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			Red hair, pale skin, and a whole lot of baggage. I wasn’t exactly the cream of the crop. I sighed, getting out of the car. I wasn’t here for that. University was a step to my lifelong dream of becoming the next top journalist. After all, someone had to trudge through all the dirt and grime and get down to the nitty gritty truth. It’s never easy. It wasn’t meant to be. But I was here for a reason.

			Aunt Lydia got out of the car and joined me. Her grey hair shining in the sunlight. Pulled back into a bun, she tucked the last few strands behind her ear.

			“Julia,” she said, her face alight with happiness. “Your mother would be so proud!”

			 Pulling me close, she hugged me. Wiping away her tears, she helped me take my suitcases from the boot of the car.

			“Thanks Aunt Lydia,” I said, with a saddened smile. Taking a deep breath, I hugged her. This was going to be a change.

			“Are you going to be okay?” she asked with a wrinkled brow.

			Nodding, she hugged me again, tighter this time. Getting in the driver’s seat, she took one last look and waved goodbye, driving away. I was alone. Alone in a new city. Eighteen years old, and no clue how to survive in the real world. Granted, after my mother was murdered, I became more independent. I had to be. But this… I gulped. I’d never moved this far from home before!

			Taking a deep breath, I stood there in the middle of the path with two suitcases, staring up at the immense building that would eventually become my home.

			Now I knew I could go in. Find my room. Start unpacking. But I needed to saviour this moment. Take in the breath of the wind. Watch the trees sway as they fought one another for space in the small gardens. Against the darkness of the trunks, there was a shadow moving, watching. Someone was standing there though. I shuddered, totally creeped out. Taking a deep breath, closed my eyes and he vanished. Great. I’m seeing things again.

			Three steps up and I’d reach my destination. Three marble steps, with two vast pillars, framing the entrance. I’d been lucky to secure my place here. The winner of Prince Albert’s scholarship award. I smiled. It wasn’t luck. It was damned hard work, and well, yes, there must have been luck involved somewhere along the line. I heard hundreds if not thousands had applied. Don’t get me wrong, my grades were excellent. Top of the class in English and Editor of the school newspaper. Aunt Lydia had secured me an internship at Martha Danes prestigious newspaper, The Chronicle too. It was as if the Gods were on my side! I laughed, leaning against one of the pillars, moving the suitcases so another group of freshmen could get in. One girl in particular rolled her eyes as she walked past, shaking her head in disgust. I guess my clothes gave it away. I wasn’t exactly rich enough to walk these halls.

			Huffing, I watched them walk in. She was all prim and proper. I wouldn’t be surprised if she had a wing named after her family.

			“Hey, want a hand?” a lad with wavy hair, gorgeous blue eyes, and a heart-warming smile said. I jumped, oblivious to where he came from.

			“Huh? Err… sorry, I didn’t see you there.”

			He smiled, his bright white teeth gleaming back at me.

			“I err, I’m okay, thank you.”

			He grinned, picked up the suitcases, and lifted them easily up the steps. “Let’s just pretend I didn’t help you with them then.” He winked as he walked up to the door, holding it open for me. “Are you coming?”

			I smiled, walked up the stairs, taking one suitcase as he held the other. “It’s okay, I won’t bite.” He grinned, ushering me through the door towards reception. Walking through, I entered an exquisite, modern building. Colour danced across the walls, surrounded by the cleanliness of pure white. In the centre was a reception desk, with a vase of flowers and a sign-in sheet beside it.

			“Thank you,” I said. He nodded, stood back, giving me the space to sign in and get the keys to my new home.

			“Floor two, Mable building?” he asked. My brow furrowed.

			“Do you work here?”

			Laughing, he shook his head. “I have a good sense of hearing.”

			Pursing my lips, I nodded, following him as he happily took both suitcases out of the building, to the right, behind the trees, following a dirt path and I started to worry. The path narrowed, and as I opened my mouth to ask where we were going, we stepped out into a clearing with another stunning apartment block, asphalt driveway, surrounded by trees. It was beautiful.

			“Short cut,” he said.

			I nodded, smiling. He wasn’t an axe murderer after all.

			Opening the white front door, I eyed a beautiful glass window with a stained-glass red rose in the centre. “Welcome to your new home!” he grinned, lifting the suitcases in and up the arched open staircase.

			Inside fresh white walls, a plaid cream carpet and wood finished staircase greeted me. It was relatively quiet here besides the chattering of a pair of girls coming down the staircase. Their eyes never left the hunky guy carrying my suitcases.

			“Hi,” I said. They ignored me.

			I rolled my eyes, and he smirked. “Come on, let’s find your room.”

			I nodded, smiling at him. He really was a knight in shining armour. Imagine having to carry two suitcases all the way up there!

			Climbing the staircase, I huffed. Fitness wasn’t my forte. My knight, however, took the stairs two at a time, suitcases carried as though they were as light as a feather. I shook my head; the guy had muscles!

			Reaching my room, he stopped.

			“I feel like I should tip you!” I said, he laughed.

			“That’s not necessary.”

			I smiled. “I feel I should at least know your name?”

			He smirked. “Seth, I’m over there in the Johnson building.” I nodded. “We’re having a party for all the freshman tonight. I hope I see you there.” He winked, walked away, and left me in the hallway, ready to enter my own room.
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			 Placing the key in the lock, the door flung open.

			The eye rolling princess greeted me. She looked up at me. “Shit, you’re tall.”

			“Or you’re short.”

			She smirked. “You’re not bad for a pauper.”

			Huffing, my eyes narrowed. “You’re just as bad as I expected a rich princess to be.”

			She smirked, grabbed my hand, and pulled me in. “We’re going to get on just fine.”

			“Hmm!”

			The room was cream, magnolia at a guess. There were two long windows in the middle, separating one side from the other. Each side had its own wardrobe, bed, shelving, and desk. It had all been laid out well enough and was much better than I’d expected it to be. On my roommate’s side, clothes were strewn all over the floor, suitcases open and a box of hair products lay in a chaotic mess on her desk.

			“I’m Lola,” she said.

			“Julia.”

			“Well, Julia, what are you studying?”

			“Journalism.”

			“Ooo kinky. I’m going to be a graphic designer.”

			Smiling, I nodded, then pulled my suitcases in. They were heavier that I thought. Lola continued to unpack, muttering as she hung up her clothes. I did the same without the muttering.

			Pulling out a bottle of champagne and two flutes, she said. “Right Julia. This calls for an epic glass of the bubbly stuff.” She looked over at my clothes. “Then perhaps it’s time to sit down and talk about your style.” I looked down at my holey jeans, plain V-neck top, dirtied pumps, and laughed. This girl, although bloody annoying, was right.

			Hanging the last of my clothes, I noted the dismal colours, and sighed. She came over, sat on my bed, and smiled. “It’s okay honey, we’ll fix you right up.”

			To be fair, style had been the least of my problems growing up. After mum was murdered, shit really hit the fan. Aunt Clara buggered off, Uncle Joe too, and the only person that would take me in was my Aunt Lydia, mum’s childhood friend. I’d been lucky, really. If Clara had stayed, I’d have ended up overweight from all those cupcakes she fed me! Uncle Joe, well, he couldn’t hold a job down, and the two of them were separating, anyway.

			Plonking myself down next to Lola, we finished the bottle of champagne, laughing and joking about how different our childhoods were, and how each of us were messed up in our own way. Lola came from a rich family. Well, rich parents, at least. Her mum was overbearing, and this was the first time she’d been had the freedom to make her own choices.

			“So who was the hunky guy I heard you talking to?”

			Laughing, I told her how he rescued me on steps to the university.

			“Ah, he’s your sexy stranger.”

			She tipped the last of the bubbles into both of our glasses. My head started to spin. I laughed, watching the room turn into a fabulous merry-go-round.

			“Right, we’re out. Come on girl, it’s time to party!”

			My god this was happening fast! Jumping up she pulled out three, no four of her colourful dresses. “Pick a colour?”

			“Huh?”

			“Well, you’re not going dressed as that.” I laughed, pulling out a knee-length black dress from my own wardrobe.

			“This is more like it,” I said.

			She smirked. “You’re not going to a funeral!”

			“Ha, well I can add a colour handbag and shoes.”

			“Honey, we need to add more than that.” I rolled my eyes. “So, what’s wrong with the dresses I pulled out?”

			“They’re just not… me.”

			“Explain…”

			I laughed. “Hmm, they’re too tight and short. I like more knee-length dresses.”

			“So you like dresses for old people?”

			Laughing out loud, I pushed her to the side. “No, I like vintage dresses.”

			“Ooh, is that what you’re calling it?”

			Smirking, I nodded.

			“Fine. She put them back in her wardrobe, flicked through her other clothes, and pursed her lips. “Hmm, what about this?” She pulled out a knee-length brown skirt, with swirls of reds, oranges, and deep auburn. It reminded me of an Autumn blaze. Fire twisting itself around the skirt absorbing the Autumn as it progressed.

			“I love it!” In fact, I really did!

			“I thought you would. It’s something my mum bought me. Not my style at all.”

			I laughed. “No, it’s not slutty enough for you, shorty.”

			She punched me in the arm, then grinned. “Say it as it is, why don’t you!” I smirked. “But it’s very true.”

			She threw the skirt at me. “Wear it with that blouse you have there, the white one.” I nodded, swaying while getting changed.

			Lola wore a tight cream number with extremely high heels. After we’d touched up our make-up, we were ready to hit the town… or dorm party, in this case. “Let’s go,” she said, pulling me out of the door.
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			 The cool air hit us. Champagne bubbles did their job and turned the world into a brighter shade of ‘we’re pissed and ready to dance the night away.’

			“Right,” Lola said, as we steadied each other, descending the steps. “If it’s rubbish, we call an Uber and head into town.”

			“Deal.”

			“So if Mr Sexy Stranger is actually Mr Psycho Killer, then we get out of there.”

			“Well, that’s disturbing,” I said, looking around and clutching my bag as a young couple walked by. 

			Darkness had caressed the daylight; the sun had set, leaving only its shadow. Shadows that began to sway, circling around us with the Autumn leaves as they danced with the wind. 

			Across the road a man stood by the gate of a house, caressed by shadow, yet somehow, I knew, someone was watching.

			“We need a code,” Lola said. I turned to look at her, then turned back, searching for the man. He was gone.

			“A what?” I asked.

			“Something to alert the other if they need help.”

			“Sure. What’s the code?”

			“Err,” she paused, looking around for inspiration. “That wolf statue,” she said. “How about howling at the moon?” She laughed, then looked up at the full moon. Inhaled and full on howled like a wolf. I’d laugh, but then something howled back. A loud, high-pitched howl echoing across the campus. “Shit!” she jumped and grabbed my arm.

			Looking around, I couldn’t see where it came from. The shitty LED street lamps hardly gave any safety in the darkness. Besides that, there were two other girls walking the opposite way. They too stopped when they heard it. “We’d better hurry,” I said.

			Almost running in the world’s most difficult heels, we made our way to the Johnson building. Music blared out from the ground floor. Streamers decorated two statues of mythical beasts. Strange really. Lola pulled me in. Inside the front room had a modern design. Clean lines, art déco furniture, and full of merry people; dancing people, high on something. Lola danced her way in, a dance that reminded me of a scene from Beetlejuice when he entered the strip club. Except this wasn’t a strip club, at least I hoped it wasn’t!

			Standing just inside the entrance, I continued to clutch my handbag. Lola vanished, dancing around the regulars like she owned the place. There was no-one here I recognised; obvious really, After all I’d only moved in today. It looked like several people knew each other. Several boys, in fact. The main one was the sexy stranger I’d encountered earlier; Seth. I caught his eye, and he smiled, walking over.

			There was something about him that was different tonight. A hunger perhaps. Biting his lower lip, he looked me up and down. I clutched my bag tighter. His wavy hair curtained his face as rich blue eyes stared back; the type you could lose yourself in.

			“Julia,” he said. His voice was smoky and mellifluous.

			“Seth.” I smiled; my voice tainted with nerves.

			His hand reached out; fingertips brushed down my arm to my own. His hand clasped mine, taking it as his own. “Let’s get a drink, shall we?”

			He framed it as a question, but the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. There was something wrong with this place, with his touch. My sexy stranger now appeared to be my dark desire. Something hot and hunky, but something I shouldn’t touch.

			Lola appeared with two drinks. Her eyes narrowed. “Julia,” she said, offering me a drink. I dropped his hand, taking the drink. “Who’s this handsome creature?” her voice wary, standing close to me.

			He grinned. “Seth.” He held out his hand. “And it’s a pleasure to meet your acquaintance.” She took his hand, shook it, smiling. “Well,” he said. “It looks like you have your drink,” I nodded, smiling.

			“Yes, thank you.” I took a sip. “It was lovely of you to invite us to your party.”

			Another girl yelled and waved at Lola. She gave me the all-knowing, are you okay, expression? I smiled and nodded. Then she excused herself.

			“Is your friend a freshman too?” he asked.

			“Yes,” I smiled.

			“She’s quite the popular one.”

			I ginned. “Oh, she is.”

			“Would you care for a tour of our humble abode?” he held out his hand. My heart screamed yes, whereas my head bellowed no. I took his hand anyway.

			Pushing through the crowds of people, I saw Lola disappear into another room with two giggly girls. Seth carried on leading me around the downstairs communal area, describing each room in a jokey yet sharp way. Then we reached the stairs. “So that’s our downstairs. It’s not the best, but it’s more than adequate for the eleven of us.”

			“Eleven?” There must be more than I thought. He’d only waved to a couple of lads on our journey around the house. I shrugged and feigned a smile. He gripped my hand tighter, pulling me in close to him.

			As our bodies touched, pins and needles swarmed through me. Head to toe, the dizziness took over. High on alert, my senses screamed no. What was wrong with me? I shook and gently pulled away, not wanting to upset him. “Are you okay?” he asked.

			I pursed my lips and lied. “I am. Too much bubbly, I think.”

			“Would you like to find somewhere quieter?” he looked at me then, our eyes met. His ocean blue glare appeared stormy yet absorbing. Again, I had the urge to follow him anywhere, but still my body yelled no.

			I nodded. I needed to sit down, maybe get a glass of water.

			“Okay, my room is upstairs on the right. I’ll fetch you some water and be there shortly.”

			Maybe I had it all wrong. He wasn’t following me in there, and appeared concerned. He grinned; his face was wicked. I took a deep breath, let go of his hand, and the world seemed brighter again. He turned and disappeared through the crowd into the kitchen.
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			 Something didn’t feel right. My heart raced, legs weakened, hair stood on end. A swirling, twirling sensation of nausea wrapped tightly around my stomach. Bile threatened to explode out, noises blared, lights burned. Something was really wrong here! 

			There is no way I am spending time alone with him. Taking a deep breath, I pulled away from the lure of upstairs and pushed through the crowds towards Lola.

			Older men, young girls and even a few young guys were crammed in together, laughing, dancing, chatting. Everyone seemed happy, oblivious to the immediate danger I felt we were in.

			Lola, she was there, right at the back of the front room. Two guys surrounded her, while an older man watched from the sofa. I gulped, then walked over. “Hey Lola,” I said. She looked at me, her eyes narrowed.

			“Are you okay?” she asked.

			I bit my lower lip. “I’m actually feeling unwell, so I’m heading back, if you want to join me?”

			She stood there for a second. The two guys stood silently beside her, both glaring, clearly pissed. I wanted to take her away from them.

			“Sure. Let’s head back. I could use an early night.”

			The guys groaned, walked off in a huff, then I heard it, an almighty growl. Lola’s eyes bulged, face paled. “What the heck was that?” she asked.

			My body stiffened. The crowds quietened. Clearly, we weren’t the only ones to hear it. Taking a deep breath, I asked, “do you think it’s safe to walk back now?” what if it was waiting outside?

			She nodded. “Whatever that was, it came from upstairs.” Shit, she’s right. It did.

			Grabbing her hand, I pulled her through the gob smacked people and headed right for the front door. The howl bled through the air, right behind us. “Shit!” I said, as a hand grabbed my shoulder. I turned, wide-eyed. Seth.

			“Going somewhere?” he said. His face wore the feature of annoyed and angry all in one. What happened to the delightful character that helped me with my suitcases earlier this afternoon?

			Breathing rapidly, I answered, “Yes, we’re heading back. Thank you though, we had a great time.”

			“Ah, it’s a shame you can’t stay longer. We’re having a feast!”

			Lola took a step back. She seemed afraid as well. “Maybe next time,” I said, as Lola reached for the door handle.

			The music blared out, people began dancing again, and every person was oblivious to the sounds of a scream from the back room. My eyes widened. “What was that?” I asked.

			“What?” He frowned.

			I looked at Lola, and she shrugged. She hadn’t heard it. Maybe I was hearing things.

			“Perhaps I should walk you two back. With the disappearances lately, it’s not safe out there.”

			Lola opened the door, pulling me out.

			“Disappearances?” I asked.

			He nodded, walking towards us as we backed away. “Yes.” He growled under his breath. “There have been several girls disappear in last term. You should both be careful.”

			“Shit.” My pulse raced.

			“So, I’ll walk you back,” he said.

			Lola shook her head. “No, we’ll be fine.”

			“I insist.”

			Taking a deep breath, I held her hand tighter. He took my other hand and led us down the pathway. It looked like we didn’t have any choice. Walking quietly, he seemed fine. My heart slowed, breathing eased. Maybe it was first day nerves. After all, he’d been nothing but nice to me since I came here.

			Reaching our new home, I looked up. Four or five lights were on in the rooms above. Music blared out of one open window, and a group of guys stepped out from the front door. Lola smiled; she knew them. “Chase! What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be at the party?” I looked closer. Chase was one of the miserable guys that stood talking to her when I said I was going to leave. Strange.

			Seth let go of my hand. “You made it,” he said, directing the conversation to the guys. Chase grinned, his teeth a brilliant white, lit up by a nearby streetlight. Shadows danced around us; growls protruded the air. I jumped, letting go of Lola’s hand. The next thing I knew, she screamed.

			It happened so quickly. Firstly, there were five guys in front of us; Seth beside me. Then there was only Seth, no guys, and no Lola. A cataclysm of wails screeched through the air. The birth of a beast growled beside me. For the clothes of a human, scattered the floor in shreds. There was nothing left of his body except an oversized wolf with gnashing teeth and a bloodthirsty howl.

			My face paled, jaw dropped. Every part of me froze like a deer in headlights. Ripples of fear snaked through my skin. Nausea wretched inside of me. Bile bled, raising up and out. Vomit protruded, coating the path below.

			There was nothing I could unsee, no myth unspoken. For before me there was a monster, a disaster of a creature, one only seen in horror films or the scattered memories of a fallen hero. In this moment, realisation hit. I stepped back, legs wobbling, hands shaking. The beast padded forward, his grizzly breath coating my body.

			Stepping back again, I picked up the pace, unaware of my surrounding, completely missing the tree stump at the end of the pathway. Feet flying high, body crashing low. My head smacked on the concrete, dazed. Darkness took over my vision, and unconsciousness beckoned.

			In an instant, the crash of a wolf bared down on me. Teeth grizzling, saliva foaming. This was it; this was how I die.

			Lola’s screams silenced. Had she gone? Was it too late? Moments later, the shadow of a man lifted the beast.

			Hands grabbed, feet kicked, and an almighty roar sounded before me. The beast was no longer baring down. Instead, the hand of a man took mine, lifting me up towards him. My legs gave way, and he lifted me into his arms.

			For I know not who he is, or where he came from, but somehow, I knew he was my protector, and my one and only mate. My eyes closed, and I fell into a deep, dark sleep, safe in his arms.
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			 The following morning, the sun bled through the curtains of my bedroom. Opening my eyes, I strained to focus. It was a room I didn’t know, but one I’d seen only yesterday. For somehow, I was home, safely tucked up in bed. Snoring beside me was my new roommate, Lola, sleeping peacefully without a scratch on her.

			Feet touching the floor, I rose, stretched, and grabbed my wash bag, heading out to the communal bathroom. Other girls were giggling, applying make-up, or drying after a shower. Some smiled and waved, others ignored me or glared. Personally, I can’t remember meeting any of them, let alone much of anything that happened last night.

			Lola ran in, jumping beside me. I smirked, god she was happy first thing in the morning. Taking out my toothbrush, I brushed my teeth. Blood spat out, resting in the sink. Lola had the same. Weird. Neither of us appeared pained. Both were unharmed.

			“What happened last night?” I asked, frowning.

			She shrugged. “Must have been one hell of a party!”

			Taking a deep breath, I nodded. It must have been. So why did I feel afraid? Hunted? It was the dreams; I’d had them since I was a little girl. Nightmares of strange creatures, mirror images of a fiery figure unlike my own. Before my mother died, she would always make me a hot chocolate, a few homemade cookies, and sit with me as I slept. Even at eighteen, I was still having them!

			Lola jumped in the shower. I used one over the other side, as most of them were taken.

			Washing off, I could see dirt coating my knees, green grass, and mud under my fingernails. Strange. What type of party involves mud and plant life? Almost laughing it off, I continued to wash the dirt away.

			Pushing past the nightmares, I felt I needed to move on from the feelings, putting a fresh smile on my face, ready to start my first day. The first day of university, and one where I would train to be a top journalist, bringing the truth to the world; and most importantly, search for the man who killed my mother that day, and why she was targeted.

			[image: ]

			Waiting in the shadows, a lone figure crept. My heart reached out. My mind unravelled. Who was he, and why did he follow me? For I knew I would find out one day. But perhaps, for now, I was safe in the knowledge. Someone, somewhere, looked out for me. And with that I went to class, starting the first day of the rest of my life.

			Find out in The Heart of the Phoenix, 

			Resurgence, Book One.

			The Beginning of the End.

			***

			A taster, and the few chapters of The Heart of the Phoenix, has been included on the following pages.

			 Happy reading!

			Annalee x
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			The first sentence should capture you.

			This doesn’t. Why the hell am I writing about cupcakes when there’s a sadistic serial killer out there?

			     I slammed the laptop screen down with gritted teeth, spun around on my chair and stared out of the window. Drawing in a slow, steady breath, I eased myself back into the chair. Five floors up, and I could see a good portion of London from here.

			I became lost in the beauty of the sunset. Fire danced across the evening sky. The vibrancy of colours blended, like a kaleidoscope of magical realism. 

			It’s getting late. I need to get home at some point today. Huffing, I spun back, opened up the laptop and started again. Before me, the essence of my life was digitised as a blank page; the start, and the end, of an unwritten article.

			Cupcakes, captivation and corruption. That was the whole epilogue of the piece. Except there wasn’t any corruption. No dire need for a spectacular journalist with a nose for the truth. There was nothing to write about. Only cupcakes, and they were dull at best.

			The day had taken its toll. It started great when the alarm didn’t go off. I huffed, rolling my eyes. Okay, so I forgot to set it again. I missed my shower, the not-so-subtle smell of sweat now infiltrated my blouse. Then Maisy shat all over the kitchen floor, which would put anyone off their breakfast. It’s not my fault I forgot her favourite kibbles. I groaned. So maybe it is. She was cute, but damn, she was annoying! My tardiness meant I missed my usual subway ride to work, and everything went downhill from there. 

			I stared at the blank page. I hadn’t finished Gerard’s article, let alone started it, and I was too damn tired to even see straight. Since when did I believe being an assistant journalist was a good idea?

			Drumming my fingertips over the mahogany desk, I groaned; I have no idea how I bagged this job. At twenty-two, I was not long out of university, and I’d scored the job of a lifetime: an assistant journalist. I mean, who does that? At twenty-two? My lips creased. Okay, so it helps that the big boss is friends with my best mates’ parents. It’s not about how good you are, it’s about who you know in this business.

			I sat staring at my laptop. The white of the page taunted me. My fingers tensed, gripping the desk. Nope, can’t do it. Pushing away, the swivel chair spun me around. I yawned. I need subsidence. Where’s the vending machine around here?

			Putting my heels back on, I stood up, catching a flash of my reflection in the floor-to-ceiling windows. Rose red hair, pale skin, and an ass that most would consider an asset. I considered it too big for my body. I found this out last week when I attempted to cycle to work. By some miracle, I didn’t swallow the seat on the journey. I smirked. 

			There’s one thing I can say for sure; Lola has excellent taste in clothes. Lola is my number one. My best mate. She picked out most of my wardrobe. Today’s ensemble included knitted grey trousers with a cream frill blouse, complementing my stunning hair. I can say it’s stunning. As for me, it’s the best part about me. I stretched, clearly sat for too long. 

			Heading out of my office — yes, that’s right; I had my own damn office. I mean, eek! — I walked over to Lola’s office three doors down. We met at university, roomed together back then too. She was a mean bitch at first, but after a few drunken tantrums and a weekend of bonding, we realised we were both as messed up as each other. Been best mates ever since. 

			I smiled as I walked in.

			Lola’s office is an oak lover’s nightmare. Every aspect of the room had been redesigned in modern plastics and flamboyant coloured glass. She even had room for a ragtag patchwork sofa, similar to the one we’d had back at university. Her head was down as she glided a pen across the graphics tablet. I laughed. She looked so small for such an enormous desk! 

			She looked up. “What?”

			I smirked. “Your desk is way too big for your short arse.”

			Lola pursed her lips. “Oh, honey, you’re just jealous of my greatness.”

			I chuckled, sitting down on the sofa. Lola was short compared to my 5f-feet 9-inches of greatness.

			“So, how’s your day going?” she asked.

			“Rubbish; I’m stuck and need snacks.” She coughed out a laugh. “Where’s the vending machines around here?”

			She laughed. “Julia Jones, I swear I could hear your stomach rumble before you even entered my office.”

			“Ha, so funny. So, where are the delicious goodies then?”

			“How about we go out for dinner?”

			“Err, no I’m good. Your type of dinners involve a tiny salad with a gallon of margaritas.”

			She smirked. “And the problem is?”

			I shrugged and laughed. “Normally I’d be all up for the margaritas, but I can’t… I’ve got to finish that puff piece on the Cupcake Queen.”

			“The who?”

			“Oh, some woman who makes cupcakes.” I shrugged. “I bet they’re not half as good as what my Aunt Clara used to make.”

			Lola laughed. “Well, have fun with that… oh, and the vending machines are by Jayden’s office.”

			“Shit. Really?”

			She nodded. “Why don’t you go say hi while you’re there?”

			“No, he’s an ass.”

			“He’s your boss with a spectacular ass.” She smirked.

			“Oh fine. I’ll wave as I walk by,” I groaned.

			She waved sarcastically as I walked out, giving her the middle finger. God, I love that girl.

			She was right. Three vending machines were lined up outside Jayden’s office. I peeked inside. He was there at his desk, head down. Jayden isn’t really my boss, although I’m sure he wants to be. He delights in his seniority as a fully-fledged journalist. Plus, he has Gerrard in his back pocket. 

			Sneaking past, I faced the first machine with my back to his office. Gerrard is a great boss though; he rarely bothers us, and only ever stresses if we miss a deadline. Besides that, we are free to come and go as we please. I smiled, staring at the yummy goodness inside the machine. Licking my lips, I put in the first coin. The machine rattled and groaned. 

			Behind me, the office door creaked. I turned as Jayden tapped me on the shoulder.

			“Can you do it?” he asked, standing shoulder to shoulder with me. His dark blond hair curtaining his deep brown eyes.

			“Yes. I’m good, thanks.”

			“Okay.” He paused. “How’s the cupcake article going?”

			“Slow,” I said. Then winced. I really needed to think before I spoke.

			“Why?”

			I sighed. “It’s boring. It’s about cupcakes after all. There’s got to be more to London than cupcakes.”

			He laughed, “Oh there is. The London Butcher for one.” I shuddered. Now that really was a story! He stood, watching me. “If you’re ready for more, I can ask Gerrard to send him your way.” He smirked. My brow furrowed. Was he trying to be nice to me?

			“Err, I’d rather not have the Butcher heading my way.”

			Jayden laughed, then sighed. “He’s killed more girls than I can count in the last year.” 

			I nodded, knowing full well how many he murdered. The Butcher was the one piece I’d been secretly working on.

			“Well, I believe Gerrard wanted to settle you in slowly.”

			“Slowly… It’s been three months.”

			He smirked. “Three months of you avoiding me and these machines.”

			I feigned a smile. “Well, what can I say? I caved today.”

			He smirked. “I’m glad you did.”

			He watched as I pressed the buttons on the machine. It started moving, then ground to a halt, my Cheetah bar jammed, trapped behind the coiled mechanism.

			“Damn.”

			He grinned, watching me. “Step back,” he said.      

			I nodded, taking a step backwards.

			Jayden jumped forward, knocking the machine back and forth, releasing the Cheetah bar and three other goodies. My eyes widened. “Thanks,” I said, smiling.

			“No problem.” He grinned. Maybe he wasn’t as bad as Lola made out. I grabbed the snack food and turned to walk away.

			“So, when were you going to show me your research?” he shouted after me.

			I stopped dead, face flushed. How did he know?

			“How about you turn that research into real journalism, Julia?”

			I turned to face him. “What?”

			“You’re working on the Butcher from now on.”

			“But what about Gerrard?”

			“Send him the Cupcake piece, then get to work on catching the killer.”

			My eyes widened as fear choked me. “I, err, okay,” I spluttered.

			He smirked. “Good luck, Julia Jones,” he said as he walked back into his office. I jumped in glee, fist bumping the air. Then nausea hit. I realised my name would be all over the psycho killers’ articles. Would I be a target? I took a deep breath, shaking it off.

			Jayden had been at the Chronicle for almost seven years, according to Lola. Journalism hadn’t been easy on him. He had an avid group of fans on social media, but twice as much hate mail than the average serial killer; apparently reporting the news meant we condoned the violent world we lived in.

			I sighed and walked into my office. Even with hate mail, I still feel I will make a difference. Imagine if I can catch him. My eyes sparkled. Imagine if I am the heroine that takes down the villain, saving London from his demonic debauchery. Eek! I sat down before I fell down. But first… I sighed, staring at the blank page before me. Cupcake hell. Yawn. Burgh, I could dream!

			One more shitty puff piece and I’ll be headlining. I can finally tell the public the truth. Finally take down the notorious London Butcher. Taking a deep breath, I smiled, stretched out my fingers, and began to type. I was made for this.

			I took an oath when I started, a personal one, something close to my heart. I vowed to always tell the truth. The public needs to know, and it is my job to tell them. If they believe the truth hurts; it doesn’t. Well, not as much as the lies. It’s the not-knowing that pains you the most, and I will never wish that upon anyone. I sighed. 

			Wrapping my arms around myself, I looked at the picture of my mother on my desk. Mum was always my greatest fan. Granted, she wasn’t always the best mother in the world. In fact, she was hardly ever home. Her work came first. But I miss her, and I will damn well find out who killed her.      

			I sighed.

			Jeez, I am heading down another depressing path of dismay. Food. That’ll perk me up. Cheetahs and M&Ms. The rainbow-coloured yummy goodness that could bring a smile to any saddened face. I tucked in, filling myself with the euphoric chocolate taste. Leaning back in the chair, I turned, watching the last of the sunshine turn to darkness. Fiery rainbows cascaded across the sky. That’s it. Cupcakes and Cashmere. That moist, fluffy goodness that tantalises your taste buds with every mouth-watering bite.

			To be fair, I would write this article easier if I had actually tasted one of her cursed cupcakes. I’m going off of reviews here, and who’s saying they were even the slightest bit truthful. I yawned. The epic comedown after a sugar high.

			Finishing the article, I sent it to Gerrard, packed up and headed home for the day. Tomorrow, Jayden promised me more than just fluff. Tomorrow, I’d be more than an assistant. I’d be writing the news every journalist dreamed of. I sighed, lost in thought. One can only dream.

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			 

			The next day, my research rang true as I received an eyewitness account of the London Butchers’ most recent attack. He murdered seven girls in the last fortnight alone. I knew I was right. Jeff’s testimony confirmed it, but I needed more. I needed The Butcher. We had to meet, and I knew he wouldn’t like that. Jeff had said the man behind the murders was butch, mid-thirties, with an unnatural strength. Even if he was caught, could he be contained? Who or what was he? These were questions left unanswered as I flicked through my crime book, filled with off the book statements and unproven conclusions. The latest epic failure being my inexplicable knack of turning the predator into the prey. I mean, why so many girls? What if the Butcher was being forced to kill for another purpose? It doesn’t make sense. A serial killer’s high doesn’t involve killing a girl every other night. The Butcher’s pace gives no time for serious stalking, naff all time for torture, and there were no ‘missing items’ taken as trophies. The whole thing went against the core rules of serial killing. He had to be working for someone else. But who?

			Then there was the discovery of another six girls, all reported missing in the last year, and all found in dirtied cream jumpsuits, wandering the streets with no recollection of where they’d been. Was there a connection? I shrugged. 

			Jayden tried to get an interview with the fifth girl, but the National Crime Agency had stepped in, and they took her in for questioning. I should have gone. Maybe they would have let me speak to her. But if I had, then I’d be painting yet another target on my back. I sighed. When this information was released, it was going to be a shit storm.

			After a strenuous day at the office, I gathered my things together. Stretching, I spun around on my chair, stopping to gaze out at the beauty of the sun as it set through a mirage of colours. It was time for home. Lola had already left. The floor was empty, well, except for me and...

			“Heading out so soon?” Jayden asked as he caught me in the corridor.

			“Yeah, it’s time I put this lot to rest,” I said, tapping the top of my crime book.

			“That’s some research you’ve got there!”

			I laughed and nodded.

			“Well, if you want a hand pinning the Butcher down, make sure you give me a holla.”

			I smiled. “I will, thanks Jayden. Night.”

			Jayden smiled and headed back to his office.

			Walking down five flights of stairs, I huffed. Fitness wasn’t my forte, and my curvy figure delighted in my love of cake. Grinning, I headed out into the world.

			“Bye, Miss Jones,” Dennis said as I left. I smiled and waved goodbye. Dennis had been a security guard at The London Chronicle since way before my time; an avid part of the furniture.

			Leaving under the veil of moonlight, I glanced down at the puddles beneath my feet. I groaned, splashing myself. Buttoning my coat up, I began the long walk to the subway station. It was bloody cold tonight. Winter finally set in, with darkened nights and frosty mornings, and these LED street lamps were bloody useless. I sighed. No female should walk these streets alone. Especially with the Butcher out there. I would have called an Uber, but I was poor until payday next week. Shit. I had a death wish; I hadn’t even thought about how I was going to get home. Research had occupied my mind, and I’d lost track of time. I shook my head and carried on walking. Considering the fact that my workload involves horrific stories of murderers and rapists, you’d think I’d be more careful. I pushed my hand in my pocket and gripped my door keys, ready to strike.

			Hunched shoulders, coat pulled high, I shivered. It was dark, cold, and miserable. The last of the traffic sped past. “Watch it!” I yelled, stepping away from the edge. Absolute morons, don’t they realise how dangerous that was? Must have been over the speed limit. I groaned. I sounded like an old lady tutting at townsfolk, but I had reason to fear the road. 

			After they killed Mum, I’d tried everything to find her murderer. I believed in bringing criminals to justice; even considered joining the force; until I found out they were even more corrupt than the criminals they arrested. Mum’s file had gone missing, evidence astray. There was nothing but my eyewitness account to say they had even killed her that day. Well, that and her death certificate. I don’t think they bothered looking into who drove the black Mercedes, or why she was so upset beforehand. The whole thing smelled wrong, and one day I’ll find out. 

			People needed the truth. It’s how we moved on. I gulped, looked both ways, and crossed the road quickly.

			Skeletal trees wavered in the dim light of the moon. I was alone. It was blustery cold tonight; I pulled my briefcase tight against my chest and picked up my pace, my stomach rumbling, ready for dinner. I’d not eaten since lunch, completely bypassing my usual three pm coffee and cake. No wonder I was hungry. But looking at the pot belly I had developed, it’d probably do me good. 

			I headed over the road and into Harp Alley. Soft footsteps caught my attention from behind. Shivering, I held my coat closed and headed over to Lydia’s coffee shop to dry off. Three doors down and a slithering of fingertips crept across my backbone. 

			“Who’s there?” I yelled, turning around. 

			No one. I laughed as my nerves cried out for comfort. I was tired… that had to be it. My mind wandered to Dalen Frost, the last bad boy I’d encountered one lonely night in London’s suburbs. I shuddered, my hand pushing against the scar on my thigh. I’d been at university investigating the real world for the next big story. I needed it to get in. No paper would employ me without it. But damn, this job needs hazard pay. I gulped, back straight, head held high. I carried on.

			Three doors to go. Footsteps mimicked my own. I gulped, panicked, and quickened my pace. The silence of his strike was deadening, protruding from the dark like a feather floating to the floor. My insignificant life became a tally on his list of recent targets. Big brutish hands gagged me. Intoxicating my mind with a cloth filled with some kind of sedative. Mouth held shut, the sweetness of its vapor numbed my senses. I gasped, panting for air. Eyes bulged. Body limp. A single tear fell as my last thought was that tonight I would be his next victim.
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			Ears ringing, head heavy, I eased my eyes open. Darkness obscured my vision as the midnight sky clouded above me. I stretched out, shaking from the icy blasts of winter’s reign. Where am I? My neck strained, sore and stiff. What happened? Gagging, I coughed, choking for breath. My heart pounded as I reached around in the dark.

			Blinking to focus, the dark skin of a man came into view. I moved, pushing myself backwards, hands scraping against the wet concrete. He leapt forward with an unnatural agility, his long brown hair matting in the wind. My frame shook, jaw dropped as I shifted to get away. High-pitched screams silenced when he landed on me. Choking out a gasp, my ribs shattered under his weight. Numb to the touch, I remained there, a warm fluid flowing freely from my mouth. The shock of his impact caused my body to go into shock. Adrenaline surged, salty tears streamed freely. 

			Hitting out, I lunged forward, too weak to overcome him. Gloved hands rose, and he slammed a fist into my cheek, knocking my jaw sideways. Bloody saliva spat out of me as he held my neck in place. Something pierced my skin. Wide eyed and screaming, my head felt severed, slammed on a sharp pike. Yet still attached as my fingers clambered upwards, shaking over my collarbone. Blood trickled warmth over my frame as I became paralysed for a moment. With my nerves igniting, he released a thick silver needle. My body trembled through chemical reaction, eyelids flickered, muscles seized. Something’s wrong! With my brow furrowed, mouth agape, I screamed, kicking out at him, thrashing at his darkened figure.

			Death coiled across my throat. Snippets of shadows corrupt the air. I choked out a strangled gasp, pleading for release. His fists tightened, nails gripped, curled around my throat. With my chest pumping, a heart wrenching panic engulfed me. Wide eyed, silently screaming, my broken nails scratched at his gloved fingers. 

			Help!

			Acid erupted from my gut. Body tense, I lay there, dazed by fear. The sharpness of his gaze severed my grasp on reality. Night-time demons danced through the gloom as my lungs burned in anguish. I kicked out for freedom on the hard, damp concrete, screaming inside, crying hard. He gripped tighter, taking away any chance of survival.

			I gave one last push, one more feeble fight for my life. Adrenaline surged. I slapped and kicked, twisting under his restraint, knocking him sideways. Small, ragged breaths escaped as he fell away from me. I used my final breath to scream. A blood-curdling, heart wrenching scream. 

			Heavy hands pressed down as he heaved his weight on top of me again, his hands squeezing my neck. I clawed at his arms; nails dug in. Blood emerged, trickling down his arm. He yelped, angered, as I shoved him backwards, clambering to be released. I wailed, yet no sound escaped me. With bulging eyes, I pleaded with him, fearful of my impending doom. Cyanosed lips spluttered. Sodden cheeks stung from the salty tears that fell.

			This was it. I was the martyr I’d written about. Front page of tomorrow’s news. Blasted across social media, broadcast over all the channels. Another victim, a new number on an ever-growing case file. It made little sense… they’d investigated it, reported the facts. I wasn’t his normal type, a rich, blond city girl high on drugs. Was it even the Butcher, after all?

			As my strength failed me, my heavy arms sank down to the ground, legs silenced and still. A solemn sky hazed over, and speckles of stars danced in the moonlight. With energy waning, I settled into death. Brightness faded as his face flickered from view. I shivered, stripped bare under his gaze. His dark brown eyes cut through me. Thick, brutish arms remained straight, gripping harder, tighter.

			The evening sky dimmed as beads of rain soothed my battered face. Sluggish eyelids dwindled, battling to stay open. Peace warmed through me, releasing the agony of electrifying nerve ends that fired, hoping for a reaction, pleading for me to resist. But there was no fight left anymore. He was too strong, too agile, too fast. Did my curiosity kill me this time? Had I gotten too close? Was he the Butcher? The reason I’d be severed from the world I once knew?

			In the quiet of death, the howl of a beast angered, thickening through the airwaves. Footsteps pounded over the ground I lay on, splashing through the puddles as a deep voice shouted out to assist. Crushed limbs inhaled as my attacker was pulled off and flung to the side. A fight broke out, sirens blasted through blackened raindrops, help was close by. Roars of anguish screamed as my murderer’s blood painted my cold, dying body.

			My voice shouted out, empty, shattered, and croaky, too pained to speak. Heavy black boots gritted the pavement, knees hit the ground. The musky scent of leather snuffled my sinuses. The chiselled face of a young man with a trimmed beard and soft brown hair filled my view. Kind brown eyes stared, and I lost myself within them. He lowered his arms, lifting my frail figure from the puddled alleyway. Reaching up, my hand shook. “It’s okay,” he said. “I won’t hurt you.”

			My body ached as he carried me away. The fluorescent lights of the city blurred into my eyes. My neck faltered as I turned away from them, eyes puffy and swollen. 

			Caressing my fingertips up and over his chin, I could feel thick hair. Bristles moved as I felt further up. Each hair thinned, ran across my fingertips, and shortened. In its place remained the softness of a neatly trimmed beard, delicately protecting his lips, deep lips with a wide mouth. A mouth that moulded back to its human form before my eyes. Leaving me with the enchantment of his face; his smile.

			Cars littered the street as my unearthly saviour stopped. The solemn face that saved me, set me free. He laid me on a stretcher, the cushioned surface cradling my frame. Lights flickered with obscurity, hues of red and blue flashed overhead. My saviour stood silent and still, pausing, listening to my ragged breaths. My eyelids flickered, and I croaked out a thank you as he left me in the ambulance crew’s care.

			Strapped to monitors and fastened onto the stretcher, my pulse rate rose. Something had hold of me again. I thrashed out to release myself. I was stuck. Trapped. Help! Panic rushed through me as I searched for escape. 

			“It’s okay!” a female voice soothed. 

			Her bright blond hair lit up against the fluorescent lighting. She wiped my mouth and stroked my forehead. With wide eyes, I pulled at the seatbelt. “You need to leave that on,” she said, placing her hand on my arm. “You’re safe now.” The paramedic smiled, concern echoing in her eyes. 

			I inhaled, taking a moment to breathe. Safe, she said as I exhaled out the suffering, anxiety easing as they shut the doors. I closed my eyes, my mind stripped of rhyme or reason. 

			Safe.

			Continue reading The Heart of the Phoenix to see what happens to Julia next, and who her sexy saviour is ;)

			Annalee x
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