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Chapter one

SASHA





I pulled my thin jacket tight around my shoulders as I stepped outside. The cold had teeth tonight, gnawing through the fabric all the way to my skin. It was later than I had planned, nearing ten o’clock. The sidewalks were emptied of the usual busy crowds, leaving behind only scattered figures that were like me, hurrying towards the warm lights of the surrounding buildings. The streets being this quiet were odd, even for this time on a Friday night.  

I blamed the cold. A fine mist hung in the air, not quite rain, but it was enough to dampen my hair, collecting on my eyelashes. It was more of an annoyance than a hinderance. I sighed as I dove into my black leather crossbody bag to retrieve my phone. Before I’d even had a chance to open it, the phone lit up, the blue light almost blinding me in the darkness. I groaned, struggling to turn it down, before I checked the notification. 

I was not surprised to see his name flash up above the text message. It was none other than Lucas. The message was brief. He had to know that I was out.

I can’t wait to see you, baby girl. Get home safely please. 

I sent back nothing but a kiss emoji, just so he knew that I had seen the message and had given him reassurance that I was okay. Lucas knew that I liked my screen time being limited, especially so close to bed, so I switched my phone off before stuffing it back into my bag. There was nothing better than having no distractions on a late nighttime jaunt home. I could have caught an Uber or a taxi, but from where I was in the city, it was only a brief ten-minute walk back to my flat. There was nothing in my way, except for three little parks. It was fine. 

Rubbing my hands vigorously against the soft, worn fabric lining the insides of my coat, I stepped out into the crisp night air. The bar, now a cozy glow receding into the distance, remained nothing more than a warm memory shared with my friends, a haven of laughter and shared stories fading into the cold embrace of the evening. The end of the party strip was already in sight, and the streets on the other side of the road were even more sparsely populated than where I was now. 

I passed the vibrant red lights of the bustling Chinatown strip, leaving behind its lively atmosphere, and suddenly found myself in solitude. The green glow of the traffic lights stood as the only beacons ahead, casting an eerie, emerald hue on the otherwise deserted road. Above, the dim glow of the streetlights draped the pavement in a soft, muted radiance, creating a stark contrast to the lively scenes I had just left behind.

Waiting for the pedestrian crossing was giving me anxiety. I just wanted to be on the move. Moments later after hitting the buzzer, the streetlights changed and one car, a dark sedan came to a stop on the road opposite me. The rumbling engine of what I assumed was a mustang, cut through the night air, the only sound that filled my ears. I crossed the road under the protection of the green stick figure and onto the other side. The mustang roared to life a moment later and sped past me, never to be seen again.

With the car now departed, a profound silence enveloped my surroundings, as if the world had taken a deep breath and held it. I ventured into the first park, stepping beneath the imposing iron gate that loomed high above, its dark metal tendrils entwined with the lush hedges flanking each side. The gate stood as a sentinel, marking the threshold between the once bustling world outside and the tranquil sanctuary within.

As I was about to enter the park, the swirling mist became thicker. It enveloped the hedges and cast an eerie, almost ghostly aura over the landscape, its tendrils curling and creeping through the darkness like spectral fingers. The air was becoming more saturated with a damp chill, and the heavy fog seemed to whisper secrets of the night, creating a foreboding atmosphere that, under different circumstances, might have sent shivers racing down my spine.

Yet tonight, with alcohol in my system, I was a different beast all together. It was just mist and there were no haunted houses this close to the city. Strangely, there was a funny feeling, that started at the base of my skull like an itch that wouldn’t go away. Fear. I wanted to give myself the reassurance. Nothing was going to happen tonight. “You’re being ridiculous, Sasha. Nothing is going to happen. Just keep walking.”

I heeded my own counsel by metaphorically pulling on my big girl panties. Straightening my spine with determination, I allowed a rush of fresh air to fill my lungs, invigorating my senses. Step by resolute step, I continued onward, each footfall a testament to my resolve. Despite the festivities, I had maintained enough sobriety to keep my thoughts clear and coherent, and I had ensured that I consumed ample nourishment throughout the day to sustain my energy.

The thick mist hung heavily in the air, weaving its way through the park and shrouding the landscape in a veil of grey. It blurred the outlines of the towering trees and nearby buildings, their forms bending and twisting into indistinct shapes. As the mist settled even more densely, the once-familiar surroundings took on an otherworldly quality, their edges softening and fading into the ethereal haze.

I had strolled through the park countless times before, particularly in the quiet of night, but tonight the mist hung thickly, wrapping the air and muffling the glow spilling from the surrounding streetlights. The fog seemed to swallow the light, creating an ethereal, otherworldly ambiance. As I followed the winding path, a sense of tranquillity enveloped me, with no reason for complaints, my heels echoing sharply against the damp pavement. Each step reverberated through the stillness, the sound a rhythmic, resounding crash that accompanied me through the mist-shrouded park.

Every step brought me quickly toward my destination, bringing me nearer to the edge of the park. After I crossed through the park, the mist started to lift, but there were still two more to go, making this the quickest route home. The second park was my favourite, so much so that I had named my dog after it. Violet Park was true to its name, with plenty of the flowers lining either side of the long and winding concrete path that I followed. It cut straight past dozens of apartment buildings, all of which were identical to mine. I usually enjoyed my time in the park, but tonight I wanted the warmth and comfort of my own bed. 

Departing from Violet Park, the third and final boundary to my destination lay just across the next street. A towering sign, painted in vibrant shades of blue and yellow, marked the entrance to Kingswood Park. Beyond this colourful beacon, a dense canopy of trees stretched upwards, their leaves whispering in the breeze as they formed a verdant gateway to the park’s hidden wonders. I entered the Kingswood and left the road behind, slipping between the trees, following the one path. My apartment was just on the other side. If it was not for the fog, I would almost be able to see the building. The Kingswood creek ran peacefully beside the path, the slow trickle of water the only sound that filled the air outside the sound of my heels striking the concrete.

It was a peaceful walk, yet it was one that I could not wait to be over. The path sloped down towards the creek where a quaint wooden bridge, weathered by time and nature, spanned the water, its planks creaking softly underfoot as it guided me across to the other side. Once over the bridge, I started back up the slope. My heels were already annoying me, but to my dismay were the only shoes I had on me. I was tempted to take them off, but from the people that move through the park I didn’t want to risk an infection or another unpleasant surprise. 

The path split into two at the top of the slope, one heading back towards the city, looping around and over another larger bridge in the distance. As I reached the split in the path, I paused. I could see the opposite edge of the park, but there just in sight, standing under the nearest streetlight, stood a humanoid figure shrouded in all black. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. It was cold and reason enough for them to be dressed so warmly. I wished I was. 

However, every detail about this figure conveyed that they were not standing out here in that attire to fend off the cold. The way they stood, poised and statuesque under the ethereal glow of the streetlamp, and the unwavering gaze they fixed upon me, spoke volumes. It was as if I were the sole reason for their presence in this desolate place. The emptiness of the surroundings, devoid of any other souls, sent my senses into a frenzy, heightening my awareness and curiosity. I wanted to step closer, but every fibre of my being told me to run.

The sharp, slender heels of my stilettos were utterly useless in this setting, particularly for attempting any kind of sprint. Just maybe, if they got dangerously close, they could serve as a last-minute weapon. In a hurried, frantic motion, I tore them off my feet, the insole of the left shoe nearly detaching as I yanked it free. It might be time for a new pair anyway, I mused fleetingly. With my bare soles now pressing against the cold, uneven ground, I pivoted and dashed away. The path was familiar, but there was only one route I knew to get home from this place.

As I began to sprint, I threw a quick glance over my shoulder to see what the masked person was up to. The figure remained standing under the dim glow of the streetlight, their shadow stretching long and eerie across the pavement. Their head turned deliberately, tracking my every move with an unsettling intensity. Then, with a sudden burst of energy, they lunged forward and broke into a run.

I lowered my head, determined to extract every possible ounce of momentum that could propel me further away from them. The park’s exit was tantalizingly close, but a quick glance over my shoulder made my heart plummet like a stone. They were gaining on me, their strides devouring the distance between us with alarming speed. Despite my own athletic past, having run track during college, their closing speed was nothing short of extraordinary, like a predator homing in on its prey with relentless precision. Why did I get the feeling that I was going to be on the menu tonight?

There was no point in screaming. If I somehow lost him in the mist, what would it achieve? The scream would just help them locate me if I was on the run. All I could do was try to make it home and widen the distance between me and them. If only I had a proper weapon that I could use. With my heels in my head, I gripped them tighter and kept checking back for the masked person. They were closing on me every second and there was nothing I could do expect keep running.

I burst out of the Kingswood, and onto the next road, looking for my escape. The quietness of the back street despite being this close to the city was stifling. All I needed was one person to hopefully throw my pursuer off my trail. Yet as I scanned the street as I ran, there was still nobody in sight. I wanted just one other figure to come out from the mist at me, one other figure that had not made their intentions hostile. I checked back over my shoulder again and sure enough the masked person had almost caught me. 

There was no other option, I had to stand and fight, at least momentarily. I had my keys still in my handbag, but the first available weapon was red heel in my hand. In the darkness it looked more maroon, the shade of red dull without any source of light hitting it. I grabbed the shoe in my right hand and readied it to strike. I was still running, but now I could hear their ragged breath right behind me. From the deep sounds coming from their chest, there was no doubt in my mind that this was a male based off the huskiness of the breaths. 

His footsteps were echoing louder than mine now, my bare feet slapping against the concrete path, softer than his in the heavy boots that he wore. Each step he grew closer to me the more the sound pounded in my ears. He was so close that I could reach out and grab him. For the first time since the chase started, I opened my mouth with a blood curdling scream.

“Leave me alone!”

I struck out with the heel as I spun, fully expecting it to do nothing to him. Instead, I hit gold. The point of the heel struck him, and with the force behind it, I felt it lodge into him. The man grunted and twisted, his run coming to a stop. Without waiting to see just what I had done to him, I turned again and continued to run, barely having broken my stride. Hopefully, it was enough to have put some distance between us, or enough to make him stop chasing me entirely. 









