Chapter

Four
Opening my eyes I sat up, my heart racing wildly. A single though flashed through my head as I scoped the room to make sure I hadn’t dreamed it all. Please let it be true. Please let me not be at home. Please.
Exhaling in relief my brain registered that I was in the communal bedroom at the manor rather than in the hell I’d woken up in the day before. 

“Good morning.” Ally yawned, sitting up on the bed next to me, taking her time to stretch. I wondered if I’d woken her up. 

Rubbing the sleep out of my eyes I became aware of the fact that apart from the two of us there was no one in the room.

“The others are downstairs,” Ally said to me, then added. “It’s eight o’clock. We’re not really late sleepers, hope for you that you aren’t either.” Then how come she was still in bed?

“I don’t mind,” I admitted.

“You seem a little spooked, took a moment to realize that you were really not at home anymore?” she asked, and I nodded before I could help myself, regretting it instantly.

“Thought so.” She shrugged as though it was an everyday occurrence. “What’s your story; why’d you run?”

I hesitated. It had been so different with Jason; we’d been into talking about our backgrounds because of my question regarding the ‘rascals’. Huh?

She threw me another one of her kind and consoling smiles. “You don’t have to tell me Jess, I just figured you might wanted to get something off your back.”

Here we go again. Run-though number six. It was so difficult to rethink the whole event, again, when all I ever really wanted was to forget it even happened. Weighing out my options I decided to tell her, if only to avoid the knowledge of having to tell her later on and leave it to burden me down over the next few days.

I cleared my throat and got started at a random point. “My parents were cool; my mom a lawyer, my dad a part-time teacher at Semverton Elementary. My sisters and brother were really sweet.” My voice trailed off, not uncommon lately, and I breathed in sharply before continuing.

“Then one summer day, little over a year and a half ago, my dad, youngest sister and I went for a walk in the park. This man appeared out of the bushes, holding a knife… he killed my dad, then my sister, then took off. I was thirteen, I didn’t know what to do, so I bolted home, collapsing on my doorstep, which was where my mom found me. She called the police. It was only when I looked in a mirror that I realized that my sisters blood was everywhere, on my clothes, on my hands, on my face…”

Ally moved next to me, letting me lean on her, and whispered, as the cops had, and as Jason had, “I’m sorry.”

I hadn’t missed the way her eyes glazed over as I told my story, the way she had stiffened up when I mentioned my sister’s death, and wondered what had moved her to leave home. Her arms fell into place around my shoulders, and she stayed quiet for a moment, allowing me a well-deserved moment of tranquility.

“My mom got a new husband, Michael. He’s why I ran away. I hate him. He’s an asshole.” I finished, then bit my lip. That was all I was willing to share. She stayed motionless, embracing me.

“You’re way better off with us, sweetie, I’m glad you made it here.”

“Me too.”

Stillness came over us, but it didn’t matter, for the silence was without any hint of discomfort. Minutes passed as I searched for words.

“Where do you guys get your clothes?” I queried, a desperate attempt at changing the subject, and finally she withdrew her arms, understanding me.

“Mike, mostly. He gives us money sometimes, and we go to cheap stores. The rest is stuff we already had, or stuff we actually stole from those containers. You know, the ones that go to charity? Well, the guys decided we also deserved charity, so they raided one of the containers once. Was quite a blast, really, especially when the cops caught them.” She paused, then glanced at my confused expression and laughed brightly. “I’m joking, Jess, they didn’t. We’re not criminals you know, we just get everything from Mike.”

I grinned, then turned to look at the doorway as Drew shouted. “Come on, lazy people. Get up, get dressed, and get your asses down here!”

“I take it breakfast is ready,” Ally stated dryly, stretched a second time, and got up, gathering her jeans and shirt. 

“My brother needs lessons in etiquette I think,” she joked as we both got dressed quickly, Ally in stonewalled jeans, black socks and a faded dark grey shirt sporting a band name I didn’t recognize. I was in the same clothes as yesterday, hoping to change into my own soon, feeling somewhat uncomfortable in the clothes of a murdered girl.

We don’t need to know everything everyone is wearing.  You keep doing that.

With me trailing behind her we made it to the room where we’d left my stuff to dry. 

“You can keep the pajamas, and I’m sure Jason won’t mind if you keep this outfit too; I’ll ask him. Otherwise, this is what you have, right?”

She eyed my dark pair of jeans, three shirts, and sweater that hung over the radiator, now finally waterless.   

“Yea, that and the clothes I was wearing yesterday when I met Jason. I don’t know what happened to those…”

“In that case you’re just about as well-off clothing wise as the rest of us.” She smiled kindly, then began to fold my shirts. Before long there was a small but neat pile of clothing on the seat of the armchair.  So Jess didn’t even bother to help?

“BREAKFAST!” Drew’s voice sounded loud through the hallway, and I flinched at the sudden shout. Ally’s sad eyes told me she noticed my reaction. Why sad?

 “Yea yea,” Ally answered as we stepped into the hallway. Drew puckered his brow in surprise. “Oh, I thought you were-“ 

“I know, dude, it was pretty obvious.” She patted him on the back amicably, then headed into the kitchen. 

“Whoa, you have a fridge here?” I said out loud, unable to hide my surprise. Milk, cheese, orange juice, yoghurt, peanut butter, cereal and bread stood on the table, amidst plates, bowls, glasses and cutlery. Who pays the utilities and mortgage?

“Yea, and running water, an oven, a landline phone, basically everything we need. I think my grandfather paid ahead in the bills, or maybe his account is still open and it’s on automatic write-off. Oh. We’re not quite sure, but anyway, we have nothing to worry about; my grandfather was rich,” Ally informed me, as she cracked up over Drew, who’d managed to stuff nearly a whole peanut-butter sandwich in his mouth all at once. “My god, you pig!” she exclaimed as he cracked up too, with all the expected consequences for the half-chewed sandwich. 

Though a collective “Ew” traveled through the group everyone was laughing.  

“How did you, you know, get the house?” I asked her after regaining my ability to breathe, wiping the tears of laughter out of my eyes. 

“Oh, my dad inherited it five… six years ago. We didn’t know my grandfather well, saw him maybe three times in our whole life. My dad and him were in this huge family fight or something. My dad never set foot in this house after my grandfather’s death, just dropped the key in a drawer and forgot about it. He was an only child, so there were no siblings to argue with over the place; he just left it. Anyway, when Drew any I took off I decided to steal the key. It’s not like I didn’t know where it was, it was not a secret, so we simply moved out of our real house and into this one. Didn’t the parents think to look there? It was pretty fucked up the first two weeks, with everything dirty, dusty, and messed up – the place had then been vacant for nearly three years – but then we met Jason and Mike. The old man helped us clean everything, brought us tools so that we could fix the fridge, shower, oven, and anything else that needed repairing. And now, well, now it’s the best place to be.” 

Drew let out an exaggerated sigh. “Whoa. It always amazes me how long you can make our story when you tell people. Must be a girl thing.” 

“How would you say it then?” she challenged him, although the twinkle in her eyes let me know that she was expecting him to come up with something good.

“We moved in three years ago, place used to be our grandfather’s, but after his death it was empty. We fixed everything with the help of the old dude, blah blah bullshit and tadadadaa look at us lucky bitches and bastards now!”

We grinned and he turned away, reaching for another slice of bread. 

“Bowl or plate?” Ally asked me, and I frowned at her for a moment before understanding her question, then said. “Plate, please.”

“Here you go.” She set the plate down next to hers and took a seat, gesturing for me to do the same. 

“Getting used to being free, Jess?’ Thomas queried, fetching a glass from the cupboard next to the refrigerator, his gaze on me.  

“Not really, no. Might take a while,” I confessed. It was awesome being at the manor, but I was nowhere One word near used to it. It had, after all, been a day since I ran out of my home. When I woke up, for example, it was clear evidence that my mind hadn’t fully accepted that I was, as Thomas had said, free. 

“Thanks.” I said as he set a glass of orange juice in front of me. He held up the carton and ogled the rest of the teens. ‘Ogled’ sounds odd in this context.

“Yes please.” Ally held out her glass, but her brother pulled a sour face, then wrinkled his nose and announced, “I really don’t know how you people can drink that stuff – it’s gross.”

She shrugged. “It’s healthy.”

“Exactly, it’s gross,” he rebounded, then turned his attention back to spreading a thick layer of peanut butter on his bread. Really – just say ‘said.’

“Just because you don’t like it doesn’t mean that it’s gross, Drew!” Ally argued, and I could tell that this was ready to escalate into an actual argument. The two of them, being siblings, apparently shared the same explosive temper.

“It’s gross, sick, disgusting, and nasty,” he teased, pulling a face at his sister, who reached over and whacked him on the head. He got to his feet, but so did Jason.

“Guys!” he shouted, catching everyone’s attention. “Stop fighting, it’s not worth it.”

Drew and Ally dropped back down into their seats grimly, after which a grin broke through on their faces and they began a stare-down. Their eyes connected; they didn’t blink. I glanced at Jason for an explanation. 

“They’re battling over who has to apologize first. The first one to blink loses,” he clarified, taking a seat directly opposite me.

“Fine, sorry,” Ally reluctantly said after a lengthy and epic stare battle. Drew sniggered, then apologized too. 

I made myself a sandwich then began to eat, my gaze going from one teen to the next. They were so grown-up, living alone like this, and I could tell that a slight hierarchy order had began to form. Jason, I’d noticed, seemed to be in control; he was the one that settled arguments, kept everyone together, and made sure that the manor remained a sanctuary for all of them. Even though Drew and Ally technically owned the place, they didn’t seem to mind Jason’s role as a leader. The main thing that amazed me was how well they were running the household, helping each other where necessary, and without any complaints. It was impressive, and I was glad to be part of a group where everyone respected everyone else. What about Christy?  Ditch her from the story or actually use her.  And weren’t there five?  I only count four.

Small talk and chitchat were how the rest of breakfast was spent, and after we’d cleaned up Ally, Christy and I retreated to the living room, the boys taking off to go see Mike. Although there were three soft, beige couches in the living room, we all joined together on one. I was sitting in the right corner, Christy in the left one, Ally in between us comfortably, her feet resting on the coffee table. It was weird to remind myself that I had only gotten here the evening before, although it felt like I’d lived here for days already.

“Ally, what did you mean yesterday? That you and Drew are twins, but aren’t?” I asked carefully, hoping that I wouldn’t upset her. 

“In a way we’re twins now, but we used to be triplets,” she said, straightening folds in her shirt. “Four years ago my family lived in Tonauhe, about sixty kilometers north of Semverton. Sean, Drew and I went to the Tonauhe City Mall one day, and as we were sitting in a lunchroom, eating pizza, a shootout went down. It was the first time my parents allowed us to go to the mall by ourselves. Three men with machine guns had barged into the mall, and began to fire in random directions as a panic broke out. More than twenty people died that day, all because the shooters wanted to rob the mall’s bank, which happened to be right next to the lunchroom the three of us were sitting in. Sean was right across the table from us, taking Drew and me to the ground as one of the men emptied his gun into the crowded restaurant. We didn’t know he’d been hit until the men were gone; it seemed he was just consciously shielding us the whole time. It turned out that if he hadn’t jumped across that table, both Drew and I would have been directly in the path of the bullets.” So all of them but Christy know someone that was murdered?  VERY unlikely.

My heart clenched coldly as she took a deep breath. 

“He died before we even hit the ground, five shots fired right into him. One of them hit him in the back of the head, going into his brain, killing him instantly.” She stared down at her feet, her blue eyes distant.

“Sean looked exactly like Drew. Sometimes I wake up and look to my right, where Drew is, and for a split second think that it’s Sean who’s back, that he never got killed after all.” Taking a deep breath she slumped down further into the couch, her thoughts miles away.

“I’m sorry,” I said, my voice small, unable to imagine the horror of loosing one of a triplet. Any sibling passing away was … horrible and extremely painful, but one of a triplet… that had to be indescribable. 

“Thanks,” she answered, getting to her feet and vanishing into the kitchen. Christy and I watched her walk away.

“I didn’t mean to upset her.”  I stated, feeling bad about asking her what had her words meant.

“It’s not your fault, Jess, don’t worry.” Christy moved our of her corner, closer to me, and leaned back with her feet on the table like Ally had. 

“Trust me, if she deeply minded telling the story again she wouldn’t have told you,” she clarified. “She just needs a moment to remember her brother, to mourn his loss.”

“Oh…”

Christy observed her fingernails, then rested her hands in her lap. I glanced at her. “Did they find out who did it?”

“No arrests were made, but suspicions were on the Hell Hound gang. You know who they are, right?” Her eyes met mine.

“Yea. I’ve… heard of them.” I leaned back more, sinking into terrifying thoughts. Ever since the initial shock passed I have been pondering a theory about my sister and father’s death. At the time of the murders my mom was working on numerous cases against alleged members of the Hell Hounds, an organized and extensive group of criminals that continue to run the underground businesses in Semverton. They trafficked cocaine and heroine, kidnapped rich people for extremely high ransoms, murdered those who got in their way, and made a career out of circulating counterfeit money and illegal firearms. 

That was all I had been able to uncover about them: scraps of information gathered from countless newspaper clippings and magazine articles. No one knew exactly who they were, no one knew how many of them were in the area, and no one knew exactly what they were up to. 

The Semverton Police Department had a guaranteed ‘no comment’ answer to any questions regarding the gang or ongoing investigations where the gang was suspected, which led the public to believe that they really knew nothing at all. 

I was sure the gang had killed Lesley and Brian, and if they had done it because they wanted my mom to back out of the cases, it worked, because she didn’t go to work after the murders so she could spend more time with her remaining kids and to grieve. Then Michael had come into our life, providing the family with plenty of money, and taking us on trips all over the world to “help us get over our losses,” helping mom make the choice of quitting her job altogether. Before or after they married?  This sounds odd with the next paragraph.

What we hadn’t expected was the change he’d go through once my mom married him. He became cold, controlling, and took over all power in the household. My mom occurred to have been brainwashed by him, because it was a matter of weeks before she stopped questioning his motives for changes in rules, and not much more before she stopped questioning him altogether. He didn’t care about their deaths, and I wasn’t actually sure what he did care about, for he certainly didn’t truly care for mom, the kids, or me. 

Once I had told him my theory, and ended up getting yelled at for ten minutes straight. He basically announced that I should keep my nose out of the work the cops were trying to do. That was the day I realized that Michael was anything but a normal civilian, his fierce reaction sparking the thought that he may well be affiliated with the Hell Hounds. Of course I had never worded those thoughts. 

What if I was right? What if he was a Hell Hound? What if they had been the ones that killed dad and Lesley? What if Jason’s friend Susie had also been murdered by them? What if there was a link between the deaths of all of our loved ones? 

What if? What if?

With all these unanswered questions in my mind I realized that the most important question of all was one I had not yet asked myself. 

What if they found out where we lived?
