasted chicken with mashed potatoes and roasted brussels sprouts with parmesan cheese. There’s fresh bread and butter as well as wine for Gale and whisky on the rocks for Dale and I. It’s the meal we have every Sunday. On occasion, Gale changes it up, but we are all creatures of habit. I take my seat at the oak wood table. The dining room is decorated in a vintage floral print that lines the walls with gold sconces perched along the walls casting a warm glow of light in the room. Gal begins passing the dishes of food around until the three of us have full plates.

“How is it going, Son?” Gale asks sweetly as she daintily cuts up her chicken. 

“It’s going fine. My squad is nailing their assignments, and I’m only on trigger duty when I want to be.” Trigger duty is code for taking an assignment because the animal inside wants blood. I enjoy being in charge of my own squad of hitmen, but once in a while the animal inside craves the blood the hunt can provide. 

“Right, and what about a Mrs. Thorne? You’re in your mid-twenties. You don’t want to be alone forever, Son.” Gale suggests while also scolding me at the same time as she pops a piece of chicken in her mouth. 

I sigh, this conversation again. I shouldn’t be surprised Gale is bringing it up because the Hunt is coming up. The Hunt is an easy way to find a wife as a member of the Faceless Assassins. It’s almost like a twisted mail order bride where the bride ends up so terrified of death she agrees to marry you. 

“There is only one woman I’d ever consider making my wife. You know I can’t drag her into this life.” I reply. It’s my age old response, but a truthful one. 

“You mean that girl you played with in the old neighborhood?” Gale innocently questions as she takes a sip of wine like she doesn’t know who I’m talking about. 

“Yes, what was her name? Rosie.” Dale adds his own sly comment. He knows exactly who she is as well. They both know Rosie was someone who shined a light when I desperately needed one. Rosie and I lived diagonally across the street from one another. The Guildman’s house was on my side of the street, but a house was between us. 

“Yes, Rosie!” Gale exclaims as she puts some butter on her piece of bread. 

I mentally shake my head at them for their poor ambush to convince me I should bring Rosie into this world. “Rosie is fine living in the legal world. She is a good person; she doesn’t need to be dragged to hell, even if it has its perks.” I defend further, cutting my chicken into acceptable pieces. 

“Plenty of angels get dragged to hell, Son. If the angel has a good devil to guard her, then she will be just fine.” Dale comments, eating a piece of his chicken leg. Dale always eats the legs. For a moment, his comment catches me off guard before it sinks in what his intentions are. 

“Dale, don’t go after her for me. She is perfectly fine where she is. I don’t need a wife, and I don’t have to have kids. I’m perfectly fine being single.” I bite out, wishing this conversation would end because now I don’t like where it’s going. 

“Shane, you clearly have been pining over Rosie since you two were kids. There’s no way you haven’t been stalking her over the years, keeping tabs on her to make sure she’s okay. You protect her from afar, so now you should protect her as her husband.” Gale accurately points out with the prongs of her fork facing me to emphasize her argument. .

“That is not the point. I can stalk her from afar and not intervene in her life.” I counter, taking a rather large sip of my whisky. I think I might need more if this conversation doesn’t take a turn away from my love life. 

Dale chuckles while Gale snickers at my comment. “Oh, come on, Son. I’ve seen Rosie, and she has grown into a lovely young woman. She is bound to attract male suitors if she hasn’t already. What will the Witch Doctor do when another man goes after his Voodoo Doll?” Dale poses the question like he already knows my answer. Witch Doctor is my code name in the Faceless Assassins. It’s also the mask I wear during official ceremonies of the secret society. What I hate is that I like Dale’s pet name for Rosie. Voodoo Doll fits her and matches my code name. 

“I’d probably kill them.” I confess honestly before aggressively stabbing my fork into a piece of chicken. 

I attempt to not engage in thoughts about Rosie with other guys. I know she’s had a couple of boyfriends, but they were never serious and never lasted more than a couple of months. As far as I know, she’s not had sex but definitely has fooled around with guys, which I can’t blame her for wanting to explore her sexuality. If she ever started dating someone seriously, I’d kill them because she is mine. Is it selfish to want her only for myself when I refuse to take her for myself? Yes, it is, but clearly my morals are shrouded in grey and black. 

“Exactly. Rosie is a girl who is eventually going to want to settle down with someone. If you kill every man who pursues her seriously, she will never be able to have what she wants. Are you really going to take that from her? What’s so wrong about bringing her into this life?” Dale challenges. 

“She’s a good person. I’m not a good person, and I choose to come with you. There’s no way to reveal myself to Rosie without forcing her into this life. It won't be her choice. It’s not like I can casually date her. In the legal world, I’m a missing child. We absolutely do not need that can of worms opened. It’s better I stay faceless.” I attempt to defend. I’m well aware it’s a weak case I’m arguing, but it’s the only one I have. 

It’s not like I haven’t thought of a variety of ways to reach back out Rosie anonymously. I haven’t contacted her in years. My last letter to her we were so much younger and Rosie was still innocent. She technically still is innocent to me, but she is an adult now. I’m lucky she never told anyone about the letters I did send. Now, we are grown up and reaching out is different. She will have questions. Questions I’m not sure I want to answer. Maybe my big fear is that Rosie won’t accept this version of me. The version of the boy she remembers is not the man I am today. 

“Stop torturing yourself and take what you want. You’ve spent all this time obsessing over her and stalking her from afar. You got the love bug bad, Son. You won’t be fully happy until you take the one thing you keep denying yourself.” Gale counters, and I hate that both of them are right. 

Thankfully, they drop the topic and move on to other things. I know they mean well. They want me to be happy. It’s crazy that I can even consider having a family after my experiences. A father locked up in prison, a neglectful mom, and an abusive stepdad who sexually molested me because he's a sick bastard. I plan on killing him one day. The only reason I haven’t tortured and killed that asshole is because I’m waiting for that man to be at the top of his game before I rip it all away. 

In the years I’ve been gone, my stepdad has done well for himself earning promotions at the warehouse. He's a manager of the whole shipping department. He’s aiming to move into the corporate side of the company he works for. The disgusting and almost diabolical thing about all of it is they use my false abduction to guilt their way into promotions, grow their social circle, take donations for support, and anything else they could use to manipulate what they wanted. They won’t get away with it forever, but I want them to think they can because one day it will come crashing down at my hands, and that will be a very satisfying moment in time. With my stepdad gone, my mom will be in ruin. I have ways of making things look like a real good suicide, and she won’t get a penny of that life insurance money. One might wonder why I’d want revenge on my mom, but that bitch accused me of lying when I tried to tell her what her fucking husband was doing to me. She let it happen, and she can’t claim she didn’t know because I fucking told her. I begged her to believe me as I cried and showed her bruises, yet it wasn’t enough. So yes, I want revenge on her. I want them both to pay, and pay they will.  
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​Rosie

The rain patters against the diner windows, drowning out the mundane sounds of the dinner. Another day, another dollar, I think as I grab my coffee and rather large chocolate chip cookie and head over to one of the vacant booths. The dinner isn’t far off the highway, so we get a lot of truckers and travelers besides our regular locals. There was a good dinner rush, but around eight, things died as the impending storm came in. This particular storm is proving to be a nasty one with wicked winds and bucket loads of rain. The spring storms don’t play games in the south, and while there is currently no threat of a tornado, it still doesn’t ease my troubled anxiety. There are times that I envy Dorthy getting taken by a damn tornado to another land. At least then she didn’t have to figure out what hell to do with her life, but I guess she did face some challenges in Oz. Still, it seems better than the life I currently feel trapped in.  

I pop in my earbuds and find one of my true crime podcasts to listen to before I break a piece of my cookie off. I ate dinner in between clocking out of the daycare and my shift at the diner. Now, I’m just fueling myself with caffeine and sugar to hopefully not fall asleep because I still have a couple hours left. Then I’ll head home to get about a couple of hours of sleep before I have to go do my ten thirty shift at the daycare, but thankfully it’s a short day tomorrow at the daycare. Then I’m off to nap before I start another shift at the diner. That’s my life. Eat, sleep, work to earn enough to at least be able to rent a place with a roommate and to pay for my college.
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