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For Mum




Tayla Robinson, 16 years old, is on her way home late one night when she notices someone following her. After a string of sightings from a distance, the mysterious man finally catches up with her.
 
Now, taken away from her home and family, Tayla must find a way to escape her prison before she is lost to them forever.
 
Then, a year after being reunited with her loved ones, history comes back to repeat itself in the form of one man with an obsession for the young girl.
 
Can Tayla overcome a second encounter and finally put an end to the madness plaguing her life?
 




PROLOGUE
 


It’s dark, wet and freezing and the soles of my feet are raw from running barefoot across the forest floor. My body is exhausted but I can’t stop. I can’t let them catch me.
I have been running for what feels like 30 minutes, although it could be longer. There’s still no sign of a road anywhere nearby, there’s not even a hiking trail in sight. I shouldn’t be surprised really, Dante wouldn’t keep his precious ‘merchandise’ anywhere near civilisation, less risk of someone stumbling across his ‘business’.
My breath comes in short, deep bursts as I run as fast as my legs will go. I am surrounded by nothing but large, haunting trees. I hide behind a particularly wide tree and try to catch my breath for a minute, the thick leaves of the trees hiding me in near darkness despite the blazing sun overhead.
I look myself over for any serious injuries. My body is covered in bruises and dirt, there are some day-old cuts and some scratches from the struggle of my escape. I have a large wound on the left side of my stomach that I got from one of the guards during the escape. I place my hands over the hole to apply pressure to stop the bleeding, ripping a strip of fabric from my dress, I wrap it tightly around my waist, then focus on my breathing.
With my eyes squeezed shut, I try to imagine what life back home is like. Are my parents still looking for me? Does my boyfriend still wait for me to come back to him? Has my best friend found a new bestie? I have lost track of how long I’ve been away from them. Almost four months, I think.
The sound of a twig snapping brings me back to attention. I look into the trees and can’t see anyone, with one last breath I take off running. I can hear the footsteps of the men chasing me, the shouts as they shout to one another, they’re close. I only go a few more steps before the sound of a gun being loaded stops me in my tracks.
“Don’t take another step, Tayla.” comes a voice from behind, I look around and find myself surrounded by dark figures, all of who are pointing their guns at me.
I slowly turn to face him and find myself looking down the business end of his gun. I meet his eyes briefly before I feel a sharp pain in the back of my head and then the world goes black.
My last thought, I only hope they’ll kill me quickly.




CHAPTER 1
 


The bell rings to signal the end of yet another school day. History was my last lesson of the day and as I quickly pack my books into my bag, my best friend, who's standing at the door to the classroom, yells at me to hurry up, she's almost bouncing in her shoes waiting for me.
Karen Miller has been my best friend since we were toddlers. We live just around the corner from each other so we basically grew up attached at the hip. With short, dark hair in a bob, big, brown eyes, a slim figure and a lightly tanned complexion, most people at school call her boring, a plain Jane, but she's anything but. The reason why we stayed such good friends is because we both enjoy mostly the same things, the only difference is, Karen travels a lot, she has been everywhere, from Paris to New York and Japan and all over the States. Me, on the other hand, I have only dreamt about going places, I've never even been out of our small hometown of Newquay, Cornwall, a beautiful coastal town nestled on the south west of Britain, where it's mostly warm all year round and with only a handful of shops to enjoy.
I laugh and swing my bag onto my shoulder and hurry over to her. I can't blame her for being chirpy, it's Friday and that only means one thing. Party!
Lacy Donaway, the most popular girl in school is having yet another party, she has one almost every Friday, her parents are loaded and they are never home, work keeps them away so they try to make up for it by giving Lacy whatever she wants. Tonight's party is different though. It's almost the end of our last school year, only one month to go and then we leave, and in a few months, we go to college, I can't wait. A few days ago, I got my letter saying I got into my first choice, I'm going to be attending King’s College in London where I'll be doing three years studying Geography and Environmental Studies. I picked London because truthfully, I want to fly the nest, I don't want to leave the country though, like others. It was also my birthday last month, I just turned 16, so it’s the perfect opportunity to go out into the world on my own. Tonight, is for celebrating.
"Tayla, I swear to god, if you don't move your feet then I'm going to ditch you and go to this party with Megan." Karen interrupts my thoughts. I give her a knowing smirk and we both burst out laughing. We both know she's bluffing, she wouldn't go anywhere with Megan.
Megan is our other friend, if you could call her that. We took pity on her when she was being bullied last year and we never hang out, we don’t even have any of the same classes together. We say hi and talk briefly during lunch but that's it. She is kind of weird, with her Goth look and weird 'rituals' she does, involving magic and voodoo. Numerous times she has gone around ‘cursing’ anyone who bullies her.
"OK, you know I wouldn't but please hurry up. We have to start getting ready for tonight." she says as she drags me across the car park and towards the busses like the ground is on fire.
I look back at the plain, red-bricked building that's too small for its students, glad to have two days before I go back. It's just after 3 pm on a Friday and the party doesn't kick off until 7:30 pm. There is plenty of time to get ready.
Once we get a seat at the back of the bus, I look at my best friend, she's acting giddy and nervous. "Alright, what's going on? Why are you so riled up about this party?" I ask her.
She bites her lip, she does that when she doesn't want to say anything. She sighs and looks around to make sure nobody is listening, then she leans closer, "I heard that Tommy is going to be at this party tonight." she looks at me and waits expectantly. Tommy is the guy she has had a crush on since forever. He's one of the popular kids at school but he doesn't care much about the parties or school events and he never shows up for any of them.
I raise a brow at her, "Are you sure? You know he never comes to these things, why would he come to this one today?"
She shrugs in return before answering, "I don't know, but I heard Lacy tell Georgia that he's definitely coming." she smiles shyly and I know she's lost in her own thoughts, trying to picture a number of scenarios that could happen tonight where Tommy notices her.
I shake my head and chuckle then sit back in my seat, "We’ll see." I say, more to myself than Karen. We spend the rest of the bus ride talking about school gossip.
✽✽✽
 
We get off the bus half an hour later and walk down the long road leading to home. When we get near my house, I see a figure sitting on the wall of my small garden and fail to hide a wide grin. Karen nudges me and makes kissing noises, "Say hi to lover boy for me." she laughs before crossing the road and making her way toward her house, telling me to call her later.
As I approach my gate, the grin on my face gets bigger as the boy on my wall jumps to his feet and plants a soft kiss on my lips. I will never get tired of that. "Hey beautiful." Josh says to me as we walk towards my front door.
Joshua Hewitt, my boyfriend. We have known each other since childhood, always running around together and staying at each other’s houses. It was really no surprise to anyone when feelings began to develop between us. With his short, light hair and deep blue eyes the colour of the sky and the body of a god, I would have been crazy if I didn't find him attractive.
We say a quick hello to my mum and dad who are lounging on the sofa and grab a few snacks from the kitchen before heading upstairs.
It takes about an hour to finish what little homework we have and then we are lying on the bed, wrapped in each other’s arms, laughing about some jokes Josh heard from his friends. With my head tucked into his neck, I get a whiff of his lynx body spray, he smells amazing.
Josh and I have been dating for almost a year and we couldn't be happier. I know everyone says that childhood/school relationships never work out but I disagree. I honestly can't see myself being with anyone else. Josh is perfect in every way and he's who I want to spend the rest of my life with.
"Are you going to the party later?" I ask, watching as he gently rubs circles on my wrist.
"I don't know yet, depends on whether I have to babysit the monsters or not." he chuckles and turns to face me.
Mark and Michael, his 10-year-old twin brothers, have to be the most adorable little humans on the entire planet, they are little angels around everyone except Josh, then they are full of mischief and like to play pranks on him, some of which, like the marker drawings on his face, are hilarious, he once walked around with a moustache on his face for a couple hours before anyone mentioned it to him.
I grin and look up at him, "Well, I'm sure you'll have lots of fun either way." I laugh to myself as he grimaces, which makes me laugh harder.
"Sure, you say that but you don't know what they're going to do to me today. Next time you see me, I could have one eyebrow or another drawing on my face or something." he looks at me for a moment, then he leans over and his lips are finally on mine. I wrap my arms around him, pulling him closer. "I wish I could just stay here with you." he murmurs against my lips. I wish we could stay like this too.
A few minutes later and we pull apart. With another quick kiss, which ended way too soon for my liking, he lets me go and gets to his feet, he's heading towards the door when he turns and notices my pout, "I'll see you later." he laughs, "If I can’t make it to the party I’ll text you, OK?" he says.
I smile as I look over at him, "I hope to see you later." I tell him before he disappears down the stairs. I hear him say goodbye to my parents and then the front door opens and closes.
I look at the clock on my bedside table. 5:55 pm. I groan and get up, Karen will be here in an hour so we can head to Lacy's. I grab a towel from the cupboard at the top of the stairs and head towards the shower.




CHAPTER 2
 


Standing in front of the large mirror, I look at the outfits I had picked out to wear for the party. A short, dark blue skirt with a light blue sequin cami or the more practical black skinny jeans with a dark grey flowing top and my leather jacket. I know which one Karen wants me to wear, but it's cold out and it's only a high school party, not a fashion show.
I am just putting on my black, calf high, flat boots, being 5’7 I don't wear heels all that often, when I hear the doorbell ring, I hear Mum answering it and moments later, footsteps bound up the stairs.
"What are you wearing?" my best friend says as she stands in the frame of the door.
I laugh at the look on her face and take a moment to look her over. "You look good." I tell her, and she does, with her own black skirt and dark grey cami top, which leaves nothing to the imagination and her very high looking black boots.
She harrumphs and sighs, "Why aren't you wearing the skirt?" she pouts. I tell her I don't want to freeze to death, unlike her, she doesn’t even have jacket.
I look at myself once more in the mirror; my blonde hair flows down to the middle of my back and falls around my shoulders defining my diamond shaped face, I add a little hairspray to add more volume to last the night and apply a little lip gloss to my lips, the only makeup I wear. My large, green eyes sparkle as I think of how much fun we'll have tonight. I then grab my jacket and head downstairs with Karen in tow. With a quick goodbye to my parents, they tell me to be safe and home by midnight, then we’re out the door.
We walk down a few streets and across the field. Sometimes I really wish we knew someone who could drive. It's a cold night for an early May evening in Newquay, normally, temperatures only go as low as ten degrees but tonight, it feels like it’s much lower. I can see my breath as I breathe and I thank god that I decided to wear jeans and a jacket after all.
I look over at Karen and try not to laugh, her arms are tightly wrapped around her body and I swear her teeth are almost chattering, "Are you sure you don't want to go back and change?" I ask her.
She looks at me and puts on a brave face and shakes her head, "No, I'll be fine once we get inside." I offer her my jacket but she refuses, instead we walk a bit faster, we still have at least ten minutes before we get to Lacy's.
We are only a couple of streets away from Lacy's house now. It's a hard house to miss. It's huge. It’s a white brick mansion with pillars along the front and blue shutters covering the windows. It sits on a high cliff top overlooking the North Atlantic Ocean. Her parents had bought the land and built it especially for the view.
We finally get to the bottom of the long steps that lead up to the house. Already I can hear the music thumping in the night. People all around us are making their way up the cliff.
As I step inside the door, my face breaks into a pleasant smile. I'm not much of a partier but I go to them all with Karen, who is now rubbing her arms in an attempt to generate some heat. Yelling a wave of hellos and how are yous to my classmates, we head to the kitchen. I can't help but feel like this is going to be a great night.
✽✽✽
 
With a red cup in my hand, half full of whatever fancy beer Lacy got, she would never do the cheap stuff, I'm on the makeshift dancefloor jumping around to the deafening music, ‘Wake Me Up’ by Avicii plays over the speakers and everyone is crushed against one another as we dance to the beat. 
Karen is off to my left trying to get close to Tommy, who is on the other side of the room. I smirk as I watch her getting closer, then my eyes scan the rest of the crowd. Almost immediately, another drink is pushed into my hand, I quickly throw it back, the alcohol burning my throat, and the music continues.
When the last dance song ends and a slow one takes its place, I take the time to get another beer from the kitchen, telling myself it will be my last one. This will be my, fourth? I can't go home drunk. I'll be grounded all weekend; my parents know I drink of course but the rule is ‘no getting drunk until I’m older'. I take a minute and sit on one of the stools dotted around the kitchen and relax for a minute. Lacy has ordered some boxes of pizza, which are sitting on the counter, I grab a slice and chew on it so I have something to do.
My body is covered in a thin layer of sweat from dancing and I'm slowly getting a headache. We have been here for almost two hours now and there's no sign of Josh, I check my phone in case I missed a call or message. Nothing.
An hour later, I step off the dance floor and find a seat on one of the sofas. My head is pounding now and I just want to sleep. Karen falls into the empty seat next to me and her head falls on my shoulder.
"I danced with Tommy." she says with glee.
"I know, I saw." I laugh at her love-struck face, she has it bad. She purposely stood in front of Tommy, pretending not to know he was there, and danced rather seductively. He had been checking her out every now and again before he decided to dance with her. I check my phone again for any messages, still nothing. Why hasn’t Josh text me back? It’s just after 10 pm and I wonder if Karen would kill me if I left early. My head is thumping now from the bass of the music and my eyes feel heavy.
"I think I'm going to go." I say loudly into her ear so she can hear me.
She looks at me like I've gone mad, "What? You can't leave yet, it’s not even late." she pouts and I kind of feel bad but my mind is made up.
"I'm sorry, K, I don't feel like partying anymore. I just want my bed." I tell her, hoping she will take pity on me, she knows I don't like parties much.
"Fine, OK, do you want me to come with you? You shouldn't walk home alone at this time of night." It's still early for her and I can tell she doesn't want to leave, so I tell her to stay put and I'll text her when I get home. 
I weave through the crowd and grab my jacket from the closet by the front door and then make my way back down the long steps leading away from the house.
The cool, night air helps with my headache and makes me more alert. The quiet of the night is almost soothing compared to the noise inside the mansion. I pull my jacket tight around my shoulders and walk in the direction of home.
There's nobody around as I walk, yet after a while, I feel like I'm being followed. I look around and see nobody there but I quicken my pace. I pull my phone out and text Josh, letting him know I'm heading home.
It's then that I hear footsteps behind me, my heart races and I tell myself I'm being silly. Nobody is following me. They are just walking home from wherever they've been. 
I turn a few more corners, getting close to my street, the footsteps are still there. I look behind me and I see a large, dark figure. A man. I can’t see his features, he's wearing a large coat that comes to his knees and a baseball cap pulled low over his eyes. I frown and walk fast, almost running. The man keeps pace.
I finally make it onto my street and hurry towards my house. I can see the light is still on the living room, Mum and Dad are still awake. I peer over my shoulder, is the man closer? I decide to run the last few steps, I can hear my heart racing, the blood pumping through my body. I'm almost there.
I push the gate open and take one last look behind me. The man has stopped. He's standing on the other side of the street now, by a blown-out streetlight, covered in darkness. I turn away and run down the short walkway and burst through the front door of the house. I slam the door behind me and catch my breath.
"Tayla, is that you?" Mum shouts from the living room. I let out a quick breath and put a smile on my face, trying to get my heart to calm down. I turn the corner and stand in the doorway then smile at my parents.
"Yeah. I didn't feel too well so I left early." I tell them, "I'm tired, I'm going to go to bed." with a quick goodnight, I race up the stairs. Once I get to my room, I head to the window and look across the street. There's nobody there.
As I get ready for bed, I send a quick text to Karen and Josh letting them both know I got home OK. I decide not to mention the mysterious man. There has to be a logical explanation why he was following me. Right?
I'm lying in bed, staring at the ceiling, my thoughts won't shut off. Who was he? Why was he following me? Slowly my eyes close and sleep soon comes, full of nightmares of the mysterious figure. 




CHAPTER 3
 


The next day, I am out shopping with Karen, something we do almost every Saturday.
“Oh my god! You have to get them.” she squeals at me. We have just walked into Fabulous, a large clothing store that sells designer brands for affordable prices.
She zeros in on a pair of light denim jeans that have an intricate flower pattern going up one side of the left leg. They are gorgeous and exactly what I need after the day I had yesterday. I grab my size and let Karen find me a top to go with it. She is a fashion guru and always finds the perfect stuff for anyone.
“I FOUND IT!” she shouts from across the store, the sales lady gives her a disapproving glance but says nothing. I make my way over to Karen to see her holding up a white, figure-hugging top with three-quarter length sleeves that flows longer in the back. It’s plain, simple and it would look amazing with my new jeans, I also pick out some knee-high boots.
With a new outfit picked out for myself, Karen starts to search for something for herself. I follow her around, telling her what she wants to hear when she asks my opinion on everything.
We spend an hour in this store and every time Karen finds something she absolutely loves, she screams in delight. I’m sure the sales lady is about to throw us out when Karen dumps her very large pile of clothes and shoes on the counter and takes out her platinum card, a card only the rich could afford. One look at the card and the lady is all smiles. It still amazes me how sales people act like a whole new person when they think they’re getting a large commission.
We go into three more stores after that one. I pick out some more clothes and a pair of shoes for myself and Karen gets another large pile, that seems to have gotten bigger with each store, she gets a bit of everything, from clothes and shoes, to jewellery, make-up and perfume.
“Let’s get something to eat.” I say after another two hours have passed, “I am so hungry and I really want to try that new noodle place.” we make our way over to the food court to a new place simply called Noodle Bar and find a seat. I order a box of Udon noodles with chicken, and Karen orders a rice box with vegetables.
“My dad is going to kill me when he finds out how much I have spent today.” Karen tells me as she sits down in the chair opposite me.
“How much did you spend?” I ask. I open my box and scoop out a pile of thick noodles. I raise a brow at her when she doesn’t answer.
“Around £800.” she says with a guilty look on her face and I almost choke on my food.
“WHAT!? How did you spend £800? We only went into four shops.” I ask. I look at the bags that sit at her feet, she has six large bags compared to my three small ones.
“I know.” she says, “I saw so much stuff that I had to have though. I promise I won’t spend over £100 whenever we go out for the next four weeks.” I have to laugh at that, her family is loaded and they have no problem spending a lot of money on useless stuff. £800 is nothing to them. Plus, no way can she limit herself to £100.
As I eat my food, my eyes are wandering across the bustling crowd of people when I spot a figure standing on the other side of the food court. I only notice him because he looks out of place among the crowd. I sit up straighter for a better look. A man wearing a long, dark coat and a baseball cap that hides his face seems to be looking right at me. My mind conjures up an image of the mysterious man from last night. It’s him again, I know it.
My heart races as I try to get a better look. Is it the same man? It was dark when I saw him last night, maybe this is someone else, someone who dresses exactly like him. If it is him, it’s obvious that he is following me, but why?
“Oh my god.” Karen's voice interrupts my thoughts, “I need that bag.” she jumps up from her seat and rushes over to a small accessories store just across the walkway that sells handbags, purses and hats. I stand and look back at the spot where I saw him. He’s gone. With a deep breath, I grab my bags and quickly catch up to Karen, trying to forget about the mysterious man.
Sometime later and we are back to shopping. We go into three more shops before we finally call it a day. I have two more bags and Karen has another four. I laugh as she struggles to carry her bags back home. 
✽✽✽
 
When I get back home, I finally relax. After I saw him during lunch at the noodle bar, I thought I had seen him again a few other times, either hiding behind corners or walking away through the busy crowd of shoppers.
My mind is running wild trying to figure out what he wants. I decide not to tell my parents just yet. I have only seen him a handful of times, what if it’s just a huge coincidence and he's not really following me? I tell myself that I’m overreacting.
I decide not to worry about it, if I see him again then I will tell my mum and dad. I don’t want them worrying if it turns out to be nothing.
“Hey hun, did you have a good day?” Mum says to me later that evening during dinner.
“I did. Karen went overboard again.” I tell her, she laughs because we both know how Karen is when she shops.
For the next couple of hours, I put on a mini fashion show for Mum, showing her everything I had bought. I bought her a gift too, a beautiful sapphire earring set that she had been eyeing the last few weeks. She thinks I didn't notice, but I did.
When I finally head upstairs, I have a quick shower to wash away my worries and change into some pyjamas, then I climb into bed. Josh finally texts me back, his brothers had hid his phone and he only just found it again. We spend the next few hours texting back and forth until I fall asleep.




CHAPTER 4
 


When I get to school on Monday, I am a nervous wreck. I am sure I saw him again, but I couldn’t be sure, he disappeared too quickly.
I still haven't told anyone about it, they might think I'm crazy, or worse, lock me away from the outside world for my own protection. No, I couldn't tell anyone yet. Not until I knew more.
A locker slams next to me making me jump and I turn to see Karen and Josh staring at me with bemused looks on their faces. "Are you alright, Tay?" Josh asks me.
I shake my head and give them a smile, "Yeah, I'm fine. Didn't sleep much last night, that's all." I tell them, "Let's get to class." I pull them down the hallway dodging in between the other students.
Lunch time comes quickly and my mood has improved, we had a sub in English so we just watched a movie based on one of the books we are reading, which really means we did nothing but chat to each other.
We get in the line to get our food, today I get a slice of pizza and some chips. I make my way to our usual table, the one in the corner next to the window and wait for the others to join me.
"Did you hear?" Karen says as she drops her tray of food on the table and sits down a few minutes later. Josh, who's trailing behind her, gently kisses my cheek before sitting down next to me.
"What?" I reply to Karen.
"Alex dumped Lacy during second period." she tells us, “She went crazy on him.”
I put a few chips in my mouth and look over at Lacy, who sits a few tables down from us, she's obviously been crying and is trying to hide the fact, and if looks could kill, Alex would be six feet under by now. "Why?" I ask Karen.
Karen is the gossip queen, she knows literally everything about everyone, like how Zack, one of the footballers, was using steroids to enhance his abilities or how Lisa, the school’s do-gooder, cheated on her last maths test because she was under so much pressure from her parents.
"Apparently, she's mega controlling, wouldn't let him do anything without her approval, wouldn't let him talk to any girls and some other stuff too. If you ask me, she deserved it." I look over at Lacy again, we weren't friends by a long shot, we just about tolerated each other, I never knew she was so demanding, she has always seemed so laid back and open to anything.
Karen rambles on about some other girls in her P.E class who got tattoos over the weekend. I tune her out then and I rest my head on Josh's shoulder while I eat my lunch.
✽✽✽
 
I'm absentmindedly looking out the windows that overlook the gardens that are next to the car park. There are students lounging on the grass, eating their lunch and working on homework. 
Movement to the left catches my eye, there's someone hiding among the trees near the corner of the garden. I wouldn't have given it another thought, had it not been for the long dark coat and baseball cap.
I bolt upright in my seat. It's him. He's here. But why? What does he want from me? Anger slowly forms inside me and I decide I've had enough of being scared. I quickly stand and rush out the doors and down the corridor leading outside.
Once I get to the garden, I look at the trees where I saw him. He's gone. I look around, ignoring the stares from the other students. He's nowhere in sight. With a frustrated groan, I make my way back inside.
The bell rings to signal the end of lunch and I make my way to my next class, one I share with Karen, there’s no avoiding the questions I know she’ll ask.
"What the hell was that?!" she whispers when our teacher isn't looking. Should I tell her the truth? I feel like I need to tell someone.
"Someone is following me." I look at her, waiting for a reaction. She's silent for a moment.
"What? What do you mean someone is following you?" just as I'm about to tell her everything, the teacher turns around and looks over at us. We are forced to stay quiet for the rest of the lesson.
"I don't know who it is or why they're following me but I've had enough, I want answers." I tell her as we walk to our next class.
"Have you told your parents? Or anyone about this?" she asks.
"No, but I will soon."
We don’t share the next class so we go our separate ways. Later, at the end of the day, we find a seat on the bus and just as she's about to say something, Josh makes his way over to us. "Hello ladies." he says cheerfully as he sits down pulling me close for a quick kiss, for a moment I forget all my problems.
"Hey." I look at him and smile.
"Hi, Josh." Karen waves absently at him. She catches my eye and with just a look, she tells me our earlier conversation is far from over.
Josh and I talk about our plans for the weekend, we plan to head to the beach and soak up some sun and afterwards, we will be going to see a show at the local theatre before grabbing some dinner. It couldn't be more perfect. I don't have any classes with him at school so the only time I get to see him is during the weekend and some evenings after school.
Later that evening, I'm in the kitchen, cleaning up after dinner, I debated whether to tell Mum and Dad about the man but I couldn't bring myself to do it. My phone vibrating pulls me away from my thoughts. I dry my hands and pick up the phone to read the incoming text message.
 
Karen: Come over right now!

Tayla: What? Why?

Karen: You know why!

 
I sigh, I was hoping she would let it go, just for a day or two, I really don't feel like talking.
Tayla: Do I have to?

Karen: Yes, get over here, now!

 
I groan and tell her I'm on my way, I didn’t want to do this now, couldn’t she have waited until morning? A look at the clock tells me it's only 9 pm. I am not allowed out after 11 so I have two hours to talk to karen.
I tell my parents where I'm going, grab a jacket and my keys, and head out the door.
It's cold again as I step outside, I pull the gate closed behind me and fasten up my jacket. Karen lives on the next street, on the opposite end to mine. It’s a good ten minute walk, so I rub my hands over my arms and head to the right. I get about half way down the street when the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Something doesn’t feel right. I look around but see nothing.
I quicken my pace and make it to Karen's door in no more than five minutes. I knock gently and wait.
"Hello, Evelyn." I smile at the woman who opens the door. Karen's mum stands before me with a bright pink robe on, at 5’9 and a skinny waist, she looks like a model. Her dark hair is tied back into a ponytail, leaving her beautiful features open.
"She's in her room. You know where to go." is all she says, she then lights a cigarette and leaves me standing at the door.
I close the door as I step inside and make my way up to Karen's room, eager to get this conversation over with.




CHAPTER 5
 


"Hey." I call out as I open the door. Inside is empty but I hear the water running in the en-suite bathroom, she must have thought she could squeeze in a shower before I got here. 
I sit on the king size bed that sits against one wall of the room and let my eyes wander. Posters of boybands and actors cover almost every inch of the white walls. The floor is covered by a pale blue, shag carpet, the curtains on the floor-to-ceiling window matches. Lightwood furniture lines the walls. Perfume bottles, makeup and magazines lay strewn across every surface.
"When did you get here?" Karen's voice comes from the door in the far corner that leads to her bathroom.
I look over to see she has a towel in her hands, rubbing it against her head. "A few minutes ago." I tell her. She sits on the bed next to me and crosses her legs under her and then stares at me.
"So?" she asks.
"So, what?" I ask in return. She narrows her eyes at me and swats my leg.
"You know what. Now spill."
I sigh as I get comfy, ready to tell her my story. "I first noticed someone was following me on Friday. I was walking home and there was a man behind me, he stayed behind me until I reached my gate. Then he stood there and watched me from across the street." I shiver as I recall the night.
"Oh my god, Tay.” Karen whispers, "I knew I should have left with you. Have you seen him since that night?"
I nod my head and continue my story, "I saw him again when we were out shopping on the Saturday too. Standing behind pillars or peering around corners."
"Why didn't you tell me then? Why keep it a secret?" she asks looking hurt. I feel bad for keeping it from her but I didn’t want her to worry.
"At first, I thought it was just a coincidence, that he wasn't following me, but then he turned up at school." I sigh and look at her worried face, "I'm going to tell Mum and Dad when I get back home." I tell her.
"Don't worry, Tay," she smiles at me softly, "everything will be OK. Who knows, maybe it’s just one of the guys from school. Maybe he has a major crush on you but he knows you’re with Josh, so he watches you instead." She grins at me and laughs. I doubt that’s it but I don’t say anything else, I don’t want to worry her anymore. She moves over and pulls me into a hug. Minutes later we laugh and pull apart, eager to change the subject.
We spend the next couple of hours, talking about school work and boys.
"So, how are you and Josh?" she asks with a smirk, and I know what she's really asking.
"Josh and I are very well, thank you very much." I poke my tongue out at her but that only makes her pout.
"Aww come on, give me some details." she begs.
I laugh and shake my head, "There are no details to give." I say to her. I am only 16 years old, I am in no way ready to start having a sex life like she is, "Don't worry, you'll be the first to know when there is." I grin and she doesn't ask anything further.
"Oh, whatever happened with Tommy? I never asked." I cover my ears just in time as she lets out a high-pitched squeal.
"Well, I told you we danced at the party?" I nod my head, "Well, we danced together for nearly an hour. He kept getting me drinks too. Anyway, it was just past midnight and we went outside for some air." she gets that dreamy look in her eyes again and now it's my turn to smirk.
"And?" I ask when she goes silent.
"Oh, sorry." she laughs, "So, we were sitting on the porch, talking, nobody else is around. With the stars glistening in the sky and a gentle breeze, it felt so romantic. Then," she squeals again, "we kissed. He kissed me. It happened so fast, I was so surprised. He is a fantastic kisser." she grins at me.
"That's awesome." I tell her, "So what now? Are you going to see him again?" her face falls slightly and she shrugs her shoulders.
"I don't know, he left shortly after. We didn't exchange numbers or anything, he just said he would see me later.”
"Well, I'm sure you'll see him again. I mean, you do have one class with him." I tell her.
“You’re right. I do.” she grins.
Ten minutes later and I'm standing at the front door saying goodnight. It’s almost 11 pm and I need to get home.
✽✽✽
 
Outside, the sky is dark and the night is cold. I wrap my arms around myself as I start the walk back to my house.
This time, I take my time making the journey. With the fresh, sea air blowing gently across my face, the shining moon high in the sky, the stars sparkling and the only noise is the sound of your breathing, there's no better time to be outside than this and I enjoy every second of it. It's one of the few things I enjoy, perfect for when you want to be alone with your thoughts.
As I walk, I think of how I am going to tell my parents that I'm being followed by a mysterious stranger. Mum, always the calm one, will ask a lot of questions. Dad, however, tends to get angry first and ask questions later. Whichever way I tell them, it won't end well. I just need to get it over and done with so we can try to catch this creep and I can get back to my life.
I'm just turning the corner that joins our streets together when I get that feeling again. Something doesn’t feel right. I look around and again see nothing, but the feeling of unease only grows. I quickly walk the distance that separates the two streets. There are no houses here, it's nothing but a large, empty piece of land. There is only one streetlight nearby so it's almost pitch black.
Not a moment later and I hear a noise, like car tyres screeching on the road in the distance. I don't have time to wonder what's happening because, all of a sudden, a white van quickly comes speeding around the corner and screeches to a halt in front of me and then the doors at the back open.
I have just turned onto my street and as I am debating whether or not I should cross over to the other side of the road, something stops me in my tracks. In front of me, I notice a familiar figure walking towards me and I start to panic. 
It's him.
I turn around to go back to Karen's house since it's the closest of our houses, and almost collide with a second man who’s standing right behind me. Where did he come from? He's looking down at me with an ugly grin on his face.
I quickly move to the right and sidestep him, taking off back the way I came. It works only for a second and then a hand grips my arm tightly and I'm suddenly pulled backwards, I would have gone down if not for the pair of arms that catch me and trap me to their chest, holding me so I can't move.
Just as I'm about to scream, a small cloth is placed over my nose and mouth, there's a slight sweet smell to it. I struggle to free myself as breathing gets harder and a few minutes later I start to feel sleepy. I know I've been drugged. I try to keep my eyes open, to stay awake, but it's no good, soon my eyes close and everything goes black.




CHAPTER 6
 


When my eyes open, it takes a minute to remember what happened. I try to move but my hands are bound at the wrist by rope so tight that it burns into my skin. Not knowing what else to do, I do the next logical thing, I scream as loud as my lungs allow, hoping someone will hear. A few seconds later though, a piece of cloth is tied around my mouth, cutting off my screams.
I look up along the arm that put it there. It's him, the man who's been following me. I start screaming at him, telling him to let me go, of course, it’s all muffled by the gag in my mouth so only incoherent words come out. I decide to conserve my energy in case there is a way to escape later on.
I look again at the man in front of me. His skin is tanned and smooth, his dark hair falls down to his ears and he has the most beautiful light brown eyes. My eyes drift further down to his chest, I can see the subtle muscles bulging under his t-shirt.
I look up at his face again to find him staring at me with a smirk. I quickly look away, letting my eyes rest on the space between my feet. A few seconds later and I get jerked forward and I realise I still don't know where I am. I take that moment to look around my surroundings. I know I'm in the back of a van, we must have gone over a bump in the road. There's nothing in here except a small bench attached to the side, which my kidnapper is sitting on. There's some rope in one corner but that's it.
Up in front, I can see two more guys. The one driving has a shaved head and an earring in his left ear. I can just about see the man in the passenger seat. He has short, cropped hair, dark eyes, dark features and a scar running from the corner of his mouth to just under his eye and a few other small scars on his cheek. He turns and looks at me then and I shrink back, his eyes are full of anger and he has a constant frown on his face. This is not someone you should mess with, he's terrifying.
I try to look out of the front window, hoping to see something to indicate where I am, but all I can see is the tops of trees and the dark sky. I try to think but I don’t know anywhere with this many trees.
Suddenly, I find I really need to pee. I don't know if they'll stop and let me out or make me go in a bottle, either way, I can't wait much longer. I try and talk to my kidnapper, hoping he'll understand. After a few minutes of ignoring me, he groans and rips off my gag.
"What do you want!" I flinch at his tone and bite my lip before speaking.
"I need to pee." I tell him quietly. He stares at me for a minute before looking around the floor of the van before sighing, then he leans over to the driver and says something that I can't hear. A minute later and I feel the van come to a stop.
"You got two minutes, don't try anything." he grabs my arm and pushes me outside the van. Standing a few feet behind me, he waits. I walk to the tree line and pull my jeans down and relax my body. I take a second to look around. We have stopped on a long stretch of road surrounded by trees that go on for miles.
As I pull my jeans back up, a thought comes to mind. I wonder if my parents have noticed I am missing yet, surely they know, I was only supposed to be at Karen's for a little while, they would wonder where I am. I decide these men can't take me any further, I have to escape. As I walk back to the van, a plan forms in my mind.
"Hurry up, will ya." the man shouts, his eyes look back and forth down the road, probably looking out for any cars that may pass.
As I get back to the van and stand next to him, I act quickly. As hard as I can, I knee him in the groin, and as he crouches over in pain, I make a run for it. I head into the trees, staying parallel to the road and run as fast as I can.
I can hear their shouts close by and I know I need to go faster but it’s difficult to run in the dark with tied hands. I dodge between trees and jump over roots sticking up out of the ground. My legs quickly start to ache but I carry on.
I run a little further before something slams into my back. I fall down hard, landing awkwardly on my wrist. My head slams into the ground and everything goes fuzzy. There's a man kneeling next to me. The one with the scars, Scarface, I'll call him, seems only fitting. I try to catch my breath as I'm pushed into the ground, I feel the rope as it gets knotted around my ankles and then I'm lifted and thrown over his shoulder. I try to kick at him and punch his back but my wrist burns from the movement and I realise I've probably fractured something.
I'm thrown into the van with a thud and the door is slammed shut. A minute later, Scarface gets back into his seat and we start moving again. I use my legs to sit up against the other side of the van away from the man with beautiful eyes. I can feel the hatred coming off of him as he holds his groin and fidgets uncomfortably, there is his usual smirk in place on his face though, as if he enjoyed what just happened.
"I told you not to try anything." he says, "Now you got a nasty cut on your head that's going to scar. You're not going to be pretty anymore." another smirk. I roll my eyes and ignore him, gently touching my fingers to my temple, I see they are covered in blood.
"We are almost there, get her fixed up." the gravelly voice of the driver comes from the front. A horrible feeling settles into my stomach. Where are we?
✽✽✽
 
I am standing on the dock ready to board a small boat. My face has been cleaned up, a plaster slapped over the wound on my head and my clothes have somehow been replaced, it’s like they keep a bunch of things a girl would need and that just terrifies me even more, they have done this before. To anyone watching, I may just look like an ordinary person, someone who's waiting to board this boat with her family.
The man who was driving the van stands in front of me and scowls, "Now, I’m not supposed to use this on you, but if you try anything else, you'll be sorry." he gently lifts his jacket away from his side and I see a small handgun tucked into his trousers. My stomach drops and I know the others must have one too. He gives me a knowing look and I know they have no problem using them. He turns then and quietly leads us onto the boat.
For the journey, I'm locked away in one of the on-board rooms, that way I wouldn't bring any attention to myself or my kidnappers, that's what Scarface said. I was going to try and catch someone's attention, to get them to help me but now I just have to sit in this cramped room for who knows how many hours. I'm allowed to freshen up though, I heard the driver tell the cute one to make sure I looked presentable. I didn't care at that point, I just wanted a shower and a toothbrush. I'm also given an ice pack for my wrist, it helps soothe the pain, I don’t think its fractured or anything, just badly bruised.
I'm just getting out the shower when I realise, there's no towel. I look around for my clothes and scream when I see a figure standing in the doorway, the smirk on his face tells me who it is. I try to cover myself but it’s too late, his gaze travels down the length of my body.
"Here, thought you'd want this." he throws a small towel at me and I quickly wrap it around my body. It just about covers everything. I look back at him to see him smirking still, his eyes reveal his want, so does the tent in his trousers.
"What's your name?" I don't know why I ask, but standing in front of someone in just a tiny piece of cloth does something to a girl.
His eyes narrow slightly but then his shoulders shrug and he answers, "The name’s Damien." he smirks again before throwing a pile of clothes at me, "Get dressed, we leave in 10." he then turns around and walks into the other room.
I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding then look at the clothes in front of me. A pair of dark denim shorts and a light grey t-shirt. I don't want to know how they know my size.
15 minutes later and I'm on another dock, it’s still dark out but there is a slight glow in the sky suggesting it’s only a few hours till dawn. That means I have been travelling for hours. I still have no idea where I am but it’s clear I'm not in England anymore. I say a quick prayer to all the gods before I get pushed into the back of yet another van and once again my hands are bound.




CHAPTER 7
 


I must have fallen asleep because the next thing I know, I'm getting pulled out of the van. My body is exhausted and my legs give under my weight, making me fall to my knees on the concrete. My stomach rumbles loudly and I realise I haven't eaten anything since before I was taken, however long ago that was.
With my arms still bound, I get pulled towards the large warehouse in front of me. Nothing but steel and plastic and a door can be seen, no clue as to where I am. I can't go in there, I know I might not come back out if I do, but I know I'm too weak to try and run.
Inside the entrance is a long, cold corridor. Doors leading to smaller rooms, I assume, line the wall. I try to get a look in some but the windows have been blocked. I can hear water running through pipes ahead but other then that, it seems abandoned. How wrong I am.
We turn some corners and go down some dimly lit stairs and through another door. I almost vomit. The smell is horrendous, it’s like rotten eggs. When my eyes stop watering, I glance around the large room and I almost pass out.
All around the edge of the large dungeon like area, are 30 prison like cells just big enough for two people. Half of the cells are empty, inside the other half, a young girls sits, they are probably around the same age as me. I gasp at the sight of them. Long matted hair is covered with dirt and blood, smudges of god knows what covers their skin, but it’s the eyes that cause my heart to stop. Dull and lifeless. I can't imagine what they've been through.
My body must have some fight left because the next thing I know, I'm screaming and running towards the door, I know it’s pointless but I try anyway.
"LET ME GO! LET ME GO! LET ME GO!" I scream at the man guarding the door as I try and get around his large frame, "YOU WON'T GET AWAY WITH THIS!"
I'm thrown over someone's shoulder and a few seconds later I get tossed into a cell of my own, the door slams behind me. Scarface looks down at me with a frown on his face.
"LET ME GO!" I scream as I pull on the bars.
"Shut ya face will ya, you’re giving me a damn headache." I scream, pushing my arm through the bars in hope of catching him, to hurt him in some way, any way, but he easily steps out of reach.
Suddenly, I'm knocked across my small cell by the water coming from a large and powerful hose. I scream as my bones feel like they're being crushed.
When the water is switched off, I lay on the floor, shivering. My emotions must have finally caught up with me because the tears start falling over my cheeks. I stay like that for what seems like hours.
"Hey." I hear a voice say. I wipe at my cheeks and sit up. "Hey, are you OK?" I hear again. I look around and to my right, through the bars that separate the cells, I see a girl, a couple years older than me I think, staring at me.
"Who are you?" I ask, "What is this place?"
She smiles at me, a look of pity crosses her features. "My name is Laura." she tells me, "Are you OK?" she asks again.
"No." I say, who would be OK after what I've been through? "I just want to go home." I tell her and I find myself edging closer to her.
"We don't know what this place is, or where we are." she answers my other question.
"But why have they taken us?" I almost scream in frustration. Someone must know something.
"All we know is that once every couple of months, a group of men come in and looks at us all before picking one of us. Someone gets taken and we never see her again." my blood runs cold as I hear this. Taken where? Is this some kind of holding site? is the worst to come after? What happens if we are picked? I pray that I never find out. Somehow, I know I would prefer it here then at wherever comes next.
I look at Laura again, "Laura, how long have you been here?" I dread the answer.
"14 months." she tells me sadly.
My mouth falls open and I struggle to breath. Just over a year? No, that can't be right. Surely people are looking for her. Looking for all of us. A new determination settles inside me.
"How do we get out of here?" I ask her. Surely there must be a way. Laura looks at me again, her face portrays great sadness.
"We don't." she says, "For months I have watched girls like you come and go. They try to escape but they don't get past that door." she indicates to the door we came in, "If there was a way out, we would have found it by now." she turns away then and lays down on the floor. "Get some sleep, you need your strength." I sit back against the wall of my cell and think about what Laura told me. I don't believe there isn't a way out, there must be, we just need a plan.
✽✽✽
 
All around me are the moans and wails of the other girls. I look at each of them, all have different colour hair and eyes. Some are so skinny you can see their ribs and some have a little bit of weight on them. There's dark skinned and light skinned. The only common factor is age, everyone looks so young.
A small stream of light flows into the room from the window high up on the wall. It's finally day time, I find a small stone in the corner and make a mark on the wall. I need to keep track of how long I'm here. My eyes slowly drift to a close and only when I can’t stay awake any longer, do I let myself sleep.
I wake a few hours later to the girls chatting and finding ways to pass the time. Time passes very slowly, we are mostly left alone, except for the two guards in the middle of the room. 
Soon, it's dinner time. We are each presented with a small bowl and something unidentifiable moves around inside like jelly and I almost throw up. I look around and notice all of the other girls chowing down on the food like there’s no tomorrow. I guess you get used to the food when it’s all you have to survive.
I look at the food in disgust and without thinking about it, I scoop some up on my plastic spoon and shove it in my mouth. It takes everything in me not to throw up. I finish it all and quickly chug down the water that we are given.
For the next few hours, I spend my time getting to know the girls closest to me. I learn that Laura comes from Birmingham and, at 19 years old, she is one of the oldest girl here. Before she was taken, she was studying to become a care worker for young children who were abused.
On my left is Susan, she's 17 years old and she was taken from her home in Bristol two months ago. I learn that all the girls here, ages ranging from 14 to 19, are from somewhere in the UK and have been here from as recent as two months ago and as far back as two years.
From the time gap between when each girl was taken and where they are from, I notice a pattern forming of how the men are operating.
They only take one girl every two months, taking six girls per year. They take from every city in the UK before circling back around. That's probably why I never saw much about kidnappings on the TV. They know how to cover their tracks; and from how many girls there are here and how many have been taken to this other place, they have been doing it for years.
For the rest of the day, I silently watch everything that goes on. The guards walking around, checking on us. The girls, who throughout the day, either sleep, chat or, for some, exercise in their cell. I even watch as rats scramble through the holes in the wall and scurry around us.
I say a silent prayer and hope that one day soon, someone comes and rescues us.
I try to think why it was me who was taken. Of course, I wouldn’t have wanted this to happen to anyone else, but Damien was specifically following me, nobody else. What is it about me that made me the target?
When night time rolls around, I don't sleep, I can't, so instead, I sit against the wall and quietly sing to myself. It’s the only way I can stay sane.




CHAPTER 8
 


I wake up early the next morning and have the strong urge to pee. I tried to hold it as long as I could but now I am about to burst. I look around the room for a minute, I somehow doubt that the guards would let us out for bathroom breaks.
I lean over towards Laura, who is sitting on the floor of her cell, eyes closed and humming a lullaby to herself. I listen for a minute, I recognise it as the chorus of ‘You Are My Sunshine' by Johnny Cash.
"Laura?" I whisper softly, "How do we go to the bathroom?" I ask.
Without opening her eyes, she points towards the back of my cell, where I see a large bucket. A look of disgust forms on my face as I look back and forth between the bucket and Laura.
"Tell me you're joking. I can’t possibly be expected to use that." I say. How could they be so inhumane.
"That's the only way." Laura says and gets back to humming to herself.
I stare at the large, blue bucket, as if I could magically change it into an actual toilet. I only last ten minutes before I'm almost bursting. I pull down my shorts and squat over the plastic. All the while, I see the guards staring at me and laughing. Bastards.
"That was so embarrassing." I tell Laura, who's now sitting patiently, waiting to chat.
"I know, but what else can we do." she replies with a shrug.
I spend the next half hour talking to Laura about ways to pass the time. We decide to play a game the girls invented. Not anything special, they call it ‘throw stones at the guards'. I can't say I'm surprised.
We grab as many stones that we find laying around the floor of our cells and take turns throwing them at the two guards who sit on chairs at a table in the middle of the room.
With my arm just outside the bars, I carefully take my aim and toss my small stone. It hits the first guard on the shoulder. He barely looks up from the laptop he's working on.
Next is Laura's turn. She aims and lightly throws her stone. It catches the second guard on the side of the head. We laugh quietly as he looks over at us and glares. Laura tells me that they do this a few times a week, that the guards just shrug it off. This goes on for a while. I admit it is kind of therapeutic to throw things at the people who are holding me captive.
My next throw hits the bull’s eye. I flick my wrist slightly and my stone lands in the middle of the first guard’s forehead. I burst out laughing, which makes Laura laugh too, I only stop when my sides start to hurt. Some of the other girls laugh along with us as they watch our game.
After a while, the first guard ends up getting mad. I suggested that we make him our target and soon, stone after stone hits him.
"THAT'S IT!" he yells and stands up, "YOU GIRLS ARE GETTING ON MY LAST NERVE!" we watch as he storms over to our cells. First, he opens Laura's door, he then pulls something out of his pocket and powers it up. A taser, I realise.
"NO!" I yell and scramble to the bars that connect our cells. He puts the charge against her stomach and she goes down, her body spasms and then she's still.
He then opens the door to my cell and I scramble back against the wall. "No, please. I'm sorry." I beg him. He grabs my arm and hauls me to my feet, he glares at me as I feel the electricity enter my body, paralysing my limbs. I let out a strangled groan as my body hits the ground. I stay lying on the ground for the rest of the afternoon.
✽✽✽
 
When my body doesn't feel like it's sitting on a power line anymore, I slowly wiggle my fingers and toes until the feeling in them comes back and fight to get myself into an upright position. My head pounds and my vision is blurry. I shake away the fogginess and wait for my eyes to adjust to my surroundings.
I look over at Laura's cell to find her sitting against the wall with her head in her hands.
"Are you OK?" I ask her quietly.
"I feel queasy." she tells me.
"I'm sorry, I shouldn't have suggested we target him." I feel bad for her getting hit with the taser. I shouldn't have provoked him.
"It's OK. We normally get some kind of punishment when they get mad but it has never been a taser before." she smiles weakly at me.
While Laura sleeps, I quietly talk to Susan. I learn that she wanted to be nurse. She loves to help people and what better profession is there than that. She was halfway through her course at college, planning to start an internship at her local hospital, when she was taken. Like me, she was also on her way home late one evening when she was grabbed off the street and pushed into a van.
I tell her I want to work in any field that focuses on the environment, like a conservation worker, a biologist or even an environmental engineer. Where she wants to help people, I want to help our planet.
"Do you think you will still do that if we get out of here?" she asks me.
"I do. It has been my passion ever since I was little. I used to sit at home and watch the discovery channel on TV and watch our universe and how humanity is slowly killing it." I tell her, "And we will get out of here." I squeeze her hand gently through the bars and smile.
A little while later and it's lunch time, the guards go around and push a small bowl of something that looks kind of like oatmeal under the door. I cringe as I realise that I am slowly getting used to the taste and smell. I quickly eat every bit of food and drink the water. It could be worse I guess.
Some time later, when we are all sitting quietly in our cells, a couple of the girls start singing the chorus of Survivor by Destiny’s Child. I smile as everyone joins in and soon all the girls are singing, including myself. There is something about singing a powerful song in a group that lifts your spirits.
We pass the time by talking about every little detail of our lives back home. At night, we drift to sleep on the cold, hard floor with only the sounds of the guards chattering away to remind us where we are.




CHAPTER 9
 


The next day, I decide that I’m not going to wait around for something to happen. I am not someone who gives up so easily. I will not go down without a fight.
Standing at the door of my cell, I start to scream as loud as I can and shake the bars, making them shake and rattle on their hinges. I know they won’t budge but I have to try. I must seem like a crazy person.
I scream for them to let me go, I scream that they won’t get away with it. Mostly, I scream in general to annoy the hell out of them. I know I’m annoying the girls but surely they understand. They must have done something similar when they first got here. They didn’t just accept what had happened to them, right?
For hours the guards ignore me. They sit in their chairs and go about their business and talking to one another. They act like they can’t hear me. I hope that I am at least giving them a headache.
A few hours later and I notice the guards collecting their stuff and walking to the door, at the same time, another pair of guards come in and sit at the desk. I notice that it’s Damien and another man I haven’t seen before who take their place. Looks like they switch out so they can have a break from doing nothing important. I don’t mind, gives me two new guards to annoy.
I continue screaming at them. I see Damien looking my way, looking at me oddly. He smirks and chuckles while shaking his head. The other guard, I notice, puts headphones on, he looks my way and frowns. I can’t help but feel happy that I am making him mad.
I scream for another hour or so before my throat starts to hurt and I have to stop. My throat is so dry that I can barely talk. I try to generate some saliva but it doesn’t help. I feel an ache in my arms and rub them gently to try and soothe the feeling. I slide down onto the floor and throw my head back. How can I get out of here?
After a few minutes, I glance around the room and my gaze settles on Damien. He is looking at me again. I frown, why does he keep staring at me?
I try to soothe my throat but without water, I know nothing will help. I sit back and let my imagination take over. I would do anything to forget where I am.
A few minutes later, I hear the screech of a chair getting moved and notice Damien walking out. Thank God.
I am sitting on the floor of my cell trying to think of ways to escape, so far I have nothing, when I notice a white plastic cup getting pushed through the hole in the door. A look inside shows it’s filled with a clear liquid. Water. I look up and notice Damien walking away and back to his seat. Did he just…?
Once he is seated, he looks at me again and raises a brow, as if challenging me to do anything but drink it. I don’t think, I grab the cup and swallow the liquid as fast as possible, the ache in my throat rests for now.
A look back at the desk shows Damien getting quietly scolded by the other guard. Damien however, just shrugs and turns his focus onto whatever is on the desk.
Why would he help me? He kidnaps me and ruins my life, and then offers a small, kind gesture? What does he gain? Was he just being nice? Somehow I doubt it, but then the question remains. Why?
Soon, dinner is brought in, I ignore the food completely and open the water, drinking it all until the bottle is empty. Then reluctantly, I brace myself for the food. It doesn’t taste as bad as the other meals but it still makes me gag.
✽✽✽
 
For the rest of the evening, I talk to Laura and Susan. We talk about useless things, like what music has come out recently, what movies have been released and what their favourite actors are up too. The girls who have been here for more than six months listen with interest. For them, hearing about anything from the outside world, no matter how trivial it is, is always a highlight.
Occasionally, I see Damien looking my way, staring at me with a questioning gaze. It makes my skin crawl.
Every now and again, I try to bring up the subject of escaping, but Laura stops me in my tracks every time. She says others have tried and failed to escape in the past and every time, Dante, the man who I learn is in charge, makes a show of punishing them.
“I remember one time. A new girl was brought in, and as we made our way to the showers a few weeks later, she tried sneak off, she only made it around a few corners before some other guards spotted her. That night, Dante himself came in and took her from her cell. He pulled out a gun and shot her in the leg, twice, right in front of us.” she says, her words chills me. How many times have people tried to escape? Is it even possible? 
“Another time,” she continues and I don’t know if I want to listen, “a girl tried to escape by squeezing herself through the bars of the cell, they had bigger gaps back then, and she was skinny enough. The guards had fallen asleep by then. She eventually got out and made it out the door, she had tried to open our doors but the keys weren’t here, instead, she ran out the door. We thought she had escaped but the next morning Dante came in holding her by the arm. She was forced to strip and he whipped her, over and over again.” I feel like I’m about to be sick and I’m glad when she doesn’t tell another horrible story. “Dante makes sure he doesn’t do anything that would kill us, but the message is clear. He is in charge and we must obey. After the third attempt, he changed the rules around here. Guards switch out every few hours to have breaks so they can sleep, so they don’t fall asleep on watch. Our cells where changed for those with thicker bars with smaller gaps in between.”
I admit, escaping seems impossible, but I refuse to give up. We just need to think of a good plan and pick the right time, maybe then we will have a good chance of succeeding. I try to think of something, but I come up with nothing.
When it starts to get dark, I sleep, it's early still but I plan to get enough rest to think of a good plan. I talk quietly to Susan until my eyes start to drift close.
I am just starting to drift off, when I feel a hand cover my mouth and I'm lifted off the ground. I am taken out of the room and up the stairs. I try to kick and scream, but the hands on me only tighten their hold.




CHAPTER 10
 


I'm taken down several corridors and into one of the other rooms. It looks like a sort of doctors’ office, with equipment and tools everywhere and one of those cots that doctors’ rooms have, a bright light forms a circle just over it, the rest of the room is dimmed slightly, giving it an almost eerie feeling.
A woman comes into the room a few minutes later and goes over to the monitor that sits on a desk on the far wall. Without looking my way once, she tells me to strip. I stand there and stare at her, she looks to be in her mid 40s, with obviously dyed, blonde hair that is done up in a tight bun and two thick, dark eyebrows that almost join in the middle to become one. She is slim and tall, dressed in black trousers and a blue shirt with a white lab coat over the top. Does she know what goes on in this building? She must do. I glare at her back, wishing I could just go home.
"I said strip." she says again. She has a thick Russian accent. Her face shows no emotion as she inspects a variety of tools. When she turns around and notices I still haven't done as she asks, she rolls her eyes and makes her way over to me. I step back as far as I can, wishing I could disappear into the wall and escape her outstretched hands.
Without a word, she pulls off my shorts and underwear, my feet are already bare since our shoes and socks are taken from us. I slap at her hands and try and cover myself. Next, she lifts my arms and removes my t-shirt and bra. My face flushes with embarrassment.
She tells me to lay down and, with no other choice, I do as I'm told, and then to my horror, she bounds my wrists with leather straps that are attached to the railing at the top of the cot. I struggle to get free but they don't give. Next, she spreads my legs and bounds my ankles to the corners at the other end of the cot. I can hardly move and panic starts to set in.
"What are you going to do to me?" I ask with a shaky voice as she picks up a long tube. My eyes grow wide as she sits on a stool by my feet and positions the tube at the entrance between my legs.
"NO! DON’T! PLEASE!" I scream trying to move away but I'm helpless. I feel the cold metal slide inside me and let out a cry, squeezing my eyes shut. It stays there while she goes back to her tools and picks up a needle and comes to stand next to my head.
"Please, don't do this. What are you doing to me?" I whisper as tears fall across my cheeks. She ignores me as she plunges the needle and its contents into my arm, she doesn't care enough to be gentle. Next, she places some kind of device on my head and hooks it up to a computer screen. Some kind of brain scan, I notice. Time passes and she does all kinds of tests on my body.
I let out another cry as the tube is pulled out of my body, leaving in its place a strong, painful ache. Next, she takes a quick swab of my inner walls and puts it in some sort of machine, and then the unthinkable happens. I scream and try to free my hands as she pulls out a small brand iron. She jerks my head to the side and pulls back my hair and presses the scorching metal onto the back of my neck, I quickly lose consciousness, faintly aware of the ear-splitting screams that I am making.
✽✽✽
 
Later, my eyes flutter open and my head spins from the pain, my fingers slide across my neck until they find the burning sensation caused by being branded. 
I feel sick, I have never been so violated before. Fresh tears spring forward. I look around the room to find the nurse lady has disappeared. Unfortunately, in her place is Damien, I try to shield myself but find I am still bound to the cot.
"What do you want?" I ask him with a hoarse voice. He slowly circles around the cot; his eyes never leave my body.
"I want you." he tells me and I wish I could smack that smirk right off his face. I won't let him touch me if it's the last thing I do.
“Leave me alone.” I spit at him.
He stops at the foot of the cot and looks at me. I swallow the lump in my throat as his eyes travel down my body. I wish I could disappear.
"You know, I saw your body earlier, when you were getting changed back on the boat.” He says, “You're so beautiful.” his eyes travel along my body again and I fight back the bile growing in my throat.
"I want to go back to my cell." I tell him, with as strong a voice as possible. I don't want to be alone with him, not when I’m vulnerable like this.
He just smirks again, and I watch in horror as he unfastens the button on his trousers and kicks them off, along with his boxers. His hands grip my thighs tightly as he pushes my knees apart further. I begin to struggle, trying to get out of the restraints.
"NO! STAY AWAY FROM ME! DON’T TOUCH ME!" I scream at him and I try to kick my legs at him.
I let out a deafening scream as he invades my opening, pushing himself inside me. The pain is unbearable as my walls are stretched apart for the first time. Tears roll down my face.
"Please." I whisper, "Stop." he doesn't listen.
My body writhes as the pain grows, my voice cracks from my cries, my throat raw from my screams.
He grunts and groans as he continues to move inside me. I beg and beg for him to stop as his hands roam over my body. He mutters a few words as he quickens his pace.
He lays there for a moment when he's finished. I watch as he puts his trousers on.
"Why?" I ask him, my voice weak.
He stands with his back towards me and then without a single glance, he walks out the door. I stare at where he had been just seconds ago.
When the door opens again, my body freezes in fear, but it's not him, it's just the nurse. I let out a sigh of relief. She quietly comes over to my side and removes the straps from around my wrists and ankles and then tells me to get dressed. I wonder if she had left before because Damien had told her to. On wobbly legs, I do as I'm told and quickly get dressed.
Outside the door I find Scarface leaning against the wall. If he knows what just happened inside that room, he doesn't show it, instead he takes me back to my cell. My body is sore and tired so it takes a bit longer.
Once there, my mind replays what happened over and over. I look up at the window and make a mark on the wall. I have only been here four days but it feels like so much longer.
That night I don't sleep, instead I listen to the girls sleeping, almost soundlessly, and think about my family. Mum would be at home, baking, she does that when she's scared and upset. Dad would be shouting at someone, demanding answers about what is being done to find me. Karen? I know she will be hurting and I hope she's OK, I know she will be worrying until I'm home again, so will Josh. Josh. I sigh. How I miss him. I dream of being in his warm embrace.
I send another prayer up to the heavens as I sit back in the corner of my new home, watching the guards and listening to the nights noise until the sun comes up.




CHAPTER 11
 


The next morning, my whole body aches and I can barely move my neck without a burst of pain. My bones protest at any slight movement and I see I have large purple bruises on my legs and my hips in the shape of handprints, thanks to Damien’s visit. I stay in the corner, hoping no one will see, but of course, luck isn't on my side.
"What happened to your legs?" Laura asks me sometime after lunch is delivered. My stomach growls and I quickly finish up whatever was in the bowl. It tasted disgusting and looked like roadkill but my body is weak so I finish it all.
I notice Laura still looking at me from her cell and I remember she asked me a question.
"What did you say?" I ask her.
"What happened to your legs?" my face pales slightly at revealing the truth. Has it happened to them? I look over at Susan to find her watching me too, she looks at me then a look of sadness and understanding flashes across her face. Do they know?
"It's OK." Susan calls over, "They've done it to all of us." she tells me and I see a single tear slide down her cheek.
“Who was it?” one of girls nearby asks. I tell them it was Damien and she in turn tells me that Damien hasn’t done that before to anyone here. It makes me wonder why he chose me, again.
“Did they take you to see her?” Susan asks. I realise she means the Russian lady. My hand instinctively goes up to my neck and I wince in pain as my fingers brush against my new mark.
“Have you seen her too?” I ask. She simply turns her head then and lifts her hair off her shoulders. And there, just below her hairline, close to her ear, I see the same mark that, what I assume, is on my own neck. I look closer and see it’s the letter ‘D' in cursive lettering with a number below it.
“We all have one.” she tells me, “It’s how he keeps track of us all.”
Just then, Laura grabs my hand through the bars and squeezes. That small gesture restores a little bit of hope in my heart and I know, without a doubt, that these girls have my back. I smile weakly at both girls and they spend the rest of the day cheering me up.
I never thought I'd say this but in the small amount of time I have been here, these girls have become like family.
✽✽✽
 
Weeks pass. We spend every day talking about our lives, hopes and future dreams, because we will get out of here. 
"Alright, ladies." I startle as a voice booms from the door. I notice the other girls scrambling to the backs of their cells.
The man, who I've never seen before, is huge, nothing but muscle. His dark hair falls just below his ears and he has dark eyes that skim over us all.
He motions to the guards to unlock the doors of our cells as more men enter the room. They each take a cell and grab each of us by the arm before dragging us out the door.
I frantically search for Laura or Susan but don't see them. I turn to the girl next to me. Amber, I think her name is.
"What's going on?" I ask her.
"Shower time." she says but somehow, from the look on her face, I know it's not a good thing.
The shower room turns out to be a wide-open locker space, like you see in prisons. Showerheads line the walls, no stalls and no doors blocking us from the men's view.
"You know the drill ladies!" another voice shouts, "You have 20 minutes. Get to it." he turns and leaves but another guard replaces him and stands watch.
I eventually find Laura, making my way over to her, I ask what's happening.
"Just before the men come in and take one of us," she starts, "we take a shower to clean ourselves up, while they clean our cells. We have to look taken care of so someone wants us." she tells me and I suddenly get a bad feeling. Are we being sold off to old men and used for their pleasure?
Now it all makes sense. We were kidnapped and are being sold into human trafficking. I know it happens and I always prayed for those girls who were taken from their families when I saw their picture on the news. Now I am one of those pictures too. We have to do something. We can't let another girl get taken. I use my shower time to think of a plan.
I watch as all the girls grab a bag from a shelf and find a showerhead, then they start to undress. A few minutes later, I grab a bag for myself and find a free showerhead, one that’s furthest from the door, I swallow the lump in my throat and remove my clothes. I don't miss the whistles and comments the guards make when they look in at us. I feel queasy.
A look inside the bag reveals a small bottle of coconut shampoo, a small bottle of strawberry body wash, a rough sponge and a razor.
I put some body wash on the sponge and scrub it over my body until I'm red raw. It feels good to be clean. Next, I squeeze some shampoo into my hand and work it into my hair, massaging my scalp. When I am all clean and I have washed all the suds from my body, I pull out the razor; for a moment the world stops, the thought of ending all of this crosses my mind. One long swipe, just deep enough, and it will all be over, but then I think of my family, I can’t do that to them, I must fight. Instead, I clear my mind of all bad thoughts and quickly shave my legs and underarms. When I have finished, I stand under the warm spray of water for a few more minutes before turning off the water and grabbing a towel from a cabinet and drying off. Then, once everyone has finished showering and our time is up, I huddle close to the girls as we are led around the corner to another room.
Inside looks like a salon. On one side of the room there are stations with hairdryers, creams, sprays and drawers full of makeup. On the other side of the room, there are rails of clothes and stands of jewellery.
I'm pushed towards the hair and makeup section first and when I'm in a chair, women surround me with all kinds of beauty tools.
Afterwards, I'm directed to the clothes and I turn my nose up at what I see. Nothing but dresses to pimp us out. It’s looks like we don’t get to pick what we wear either, because each hanger has a name on. I scroll through the fabric and pull out the hanger with my name on, a sparkling, dark blue, halter neck dress that stops just above the knee, with a corset bodice and a flowing trail that comes to my ankles. With no other choice, I put on the dress and then wait.




CHAPTER 12
 


I'm standing back in my cell now. 
My hair has been swept up into a messy bun with strands of hair framing my face, I have a little make up on, just a bit of concealer and lip gloss. If the circumstances where different, I would feel glamorous, instead, I feel sick to my stomach.
The cells have indeed been cleaned. The floor now s and smells of lemon and a very strong air freshener has been sprayed around. It smells of fresh air.
A couple of hours later, once all the girls are back in the cells, a man walks in. He's short with aged skin and greying hair that’s swept back to one side. His eyes are alert as he looks around the room.
Behind him, stand four guards, two of which I recognise, Scarface and... Damien. My body recoils at the sight of him, I see him staring at me and smirking. I divert my eyes and strain to listen to what this man has to say.
"Hello, ladies." he speaks in a deep, loud and clear voice. "For those of you who don't know me," he looks at me then since I'm the only new girl. "my name is Dante and I'm in charge around here." he looks at each and every one of us and shivers run up my spine as our eyes meet. So, this is Dante.
"You sick bastard." I say it without thinking but I don’t regret it. I put all the hatred I feel inside me and pour it into my eyes as I glare at him.
"Now, now, Tayla. There's no need for name calling." he says with an ugly smile on his face. He then carries on with his speech. "As I was saying. You all know by now what's about to happen. When my business associates enter, you will not speak unless spoken to. You will not leave your cell until directed and you will not try anything unless you want to take a trip to the infirmary." He stares us down and I see some of the girls cower in fear. The infirmary, I learn, also works as the morgue.
He indicates to the door and a guard opens it up. A moment later  about ten men walk in, all wearing business suits, all from different backgrounds and ethnicities, all looking serious, like this is a very important business deal.
"Enjoy gentleman and I will see you shortly." Dante tells them, he whispers something to the guard at the door then disappears. The men don't respond in any way, instead they walk around the room, stopping at one cell and then moving to the next. It makes me sick, they are basically shopping for sex slaves.
A man stops in front of my door and leers at me. My eyes stay glued to the floor, but I still feel his eyes as they roam over my face and body, then he moves to look inside the next cell, Laura's cell. She looks absolutely beautiful. She's wearing a black floor length gown and her dark hair curls around her shoulders. I pray the man moves on.
About 15 minutes later and the guards open our cell doors and we all step out into a line. The escape plan I have is almost in motion. Laura told me during the shower earlier what to expect on these days. For ten minutes, we are let out of our cages so the men can grab and fondle us. We aren’t restrained or anything.
We had three hours to think of a plan and make sure everyone knew and were ready to put it in action. Our plan is simple, we use whatever weapons we could find, mostly the bigger rocks that we found on the floor and our fists, and when we are let out, we attack, try to injure as many as we can, then we bolt up the stairs. It’s not far to the entrance that I came in when I first arrived. I'm sure I would have no problem finding it again.
Laura told me that the men who come to see us don’t carry any weapons, and the guards only carry stun guns, nothing that can actually kill us. Guess it’s so they don’t have to go through the difficult process of getting rid of our bodies. This makes our plan only a little  bit easier. There are only five guards in the room, it will still be extremely difficult to put them down but I have hope.
As a man lingers and touches my body, it takes everything I have not to punch him in the face, I close my eyes and count to ten. I catch the eye of a few of the other girls and give a slight nod, then we act.
Screams of surprise fill the air as we move against the guards. The men are not much of a threat at this point so we will deal with them after. Punches are thrown and rocks are smashed against heads. I dodge the chaos that goes on around me and make my way over to the guard by the door. He is the one we need to get rid of if this plan is going to work.
He's surprised when I jump out in front of him, and with the adrenaline rushing through my body, I waste no time in driving my fist into his nose as hard as I can, I wince as pain radiates through my hand. The guard is stunned and I use that moment to knee him in the groin, he falls to the floor in pain.
A moment later, I scream in agony as something sharp pierces my side, I see the same guard holding a knife, now covered in my blood. I quickly grab a fist sized rock off the floor and smash it into the back of his head, he goes down instantly. I ignore the pain as I turn around to search for another guard.
That’s when I come face to face with Damien. Instead of being scared however, I let out all the anger I have built up inside me and attack him. I punch and kick but he doesn't seem fazed, so I go with option number two, I knee him hard in the groin as well. I'd be surprised if he could still have kids after this. He groans in pain and slowly falls to his knees. I hold the rock firmly in my hand and as hard as I can, I hit him over the head.
I turn to check on the other girls. A few are on the ground, their bodies spasm from being tasered, but they quickly recover. The others, however, are doing well, I watch as a few fight with the guards in what seems to be some kind of martial arts combat. I can’t help but be impressed. I wonder how many of them know how to fight.
Sometime later, once all the men are unconscious, I motion for the girls to be quiet and slowly open the door. I make my way to the top of the stairs, when I see the coast is clear, I motion for them to follow. I carefully lead them around a few corners and eventually down the corridor I came down that day.
"HEY! STOP!" I hear behind us, we look and see two guards running towards us.
"RUN!" I scream at the girls and we bolt down the corridor just as we hear more guards coming towards us. Just in front of me I can see the large doors that lead outside and we quicken our pace.
Surprisingly, the doors are unlocked and we waste not time in going through them, not thinking about what could be on the other side. 
We all fall outside into the sunlight.
My eyes sting from the sudden brightness and my eyes begin to water. I see the girls shielding their own eyes from the onslaught of light. When we can see clearly, we run.
✽✽✽
 
Opposite the warehouse is a forest and we all run towards it, the guards are closing in on us and we move fast. The thick trees shield us from the sun, hiding us in shadows as we move deeper through the forest.
BANG!
The noise stops me cold. The guards have got real guns now. I hear one of the girls gasp and then she's on the floor, blood appearing on the fabric on her back. My heart races and my breath gets caught. I look at her lifeless body, horrified. The other girls fall down next to her, sobbing.
I think her name was Mia. We had never spoken to each other, her cell was on the opposite side of the room from mine. It still hurts though, knowing she won't ever make it back home
"We have to move." I shout at them, wiping the tears from my own eyes. Nobody moves. "Come on, we have to go." they slowly get back to their feet, then we continue to move forward.
BANG!
BANG!
Two more girls go down. I hear the terrified screams of the others, then everyone scatters in all directions. I try to keep us all together, but it's no use, they're gone.
BANG!
I run as fast as I can, moving quickly between the trees. I stop to catch my breath. Pain shoots through my body and I remember the knife wound, I wince as I try and stop the bleeding.
As I bolt through the forest, everything is silent and I worry about the girls, I haven't seen anyone for at least ten minutes. I haven't heard anything either, no more gunshots or screams, so I pray they are OK.
I get further into the trees and I start to believe that freedom is close but I only get a few more steps and then that belief vanishes.
"Tayla." a voice shouts out from the darkness, and I know they’re close. "Give up, Tayla, you can't escape us." I watch over my shoulder as Damien steps out of the shadows.
I hear him switch the safety off on his gun and soon I'm surrounded by men, all of them pointing a gun at my head.
They step closer and then someone hits me over the head with his weapon.




CHAPTER 13
 


I wake up to a pounding in my head. When my eyes adjust to the light, I find myself back in my cell. I bolt upright, ignoring the wave of dizziness and look in the other cells. All accounted for except for four. My heart breaks.
A stab of pain in my side reminds me of my injuries. I notice I have been changed out of the dress I was wearing and into another pair of shorts and a t-shirt. I check the wound on my stomach only to find it has been cleaned and stitched up. They must have done it after they knocked me out and brought me back here. I test the limit of my movements, I can’t fully lift my hands above my head but I don’t see why I would need to do that anyway.
I take another look at the empty cells, particularly the one on my left. Susan's cell. The tears fall freely now as I weep. They died for nothing. We couldn't escape Dante's men.
“This was your idea, wasn’t it?” a voice from outside my cell asks. I look up to find Damien crouched down in front of me. “I can tell it was. Everyone else has been here too long to think of something like that.” he smirks then, “I’m just glad I got to kill some of you.” he grins, and at that I snap. That’s it.
I frown then lunge forward. The movement takes him by surprise and I manage to get a hold of his shirt through the bars, I bring my hand back with as much speed as I can muster and I watch as his face smashes against the bars. I grin as I hear a crunch and blood falls from his nose.
"YOU FUCKING BITCH!" he screams. He unlocks my cell then and strides towards me. I don't bother to move. What's the point? I cry out in pain as his fist comes into contact with my cheek, he then pulls me to my feet and is holding his fist back to strike again, but then something in his eyes change and I can see the lust behind them.
I'm confused for a second and then his lips are on mine, I try to get free but he holds my head between his hands and pushes me against the wall. His hands desperately slide across my body as his tongue tries to snake its way into my mouth.
"DAMIEN!" a voice shouts from behind him, then he's pulled off of me. "What the fuck are you doing? You know you're not supposed to touch them." another guard, Clarke, I think his name is, holds him back. Damien's eyes are still on me.
I fall to the ground and spit away the taste of him, that's when I remember the wound on my stomach. Thankfully the stitches are intact, it just hurts. I watch as he's pulled away and out of the room. I vow that when this is all over. I will kill him. Even if I have to die along with him.
The next day, Dante comes down and stands outside my cell. For a minute I wonder why he's here, then I remember Laura's escape stories, He is in charge, and we must obey. He's here to punish me.
With a sick smile, he opens my door and drags me to the middle of the room. Without a word, he pulls out a gun and shoots me in the left shoulder. I scream out in pain and clutch my arm as the blood pours out of the wound. Tears fall as the pain radiates. Dante tells the guard to take me to the infirmary to get me patched up and then he leaves.
Later that night, I am back in my cell with a bandaged shoulder, and no hope that we will ever get out of here.
Escape really is impossible.
✽✽✽
 
Months go by and everything is silent. Each day, someone comes in and gives us food, other than that, we are alone. There are no guards in the room and the door is always locked.
I have been here for around four months, I think, and my hope of being rescued has fully diminished. No more men come in and look at us and there are no new girls that have been taken from their families either, we aren't allowed to shower anymore and moods stay gloomy.
The wound on my stomach has healed, leaving a large pink scar in its place. My shoulder has almost healed as well, I still have to wear a sling and I have to see the nurse everyday to take some tablets so I don’t get any infection.
A few days later and we get told we are moving locations. It’s probably to keep the police from finding us.
The guards are busy clearing everything up, so they don't notice when a small object flies into the room through the open window, it circles the cells before flying out again. The girls and I look at each other for a minute, confusion written on our faces.
Two days later and moving day has arrived. As we sit and wait for the guards to come and get us, I talk quietly to Laura.
"I have this feeling." she tells me, "I think something is going to happen."
"We'll be fine." I say, trying to reassure her, she's working herself up, worrying about things out of our control.
"Alright, ladies." a voice yells out. I look up and see it's Damien, following him is Scarface and a few others guards. He eyes me before putting a box he's holding on a chair and motions for the others to grab what's inside. Rope restraints. What is it with these people and the rope?
"Now, put your hands through one of the bars." he yells at us. The guards go around the cells and tie the rope around each of our wrists.
BOOM!
A loud explosion comes from somewhere upstairs, causing the ground to shake. Damien and another guard go out to investigate, the guards continue to tie our wrists together.
Shortly after they leave, the door is blown open and thick smoke snakes its way inside. Out of the smoke, emerge men in black tactile uniforms, they are all carrying very large guns.
Screams fill the room as we scramble to the back of our cells. The men shout at the guards and point their guns at them. Another man grabs the keys and starts unlocking the cells. Shouts from the girls make my blood run cold and my body starts to shake. Who are they?
When my door opens, a man steps in and kneels in front of me. "It's OK, we are here to help, you're safe now." he tells me.
I lift my head and look at him, I notice on his uniform that there is some kind of official looking badge. Could they really be here to rescue us?
Slowly, I put my good hand into his outstretched one and he gently pulls me to my feet. Once my wrists are free, I find Laura outside her cell with some of the other girls. I make my way over to them and find them whispering excitedly about being free.
We stay connected, holding on to each other’s hands, as we are taken out of the room, up the stairs and out of the building.
Outside, the sun burns my eyes and I quickly put a hand up to shield myself. I notice a lot of the guards and, presumably, others who worked for Dante, getting handcuffed and put into the back of police vans, I can’t help but notice that Dante isn't among them. Neither is Damien.
A large bus waits for us on the dirt road and as we all climb aboard, a woman dressed sharply steps inside. She tells us she's from the NCA, the National Crime Agency, and we are all being taken to London until we can find our families. It's only when the bus starts to move that it finally starts to hit.
I'm going home.
No, we are going home.




CHAPTER 14
 


The journey is long. I finally found out where we were being kept, just west of Lyon, France. From there, we travelled to Paris by bus, making our way to a train station.
At the moment, we are on the Eurostar back to London. The train has been cleared of all passengers, leaving just us and a few dozen police officers.
Outside of the train is dark as we travel underwater, lights overhead cast a bright glow over the tables and chairs that line the carriages.
We have been travelling for just over an hour and I start to get restless. I stand up and walk along the carriage. Some of the girls are sleeping, some are reading magazines and newspapers, while the rest are chatting happily among themselves. For some of us, including myself, this is the first time on a long-distance train and are full of nerves.
"You OK?" Laura calls over from her seat a few rows back.
I smile as I sit down in the empty seat opposite her and sigh, "Yeah. I guess. I just can’t sit still. I'm nervous."
"To go home?" She asks.
"It's silly. I know I was only gone four months."
"It's not silly." she squeezes my hand gently and smiles, "It's normal to feel that way. Every one of us here today are worried about seeing our families again. Some of the girls who have been here so long are worried their families have moved on." I couldn’t imagine feeling like that, not knowing if your family have put you to rest or not, I feel kind of selfish for complaining when I have only been away from mine for a few months, that’s nothing compared to the few girls who have been with Dante for over a year.
I nod my head and smile, grateful to have her here to talk to. I stay and we talk for a little bit longer before I have to move again.
After a while, I grab a magazine that is on one of the tables and sit down, flicking through the pages. It’s a copy of the latest issue of Fate & Fortune magazine. The October 2018 issue. The magazine is available in stores a month in advance, so even though it’s only September, it’s full of spooky Halloween stories.
It is my favourite magazine to read, with stories about supernatural occurrences and uncovering age-old mysteries about worldwide disappearances and crimes, there is always something exciting to learn about the afterlife and other worldly planes. I sit down on the closest seat and read through the articles.
Another hour and a half later and we are pulling into the station at London. The platform is packed with people and as we walk, officers have to clear a path for us as we walk out onto the busy street. In front of the station is another bus. We all pile on, ignoring the looks and whispers from the crowd, and then we're off to our final destination.
Along the way, I look out the window as we travel along the roads of central London. The sky threatens to open up and rain down on us, the streets are crowded with people as they go about shopping and cars slowly drive along the busy road. It's my first time seeing London and I feel a bit overwhelmed but I hope I can still experience London for myself one day, it has been a dream of mine to travel the world.
✽✽✽
 
We pull into a large, white stone building. No sign in sight to suggest what building it is but by the armed officers standing guard, one can probably guess it's a high government agency building.
We get taken up some stairs and into a large doctors’ style room on the third floor, a group of men and women in white coats stand before us. We are told we need to have some tests done to make sure we are healthy before we get to go home. We wait patiently while we are poked and prodded and stabbed with needles. Blood is taken, swabs are given and some of us have private testing for the more personal tests. I take a little extra time seeing the doctors as they have to check my shoulder and make sure it was treated properly.
Some time later, we taken up another flight of stairs and into another room, this time a conference room it looks like, with plain white walls and a light floor. A large U-shaped table sits in the centre and a whiteboard has been pushed into a corner. We all sit down and wait for someone to come in, talking quietly among ourselves.
30 minutes later and two women come in, the first is wearing a black trouser suit and has a briefcase with her, the second is wearing a black pencil skirt and a white blouse and carries a clipboard. They are followed by a man with a food cart, a kitchen worker, I presume from his white apron and checked trousers. He goes around and makes us some hot drinks as well as giving us some biscuits. We also get some clean clothes, a pair of joggers and a plain T-shirt.
"Hello everybody." the first woman says, her voice is soft and sweet, "My name is Joanne, this is Maggie, we are here to take some details from you so we can start the process of contacting your families." her smile looks forced, like she wishes she could be elsewhere right now and her eyes look tired, I wonder how long it has been since she last slept.
Joanne and Maggie go around the table and asks for our names, ages and how long we were with Dante.
As the girls take turns giving their details, I look out of the window until it’s my turn and zone out. It’s a beautiful day and I wonder how long it will take for my parents to arrive.
"What's your name hun?" a voice asks me. I look and see Maggie, who's smiling at me, patiently waiting for my answer.
"Tayla Robinson." I tell her and she writes my name on her board.
"OK, how old are you?"
"I’m 16 and I was there for around four months." when she's satisfied with my answers she moves on to the next person.
After all our names are taken, we learn that we were found because someone who works at the boat terminal I was at recognised my photo when it came on the news one day, I don't know why it took four months for them to report it, I'm just glad they did. Now that the police had a rough location, they just had to pinpoint exactly where we were, which wasn't hard to do once they knew what to look for.
Later on, we go to the cafeteria and get some lunch. The room, very much like a school cafeteria, has tables placed around the room and food stations over to one side. We have the option of having a cold sandwich or a hot meal. I chose a hot meal. After looking through my options I settle on a piece of chicken breast, vegetables, roast potatoes, Yorkshire pudding and gravy. It's one of my favourite meals. I find a table with Laura and a few other girls join us. We sit quietly and enjoy the first good meal we have had in a long time.
For the rest of the day, we spend time in the leisure room. A room full of books, a TV with the latest DVDs, a stereo with CDs and more.
I immediately go to the bookcase which is lined with classic novels and some younger books. I look until I find one I like and I hit the jackpot. Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen. My absolute favourite book of all time. I get comfy on the plush sofa and open the pages. All around me girls watch TV or listen to music. I don't move for hours, happy to get lost in another world.
At the end of day, we are told some people are working on contacting our families and that they will start arriving sometime tomorrow afternoon, we are offered a hotel to sleep in but we don't want to leave each other so the table is removed and sleeping bags are brought in and we all sleep inside that room, together.
"I can't believe we are actually free." Samantha says during the night.
"It feels like a dream." comes from Becky.
I smile as they all talk about what they are going to do when they get home. Shower, sleep, shop and eat. Sounds good to me.
I toss and turn until I get comfy and then slowly, my body relaxes and sleep soon takes over.




CHAPTER 15
 


The next day, we are eating breakfast in the cafeteria, a simple, full English breakfast, with bacon, eggs, sausages, beans, toast and a cup of tea or coffee or some orange juice. Afterwards, we each get a shower and get dressed in jeans and a t-shirt that are provided for us, as well as new bras and underwear, socks and shoes. Parents are due to start arriving in a couple of hours and we are hyper with excitement, yet full of nerves.
After we are dressed and with some time to kill, we are allowed some time outside in the large garden that sits at the back of the building. I look around in awe as I step outside and into the fresh air.
Dotted around the outer area, are trees of different colours, there are red trees, orange trees, green and pink. In the middle of the garden is a small clearing, flowers cover the ground in an array of colours. Bushes form a separate area where there are sun loungers and a few picnic benches.
Some of the girls, myself included, go to the sun loungers. Laying back, we soak up the sun we haven't seen in months. Some of the girls run around on the grass and some sit at the tables and enjoy the time.
An hour later and we are back in the same room as yesterday and we are watching the seconds on the clock tick by slowly. Any minute now and that door will open and parents will flood inside.
I start to feel nervous, when the door slowly opens. In they come. The girls scream and cry when they spot their loved ones. I watch the smiles on the faces and feel the force of the hugs. I can’t help but notice the girls whose families aren’t here. I know it takes a while to find people and I pray that they are all found soon.
I look around, trying to spot my mum or dad, it takes a few rounds until I find them, at the very back of the crowd. I wave my arms and shout.
"MUM! DAD!" I shout, their heads swing in my direction and my heart swells at the emotions on their faces.
"Tayla!" I laugh as they elbow their way through the crowd with force.
When they finally reach me, their arms tangle themselves around my body as they pull me in close to them. I ignore the pain that shoots through my shoulder and hug them back. I can feel their bodies shaking from their cries.
"Oh, Tayla." Mum says, "I'm so sorry."
"Mum, why are you sorry? This wasn’t your fault." I go in for another hug, while Dad's hand rubs circles onto my back.
"Sweetheart, are you OK? What did they do to you?" Dad asks as he takes in my black eye and my sling.
"It's OK, Dad." I smile, "I'm OK now." we stay embraced for a few more minutes.
"Let's go home." Mum says and we start to make our way to the door.
"WAIT!" I pull away from them and look around, when I find Laura, I run over to her and trap her into a hug which she returns instantly. Then I feel the force as the other girls come crashing in for a hug as well. I laugh as it turns into one large group hug. I look around at all their faces, cheeks stained with tears but eyes full of happiness stare back at me. We wish each other the absolute best and farewells since we know we may probably never see each other again, and then we go back to our families, who I notice are standing together, watching us with their own tears slowly forming.
"OK. Let's go home." I tell my parents and then we're out the door.
I sit with my nose and forehead pressed up against the window, I watch the world go by like it’s my first time seeing it. I watch the buildings go by and try to picture the people inside, families who are sitting down to dinner, or workers going about their business. I watch the trees fly by in a blur, and for a minute, my mind goes back to the forest, where four of my new friends were killed. I shake away the thoughts and lean back, the chill from the window seeps into my skin.
✽✽✽
 
The taxi we are in slowly comes to a stop outside our house. I look out of the window and tears flow down my face as I take in the scene before me.
Standing in our small garden is a group of neighbours and a few friends from school. Standing at the front of the crowd though, is Karen. I all but jump out the car and race over to her, flinging my arms around her shoulders, soon, we’re both crying.
"Tayla." she says, pulling back so she can look at me, "I am so sorry." I am ready to tell her that it wasn’t her fault, but before I can, she continues. "If only I hadn't made you come over that night or if I'd walked you half way, maybe this wouldn't have happened." she starts crying again and I pull her back into a hug.
"Karen, you can't think like that." I tell her, "This isn't your fault." I hate to think that she's been blaming herself for this, guilt eating away at her for months. The truth is, Dante's men would have gotten me another time, another place, if they couldn't get me that night. This is nobody's fault.
We stay out on the lawn and soon it turns into a party. Music is playing loud on the radio, everyone is dancing and someone even starts a BBQ out on the street. Nearly all of the neighbours come over to me and tell me they are glad I am home and safe. People from school, who I've never spoke to, tell me how worried everyone was.
I take the time to take it all in. For four months I have had nothing but silence and dullness in my life. 
I take in the laughter, the smiles and the faces. My eyes scan over the scene, taking in the colours that surround me, from the green grass under my feet, the multi-coloured leaves covering the trees, and the bright, blue sky up above. I listen to the sounds of nature, from the chirping birds to the whispering winds.
At first it is overwhelming, to have all these people surrounding me, to have people touching me every few minutes when they hug me or pat my shoulder. My mind pictures the men from the warehouse, the ones who came to look at us, I can see their wandering hands. I tell myself that they are my friends and family, they are not some creepy men in a hidden warehouse, I’ll be fine.
I realise Josh is nowhere to been seen. I find Karen and pull her to one side. "Where's Josh? I thought he would be here." she bites her lip before answering and I wonder if I'm going to like what she says.
"Well." she starts before taking a big breath, as if she's preparing herself, "A few days after you were... taken, Josh was so upset, I tried to comfort him but nobody could get through to him." she has a pained look on her face as if she doesn't want to say anything more.
"Tell me." I tell her.
"Well, at school, Lacy started to hang around him. Soon, about a month after you were taken, they were together all the time. Then... then they started to hook up." she looks at me then, waiting for a reaction.
"You mean...?" I hope she's wrong. Josh wouldn’t do that.
"They slept together. He's changed Tay, he doesn't talk to me anymore either. He's like a void. His mind isn’t there, he just lets Lacy guide him around like a dog." I can feel my heart ripping into tiny pieces. I don't understand. Why would he do this?
"I'm so sorry, Tay." she hugs me close but I don't respond. My mind and body are frozen.
A few hours later and everyone is saying goodbye, soon it's just Mum, Dad and me left, we tidy up the rubbish and put away the dishes, then make our way inside. We quickly change into our pyjamas and settle on the sofa and watch a movie, happy to be in each other’s arms.
Not long into the movie, my eyes start to drift shut and I let sleep overtake me. I dream for the first time in four months and they are full of nothing but happy thoughts.




CHAPTER 16
 


When I wake the next morning, it takes me a minute to remember where I am. I'm home. I smile and snuggle myself further into the bed.
I look over at the clock on the bedside table, it's only 10:05 am. I'm taking an extra couple of weeks off before I finally start college so I try and think of what to do today.
I slowly make my way to the bathroom and start the shower. When the water is hot enough, I peel off my pyjamas and climb under the spray.
I grab my body wash and squirt some onto my sponge. A minute later, the strong smell of strawberry has my body paralysed. I throw down the sponge and slide down the wall, my body shaking and my eyes full of tears.
My mind goes back to the showers in the warehouse, I can hear the shouts and whistles of the guards.
"I'm safe." I tell myself, "I have nothing to worry about. I'm safe now." I wrap a towel around my body and open the cabinet where all my toiletries are. Looking at the body wash, I see they are all strawberry scented, I used to love the smell. 
Grabbing the bin from under the counter, I grab every bottle and throw them in. Then I look at the shampoo and throw them away too, I won't be using those anymore.
I close the cabinet and look at my reflection in the mirror. My eyes look hollow, with dark circles underneath, my cheek bones protrude from under my skin, my hair is dull and lifeless. I take a deep breath and close my eyes, telling myself I'll be OK.
After I grab some new shampoo and body wash from my parent’s bathroom, argan oil and lavender, I quickly shower and wash my hair before going into the bedroom.
I dress in a pair of blue skinny jeans, a floral, strappy t-shirt and a pair of boots, then I text Karen. I ask her to hang out with me today, I want to go out, to get some fresh air and be normal, but I don’t want to be alone out there, fear of being kidnapped again settles deep into my bones.
When Karen texts back that she’s on her way over, I make my way down stairs. I grab a piece of toast off Dad’s plate, give him a kiss on the cheek and Mum a hug.
"How are you feeling hunny?" Mum asks.
"I'm OK." I smile at her, "Karen is on her way over, we are going for a walk around town." ten minutes later and the doorbell rings, I say goodbye to my parents and head out the door.
Soon, I'm surrounded by people. Back at the warehouse, all was quiet, except for the cries of the girls, but that is different and I'm grateful for the noise.
“How are you, Tay? Really?” Karen asks me.
“I’ll be fine, K, promise. I just need time.” I tell her. As we walk, she asks questions about what happened. I answer everything with vague answers. She takes the hint that I don’t want to talk about it just yet and changes the subject.
"Hey, Tayla!" I turn and see a figure running towards me, at first, my mind panics and tells me to run, but it’s only Barry, the local bakery owner. He walks over and holds up a white box. "I was glad to hear you were back." he says.
"Thanks, Barry." I say.
"Here, I made you these, I know how much you like them. Think of them as a welcome back present from all of us at the bakery." tears spring forward as I carefully open the box, I laugh as I look inside. Nestled into a tray are a dozen white chocolate and vanilla cupcakes, they are my favourite. I would buy one pretty much every day.
"Thank you, Barry." I say with a smile.
"See you tomorrow?" he asks.
"Maybe." I laugh. We say our goodbyes and he disappears in the sea of people.
We end up sitting on the beach, looking over the sea while we share my cupcakes. We talk about everything that happened while I was gone. I zone out as I recall everything that I missed, mainly the end of school, I had exams that I missed and I hope it doesn't affect my grades. I am going to see the headteacher on Monday to talk about it all.
Karen tells me about the party invitations she turned down and the shopping trips she didn’t go on. “I didn’t want to continue living like that knowing that you were out there someone. It didn’t feel right.” she says.
We sit on the beach watching the waves in silence for a few more hours, before making our way back home.
As we turn the corner to get to my street, I notice a white van sitting outside one of the houses. My heart starts to race and my palms get sweaty. It can't be. They're in prison. Well, maybe not all of them. We cross over the road and keep walking down the street, I think to myself, "I'm safe. I'm safe. I'm safe.” Karen walks me to my gate and after saying goodbye, she continues down the road.
I turn and look back at the van, almost laughing as I spot the logo of AL's decorating company on the front of it. Two men wearing white overalls, covered in paint, come out the house opposite and put away their supplies.
I kick myself for being so paranoid and then I walk down my pathway and into the house. Not a minute later, the doorbell rings, I jump slightly and open the door again.
Standing there, is Josh, his eyes widen as he sees me. "Tay. Please, let me explain.” My first reaction is to close the door in his face but I decide to give him the benefit of the doubt. I nod my head and invite him inside. We say a quick hello to my parents before we head upstairs.
For two hours he explains what happened. Lacy seduced him, he tells me, and he was too grief-stricken to shield himself from her advances. He was in a void, not really living, just going about on auto-pilot. 
I know Lacy has had a little thing for him but I never thought she would be so callous as to go after him after I was kidnapped. Does she have no decency?
Later, we say goodnight and I see him to the door. Things have changed between us, we agree, only time will tell what happens next.
I say goodnight to my parents and lay down in bed. I slowly fall asleep.
✽✽✽
 
The next day, Mum takes me shopping. We are in the shopping centre in the middle of the town, browsing through the stores. Already I have six bags, all from different shops, full of jeans, tops, blouses, dresses and shoes. Plus, accessories, makeup and jewellery. However, my mind isn’t at ease, I keep thinking someone is going to appear from around that corner or jump out from behind that notice board over there and grab me, taking me back to Dante.
When I'm about to be pulled into yet another store, I pull on Mum's arm, stopping her in her tracks. "Mum, I think I have enough clothes." I tell her, "Why don't we do something else?"
She looks at me and a hint of sadness flashes over her face before she smiles. "I'm sorry hunny. I guess I'm just trying to make up for the fact that you were gone for four months. I wanted to treat you to whatever you want."
"Oh Mum, don't worry about that. The only thing I want is to be with you and Dad." I pull her away from the store and we sit down on a nearby bench, "Is that what today is all about? Do you and Dad feel like you have to make up the time?"
"I'm sorry." she gives me a guilty smile.
I laugh and shake my head, "You don't need to do anything, Mum, I’m just glad I’m home."
"OK darling, but... your dad is planning a meal out tonight at that restaurant you've always wanted to go to, Firehouse, was it? Please go, for his sake?" she pouts a little as she waits for my reply.
"How can I say no to that face." I laugh and we lean in to hug each other. We go into one more shop and then we head back home.
When we get in Dad tells me to change into something nice. I decide on a pair of black skinny jeans, a dark blue, polka dot blouse with a pair of black heels. All of which I bought on my shopping trip with Mum today. I ruffle my hair a little and leave it flowing down my back, I add a little makeup to cover up the dark circles forming under my eyes add then some perfume. A few minutes later, I meet Mum and Dad by the door.




CHAPTER 17
 


A few weeks pass and soon it's time for me to go to college. I decided to stay at the local college instead of going off to London. I feel a lot safer being close to family and friends than being hours away and on my own. I will be attending one of Cornwall's college campuses where I'll be doing my A-levels in Environmental Science and Geology. This course is a lot more science based then what I had originally planned to do, but as long as it helps me get a job in the field I want, then it doesn’t matter.
I had applied to Cornwall college as a back up just in case I didn't get into London. My welcome pack and letter had arrived in the post last month. I learnt that from the exams I took in school and from the tests from each of my subjects, my grades weren't affected much by my kidnapping so I had the right qualifications to do the course of my choice. I did have to do one final test last week to get an overall grade on my subjects though.
While I'm waiting for the bus that goes near the college, I start to wish Karen was with me so I'd know at least one person there, but I'm all alone. Karen is following her dream and has gone to a college in Southampton to study fashion.
Once I arrive at the campus, It's larger than I imagined and I easily get lost. I ask someone for directions and soon I'm pointed in the right direction.
I'm standing outside the room where my science course is being held, I have to take a moment to gather my thoughts and control my breathing, and then I open the door.
Heads swing in my direction and stare at me. I feel my cheeks flush slightly. I tell my new teacher my name and then make my way to the only empty seat in the room. The centre seat in the front row. I sit down quickly and take out a pen and notebook.
As the teacher carries on with today’s lesson, I can't help but listen to the other students whispering to each other. About me.
"Isn't that the girl who was kidnapped?"
"I heard the men who took her did nasty stuff to her."
"I heard she killed people."
"I heard that too."
I try and block them out but their words ring loud in my ears. Does everybody know? What are they saying? My mind wanders back to the day of our escape attempt at the warehouse. I had to do some stuff that I'm not proud of but I never killed anyone. Does everyone think I did?
"Tayla?" a voice brings me back to the present. 
I look up and find the teacher looking at me, I hear the other kids snickering behind me.
"Tayla, are you even paying attention?" I read on the board that the teacher's name is Kelly Thompson.
"Sorry, Miss Thompson." I say quietly. I can't remember if we use first names here.
"My name is Kelly, no need for formalities." she tells me and I let out a long breath when she turns back to the board and continues the lesson. 
For the next couple of hours, I take notes and try to answer some questions. By lunch time, I am ready to go home.
After I get my lunch from the cafeteria, I look around, trying to find somewhere to sit. The tables are full of students, laughing and joking and talking about their day. My heart sinks as I watch them interact with each other and I regret not being able to go to the opening day for my course. Everyone else has had the time to get to know each other and make friendships and here I am almost a month into the course and the new kid.
A table soon opens up at the back of the room and I make a beeline for it. Once I'm seated, I take out my phone and text Karen to see how she's doing, then I eat my lunch of chicken mayonnaise sandwiches and a packet of prawn cocktail crisps. When lunch is over, she still hasn't replied and I make my way to my geology class feeling down.
✽✽✽
 
"Hey sweetheart, how was your first day of college?" Mum calls from the kitchen when I get home later that afternoon. Dad is still at work so it's just us.
"It could have been worse, I guess." I shrug off my jacket and hang it up by the door before going into the kitchen. Mum is stirring some pasta in a pot and making a sauce.
"Why? What happened?" she asks. She turns around, wiping her hands on her apron, and pulls me into a tight hug.
"Nothing bad, I promise." I reassure her as I wiggle free, "Did you know people are saying stuff about me from when I was taken?"
Mum gasps and frowns, "That's horrible. What are they saying?" she asks.
"It doesn't matter." I shake my head and help with dinner, stirring the sauce slowly.
Mum sighs as she drains the pasta and puts it on our plates, "Well, just ignore them sweetie. They will stop soon enough. Apart from that though, how was your day?"
"It was OK." I shrug, "I basically took notes for the day, I got some work from Kelly, the teacher, so I can catch up on the work I've missed." I pour the sauce onto the plates as I tell her what kind of stuff I'll be learning.
We sit down at the table and eat in silence, occasionally exchanging questions about our day. Afterwards we watch some TV together until Dad comes home at 8 pm.
Later that evening, I grab some snacks from the cupboard and make my way upstairs. With my books open on my bed and my laptop ready to go, I start to work on my missed assignments.
An hour later and I take a quick break. I look at my phone and see Karen still hasn't replied to my text from earlier. I quickly type out another and hit send before getting back to work.
Tayla: Hey, hope your day was better than mine. Text me soon. I miss you.

 
When my eyes start stinging from looking at the screen, I decide to finish for the night. I look at the time and see it's 12:45 am, I save my work, close my laptop and get into bed.
The next day is more of the same. I have Earth Science in the morning and Geology after lunch. I have started to eat lunch outside the college because people still whisper about me. I text Karen more but she still doesn't reply. I'm starting to wonder if I was ready to start college.
Soon, it's the weekend and I take advantage of the fact that I have no work to do and I decide to call Karen, but all I get is her voicemail.
"Don't worry hun, she's probably just busy with school work." Mum says when I tell her I'm worried. She's right but I can't help but worry.
A few more weeks pass and college life is getting better. I am finally caught up in my classes and I'm doing well so far. We have a field trip later on this week to a real science centre, which I am looking forward to. I have even made a couple of friends, Martha and Lisa. We had to work on an assignment together and we have slowly become friends. No one else says anything about my months away anymore and I can honestly say I am a lot happier. One thing is for sure...
My life is finally getting back to normal.




CHAPTER 18
 


The next few months go by with no problems. A few weeks after I had started college, some ridiculous topic became the new obsession of the student population and my tragic past was all but forgotten. Nobody talks about it constantly anymore and nobody stares at me either. 
Everything is normal again.
For the past few weeks I have been going back and forth seeing doctors and therapists. They tell me I am healing perfectly and I have no long term problems.
My shoulder has finally healed and I no longer need the sling, I still have some pain but I take medication to help with that. The branding mark on my neck has healed. My doctor says I can have surgery to remove the scar whenever I want. I have chosen not to worry about that right now though. We just don’t have the money. For now, it is there as a constant reminder of what happened.
I have also put back on the weight I had lost during my months at the warehouse, and then some more. The only other scars that remain now are mental.
I still hate the smell of coconut and strawberry and I haven’t been able to wear shorts again because my mind instantly transports back to the warehouse. It is also difficult for me to walk outside alone at night, so I try to avoid staying out late as much as possible. I constantly look over my shoulder in fear of someone following me.
My therapist, Lillian, has also helped me so much in adjusting back into a normal routine. Three times a week, I visit her and talk about what happened. She has given me a place in the local support group, where I have met other woman with similar experiences.
Mum and Dad have also paid for me to start some self defence lessons, I have been to four classes so far. I have learnt a few moves to help defend myself from a head on attack and I have learnt how to throw a punch without hurting myself.
I am slowly working on putting the past behind me. The one thing I can’t stop doing however, is staying up to date on the news. I watch it every morning and night and even have multiple news apps on my phone so I can stay up to date when I’m not home. I watch it to check if any more girls get kidnapped or reported missing. I mostly watch it though, to see if Dante gets caught. I pray that one day soon he does.
Apart from that, I am doing pretty well.
I have also spent some time travelling. We recently spent a weekend in London and it was amazing. I spent a lot of time on Oxford street. I took loads of photos, from Buckingham Palace and Big Ben, to the swans in the lake of Hyde Park, and Poets’ Corner in Westminster Abbey. We also went on the London Eye, it was terrifying and exciting at the same time. The view was spectacular.
As well as London, we have also been to Ireland, where, surprisingly, I ran into Laura. Turns out her family had moved from Birmingham to a small town in Ireland. The same town we had visited. We had spent the few days we were there catching up while our parents got to know each other. I was sad to leave at the end but I’m glad she is doing well. I sometimes wonder about the other girls and how they are getting on.
✽✽✽
 
Soon, it’s time for Christmas break and we all scramble around in a rush, trying to get ready for Christmas. I only have a few little presents to pick up and then I have finished my holiday shopping. 
We don’t do much during the holidays, we do the same thing every year.
We wake up really early Christmas morning and Mum makes Christmas tree shaped pancakes for breakfast. Afterwards, we open our piles of presents and showcase our gifts to each other. Once we have cleaned up the wrapping paper and put everything away, I help Mum make Christmas dinner while Dad watches football on TV and shouts at the players. Once dinner has been eaten, we sit in front of the TV and watch Christmas movies until it’s time to sleep. Every year we watch Scrooged, the 1988 movie with Bill Murray, it is our all-time favourite Christmas movie.
It’s a simple and relaxing day, where we get to spend the whole day in our pyjamas with our loved ones.
I always spend the day before Christmas Eve with Karen and her mum. Karen came home for the holidays, she is doing Fashion Studies at a college in Southampton so she has a room in one of the student houses there. She says she is excelling in her studies (one of the reasons why she hadn't text or called me back) and has even started dating an up and coming architect (another reason why she hadn't text or called me back). I am happy for her though so I can't be mad at her.
I even spend some time with Josh, we haven’t spoken much since I came back, we are slowly drifting apart. We are starting new chapters in our lives and I tell myself it’s for the best.
A week later and it’s New Year’s Eve. This year, instead of everyone doing their own things, we all stay home, bringing in the new year together. We each have a glass of champagne at midnight.
Another week later and classes start back up. Karen and Josh go back to their studies and we slowly lose contact again. Once again, I tell myself it’s for the best. I have made some amazing friends over the past few months and it’s inevitable that old friends start to fade out of your life. 




CHAPTER 19
 


Time passes and soon it's April 2019. There are only two months left of the term and then I have completed the first year of my A-levels in Environmental Science and Geology. I don’t start the second year of the course until September. After that, I have another year and then I will get my completion certificates and have a choice between studying for another few years or getting a job in my chosen field. I’m nervous but excited, my dream is finally happening.
“See you tonight, Tay. Don’t be late.” my best friend Cleo says me as we walk off campus.
“Don’t worry, I’ll be there.” I tell her and make my way to the bus stop. It’s Friday afternoon and tonight is the night of my birthday party. I turned 17 a few days ago and Cleo took it upon herself to throw me a party. I’m still not much of a partier but that doesn’t stop Cleo.
“I'm home.” I shout.
“Hey sweetie.” Mum comes around the corner and gives me a hug.
“Hey, Mum.” I hug her back, “Something smells delicious.” I tell her.
“I’m making lasagne for dinner, it will be ready in 30 minutes.” I make my way up stairs and throw my books on my bed. Then I grab a towel from the cupboard, go into the bathroom and start the shower. Once the water is hot enough, I quickly strip and step under the spray.
During dinner, my parents talk quietly about ideas for their next date night. I smile as I watch them, happy to see they are still so much in love. I glance at Dad and take him in. Being a little rounder in the stomach and having thinning hair doesn't stop him from thinking he's a stud. My eyes drift over to Mum. She hasn't changed much. Her hair has streaks of grey and she has small wrinkles forming around her eyes.
“OK.” I say, interrupting their love-struck gazes at each other, “I'm finished, I'm going to get ready for tonight.” I take my plate and put it in the dishwasher and then I'm upstairs, staring into my wardrobe.
I decide on wearing my dark, denim jeans, a black flowing top and my black, wedged boots. I quickly straighten my hair and then reach for my make-up. I put on some concealer, eyeliner and lip gloss, then look at myself one last time in the mirror and smile at my reflection. Afterwards, I text Cleo and wait on the doorstep until her car, a bright red sports car, pulls up outside the gate.
“Wow, you look hot.” she says when she sees me.
“Thanks.” I tell her, “You look amazing.” and she does. She is wearing a dark blue, skin tight dress that shows off all her curves and very high black heels. With her dark skin and black hair, she looks like an Amazon princess.
I met Cleo only a few months ago. At 17 years old, she is doing her A-levels to become a lawyer. We had the same lunch hour and we always seemed to bump into each other in the cafeteria. After months of quick hellos, we finally decided to sit together and we have been friends ever since. I have even told her about the events of last year, which somehow, she didn’t know about.
I jump in the car and then we’re on our way to the best end of year party ever.
✽✽✽
 
“Hey gorgeous.” we have just got into the house of one of the upperclassmen when a hand snakes around my waist. I smile to myself and turn around, wrapping my arms around the neck of the boy in front of me.
Toby Wilson. We have been dating for almost three months. I met him through Cleo. They have been friends since high school and are even doing the same course in college, he wants to follow in his father’s footsteps and become a lawyer. Standing at 6’1 with dark, tousled hair, dark eyes and a slightly pale complexion, I found him attractive from the moment I first laid eyes on him. Apparently, he felt the same because, after only a few weeks of being friends, he asked me on a date.
“Hey.” I say with a smile as I reach up and plant a kiss on his soft lips. He pulls me close to him and deepens the kiss slightly. A cough coming from the side interrupts the moment. I glance over and see Cleo standing with her hands on her hips and a disapproving stare.
“Sorry, Cleo.” I laugh as we pull apart.
“Hi, Cleo.” Toby says, pulling her into a hug.
“Can we please get some drinks now?” Cleo says as she stalks over towards the kitchen. We laugh and walk hand in hand behind her.
In the kitchen, we find some guys, who I recognise from the sports department, handing out drinks to everyone. When we all have the usual red cup in our hands, we go back to the front of the house, Cleo goes and finds herself a guy to dance with and Toby and I stand to one side and just talk. All around us, people dance to the loud bass of the music.
“So, are you still coming to Spain with us?” Toby asks.
“Of course I am. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” I tell him.
Toby’s family is mega rich. A family of lawyers. Every year they go on a two-week-long vacation during spring break, it’s the perfect time to go on holiday. They go to a different location every time. Last year it was Rome, the year before was New York, this year, they are going to Barcelona and I have been invited to go along with them. It took some convincing before my parents finally agreed but it’s all set up. We leave next week.
“I can’t wait.” I say, “lounging by the pool, cocktails and shopping. It's going to be amazing.”
“Yeah, it is, but only because you’re there.” Toby grins at me, his head inches forward until our lips touch and soon we are lost in the moment again.
Some time later, Toby goes to play beer pong with some of the guys, leaving Cleo and myself on the dance floor, hair flying and hips swaying. We have another drink in our hand and ‘Stay' by Zedd is playing on the speakers and we are singing along to the lyrics.
A few hours later, we are still on the makeshift dance floor. Toby soon joins us and we all dance for a little while longer.
“Hey.” Toby nudges me, “Want to come back to mine?” he whispers in my ear.
“Sure.” I say with a grin on my face.
After a quick word with Cleo and a text to my parents, we are on our way out. Toby has had too much to drink to be OK to drive so we get a cab, going only ten minutes away.
When we reach his apartment door, our lips lock together, I get lifted into his strong arms as he makes his way down the hallway. We reach the bedroom and fall onto the bed.
With him on top of me, his lips find my neck and he trails soft kisses along my skin. His hands find their way under my t-shirt and his fingers trace along my stomach.
Soon our clothes have disappeared, discarded onto the floor. He looks at me then, silently asking if he should continue. With a quick nod of my head, his lips are on mine.
I let out a gasp as our bodies fuse together. Hands roam over bodies and lips trail over skin. We stay like that until the sun comes up.




CHAPTER 20
 


The next morning when I wake, I remember the events of last night and a blush spreads itself across my cheeks. I look over to the other side of the bed to find Toby sleeping soundly. I smile, watching him for a minute, he looks so peaceful.
I look at the time and see it's only 8:15 am so I shift closer to Toby and rest my head on his shoulder, soon falling back to sleep.
“Good morning, sleepy head.” a voice rouses me from my sleep. I stir and my eyes open slightly. I see the other side of the bed empty, only to find Toby standing next to me with a tray in his hands.
I sit up and stretch as the tray is placed on my lap. I look at the clock which says it has just gone noon. My eyes widen slightly, I’ve never slept in this late before. I look back at Toby and smile sleepily at him.
“Afternoon.” I say to him then look at back at my lap, “What is this?” I ask.
“Thought you would like breakfast in bed.” he blushes softly. He’s adorable when he gets all shy. “Technically, it’s lunch in bed since it’s past noon but that doesn’t sound right so we will stick to breakfast.” he rambles on and I laugh at his awkwardness. Lunch in bed sounds wonderful.
“Are you joining me?” I ask as I pick up my fork. A small stack of fluffy pancakes draped in maple syrup sits on the plate and a small glass of orange juice sits beside it. I let out a small moan as I take the first bite. It’s heavenly.
“I wish I could,” he tells me, “but I have to get a shower, my dad wants me to help out in the office for a few days before we leave for Spain.” he kisses my forehead before walking to his bathroom, a few minutes later, I hear the shower starting.
As I work my way through my breakfast, I think about what to do for the day. It’s been so long since I have had any free time. Since Toby is working with his dad, I know I won’t see much of him for the rest of the week. His dad is a workaholic and he doesn’t mind making anyone else work just as much as he does.
When my plate is empty, I take the tray and dishes downstairs and put them in the dishwasher, then I go back upstairs. It’s then that I realize that I have no clothes, only what I was wearing last night.
I hop in the shower after Toby has finished and quickly clean myself up. When I’m out, I rub a towel over my head, leaving it damp just a little and put it up in a bun. When I wipe the mirror free of the steam and catch my reflection, I cringe. Eyeliner has smudged under my eyes so I look like a raccoon. I can’t believe Toby saw me like this. I laugh to myself as I grab some tissue and wipe under my eyes until they are free of any smudge, then I wash my face. When I look like a normal human again, with a towel around my body, I go out into the bedroom.
“I thought you might want to borrow one of my T-shirts.” Toby says as he lounges on his bed. A grin spreads over my face and I pick up the T-shirt he’s holding.
“Thank you.” I tell him, “I don’t really want to be going home wearing yesterday's clothes.” after I shimmy on my underwear and bra, I let the towel slip to the floor, I hear the sudden intake of breath and I know Toby is watching me. I smile inwardly to myself knowing that I can make him feel like that. I don’t turn around until I have my jeans on and I pull on his T-shirt. I look down at the design and laugh. It’s a plain grey shirt with the words ‘I know, I’m hot’ written on the front of it.
I turn and see him grinning. “You look hot.” he laughs. I smack his leg gently and grab one of his hoodies that’s draped over a chair, I pull it close over my body and breathe in. It smells like him.
Toby’s arms wrap around my waist from behind as he places a light kiss on my neck. “I had a really great time last night.” he whispers into my ear.
I blush softly, leaning my head back to rest on his chest, “So did I.” I smile. He turns me in his arms and kisses my lips, my body responds instantly.
He groans, pulling away a few minutes later. “We should go before we don’t make it out of this room.” he says. I laugh as we walk hand in hand down the hallway.
✽✽✽
 
“Are you sure you have to work today?” I ask. We are sitting outside my house in Toby’s car, he had given me a ride home before he heads into work. “We could go upstairs, watch a movie and cuddle.” I lean over, kissing his lips softly.
“As tempting as that sounds.” he laughs, “Dad would kill me if I bailed now.”
“Alright. Call me when you’re free.” I tell him and with another quick kiss, I climb out the car. When I'm at my front door, I turn and wave, then his car pulls away and I make my way inside.
As I’m halfway up the stairs, Mum suddenly appears at the top of them, she looks down at my clothes and raises an eyebrow at me. “How was the party?” she asks. I sidestep her and make my way into my room, with her on my heels.
“It was great.” I tell her, “We had so much fun.”
She goes quiet and looks at me for a minute, “I hope you used protection.” she tells me sternly.
“Mum!” I gasp, horrified and embarrassed, and spin around to face her.
“What? I'm just saying.” she says with a shrug.
My parents are in no way strict. They don’t care what I do as long as I tell them where I'm going, who I'm with, what time I’ll be home and I text them if plans change. They also know that I have a boyfriend and although last night was the first time Toby and I had slept together, Mum had ‘the talk' with me years ago, they trust me to be safe and responsible.
Now that I think about it. I can’t remember if we did use protection last night. I just have to hope that Toby was sober enough to remember. I’ll text him later and ask but I make a note to go to the clinic to get the Morning After pill today.
“You have nothing to worry about, Mum, OK?” I tell her.
She looks at me for another minute before she nods her head. “Alright, you know we trust you but you will come to us if you need to talk right?” she asks.
“Yes, Mum. I promise.” I tell her. Then I shoo her out the door and find some clean clothes to wear.




CHAPTER 21
 


A couple of hours later and I'm sitting in the park with Cleo, who’s wearing her oversized sunglasses on a cloudy day, with a cup of steaming coffee in her hands.
“What time did you leave the party last night?” I ask her. I smirk as she winces slightly.
“Around two in the morning.” she says quietly, “You should have stayed with me. It was an amazing night.”
“Well, I’m glad you had a good time.” I tell her with a laugh. “I also had a good time last night.” I say with another smirk.
Suddenly, her body jerks upright as she turns to face me, a huge grin on her face. “last night. You and Toby?” she grins. My face flushes as she begs me for details. “Come on. I'm your best friend, you have to tell me.”
“Yes, OK.” I tell her finally. “We went back to his place and it was amazing.” I smile as I recall the memories from last night. “He made me breakfast in bed this morning.” I tell her. Somehow her grin widens as she squeals and then winces again, rubbing her temple.
“Oh my god. That is so romantic.” she gushes.
“It was.” I say. We are silent for a few minutes and then the subject is changed and we joke and laugh about the party.
“Bobby got so wasted, he went skinny dipping in the pool. It was hilarious.” Cleo tells me. Bobby is on the football program at a nearby college and he likes to think he’s the funniest guy around by doing crazy stuff, like jumping into a pool, naked, on a cold night.
After a while, we decide to get some lunch from the cafe down the road. We are at a table waiting for our order, I get myself a bacon and double cheese panini and Cleo gets another large coffee.
“So,” Cleo says, “are you excited about Barcelona?”
“Of course I am.” I say with a grin, “I wish you could come with us though, we would have so much fun.”
“One day we will go on a girl’s trip. Just you and me. For now though. You better bring me back some amazing gifts.” she says.
“Sounds good to me.” I laugh.
✽✽✽
 
We are at the shopping centre, looking around for ideas of what to wear to our next party. The Halloween dance. The college puts one on every year. It's a night where the girls get to dress up and for the boys, it’s a chance to play tricks on everyone.
“What about this?” Cleo says to me. In her hand is the sluttiest nurse costume. I turn my face up at the tiny fabric and shake my head.
“Do you really think I would wear that?” I ask.
“I can hope. Your body is gorgeous, when are you going to show it off.” she says, “What about this one then?” this time it’s a black, leather cat suit, tail and all, a pair of cat ears come with it. “Aww, come on.” she complains, “You would look hot.”
Again, I shake my head and laugh, “Find your own costume.” I tell her. She pouts but goes off looking through the store.
A little while later, I find the perfect costume. It’s a couple’s costume for Toby and me. He is a little bit of a nerd so I know he is going to love it. Cleo tries to peak at it but I hide it away. I decide to keep it a secret until the night, I also buy some makeup to go with it and jewellery to match. I then spend the next two hours, following Cleo around while she looks for her costume.
An hour and two stores later and Cleo finally picks out her costume. She decided to go as Wonder Woman and she truly looks amazing.
We head back to Cleo’s afterwards and have a movie marathon. We pick a bunch of cry-worthy chick-flicks and share a large bowl of popcorn to throw at the TV during cheesy moments. A few hours later and I head back home.
It’s 10 pm and I'm sitting on the sofa in the living room when someone knocks on the door. Mum and Dad don’t need to knock and Toby and Cleo are both at home. I can’t think of who else would be here, we never get any visitors.
I stand and make my way over to the door, peering out of the peephole, I see no one there. Frowning, I open the door and look outside, nothing. A quick look out into the empty street tells me it was probably some stupid prank by the kids who live down the road, it’s not the first time they have done it.
Turning to go back inside, I notice a small yet long box resting against the wall on the ground. Who would be out delivering packages this late? I pick it up and take it inside. I set it on the table in the kitchen and gently open it. I gasp at what I see.
Inside is the most beautiful purple rose I have ever seen, a long single stem rests on top of a silver, silk fabric. A note is attached, there’s no name so I open it and read the words.
My dearest,

How are you today? I have missed you so much.

I saw you earlier. You looked so happy.

You are so beautiful.

You don’t know how special you are to me.

The moment I first laid eyes on you, I knew we were going to be together. You’re strong, beautiful and feisty, everything I love in a woman.

Sadly, distance has done nothing for my heart and I long to be with you again.

But not yet, the time will come when we can be together again.

Until then,

I am forever yours.

 
It looks like a secret love letter. I dismiss it, thinking someone sent it here by mistake. I look for a return address but find nothing. I leave it on the counter and go back to binge watching Orange Is the New Black.
A couple of hours later and I decide to go to bed. Dad is working late again tonight and Mum has gone out with some friends so I make sure to lock all the doors and windows and turn out the lights before making my way upstairs. It doesn’t take me long to fall asleep. I dream of one day getting my own love letters.




CHAPTER 22
 


The next morning, I wake up early to the smell of bacon. Mum is making breakfast. My stomach makes a loud rumbling sound and I obey its command. I quickly slip on my slippers and make my way downstairs.
“Just in time.” Mum says as I round the corner into the kitchen.
“Morning, Mum.” I say as I take a seat at the small table in the corner.
“Have a good sleep?” she asks.
“Hmm. Oh, something got delivered here last night, I think it was a mistake but there’s no name or address on it.” I gesture to the box and letter to her left. She too gasps at the rose and reads the letter.
“Weird.” she says, “Leave it there. I’ll ask around and see if anyone knows who it's for.”
Breakfast comes in the form of a bacon sandwich, I grin and add some ketchup to it and dig in.
After breakfast, I take a shower and decide to have a lazy day. It's Monday today and in exactly one week, I’ll be off to sunny Spain. Mum has gone out and Dad is at work so that leaves just me alone in the house, again.
I'm resting on the sofa, with my feet up. I have my laptop on my knees and a bunch of snacks on the table. I am looking at places to go shopping in Barcelona. I’m hoping to get gifts for everyone while I’m there as well as some jewellery for myself and possibly an entire new wardrobe of unique Spanish clothes.
Just then, the phone rings. The room is so silent that I'm caught off guard and almost scream at the sudden noise invasion.
“Hello?” I say into the receiver. Silence. “Hello? Is anyone there?” I can hear someone breathing on other end and frown. “I’m hanging up now.” I tell whoever it is then put the phone down. I shiver, suddenly feeling cold, even though the heating is on high.
I try to forget about the call and go back to looking online at what I can do in Spain.
✽✽✽
 
A couple hours later, I am watching movies on TV and texting Cleo, when a knock sounds on the front door. I glare at it before moving. It’s only 11 am, who would knocking this early. It better not be another prank. I smile when I look through the peephole. On the other side of the door, I see Toby standing there.
“What are you doing here?” I give him a quick hug and peck his lips before pulling him inside.
“I told Dad I wasn’t going to work today.” he tells me. I’m glad he did. He looks at my table of empty snacks and laughs, “What have you been doing today?”
“Not much so far.” I laugh as we sit on the sofa. My head rests on his shoulder as he wraps his arms around my waist. “I was going to yell at whoever was interrupting my down time but I think I’ll let you off.” I grin at him.
“Hmm, well, let me show you my gratitude.” he says, his eyes move to my lips and my body instantly heats. His lips slowly move forward until they cover mine and then he’s kissing me.
The kiss is slow at first. He gently lays me down on the sofa and then the kiss deepens. My hands slide across the muscles on his back. While he uses one hand to support his weight, the other caresses my hip. His lips move to my neck and shoulders. My eyes flutter closed as his hand travels below my belly button.
With his lips back on mine, his fingers slowly disappear under the fabric of my pyjama bottoms.
CRASH!
I bolt upright, almost smacking my head on Toby’s.
“What was that?” I whisper.
“I don’t know. It was probably a branch or something.” Toby tells me.
I hear a rustling outside the window and with a racing heart, I go over to the window and look outside. I find one of Mum's potted plants smashed on the ground. The gate is swinging to a close, my eyes look to the trees. There is no breeze. 
“There was someone in the garden.” I whisper, “They were watching us.” I say as Toby holds me.
“You don’t know that babe. There could be another reason how the plant smashed and the gate was opened. You can’t jump to conclusions.” I know he’s right but I can’t help but worry.
After Toby leaves, it’s almost lunch time. Dad is at work and Mum is out with some of the other parents still, so I decide to order a Chinese from the local takeaway and then I pick out some more movies to watch.
45 minutes later and a knock on the door tells me food is here. I grab my purse and open the door. No one is there. Confused, I walk out to the gate and look down the street. Again, no one is there. I go back inside and just when I’m about to close the door, I see something.
There, resting against the wall on the ground, is another box. Frowning, I pick it up and take it inside. I stare at it while I think, I never did find out if Mum asked about the other one yet.
I decide to open it. Again, I gasp at its contents, an identical flower sits inside, this time however, the flower is pink in colour. Opening the letter attached, I read it, hoping to find some clue of who it belongs too.
My dearest,

You look beautiful as always.

You almost saw me today. It was close. I saw you on the sofa in your house.

I have to tell you. I don’t like that boy you were with. He doesn't deserve you, he's just a boy and you need a man. The things he was doing to your body are the same things I imagine myself doing to you. It made me hot just watching you.

Do you like my flowers? Their beauty is nothing compared to yours.

Soon we will be together again.

Until then,

I am forever yours.

 
My heart races in my chest as I read the letter over and over again. Could these letters be... for me? My stomach churns. Is someone watching me? Looking into the house? Stalking me? My mind works overtime, there has been nothing to suggest that there is someone watching. The question is, who would do such a thing? My mind instantly goes back to the events of last year and my stomach drops. It can’t happen again.




CHAPTER 23
 


I spend the rest of the day, sitting on the sofa with the curtains drawn, doing nothing but think about the letters, which are now sitting open on the table in front of me. I go over them again and again. Both letters suggest I know this person. I don’t know that many people apart from at the college but somehow, I don’t think it’s someone there. The letter also suggests that it’s been some time since I last saw this person.
I continue to mull it over until the evening, until the doorbell rings, bringing me out of my thoughts. I look over at it like it’s poison. I decide not to open it. If it’s someone important then they will call the house.
The doorbell is pressed again,
And again.
And again.
I swallow my emotions and slowly walk over to the door. After a minute I gently pull it open. There’s nobody there.
I look down in the usual spot and there I see it. Another box, another letter. I debate leaving it where it is but I know whoever it is leaving them won’t give up until I take it. I grab them quickly and slam the door shut, locking it again, then I go back to the sofa.
I stare at them for what feels like hours but really, it’s only been ten minutes. With shaking fingers, I slowly open the box.
Inside is a blue rose on its usual silver fabric. I don’t find them beautiful anymore. Opening the letter, I take a breath and read its content.
My dearest,

I miss you.

The curtains have been closed all day so I haven’t seen your beautiful face. I long to see you again.

No matter, it’s almost time for us to be together.

Until then,

I am forever yours.

 
It's short and it gives me the creeps. What does he mean by it’s almost time for us to be together? Fear starts to manifest all over. I decide it’s time to call Mum.
It rings and rings and then goes to voicemail. I tell her to come home as soon as she can. Then I call Dad. He is working late tonight and doesn’t like to be called at work.
“Hello?” his voice comes over the speaker.
“Dad?” I say, “I’m sorry for calling you at work... but... I can’t get a hold of Mum.”
“Tayla? What’s wrong? You sound scared.” his voice is instantly alert.
“I need you to come home Dad.” I tell him, “I think someone is stalking me.”
✽✽✽
 
Half an hour later, Mum and Dad are both home. Dad picked Mum up from one of their friends’ houses.
“Tayla, what do you mean someone is stalking you? How do you know?” Dad asks. I tell him about the letter that first got sent here. How Mum and I both thought it was a mistake but the second one was clear.
As my parents read over the letters, I watch their faces, changing from confusion then to disgust and finally to anger.
“That’s it, I'm calling the police.” Dad finalizes. Mum and I look at each other and she gives me a reassuring smile and a hug. The police will take care of it.
Not an hour later, there are two policemen standing in our living room. One is round and balding, the other tall and full of muscle. They are reading over the letters and bagging them up, taking them so they can try and get some fingerprints off them.
“OK, since he hasn’t actually threatened anyone yet, there isn’t much we can do right now. We will see if we can get anything off the letters and we will check nearby cameras.” the first officer says to my parents and hands them a card with his number on, then he turns to me, “If you see something or get another letter, you tell us immediately, got it?” I nod my head.
10 minutes later and they leave. When the door is closed, my parents come over and wrap their arms around me, saying soothing words in my ear but I hear none of it. This just got real.
We decide to keep the curtains closed and the windows and doors locked from now on. Dad has to go back to work tomorrow but promises to come home on time in the evening. Mum promises to stay with me all day.
Right now, I'm sitting on my bed, it's past midnight and I can’t sleep, not knowing when he will come for me. I have been texting Toby all night, I told him about the letters and the police being here. He feels guilty for what he said this morning. He wants to come over, to be with me, but I tell him to stay away. It’s for his own safety, I don’t know if this person following me is dangerous. I can’t let anyone get hurt. 
As I'm in the middle of texting back Toby, my phone signals I have a caller. I look at the name and brace myself.
“WHY THE FUCK WERE THE POLICE AT YOUR HOUSE!?” comes the pissed off voice of Cleo.
“Cleo, stop shouting, you’re going to make me deaf.” I tell her, holding the phone away from my ear.
“Why... were... police... at your house?” I sigh before telling her everything.
“WHAT! WHY DIDN’T YOU TELL ME!?” she screams again.
“Cleo, calm down, it only started yesterday and I only realised they were meant for me a few hours ago. The police are handling it now, I just want to forget it.” I tell her. She sighs before apologizing. We talk for another few minutes before we hang up, I promise to call her tomorrow.
The next morning, I am in bed thinking about who could be following me, when Mum calls me down for breakfast, I slip on my slippers and turn towards the door. Something catches my eye though and I turn back. I feel my blood run cold. There, sitting on my windowsill, is another box.
“MUM!” I scream, “MUM, COME QUICK!” I hear her bounding up the steps before she appears in my doorway, gasping for breath.
“What? What is it?” she asks trying to catch her breath. I step out the way and her eyes widen as she sees it.
“How?” she gasps, “Everything is locked.” I wonder the same thing myself. We have alarms on the windows and doors. We would know if someone came in last night. Did he come in? Was he in my room? Watching me?
I suddenly feel faint and sit back down on the bed. Mum mumbles something before she runs out the door. I hear her on the phone a few minutes later, talking to the policeman that was here yesterday. He tells us not to touch anything and to wait for him to get here. 
He arrives shortly with two other policemen, as well as a guy in a white coat. He starts dusting the place.
Before the letter is removed, I tell them I want to read it. I have to know what he said.
You shouldn’t have called the police, now I'm mad.

Whatever happens now is your fault.

They can’t protect you.

YOU ARE MINE!

I will see you soon, Tayla.

 
I drop the letter like it’s on fire, tears fall freely across my face. He’s coming for me.




CHAPTER 24
 


“Mum, I'm scared.” I am sitting on the sofa with Mum next to me. The letter saying he is coming for me was left two days ago and I am constantly on alert. I jump at every sudden noise thinking it’s him.
I still can’t think of who could be doing this. I don’t know that many people, especially people who I have lost touch with.
“I know sweetheart, me too but it’ll be OK. I won’t let anyone hurt you.” Mum says. The police had suggested that I stay indoors until this guy is caught, Mum and Dad had agreed instantly and now I am basically on house arrest.
We have made sure that all the doors and windows are securely locked and covered. We have also told friends and neighbours to stay away until this is sorted out, we are not taking any risks.
A knock on the door makes my heart race. Mum looks through the peephole and then sighs, “It’s a policeman.” she tells me with a smile and opens the door. A man in police uniform steps inside and gives us a warm smile.
“Good evening ladies. I just wanted to introduce myself. My name is Gary, I have been assigned to watch over you during this investigation. I’ll be on patrol outside. If you hear anything or see anything then just let me know, alright?” he says. Already I feel a little bit safer, only a little bit though.
Gary is an older man, I would guess he was in his 50s. He has short, grey hair, light eyes, pale, aged skin and a beer belly. His weapon sits secure in his holster and I wonder how good he is at using it.
“It's nice to meet you, Gary, would you like a cup of coffee? Something to eat?” Mum asks.
“No, thank you, ma'am, I must get back to my post. Take care now ladies.” with a nod of his head, he walks out the door.
After Mum locks the door again, I take a peek out the window. Gary sits in his unmarked car, reading a magazine. So much for keeping watch. I take another look around the neighbourhood and wonder if he's out there right now, watching. I shiver and move away from the window.
“Don't worry hun,” Mum says to me, “we're safe here. I promise.”
I smile and nod my head, “I know Mum, I'm OK, I promise.” I go over and give her a hug, I know she will protect me no matter what.
“Do you want me to make you some hot coco? I can put some whipped cream and marshmallows on top.” that’s my favourite drink and she knows it. It makes me feel like a child again, I always get cream on my nose.
“No thanks Mum.” I tell her.
✽✽✽
 
Later, I head upstairs. When I check my phone, I see I have four missed calls and eight new texts from Cleo alone, all of them demanding that I stop ignoring her. I send a quick text letting her know that I’m OK and that I’ll call her later.
I then send a text to Toby, he's probably at the office with his dad again.
Tayla: Hey, are you free right now?

Toby: For you? Always. What’s up?

Tayla: Just bored, I hate this. I wish I could go out.

Toby: I know babe but it’s for the best.

Tayla: I wish you were here.

 
Having to stay in the house wouldn’t be so bad if I had someone to pass the time with, I can only spend so much time with my mum, no matter how close we are.
Toby: Me too. I wish I could help.

Tayla: You are helping, by staying away. It sucks but it’s for the best.

 
I throw his words back at him and I can just imagine him groaning because he knows I’m right. It’s best for everyone to stay away from the house and from me. We don’t know if this person is dangerous yet and I don’t want anyone getting hurt because of me.
A few minutes later and Toby tells me he has to get back to work and that he will call me later tonight. After we say our goodbyes, I start typing out a text to Cleo, it’s like she can sense what I’m doing because she sends me a text before I can finish it.
Cleo: Tay, I swear, I am going to kick the shit out of whoever is doing this to you. You’re supposed to be going to Barcelona in four days. Who knows if you will still be able to go!

I laugh at her rant. Figures she is thinking about a holiday at a time like this.

Tayla: Don’t worry, I am definitely going to Barcelona, I need it after this.

Cleo: What kind of person does this? It’s creepy. I hope they get caught. And soon.

Tayla: Me too.

 
We text each other for a couple more hours, she tries to cheer me up, tries to take my mind off of what’s happening, but how could I think of anything else when I know some creep is out there watching me.
After Cleo leaves to go watch a movie with her mum at the cinema, I decide it’s time I spend some time with my mum.
We end up watching Finding Dory, it’s got sad bits and it’s got funny bits, it’s the perfect film for any occasion. 
“Oh, I’m so glad she found them in the end.” Mum says when it’s over.
“I’m glad you enjoyed it Mum.” I stifle a laugh. I don’t know many people who cried when they watched Finding Dory, I mean, it was sad that Dory couldn’t find her parents but I didn’t think it was that sad.
Mum blows into a tissue as I pick out the next movie. This time I pick, I keep it Disney and pick Moana, a movie about a young girl who feels trapped on her island and wants to find an adventure. I can somewhat relate to that right now.
Dad comes in some time later, sticking to his word of coming home on time. He joins us for the movie and we have a family night.
It soon gets dark and I decide to call it a night. After saying goodnight to Mum and Dad, I head upstairs and jump into bed. It takes a while before I can relax and I slowly fall asleep. My last thought is that everyone is safe for another night.




CHAPTER 25
 


For the next few days, it is completely silent. No letters. No roses. Nothing. The police couldn't get any prints or anything from either letters or flowers. Whoever it is, is being very careful.
We were offered to go into protective care, kind of like the witness protection, Dad refused though, he wanted to show this guy that he doesn’t scare us... but he scares me.
Only one more day until our trip to Barcelona. My parents tried to get me to stay home instead, but the police advised it may be best if I do go, so I can get away from it all. They hope that if this guy can’t find me, he will get sloppy and make a mistake and that by the time I get back, they will have some leads. I only hope that’s true.
Mr and Mrs Wilson heard about what’s happening and have said that they will keep an extra eye out for anything unusual. They have also hired a private jet and some security to watch over us during our trip. I don’t think this guy would travel to another country to get to me but I wasn’t going to complain.
I am sitting on the sofa with Mum, watching TV, when the doorbell rings. It’s just after 5 pm and we aren’t expecting anyone. Mum, thinking it’s Gary, goes to the door and looks through the peephole.
“There is someone standing there but I can’t see their face.” she tells me. I let out a sigh of relief, glad it’s not another letter. Slowly the door opens.
“Can I help you?” Mum asks the person on the other side. I hear a deep voice say no and then the door is forcibly pushed open.
Mum stumbles back then turns to me. “Run.” I'm too stunned to move as the man forces his way inside. I gasp as I recognize the beautiful yet cold brown eyes that I haven’t seen in over a year. Damien.
Now it all makes sense. How he wanted me so badly when I was at the warehouse last year. How he raped me. He still wants me now.
“Hello, Tayla.” he smirks his usual smirk.
Mum grabs a plate that is on the table and smashes it over his head, it stuns him and he shouts out in pain. She then grabs my arm and pulls me off the sofa where I'm still sitting, too shocked to move. We make our way upstairs and into the bathroom, it's the only room that locks.
“Do you know him?” Mum whispers.
“Yes.”
“How? Tayla, how do you know him?” I tell her about Damien, how he was the one following me last year, how he was the one who took me, what he did to me. It all comes out. I didn’t tell anyone much about what happened last year. Just the basics of what they needed to know. Of course, they knew I was raped. They had to do a test to make sure I was clean.
“We need to call the police and your dad.” she says afterwards, “Shoot. Do you have your phone? Mine is downstairs”
I pat my pockets, “Mine is downstairs.” I say.
“Don’t worry, we’ll be fine.” she says. I'm not sure she believes that herself.
✽✽✽
 
Footsteps sound in the hallway and I hear Damien’s voice through the walls.
“Come on out, Tayla, you can’t hide from me.” he says. We hear him opening other doors, looking for us.
The door handle jiggles as he tries to open it. “Do you really think that’s going to stop me from getting you?” he laughs, then he starts banging on the door. He's trying to break it down.
Mum holds me in her arms, there’s nothing either of us can do now.
A few minutes more and the door explodes open and he steps inside. He smirks at me again then takes a gun out of his pocket and shoves it in Mum’s face. “NO!” I scream, “Don’t hurt her.” he glares at me and slaps me hard.
“THIS IS ALL YOUR FAULT!” he shouts at me. He then grabs me by the hair and pulls me to his side.
“TAYLA!” Mum screams and grabs for me. The next thing I know, I hear a quiet popping noise and Mum screams out in pain as blood begins to pour out of her leg. I realise then, that the noise I heard was a gunshot. I look at the weapon in Damien’s hand which is still pointed at Mum.
“MUM!” I try to go to her but Damien’s hand in my hair stops me. “MUM?” I cry, she lays on the floor, screaming in agony. I try to get out of Damien's hold, but he puts the gun under my chin and I freeze instantly.
“This is your fault. I told you whatever happened now is your fault.” he whispers in my ear. The next thing I know, a piece of cloth is tied around my mouth. “Now let's go before company shows up.”
He yanks me towards the door and down the stairs. I scream every second of the way. For my mum. For anyone. Once outside, he goes towards Gary’s car. I see him slumped in the front seat with blood pouring from his temple and I scream for him too.
Damien pulls Gary from his seat and leaves him on the ground. I’m then pushed into the passenger seat and with a loaded gun still pointed at me, we drive out of my road and away from my family.
Since Damien used a silencer on his gun, I know that nobody will know I'm gone until it’s too late. Dad was due to arrive home from work at six and I pray he somehow gets here earlier.
We drive for an hour before we stop at a rundown gas station. There, I'm forced out of Gary’s car and I'm pulled towards another one. This time, Damien puts a key in the car to unlock it. This must be his own car, a simple black hatchback with tinted windows. Before I have time to register anything, the cloth around my mouth is removed and replaced by another, this one is placed over my nose and mouth. Chloroform again. I try to stay awake but I know it’s pointless. A few minutes later and everything goes dark.
When I come to, it’s pitch black. I look down and see that I have been changed out of the pyjamas that I was wearing. In their place is a tiny black skirt and a black t-shirt. My hands are once again bound by rope. I close my eyes and breath. How could this happen to me again?
“Where are you taking me?” I ask Damien, who’s in the front seat. I am laid across the back seats, which have been folded down to make a large empty space. I look at the doors and think of a way to get close enough.
“They’re locked so don’t even try it.” he says without turning, I curse him for knowing what I’m thinking.
“Where are you taking me?” I ask him again.
“Back to my home. Which is now your home too.” he says. I look at him like he’s crazy.
“Why? What do you want with me?”
“Tayla,” he sighs, “the moment I first saw you, I felt a connection, I had to have you, and now I do.”
I sit up and look out the window, trying to see where I am but it appears the back windows have been somewhat tinted as well to prevent me from seeing out clearly.
Some time later, I'm given food, a chicken wrap and a bottle of water. I quickly finish the wrap and swig back the water in seconds. I'm told to use the bottle if I need to go the toilet. I'd much prefer the bucket from last year.
“We are almost there.” Damien says happily, like we are some happy couple moving into our new house together.
My wrists have started to burn with the ropes rubbing against my skin and I all but jump out of the car myself when the door is opened. I don’t care to look around, I immediately bolt in a random direction. I can’t help but notice that I'm surrounded by trees again and Deja vu kicks in. My life is literally on repeat.
I'm running through the trees in complete darkness. When I trip over a tree branch sticking up out of the ground, I face plant into the soil and cry out in pain.
“Why must you do this?” his voice comes from above me. I turn onto my back and look up at him as he gets closer.
“I could ask you the same thing.” I wipe the wet mud out of my eyes and glare at him. He ignores me and just lifts me up and puts me over his shoulder.
He starts walking back in the direction I came from. Soon we pass his car and just in front of us, I see a small wooden building. A cabin in the woods. That never ends well. I sigh as he unlocks the door and steps inside.
“Welcome to your new home.”




CHAPTER 26
 


Inside, a large fireplace spreads its heat around the otherwise cold room. The floor and walls are nothing but dark wood, the windows bare except for the small white curtains fastened to their holders. A single beige sofa sits on one side facing a TV which is resting against the wall. There’s a large fluffy rug spread out under a small coffee table. 
On the other side of the room, a square table with a chair on each side sits in a corner. 
There is a door on the far wall which I presume leads to the bedroom, another, I think, to the bathroom and another, which I see is the kitchen.
Under different circumstances I would have found the place a cosy little cabin, perfect for weekend trips to get away from the world.
“So, do you like it?” Damien asks, hopefully.
“No.” I lie, I wouldn’t let him know I like my new prison.
He stalks off to the furthest corner of the room. I take a closer look and I see there’s a door in the floor, kind of like a cellar door, however what comes out of it reminds me why I'm here in the first place.
Damien puts a key into the door, which turns out not to be a door. When the key is turned, a loud whirling noise fills the room, slowly the not-door starts to rise on its own and up from under the ground, appears a cage, it doesn’t stop until it reaches the ceiling. Inside the cage is a single cuff, there’s a slot in the door and nothing else.
Damien comes back over to me and grabs my arm roughly, I'm too busy looking at the metal to resist. I'm then pushed inside the cage and the cold, metal of the cuff is fastened around my ankle. Then the door closes.
“Are you warm enough?” he asks.
I laugh at him, “Fuck off.” I say.
Soon, with nothing else to do, I fall asleep, dreaming of ways to escape.
I wake up the next day, some time in the afternoon, to hear Damien moving around in the kitchen, preparing his lunch probably. This gives me plenty of time to look around my new home for a way to escape.
It does not look good however, the floors are spotless and the room is tidy and organized. The cuff around my ankle is solid and gives no indication of becoming loose.
The smell of food makes my stomach rumble. “Lunch time.” Damien says as he places two plates on the table, along with two glasses of, what I presume to be, red wine. He then comes over to my door and opens it and waits for me to get out. He must be crazy if he thinks I'm going to eat with him, no matter how hungry I am.
“No thanks, I'd rather starve.” I tell him and stay seated on the floor.
He frowns and I see his hand curl into a fist. Someone has anger issues. “In this house, we eat together.” he says through clenched teeth.
“Go to hell.” I smile sweetly at him. He lets out a frustrated grunt and grabs my arm, pulling me to my feet.
“YOU WILL DO AS YOU’RE TOLD!” he screams in my face, I cringe at his tone of voice and my body cowers in fear. Damien grabs my wrist and pushes me into one of the chairs at the table. I take a deep breath to calm my racing heart, that’s when I notice my cuff has a large chain, probably long enough to walk about the whole cabin. I put that little bit of information away for later, it could come in handy when it comes to finding a way to escape.
Damien sits opposite me and smiles like everything is fine, then he starts eating. I look at my own plate, a small chicken breast, roast potatoes and a small pile of cauliflower with gravy drizzled over. My stomach growls again as my mouth waters.
“You’re not eating.” he narrows his eyes at me.
I look at him then and without taking my eyes off him, I grab my plate and push it off the table. It crashes to the floor with a smash, breaking into pieces. Food stains the floor.
He stands abruptly and screams in frustration. He steps forward and then slaps me hard across the face. My head swings to the side and my cheek burns from the new pain, my vision is blurred by tears.
I'm shoved back into my cage and the door locks, he glowers at me through the bars, “If you don’t eat with me then you don’t eat at all.” he then goes back to the table and finishes his food. After, he cleans up my mess and I can’t help but smirk as he does.
✽✽✽
 
For the rest of the day I am left alone. Damien stays out of sight, doing god knows what, and I get as comfy as possible as one could get when in a cage, and hum quietly to myself. By now Dad would have alerted the police of my kidnapping. Mum would hopefully be at the hospital getting her leg treated and the police would be starting their search for me. I just have to wait.
Sometime in the evening, Damien reappears and sits down on the sofa and watches the TV. The sound is too low for me to understand anything but I soon drift off listening to the muffled voices.
I wake up a few hours later, and when I can't sleep anymore, I stay awake, forced to listen to Damien’s loud snoring.
When the sun eventually rises and Damien steps out of his room, my blood runs cold and my heart races, I wish I could be anywhere else. 
With a sad frown on his face and a whip in his hand, he opens my door. I glare at him as he grabs my arm and pulls me out of the safe zone that is the cage.
“What are you doing?” I ask him, my eyes stay locked on the whip.
“You have to be punished for your disobedience.” he says. This is because I didn’t eat dinner with him? Or is it because I had called the police on him the other day and ruined his plans for my kidnapping?
“What?” I shriek, “No, let go of me.” I try to pull my arm out of his grasp but he just holds on tighter.
“Stop it.” he says, “This is your fault.” in the back of my mind I'm aware of him saying this when he took me. It is because I called the police, last night just pushed him over the edge. Does he feel guilty for shooting my mum? For killing Gary?
I'm bent over the table and rope is tied around the legs on both sides and then attached to my ankles and my wrists so I can’t move. I pull at them but they don’t give.
“Don’t do this, please Damien.” I cry, tears are running down my face, “Please, I'm sorry.”
“I wish I could believe you.” he says as he rips my top off my back.
A few minutes later, he lifts his hand back over his head... then brings the whip down across my bare back with such force. I scream with so much power I'm sure I would go deaf. The pain that radiates through my body is unbearable. My cries come out silently as he slashes the whip against my skin a second time,
And a third.
And a forth.
And a fifth.
My body is numb, my back feels like it’s on fire and my tears stain my cheeks. I lay there for a while longer as he puts away the whip. He then goes into the bathroom and comes back with soapy water and a cloth. He stands behind me and slowly, he cleans the blood I know covers my back, I wince as he trails the cloth over the open wounds. My body still trembles.
When he has finished cleaning my back, I feel his hands gently caressing my hips. I have no energy to fight him right now. “Don’t touch me.” I say weakly. His hands continue to roam. Along my sides, around to my stomach, which is still bare, the only thing covering me is my bra.
I hear him take a deep breath as his hands go lower, under my skirt. My body reacts as I feel his finger slide over my cotton covered lips. “No.” I say, trying to move, but my body is too weak.
Damien rests his head on my lower back as his hand slowly pushes aside my underwear. A finger slips in between my folds and caresses my sensitive nub. With his finger working on my sweet spot, his other hand reaches up to caress my breast. My legs twitch and my back painfully arches with each new sensation. Tears stream down my face, my body still too weak to do anything.
After a good few minutes, his finger is moving with such speed. He moans softly as he continues to explore my body. In return, my body spasms and quakes as the pressure between my legs builds to the point where I'm close to exploding.
When it’s over, he grunts and removes his hands from under my skirt and my eyes bulge as he sticks his fingers in his mouth.
“God, you’re beautiful.” he says. He grabs a clean towel and cleans me up. Then he unties me and carries me back to my cage. I stay laying on my stomach, not moving, for the rest of the day.




CHAPTER 27
 


For the next few days, I spend most of my time locked in my cage, sometimes I am let out to do chores. Everyday Damien makes me clean the floors and dust every surface.
What type of woman lets her home get dusty. He would say to me.
This isn’t my home. I tell him every time.
Right now, I'm on my hands and knees as I push a wet sponge back and forth on the wood floor. My back stings from my still raw wounds at every slight movement. Damien puts cream on them everyday so nothing gets infected. I know it’s just because he doesn’t want to have to take me to a hospital though.
When dinner time rolls around, I refuse to eat with him. Everyday I get pulled from my cage and a plate of food is placed in front of me. Everyday I push that plate of food off the table and onto the floor. I haven’t eaten in five days and my stomach hates me for it.
Right now, Damien glares at me from the table as he eats his food while I sit in my cage and glare back at him.
“You’re going to starve.” he says.
“Good.” I reply, death would be better than being here with him.
Later that day, Damien tells me he is going out to get food since the cupboards need restocking. I frown at this, He’s leaving me here? Alone? What an idiot. Inside my head, I'm laughing, while my face shows no emotion.
“Don’t try anything stupid.” he says. He makes sure the door to my cage is properly secure and then he walks out the door. I hear the lock click into place and then the car door slam and the engine roar.
Immediately I try to get out. Of course, I know I can’t but a girl can try. I ram my body into the door again and again. Pain radiates across my shoulder and back and I'm just about to give up when I hear a loud clinking noise. I’m close, I know it. I just need something to jiggle the lock from the inside. I quickly look around the floor for anything I could use. I don’t have to search for long.
There, just poking out from under the rug is a sewing needle. Damien must have dropped one when he was repairing some ripped fabric yesterday, he refuses to buy anything new so he repairs any damages himself. I get on my stomach and reach my hand through the bars, I can’t quite reach it so I push my shoulder against the bars as far as possible, my shoulder burns as my muscles strain against the metal. After a few minutes my fingertips brush against the needle and I carefully guide it closer.
When it’s close enough, I pick it up and quickly push it into the lock of my cage, it’s a lot harder to pick a lock than it shows on TV but another ten minutes later and I finally get it open. With a huge smile on my face, I quickly do the same with the chain around my ankle. I laugh hysterically to myself as it falls to the floor. With no idea when Damien will return, I don’t stick around. I quickly go to the kitchen and grab the largest knife I can find, I also get another larger needle from the drawer and then I make my way to the front door.
Again, using the needles, I eventually get the door open. My victory is short lived however because just a few steps away on the other side of the door, is Damien. When he sees me standing there, he drops the bags he is holding and rushes towards me. I quickly slam the door shut and run throughout the cabin. I try the backdoor but find it sealed shut. I remember the knife that is tucked in the back of my skirt and pull it out, I turn and wait.
A few minutes later and Damien walks into the room, I can see the rage on his face. I hold the knife in his direction. “Stay away from me.” I tell him. He steps forward slowly.
“Put the knife down, Tayla.” he says.
I slowly step around him, heading towards the door but he anticipates my moves and steps in front of my only escape. The next thing I know, his hand is on my wrist, the one holding the knife and after grabbing the knife and tossing it out of reach he pulls his fist back and punches me in the face. Pain radiates across my face and I black out instantly.
✽✽✽
 
When my eyes open some time later, I look around to find myself in an unknown room. With an old boiler in one corner and some steps leading up to a door, I realise I’m in a basement.
I slowly get to my feet, and hear a loud rattling noise behind me. Looking back, I see a set of chains attached to the wall, I follow their length and see one chain is attached to my ankle and the other dangling against the wall, waiting to be used.
Great, I sigh. I grab the links and start to pull as hard as I can. Nope. Not going to budge.
I take a minute to look around the basement, it’s completely dark except for the single lightbulb hanging in the middle of the ceiling giving off a low glow. High up on the wall is a small window covered in two sets of bars, it must be dark out because no sunlight comes through. There’s nothing else in the room except for a bucket. I close my eyes and breath. I'll say it again; my life is literally on repeat.
The sound of a key turning brings my attention back to the door at the top of the stairs. A second later, Damien steps over the threshold and makes his way down the stairs.
“I hope you have learnt your lesson.” he says.
“Let me go.” I say apathetically. I shouldn’t be used to being around him but I am. The fight is slowly leaving me.
“The lesson is... you can never escape me. I will always catch you.” he puts a small paper plate on the floor in front of me, two pieces of buttered bread sit on it. I sit down on the dirt covered floor and quickly tear the bread apart and swallow the pieces.
“I got you a gift.” Damien says as he holds a small bag out towards me. I look at it for a minute before snatching it out of his hands and removing its contents. A knee length white dress. I contemplate throwing it back at him. I don't want anything off him, then I remember the tiny black skirt and shredded top I’m wearing. Anything is better than that. I put the dress in my lap and wait for him to leave.
“You’re supposed to say thank you when someone gives you a gift.” he says and kicks my leg with his foot. I wince slightly and glare at him then mumble a quiet and sarcastic thanks. Once he realises that’s all he’s getting, he huffs and stalks back up the stairs. I wait five minutes before getting to my feet and removing my current clothes. After slipping the dress over my head, I look down at myself, grateful to be decently covered, then I sit back down. I have no idea what time it is, or what day it is. I have been here for five days. I tell myself that if I could survive getting kidnapped the first time than I can definitely do it again. I realise however that this time, nobody but my mum saw me be taken and she doesn’t know what direction we went in. I could be waiting here awhile. I just need to bide my time.
With nothing else to do to entertain myself, I sleep. I make a pillow out of my other clothes and lay my head down. My last thought before sleep overtakes me is of my parents.
I don’t know how long I slept but I feel somewhat revitalised when I wake up. I stretch my stiff muscles, ignoring the pain in my back and get to my feet. A look up at the window tells me it’s morning.
I stand in the middle of the room, as far as my chain allows me to anyway, and think of my next move. I look down at my ankle and sigh, there’s nothing I can do while I’m down here.
The door opens then and Damien appears, “Good morning, Tayla.” he says. I ignore him. “I brought you some breakfast.” another paper plate with two pieces of buttered bread. He holds it out to me and I take it. When I have eaten every last crumb, I give the plate back to him and turn my back waiting for him to leave.
My body freezes when I feel his hands on my arms. I resist the urge to hit him, that wouldn’t end well for me.
“You look beautiful in that dress.” he whispers in my ear. I close my eyes and try not to vomit as his hands caress my hips. Suddenly his hands disappear, I turn and see him walking up the stairs, when the door closes and I hear the lock, I let out the breath I was holding and shiver in digust.
I spend the rest of the day alone. With nothing to do, I simply walk around the large area hoping to tire myself out so I can sleep again, at least that will make the time pass quickly. 




CHAPTER 28
 


A few weeks pass and I hate to admit it but I’ve settled into somewhat of a routine. Every morning, Damien comes down and gives me breakfast, buttered bread and water, then for the rest of the day, I either walk around the room or sleep, then at dinner time, Damien brings down another plate of buttered bread and water. A few hours later and I sleep again. Then I repeat it all again the next day.
I keep track of time through Damien, at 8 am he brings me breakfast because that’s when he has breakfast and he brings me dinner at 6 pm because that’s when he has dinner. Through that I count the days that I have been here, almost a month already.
“Are you ready to behave now?” Damien’s voice startles me, I didn’t hear the door open. I look up at him, wondering what he’s up to, I simply nod my head at him.
He comes down the stairs then and over to me, I see a gun in a holder at his hip. I focus on what he’s doing, removing the chain from around my ankle. When my leg is free, I take a few steps only to cry out in pain. The cuff was weighing down on my ankle, so tight that I have a large, ugly mark where it once rested, I lift my leg slightly and move my foot in circles to test my movement only to cry out again. My ankle is damaged, I can barely walk, I sigh, that’s going to delay any escape plans.
“Come on then.” Damien says and walks up the stairs, a few seconds pass before I follow him, slowly and painfully.
Five minutes later and I’m up the stairs and in the kitchen. I wait as Damien pushes a shelving unit in front of the door we just came through, hiding it from view. He then turns to me and grabs my arm, pulling me into the small living room. 
In the corner, looking brand new, is my cage. I sigh as I'm pushed into it and another cuff is fastened around my other ankle. Then the door closes and the lock is set, this one has a fingerprint scanner, only Damien’s hand will open it. 
I close my eyes and groan, I guess I’m just glad I’m out of that basement, at least up here I am warm and have the TV in the corner to listen to, even if I can’t actually watch it.
A few more days pass and I don’t leave my cage. Food is passed to me through the small gap in the cage door and I even have my bucket in here with me.
Life couldn’t possibly get any worse.
After dinner, I hear Damien flicking through the channels on the TV. He stops on the news and lets it play. It’s a news report about me.
‘Tayla Robinson, 16 years old, was last seen a month ago in her home when a mad man with a gun broke into the Robinson residence and kidnapped her after shooting her mother in the leg. It is believed that the man had been stalking Tayla for some time prior to the kidnapping. Her parents have been working non-stop with local police to find her quickly and numerous manhunts have been underway. 

If anyone has any information about Tayla’s whereabouts, please contact the number on your screen now.’

 
Tears stream down my face as I listen to the report. My parents are still looking, they won’t give up. I rest my head on my knees and cry.
“They won’t find you.” Damien’s voice calls across the room, “I’ll make sure of it. I told you, you’re mine now.” hatred boils up inside me and I lose control. I scream as loud as my lungs allow me, letting all of my frustration out, my hands bang against the bars of my cage, I wish I was hitting him.
A few minutes later and I stop, breathing hard, I lean against the bars and close my eyes. I picture my family. Mum and Dad sitting down at the table having dinner, not a word is spoken. Next, I see, Cleo, sitting at home in her room, worried and depressed. Then there’s Toby, trying to stay strong for everyone else but in private, he breaks.
✽✽✽
 
The next day, I start cleaning again. I’m on my hands and knees with a bucket of soapy water. Last night I formed a plan to escape. It’s not much of a plan, I just need to get to a phone, then I can call my parents and get rescued. Damien always has his mobile with him but there is a landline on the table by the TV. I have heard it ring a few times since I’ve been here.
At dinner, I’m allowed to sit at the table with him. I hate obeying him but I’m starving and I need food otherwise I won’t have the energy to do anything. Tonight is lasagne and I have emptied my plate within minutes.
Afterwards, I'm back in my cage listening to the TV, some comedy program is on. I try and sleep, to make the day end quicker but I can’t.
Damien comes over sometime later and opens my door. “Why don't you come and sit with me.” he says. I look at him likes he’s crazy. Why would I do that? I don't want to be anywhere near him. He doesn’t wait before removing the chain around my ankle, pulling me to my feet and dragging me to the sofa. I am forced to hobble along behind him, ignoring the pain that shoots through my ankle. He pushes me down so I'm sitting next to him. Then he sits down, his leg inches from mine. I try not to cringe as his leg brushes mine as he swings his side to side. I sit stiff like a board and watch the TV from the corner of my eye. It is a comedy show, John Bishop, I think the comedians name is. I have seen him on TV a few times but never watched his show.
Instead of watching the TV, I look around for the landline, ready to act on my plan. When Damien leaves the room next, I will grab the phone and quickly dial 999. My eyes go to the spot where I saw it last, on a table that sits under the window. It’s not there now. Without moving a muscle, I look everywhere within eyesight, it’s not here. Has he moved it? I haven’t heard it ring lately. With that thought, any hope of calling for help leaves my body. So much for that plan.
This was my last chance to escape. Ever since my last attempt, Damien doesn’t leave me alone for very long, and if he has to go out, he locks me in the basement with the door covered, making it impossible to get out.
With nothing else to do, I focus on the TV, John Bishop is still on. A few minutes later and I laugh at one of his jokes. It wasn’t that funny really, I guess I’m just uncomfortable. I immediately put a hand over my mouth to stop myself laughing and look over at Damien who is looking back at me with a bemused look on his face. “You're allowed to laugh, Tayla. I like your laugh, it's musical.” he says. I avert my eyes and look down at my lap. He will not do this. He will not act like everything is normal.
He turns back to the TV and I watch as his arm comes up and rests on the back of my cushion, his hand gently brushes against my shoulder. I shiver in disgust. He must mistake it as coldness because he edges closer to me and wraps his arm fully around my shoulder.
“Don’t touch me.” I say, removing his arm. He glares at me then puts his arm back around me.
“I will touch you if I want to.” he says. I shrug away from him and stand, planning to head back to my cage, but he just grabs my arm and pulls me back down so forcefully that I fall backwards and land on him. Something has changed in his eyes, there is no anger there. I dread what happens next.
Damien gets to his feet and pushes me down onto the sofa, then he climbs on top of me. I struggle to get free but he holds my wrists tightly. The next thing I know, he's kissing my neck.
“GET OFF ME!” I yell at him but it’s no use. I can feel his body grinding into me. I do what I know best. I knee him where it counts. He recoils and screams out in pain holding himself between his legs. I take that moment to free myself from under him but just as I get free, he grabs my shoulder and does what he does best. He punches me in the face.
When I come around, minutes must have passed. I know something is wrong. I swallow my fear as I look down my body. I’m laying on the sofa with my dress hiked up to my waist and there is Damien, with his trousers off, with his manhood inside me.
My head is fuzzy from the hit and I mumble a few words. Damien looks up at me then and glares at me, like it’s somehow my fault that he’s doing this.
“Stop.” I say. Of course, he doesn’t listen, instead, he quickens his pace and grinds into me huffing and puffing. I notice my hands are tied to something behind my head and I struggle again to get free, my movement only encourages Damien though as he grunts loudly. I stop and lay perfectly still. Tears fall from my eyes yet again as I wait for him to finish.
10 minutes pass and he still moves against me. My tears have run out and I try to zone out of the moment, imagine myself elsewhere. A few minutes later and finally he moans one last time before he stills. Sweat covers his forehead lightly and his chest moves quickly from his hard breathing.
He climbs off me and pulls his trousers back on then he unties my wrists. I quickly pull my dress down and scurry off the sofa. With nowhere else to go I hurry back into my cage and slam the door shut, which in turn locks it. I huddle into the corner and close my eyes. I pray that I get to leave this place soon.
Damien doesn’t say a word for the rest of the night and soon he goes into his bedroom and falls asleep, his snores echo around the cabin.
I don't sleep that night.




CHAPTER 29
 


A few weeks pass without any problems. I eat when I'm told, clean when I'm told and even sit on the sofa when told. For weeks I let him touch me, by that I mean that he doesn’t force himself on me but his hand is constantly on my knee or around my shoulders. I am even let out of my cuff for an hour a day, Damien has a gun pointed at me the entire time but at least I’m not chained up. I don't complain or fight back. I have no energy left in me to try and escape. I have been here for just over two months and this time, I don’t think I’ll be rescued.
Everyday Damien likes to remind me that they won’t find me. Everyday he tells me I belong to him and that he has the power to change things in an instant. Depression slowly sinks into my core and wears me down. My spirit is slowly being crushed.
It's 7 am and I have just woken up. I suddenly get a horrible feeling in my stomach. A moment later, I quickly grab my bucket just in time to throw up. I sit there and heave for what feels like hours but really only a few minutes pass.
When I'm sure my stomach has emptied itself, I sit back against the bars of my cage and breath. I ask Damien for some water which he quickly gets for me. When I've drank it all, I look up and see him staring at me. He even has the decency to look concerned.
“Are you alright?” he asks.
“I'm fine.” I tell him, then I start my chores. For the rest of the day, I clean, eat and repeat.
During dinner, which is another roast, I find myself eating a lot more than I usually do.
A few more days pass and every morning like clockwork I am sick again. It’s been five days since it started and I'm starting to worry. One day, during my hour of freedom, I ask Damien if I can go outside and get fresh air because I don’t feel well. He has started to trust me to not escape and I don't know how he will react to my request.
“You what?” he asks dubiously.
“Please? You can cuff me if you want but I need fresh air or I am going to throw up again.” I plead.
After a few moments of silence, he agrees to let me outside. He knows that I am sick every day and since he obviously won’t take me to a doctor, he has no choice but to grant me a simple request here and there.
He doesn’t cuff me, he does however grab his gun and keeps it pointed at me.
✽✽✽
 
The weather is quite mild for June, not too cold and not too hot. The grass prickles my bare feet and tickles my toes and the sun warms my skin. I smile as I take a few steps away from the cabin and look up at the sky, the clouds pass by slowly and birds chirp in the trees.
I find a patch of grass on the ground and sit down, for a moment, all my worries slip away. Damien grabs a chair from inside and sits down, the gun in his hand still points in my direction.
I lay down on the grass and close my eyes. My mind replays the past few days, every morning I throw up and I have started craving foods that I haven’t had in years. I also haven’t had my period this month. I pray that it’s something else but I know It’s not. 
I'm pregnant.
I sigh as I accept the fact, am I ready to be a mother? No, I am not, but what choice do I have. A new determination settles over me. I have to escape. Not for me, but for my unborn child. I won’t give birth as a captive.
An hour passes and I'm still outside soaking up the sun and breathing in the fresh air. I stand and turn back to Damien, to tell him that I'm ready to go back inside, I don’t want to push it and be out for too long. As I step closer though, I notice that he’s asleep. His eyes are closed, his mouth hangs open in silent snores and the gun now lays across his lap.
I wait a few moments, sure he is going to wake up, when he doesn't, I act. I slowly tip-toe away and into the trees. When I'm far enough that I'm sure he won’t hear, I start to run.
As quick as I can, I jump over tree roots and duck under branches. I run for as long as I can.
A short while later, I'm standing behind a tree catching my breath. I'm not sure how long I've been running but I have ran far. In the distance I can hear him shouting. 
I start running again.
Soon enough, I come to a road. I follow it, hoping to find someone. Luck is on my side as a car comes around the corner. I wave my arms. It screeches to a halt and a woman steps out.
“Are you crazy? What are you doing out here in the middle of the road? I could have hit you.” she shouts.
“Please. You have to help me.” I make my way over to her, hoping she will listen. She must see the panic on my face because after a few moments I am in her car.
As the car starts moving again, I finally relax. I am free. I think about how lucky I am that I had chosen that exact moment to run away. A moment sooner and I may not have been so lucky, and then who knows what would have happened.
My luck soon changes back though because not a minute later, another car comes speeding around the bend of the road and collides right into us.
The car is wrecked, as it’s pushed backwards along the road.
My head slams back into the seat, a shot of pain shoots through my neck. I glance out the window, only to see Damien stepping out of the other car, looking dazed and confused.
I unbuckle my seatbelt and lean forward, the woman in the front seat is dead and I can hear my captor getting closer. I push open the door and scramble out onto the road.
My head still hurts and my vision is clouded but I start walking in the opposite direction. Damien must have recovered before me though, because a couple minutes later and he grabs me, tossing me over his shoulder.
I kick and scream at him and after a few minutes of dragging me back through the trees, he lowers me down and then he punches me in the face. He picks me up and carries me bridal style back to my prison. I black out a few seconds later. My last thought before everything goes dark is that my baby is OK.
When I open my eyes again, I am surrounded by darkness. I'm back in the basement. I sigh in relief as I see that the only injury I have is from banging my head in the car, which left a horrible cut on my head and a headache. I place a hand on my stomach and imagine the little baby slowly growing. I debate on whether or not I should tell Damien the news.
“Why would you try to run away?” Damien’s voice brings me out of my thoughts. “Are you not happy with me?” he cries sadly. I frown at him, he’s clearly delusional.
“Let me go.” I say.
“I could give you the world but you refuse to behave.” he starts pacing the floor in frustration and I take a minute to look at him. He also has a cut on his head from the collision, as well as a badly bruised nose. He must have broken it. I am surprised that’s all he got.
“You took me from my family and home, why would I be happy with you?” I almost scream at him, “Just let me go.”
“You are mine!” he shouts. “Do you understand that? Don’t forget, I know where you live. I can go and visit your family any time I want. Remember that for when you want to misbehave next.”
My blood runs cold at the threat. He wouldn’t. Would he? Don’t be silly, Tayla, of course he would, he's already shot your mum. I blink back the tears, I can’t let him hurt my family.
He turns, facing me again, then frowns, “This is your home now.” he says then storms back up the stairs, a second later, the door locks.
For the rest of the night I try to sleep but find it difficult. This is the first time he has threatened my family. He’s right. He knows where I live, what’s to stop him from going to my house one day? Dad would most likely be at work, leaving Mum alone. He would kill her. Dad would lose us both. Then he would go back and kill him. I can’t let anything happen to them.
I think of my baby then, if I’m right and I am pregnant, I can’t risk losing her either, I have to tell him, I don’t think I have any choice, I have to stay healthy, I can’t risk my unborn child.
I have to be good.




CHAPTER 30
 


The next day, I can’t bring myself to focus on anything. When I finally slept last night, I had the worst nightmare. I saw my parents dead, Damien was standing over their bodies laughing like a maniac. Now, all I can see are my parents, dead because of me. If I have to be good and play nice in order to keep them safe and stop that dream becoming a reality, then so be it.
For the next few days, I do nothing but sit in the basement and eat the food that Damien brings me. I don’t say a word and I don’t act out. Slowly, my mood worsens and depression sinks in even further. I have lost all hope of being rescued. I mostly just sleep now, to make the time pass more quickly.
Everyday, I continue to throw up, I have no doubt that I am pregnant, what else could it be if not? With the thoughts of having a small human being growing inside me, I am determined not to be stuck in some depressed funk. I can still behave and work my way back up the stairs. The first step however, is telling Damien the news. I have to find the courage to tell him, but I can’t bring myself to do it. 
Again, I go over the pros and cons of telling him. The main pro is that I would be safer, surely he wouldn’t hit a pregnant girl. That pro extends to the fact that my baby would be safer too. The main con is that he may not want to be a father, what if he makes me miscarry? Or what if he gets rid of me, would he just let me go or give me to some other creep with a fantasy?
Everyday, Damien comes down to bring me food, he also takes my bucket to empty it, he brings a clean, hot cloth for me to clean myself up with and everyday he makes sure I have a blanket to keep warm.
I am thankful for those kind gestures, however small they may seem, he didn’t have to do anything. He could have just left me down here, only coming down himself to feed me.
I stay in the basement for another week before I bring myself to talk to him about the matter at hand.
One day, Damien is bringing me lunch. This is it. I tell myself. I have to do it now. I take a deep breath and call over to him. “Damien.” I say, he doesn’t say anything as he walks down the stairs. “Damien, I have to tell you something.” I try again. He puts the plate on the floor in front of me and without a word, starts walking back out, I sigh in frustration and do the only thing I know that will work, “I’M PREGNANT!” I shout at him.
He freezes mid-step but doesn’t turn around, after a minute he simply walks out. I’m confused. I expected some kind of reaction from him. I sigh, what now? With a shake of my head, I focus on the food in front of me. I quickly stuff it in my mouth and chew. It doesn’t satisfy my hunger.
Damien eventually comes back an hour later and makes me take some pregnancy tests. After the results show, all of which are positive, I see his mouth turn up ever so slightly, as if he is trying to hide his smile. Afterwards, he goes upstairs, still not saying a word.
✽✽✽
 
Once again, I am left alone. I wouldn’t normally complain, I have been alone since I was put down here, but after the news he just received, the quiet worries me. I don’t know how he is reacting, is it good or bad? I stand and walk around the dark room, trying to hear for any noise upstairs. I can hear a quiet drilling noise and banging every know and again. What is he doing? I wonder.
A couple hours later and it's getting dark and there's still no sign of Damien. I guess I’m sleeping down here again. I grab some blankets that were brought down and make myself a bed then lay down, but just as I'm about to close my eyes, the door bangs open and footsteps stomp their way in.
Damien comes over to me, looking like a mess. He has dishevelled hair and smudges of something on his face. With a crazed smile on his face, he releases me from the cuffs and pulls my hand till I’m on my feet. I look at him, trying to figure out what he’s up to, normally he’s asleep by now.
He guides me up the stairs and into the living room. I can’t help but notice he is being very gentle with me and I don’t know if that worries me more. What is he up to?
I suddenly get a blindfold put over my eyes and I follow carefully and slowly as I’m led to another part of the cabin. Scenarios play over and over in my head as I try to think what’s happening right now. Am I being sold off again? Does he not want me now I’m pregnant? Is it something worse?
I don’t have to wait long to find out as the blindfold is removed from my face. I look at Damien, waiting for some kind of explanation, but he only looks at me with a worried smile on his face. I frown slightly then look beyond him and into the room he's led me too.
My mouth falls open and my eyes widen. It is so much worse than I thought, but I should have expected it. I think I kind of wanted this to happen the most, more than any other possible scenario. This is the least scariest scenario.
I am standing in the bedroom, his bedroom, a room I have never been in before. I take in the dark maroon walls and beige carpet with flecks of maroon in, and the simple, minimalist furniture. However, it’s not just his room now. His stuff has been moved further onto one side of the room and on the other side? A brand new floor to ceiling, wall to wall cage that covers nearly half the room. In that cage, is a new double bed and a chest of drawers, and on the bed? The worst thing ever. Gift bag after gift bag, a huge teddy bear and a balloon saying ‘Congratulations’.




CHAPTER 31
 


He has officially lost it. All day he has been waiting on me hand and foot, bringing me blankets to keep warm, bringing me plates full of food every hour, I'm not even in chains anymore. OK I'm still in a cage but it's a big cage with a warm bed.
Damien had gone out earlier and bought a lot of stuff for me, from clothes and shoes, even toiletries, to books and DVDs with a portable DVD player and some colouring books.
I am now sitting in my ‘room’ watching a DVD. Damien is hovering over me, every couple of minutes, he asks if I need anything. “No.” I tell him for the hundredth time and he slumps off to the kitchen.
I know I’m still a captive and I should be trying to escape but honestly? Things are looking up. I still pray that I get rescued, but if I don’t? At least I'm safe and comfortable.
I hear the front door slam and lock. Damien has gone out. I take a minute to breathe and think about my new situation. I'm pregnant so obviously I’ll need to go to a hospital at some point for check-ups, surely Damien has to understand that. I will have to find a way to bring the subject up with him and maybe, hopefully, that will be my chance to escape.
“Dinner time.” comes Damien’s voice when he walks through the door. He steps into the bedroom carrying two large pizza boxes. I blink and stare at him and then a thought crosses my mind. If he’s going out to shops and getting takeout then people are seeing him, his picture has been on the news multiple times from when they were reporting my case. Someone will recognise him. A grin slips onto my face, he’s being sloppy, it’s only a matter of time before someone puts two and two together.
“I knew you would like this.” he says to me as he unlocks my cage door. I don’t tell him that the pizza isn’t why I’m happy.
I open the box and the steam from a pepperoni pizza hits my face, the smell overtakes my senses. It’s been so long since I’ve had anything so delicious and I quickly grab a slice and take a bite, groaning as the taste hits my tongue. It’s heavenly.
For the rest of the day I put up with watching movies with Damien on the sofa. He doesn’t touch me at all and for that I’m grateful. Maybe being pregnant won’t be such a bad thing.
We are watching the movie ‘The Greatest Showman' and I have to say, I love it. I find myself bobbing along to the music. I almost forget where I am.
When the movie is over, Damien suggests another one, which surprisingly, I agree to. He puts on 28 Days Later, he tells me it’s one of his favourite movies, I never would have guessed that he liked zombies. After making two bowls of popcorn, one for me and one for himself, we settle into the sofa and he presses play.
For the rest of the day we sit and watch movies. I know I shouldn’t be, but I am comfortable and relaxed. I hate to admit it but I don’t feel like much of a prisoner anymore.
When it’s time to sleep I start to feel uncomfortable again. I change into a new pair of black silk pyjamas with Damien standing across the room. I am happy to say that I now have new bras and underwear so my body isn’t completely on show anymore but it’s still unnerving. I then climb into my bed, facing away from Damien and try to sleep.
“Goodnight, Tayla.” he whispers after a while. I ignore him and pretend to be sleeping.
That night I dream about my baby, having her while still a captive, her growing up here with two parents who love her and spoil her, her being sheltered from the outside world forever being stuck in this cabin.
I wake up with a start, covered in sweat. I can’t let that dream become a reality, even if the first half was kind of nice. Yes, Damien has been a perfect gentleman since he found out I was pregnant but that doesn’t mean I want my baby around him. I look over at him sleeping, he looks like a normal, sane man.
I sit in bed for a while, just thinking. I am in no condition to try and escape again. I know morning sickness doesn’t start until around six weeks of pregnancy so I think I am around a month and a half along now, maybe more. Definitely no condition for running through the forest at high speeds. I make a mental note to talk to Damien tomorrow about seeing a doctor. I lay awake for another hour before my eyes start to feel heavy and I give in to the fatigue.
✽✽✽
 
“Good morning, sunshine.” a voice wakes me. I turn over and look at Damien as he stands next to my bed with a tray in his hands. The smell of bacon lures me to a sitting position, it smells wonderful.
When I'm sitting comfortably, Damien places the tray on my lap. Bacon, eggs, sausage and beans stare back at me and my stomach makes a horrific sound. I laugh, embarrassed for some reason and look at Damien out the corner of my eye, he’s staring at me with a smile on his face. I quickly pick up the fork and shovel a pile of beans into my mouth, ignoring the man standing next to me.
“I thought we could watch some movies today. What do you think?” he asks when I'm finished eating. It's not like I have a choice in the matter.
“Sure, sounds good.” I reply and wipe my mouth with a napkin before pushing the tray away.
“You can take a shower if you like.” my head swings around at his words, unable to form words, I sit there and gawk at him.
“Really?” I ask in case I heard wrong. He simply nods his head and walks out the room.
I'm stunned. This is the first time I have been allowed to shower since I was brought here, normally I am given a bucket with hot water in and a semi used cloth. I decide not to waste any time, I don’t want him changing his mind. I jump up and race to the bathroom.
It’s a room I have never been in before. I like it. The dark, log walls of the cabin complements the white, stone tiled floor, a dark and very fluffy piece of nicely shaped carpet sits in the middle of the room. On one side is a large, dark wood bath with a white tub, and on the wall next to that is a double vanity sink unit in the same dark wood. A shower stands in the other corner, large white towels line the shelves on the wall and a collection of toiletries are scattered next to the sink.
I smile to myself and close the door. I think I’ll have a bath instead, this is the perfect opportunity to relax and unwind.
As I put the plug in and turn the water on full, I have a look at what kind of bubble bath Damien has, I see Dove and two more brands, one smells of spices and the other smells woodsy. I notice a lavender scented bath soak at the back and pick it up. This is perfect. I pour some in the bath which is now filling with steaming hot water and get undressed. 
Once the bath is ready, I step inside, the water is just the right temperature to wash away the dirt and my worries, my almost healed back stings slightly at the clean, hot water.
I stay in the bath for 20 minutes. It was the most peaceful I have felt in so long and my body feels invigorated. I curse as I realise that I forgot to bring clean clothes in with me, so after I have washed my hair, I wrap a towel tightly around my body and quickly make my way back to the bedroom.
Thankfully, Damien is on the sofa watching TV, I don’t know how he would react to seeing me in just a towel. I get back to my cage and pull the dressing screen that Damien had bought and place it against the cage. At least I don’t have to worry about him seeing my body again.
I dress in a pair of jeans with a t-shirt and hoodie on, slip on some fluffy socks and make my way to the living room feeling a lot happier than I probably should.




CHAPTER 32
 


I sit down on the sofa and tuck my feet underneath my body as Damien decides what movie to put on. He ends up choosing Shaun of the Dead this time and I can’t help but laugh and roll my eyes at his dorkiness. He turns to smile at me, which I return very briefly, before settling back and pressing play.
Damien gets up and makes us a bowl of popcorn a few minutes in. When he comes back, he places the large bowl in the middle of the sofa so it sits between us.
I have never watched Shaun of the Dead before, or any zombie movies in fact. I watch with interest. It is hilarious.
I absentmindedly reach over to grab a handful of popcorn, only to stop when my hand touches something else. I look over and see that Damien has also reached for a handful and our hands are in the bowl together, touching.
“Sorry.” I say quietly, I blush slightly and quickly remove my hand, focusing on the movie.
Halfway through the movie and I zone out, my mind is too busy running around. Of course, it’s about Damien again. Things are clearly changing. I am no longer scared or rebellious in being held here anymore, I am feeling more at home everyday, if it weren’t for the cage in the bedroom, anyone would think we just spending time together in a cabin in the middle of nowhere, and that I weren’t being held here against my will.
Honestly, am I really a captive anymore? Technically yes, I am, I have no doubt in my mind that if I tried to escape again Damien would catch me and hurt me. If I weren’t pregnant though, would I even be trying still?
I realise that if I weren’t pregnant then none of this would even be happening. I would probably still be in the basement chained to the wall or chained up in my tiny cage and he would still be trying to touch me and pretending that we’re a happy family.
What’s even worse? My feelings are changing. Yes, I still hate him, but I no longer see him as the mad maniac who kidnapped me. Now I see a lonely man, who just needs someone to love.
If I weren’t pregnant, then my feelings towards Damien probably wouldn’t have started to change. I have no doubt now that I would definitely be trying to escape still.
“I got you a present.” Damien’s voice brings me out of my thoughts. I notice the movie is over and I wonder how long I was zoned out for.
“Huh?” I say. He’s holding a small, long box in his hand. Where did that come from?
I take the box from his hand and stare at it. I realise that it’s the same kind of box he used to send me the roses. Why would he get me a gift? Is it because I’m pregnant? He keeps staring at me so I slowly lift the lid and look inside.
Sitting on a silk cushion, is a charm bracelet. The charms are mostly books, I do love to read, but a closer look reveals charms with small photos in. I gasp as I see my family staring back at me. A single charm holds one photo. There is one of my mum, another shows my dad, another is of Cleo, and even Karen, who I haven’t spoken to for a long time, has her own photo. I notice there isn’t a photo of Toby and I wonder if that’s intentional.
I think again about my family and how much I miss them. I can’t believe It has only been two and a half months since I was taken. It feels like longer. 
Tears spring to my eyes and without a word, I go back to my cage and close the door, locking myself in, I know he can easily open it but hopefully he gets the message. I sit in the corner behind the screen and sob quietly.
When my tears have run out and I can’t cry any more, I look again at the photos. I should hate it, but instead, I love it. Now, I have a way to see them, to pretend they are here. Maybe it won’t be so bad.
“DAMIEN!” I shout and a few seconds later he appears in the doorway. I show him the bracelet which now sits on my wrist and smile slightly, “Thank you.” I tell him. He nods his head and smiles, almost as if embarrassed and comes to open my door.
For the rest of the day we watch more movies. At dinner, we sit at the table in silence.
I decide to sleep early tonight, to escape the awkwardness between us. After going to the bathroom and changing into some pyjamas, I climb into bed and close my eyes. I don’t dream that night but I do sleep the best I have in months.
✽✽✽
 
The next day when I wake, I decide it’s time to talk to Damien about going to see a doctor. Things have changed between us now so I hope he will be more reasonable.
After dressing, I find him in the kitchen making breakfast. I take a deep breath and walk towards him. “Damien. Can I talk to you?” I ask. He turns around and smiles.
“Good morning.” he says with a smile, “What's up?” he asks.
Another deep breath. “Well, as you know, I'm pregnant.” he beams at this but lets me talk. “Well, I was just wondering if you would take me to see a doctor?” I ask, sheepishly.
The smile disappears from his face and is replaced with a frown. I can see the struggle in his eyes, he knows I need a doctor but he doesn’t want me to be found, doesn’t want me to be taken away from him.
“OK. You can see a doctor.” he says after a few minutes. I'm frozen in shock as he walks out the kitchen, a minute later and he walks out the cabin. I can't believe it. Is he seriously going to take me to see someone? A grin spreads across my face as I go to the sofa, I peek out the window and see Damien on his phone, talking to someone on the other end.
I sit down and pick out a DVD to watch. Damien has disconnected the TV channels, he doesn’t want me to watch any TV anymore in case I see anything about me on there and it causes me to act out, same with the landline, that was disconnected when I was allowed to be free around the cabin so I don’t try and call anyone. That only leaves me with the DVD player for decent entertainment. I only read my books and use the colouring books that Damien got me for when I want to relax.
For the rest of the day I’m in such a happy mood. As soon as Damien takes me to see a doctor, that will be my chance to escape.
Since Damien is busy, it is up to me to cook dinner, something I have been allowed to do lately, as long as it doesn't include anything sharp. I have never cooked before so I do something simple, a tuna and sweetcorn pasta with mayonnaise, perfect to eat hot or cold.
After dinner, we watch more movies until it’s late. I end up falling asleep on the sofa a few hours later and Damien carries me to bed.




CHAPTER 33
 


The next day, Damien spends most of the day talking on the phone again, outside the cabin so I can’t hear what he’s saying. Hopefully, it’s about my appointment. I still don’t know where we are so I don’t know how long we would have to travel, I hope it’s not too far.
As I get further along in my pregnancy, Damien insists that I stay off my feet, but I have gotten tired of watching TV and reading all day so with nothing else to do, I start cleaning, it’s a good job we don’t use chemicals to clean.
At dinner time, Damien finally comes inside to start cooking. “Good news.” he announces, as he stands in front of me. I look at him and wait, hopeful that it’s good news for me and not him. “You are seeing a doctor tomorrow afternoon.” he tells me then heads into the kitchen.
“Really?” I ask with a huge smile on my face. Damien nods his head and starts to prepare the dinner.
I lift my arm and look at the bracelet that sits on my wrist, my family looks back at me. I’ll be home soon.
Tonight, we have spaghetti and meatballs and my stomach doesn’t stop growling until I have finished three servings. Afterwards, I lean back in my chair, feeling too stuffed to move. Damien ends up carrying me to my bed when I fall asleep not soon after and I sleep right through the night.
When I wake the next morning, I remember today’s the day I see a doctor. With a little hop, I jump in the shower and wash my body and hair then quickly jump out. I dress in a pair of jeans and a nice top then I brush out my long hair, which now sits on my hips, I make a note to get it cut as soon as I can.
When I am dressed, I look around the room and decide against taking anything with me. I don’t want to have anything that he gave me. Reluctantly, I remove the bracelet from around my wrist and place it on top of the drawers. Then, with a smile, I go into the living room where I find Damien sitting on the sofa watching TV, in his pyjamas.
“I'm ready.” I say, confused. Why isn’t he dressed?
“What for?” he asks and turns to look at me, taking in my appearance he raises a brow. “What are you all dressed up for?”
Still confused I tell him, “You said we were going to see a doctor today.”
He laughs and stands up to face me. “I never said that.” He laughs some more and my stomach drops, did I misunderstand what he said yesterday? “I said you were seeing a doctor, I never said you were going anywhere.” he comes over and puts a hand on my shoulder. “Do you really think that I would risk letting you out into the world and risk someone seeing you and taking you away from me? I can't have that.” he shakes his head and disappears into the kitchen.
I have no words for how I feel right now, my heart feels like it has been stabbed a thousand times over and I start to feel nauseous. This was my only chance of freedom. My feelings towards Damien may have changed, I have accepted that now but that doesn’t mean that I want to be stuck here in this cabin forever. I run back into the bedroom and lock myself in my cage, only then do I let the tears fall.
I sob for hours, I should have known that Damien wouldn’t have taken me anywhere, it was wishful thinking and I was too naive. That was why he has been on the phone all day for the past two days, he was probably looking for some criminal to come look at me and my baby. I shiver at the thought of yet another stranger, a bad guy, touching my body. My stomach turns and I have to grab my bucket.
✽✽✽
 
A couple of hours pass before I hear a knock on the door. My heart leaps thinking it’s someone here to rescue me but my mind shuts it down. It’s only my ‘doctor'.
A few minutes later and Damien walks into the room with a woman following behind him. To my surprise it’s the blonde, Russian lady that was at Dante's warehouse last year. I swallow the lump that forms in my throat as she looks at me with a toothy grin, she hasn’t changed at all. I didn’t know she had evaded the police back then. I am glad, however, no matter how twisted it may seem, that it’s not a complete stranger who will be looking at me.
“Hello again, little girl.” she says to me then turns to Damien, “Here will be fine.” Damien nods his head and opens the cage door.
I am sitting on the bed while the lady, who has brought all kinds of medical equipment with her, does some tests on me. So far, I have done a urine test, a blood test and a breast exam and now she is typing some stuff on her laptop.
I learn that my doctors name is Katenka and that she is actually a real nurse, or was a nurse before she became a criminal. Katenka had attended nursing school when she first came to the UK many, many years ago but then she got mixed up with the bad guys and now she is a nurse for them. At least I don’t have to worry about any infections or anything since Katenka takes her job very seriously and doesn’t allow for mistakes to be made.
Another hour passes and I have gone through a full physical exam. I have also had my first ultrasound exam and I am waiting for my photo, which I should get in a few minutes. Katenka said the results of all the other tests will come back in a few hours. She walks out the room then to talk to Damien, who is pacing around the living room because he was kicked out of the bedroom until the exam was over.
While I wait, I decide to have another shower to wash away the feeling of being pricked and prodded. I stand under the spray, my mind still numb from the realisation of possibly being stuck here in this cabin. My only reason to keep going is my baby, she will keep me strong.
Some time later, Damien walks in the room, he tells me that Katenka has left and will come back in a month for another round of tests. He tells me that my tests all came back fine but I am a little malnourished. “I wonder why.” I laugh to myself. His eyes narrow but he doesn’t say anything, instead he takes something out of his pocket and hands it to me.
I take whatever it is from his outstretched hand and turn it over. Immediately my eyes water as tears threaten to spill and a smile works its way onto my face. On the small piece of photo paper, is the first image of my baby.




CHAPTER 34
 


She’s beautiful, I think to myself as I look at the photo in my hand. I’ve been looking at it for over an hour now and I couldn’t possibly get tired of doing so. I say ‘she’ because I hope for a little girl. Growing up I had always pictured myself holding my little girl, spoiling her rotten and having the perfect relationship, you know the kind where you’re also best friends? I want to give her the world.
Damien comes into the room then, he must have gone out because he’s carrying a bag from some market. “Here, I got you some food that you’re supposed to eat when you’re pregnant.” he says quietly then stands there awkwardly. I watch him and it makes me wonder if he has ever been around a pregnant woman before. It also makes me remember that I don’t even know how old he is.
“Damien, how old are you?” I ask him before I can even think about it.
He looks surprised by my question but he still answers, “I’m 27. Why?” he asks.
“Just curious.” I shrug. Wow. He’s younger than I thought, I had assumed he was much older, now I’m starting to wonder how he got mixed up with Dante but I know better than to ask about that, that would just make him angry. A few minutes later and he walks out the room, leaving me alone again.
I look into the bag he placed next to me. Inside are some oranges, pears and bananas as well as yoghurts, nutrient rich cereals and whole-wheat bread as well as some bottles of water.
A smile appears on my face, I am grateful that Damien had gotten these. According to Katenka, I am malnourished and I don’t want to risk losing my baby. I take a yoghurt from the bag along with a plastic spoon and open it up. When the little tub is empty, I throw it in the bin and head into the living room.
As usual, Damien is sitting on the sofa watching TV. I sit next to him and hand him the small photo. “Keep it. I have one.” he says. I have to remember that although how it happened was a terrible event, this is still his baby too and he is just as excited about it as I am. I vow right there and then that I won’t be one of those people who doesn’t let someone see their child.
I look back at Damien and see him looking at his own copy of the photo. The look of adoration in his eyes is enough to melt even the coldest of hearts and a genuine smile forms on my face.
“I am hoping for a girl.” I tell him. He turns to look at me and he too smiles a genuine smile.
“I’ve always wanted a daughter.” he says, “I would treat her like a princess.”
I decide I have to ask the question that is burning inside me. “Damien.” I pause, “Do you have any other children?” I watch as he frowns before turning to me.
He seems to sense what I’m trying to ask and I know he answers truthfully. “No.” he says, “This will be my first.” he sighs before continuing. “Tayla, I want you to know that I haven’t done this before. What I’ve done to you, I mean. I’m sorry.” he seems genuinely remorseful by his actions and my heart swells further for him.
“Why did you do it?” I have to ask.
He closes his eyes for a minute and a look of pain crosses his face. “I don’t know.” he says, “When I first saw you last year, you were so beautiful. I had never seen someone so beautiful. You were so strong and fearless yet so innocent.”
I scoot closer to him and put my hand on his, I look in his eyes and see a single tear slide down his face before he quickly wipes it away. “I’m not saying I forgive you,” I tell him, “I don’t think I ever can, but we can move past it. For our baby.” in my heart, I know I mean it. I will never forgive him for taking me from my family but I also believe it when he said he had never taken another girl before. His only crimes are working for Dante. I believe it when he said he felt a connection with me, and although there is a 10-year age gap, under different circumstances, I may have felt it too, he is young and attractive and I'm not blind.
I get pulled out of my thoughts when Damien kisses me suddenly. He holds my head in his hands while his lips move against mine. This kiss is different then the ones he has forced on me in the past though, this kiss is soft and gentle.
It does something to me, makes me feel something inside.
Surprised, I pull back and cover my mouth. “What are you doing?” I gasp.
“I'm sorry.” If possible, he looks distraught by my actions rather than his own. I calm my nerves and take a deep breath, then I stand and head into the bedroom, telling Damien I need some space.
✽✽✽
 
I sit on my bed and try to sort out my thoughts and feelings. Damien has changed and I find myself starting to feel more attracted to him. I no longer see a monster, now I see a man who is happy to have a family of his own. I find myself wanting to get close to him, to peel back his layers and discover who he really is.
I sigh as I look at my belly. Can we really be a happy family? Nobody would understand, they wouldn’t accept my decision but I think we can.
I also realise that even if I do decide to stay with Damien, that would mean staying in hiding forever. If we went back into the real world, the police would take him for sure, he was part of a sex trafficking ring after all. What would that mean for our baby. She would grow up never experiencing life. She wouldn’t go to school, make friends or get her own happily ever after.
I spend the rest of the night going over and over solutions to make everyone happy. I still have nothing when I sleep a few hours later.
A few days pass. I have now been here for three months but it feels like a lifetime. I feel like I have come up with a solution to stay together, as a family. I don’t like it, I’m pretty sure it will make me a criminal but I am willing to pay the price so my baby has the perfect family.
I spend the next couple of days going over my plan. I want to make sure I truly want this. That I won’t regret it later on. Damien wants to be in her life and I want my baby to have two parents. It’s not logical, it’s crazy and wrong but I don’t care, I want a happy family, no matter how screwed up it may be.
On one hand, there's my parents, my friends, everyone back home. Could I leave them? Cleo would understand, she would just want the gossip. Then there’s Toby, I sigh as I think of him, he wouldn’t understand, he would think I was being stupid, he would beg me to stay with him. My parents are a completely different matter. They want me home and safe with them. They wouldn’t want me around such a monster. They would make sure he got locked away.
On the other hand, I want to make sure that my baby always has both of her parents around and that we are there for her, no matter what. She may not know the whole truth about the situation but she would be happy.
Then there’s Damien. The age gap isn’t the best but that doesn’t matter. I have grown to like him a lot over the past few weeks. He is handsome, thoughtful and protective and, given time, I know I could grow to love him. He wants the best for his family and he’s willing to do whatever it takes to get it.
My mind is made up and I am happy with my choice, although not everybody will think the same. I put a hand on my stomach and think of my baby. I can imagine the three of us growing up together, always happy.




CHAPTER 35
 


“You want to do what?” Damien asks. We are sitting on the sofa while I tell him my plan.
“Flee the country.” I tell him. He looks at me, somewhat dubiously and I don’t blame him. “Look, we both know that the moment we step back into the city, you will get arrested. I don’t want my baby growing up without a father.” I tell him. We both know it’s true, no matter how much he tries to evade the police, he will get caught someday.
He thinks it over for the rest of the day but in the end, he agrees, “I think I can get what we need.” he says, “Are you sure you want to do this? You won’t ever be able to go home again.” he asks me again.
I have wondered myself if I could go without seeing my parents again, whether I could leave my life behind. I wouldn’t be able to have my dream job and I wouldn’t be able to see my friends again. However, I know in time, I could learn to accept it, to live a new life and make new friends. I have also planned to get a note to my parents at some point, telling them that I'm OK, I'm hoping it will give me some kind of closure.
A few hours later after discussing everything about the plan, from places to go, how to get there and what to do when we are there, we finally agree to do it, for our baby.
We decide to do it during my second trimester to lessen the risk of any problems arising. Damien has been on the phone all afternoon arranging a meeting with some of his contacts. I have been in the bedroom packing a bag to take with me. I only pack my clothes, Damien says we can buy anything else that we need when we arrive at our new home.
We have decided to go to Cuba, Damien has some old friends there who can help us out and help him find work, illegal work of course but we will be fugitives so I can’t really complain.
A couple of weeks later, Damien goes to meet his contact to get the documents we need to live a happy life in Cuba. He also tells me that he has many offshore bank accounts each containing around £1million, so we don't have to worry about money.
While Damien is out, I write a letter to my parents, telling them I am safe. I don’t go into too much detail about where I am or anything, I don't tell them I’m pregnant, only that they shouldn’t look for me anymore. I know they will be devastated and scared of what I mean but I have no choice. Damien and my baby are my family now as well. I have arranged for the letter to be delivered to a post office in another city so it can’t be traced back here, after that it will be sent to my parent’s address. I put a stamp on it and leave it on the table by the door.
✽✽✽
 
I have learnt that I’m in Wales, close to Claerwen valley. Surrounded by thick trees with nothing around for miles, I now doubt if I would have been rescued.
Damien had unblocked the TV a couple of days ago so I can now watch TV. I am doing that now while I wait for him to get back. I am flicking through the channels and stop on the news when a report comes on about me. The news reporter tells me that the local police are slowly losing hope of finding me alive and even though my parents refuse to give up, the police are bringing the investigation to a halt, making it a cold case.
Another news report tells me that more young girls have gone missing over the last few months and my mind automatically pictures Dante, back in the game, in another warehouse in the middle of nowhere, with a new load of goons to do his dirty work. I pray that’s not the case and the girls are found unharmed.
Lately, I have been thinking about the events of last year. I think about Susan and how her family never got her back. I wonder if all the girls are safe now and how their lives are playing out for them. I hope they are happy.
I have also been thinking about Dante. I wonder if he is still out there hiding away somewhere, with the number of young girls that his men take, getting higher and higher each month. I think about the sadist men who came to leer at us, did they eventually get caught too?
I know there will always be another Dante somewhere out in the world and that young girls will always go missing, I just hope that my girls are safe with their families.
When Damien gets back a couple hours later, he hands me my new papers that show my new identity. He also tells me that when the baby is born, we can arrange to meet someone in Cuba who can make some papers for the baby.
Before we leave, Damien says we need to change appearances so we won't be recognised, he then holds up a bottle of dark hair dye. I touch my blonde hair protectively and sigh. I grab the dye from his outstretched hand and grab a pair of scissors, then I head into the bathroom.
When the right amount of time has passed to allow the dye to set, I quickly wash and dry my hair and then I reluctantly look at myself in the mirror. I gasp softly, I hardly recognise myself, my dark brown hair now sits on my shoulders and is thick to touch. I actually smile at how good I look.
I head back into the living room to find Damien rubbing a towel against his newly dyed hair. Hair that was once dark as night, is now a light brown and he actually looks amazing.
Without a word, we grab our bags and head outside. Damien must have gotten a new car because his car is gone, and a different one now sits in its place. With one last look back at the place I have called home for only three months, I climb into the passenger side of the car and when Damien is ready, we are off.
Apparently, in a couple of hours, Damien has arranged for one of his friends to come and burn the place down. He doesn’t want to risk someone stumbling across the cabin and finding something that can be traced back to us.
We drive down to Milford Marina in Pembrokeshire, which takes just over two hours. When we get there, the waterfront is bustling with people. I see a cute baby shop called, Little Things and I can’t help but go through the small white door.
Inside, there are clothes, tiny shoes, blankets, and more. I browse quickly and end up buying a beautiful beige knitted blanket with stars on, as well as a small brown teddy bear and a vintage silver rattle, my baby’s first belongings.
Once I’m back outside to where Damien is waiting, I show him what I bought. “They’re perfect.” he tells me with a smile.
We watch the crowd for a minute before we get to business. “So, what now?” I ask. I know nothing of what’s happening today.
“We need to find a boat called The Hawk.” Damien tells me. I learn that The Hawk is owned by a man who goes by the name Voss,
he used to work with Damien years ago and is well known for poaching the Hawksbill turtle to sell on the black market.
It takes a few minutes before I spot the small, worn-out boat at the far end of the dock. “There.” I point. Without wasting a breath, Damien grabs my hand and pulls me through the crowd.




CHAPTER 36
 


Voss is a tall, dark man, with long black hair, hard features and calculating eyes. He wears loose, dark jeans and a dark T-shirt with a long, dark coat. There are no distinguishing marks and his eyes shift sideways every couple of seconds watching for trouble. I can tell he is a pro at what he does.
I stand to the side while Damien and Voss talk quietly. The crowd around us oblivious to our activities.
While I wait, I decide to people watch. There’s an elderly couple sitting on a bench, a young couple trying to fight their way through the crowd in hopes of getting a table at one of the many busy places to eat, and a woman sits at a table feeding her hyper children, hoping they won’t embarrass her.
Some people start to look my way as they pass and I start to worry that I will be recognised. I duck my head to try and hide my face and wait for Damien.
“Let's go.” he calls over to me a few minutes later. I make sure that I have my bag and head over to the two men.
“Are we ready to go?” I ask once I get to the boat.
“Tayla, this is Voss.” Damien tells me, “He’s going to be taking us into international waters where a plane waits for us.”
“Nice to meet you.” I say. Voss simply nods once before turning and making his way back onto his boat. I look at Damien and he nudges me forward, with a nod of his head he silently tells me to get on the boat.
We sit in silence as we move across the bumpy waves and I thank the gods that I don’t get sea sick. This is my first time on a boat and I spend the short trip looking over the edge and into the water. Fish of all sizes and colours swim underneath us, leaving a beautiful array of colours and I have to resist the urge to put my hand in the water.
In the distance, a small water plane waits for us and we waste no time in boarding, I notice Damien hand Voss a small yet thick envelope, probably his payment for bringing us here, and then the boat disappears from view.
When we are seated in the small passenger area, the pilot gives us a nod and after making sure we know the safety procedures, we are ready to take off.
✽✽✽
 
It takes around nine hours to get to Cuba by plane and to pass the time I decide now is the best time to look at my new documents. Damien had told me that we can’t use our real names, not if we don’t want to be found. I take the white envelope that Damien had given me earlier out of my bag and open it up. I take a deep breath before pulling out its contents.
Aleyna Addams, 19 years old, named after her great-grandmother who lived in Havana in the 1920s. Her parents moved to England when she was two years old. They lived outside of London where she attended a small community college to study Earth Science. Her parents had been killed in a car accident when she was 18. After college, Aleyna decided to move back to her parent’s birthplace to reconnect with her heritage.

 
That is my story now. I am Aleyna Addams. I memorize the background information. I am grateful that Damien had put a science background in my identity, that way if I ever chose to, I can get a job, probably one that pays under the table, in the field that I have always wanted to do.
Also in the envelope is a Cuban birth certificate, a British passport, as well as a Cuban passport (both have an image of me with my new hair style and colour) and documents saying I have permanent residency in Cuba. There is also a fake death certificate for my fake parents. I learn Damien also has a new name, Victor Martinez.
I see my reflection in the window and I don’t even recognise myself anymore. I sigh as I think to myself, I hope I haven’t made a huge mistake doing this.
We still have a few hours before we land so I decide to get some sleep and hopefully, in a few hours, any doubts I have will have disappeared. With a quick word to Damien, I put my chair in the recline position and close my eyes.
I dream of my parents. They are standing in a field, crying in each other’s arms. Then I come up behind them holding my daughter. When they spot us, they leap for joy but they disappear before I can reach them, leaving just me and my daughter.
My eyes open and I look around. It's getting dark and I figure we must be close to landing. I think of the dream I just had and a part of me feels bad for keeping their grandchild away from them but it’s for the best. They wouldn’t understand the feelings I have for Damien or how I could allow him near her.
“We land in ten minutes, make sure you both are strapped in.” the pilot shouts back to us. I stretch and rub my eyes so I’m fully awake. Then I look over at Damien who is looking at me with a worried look on his face.
“Are you sure you want to do this? Last chance to back out.” when we had talked about doing this, he had suggested that only he flee the country and I go home to my parents, that he would find a way to come back somehow so he could catch a glimpse of his child. I couldn’t agree to that though, what kind of life would that be, for him and our child. I don’t want to have to explain to my daughter why her father isn’t around. I don’t want her to hate him.
“I’m sure.” I tell him and I see him sigh in relief, “Let’s do this.” 
“You won’t regret it. I promise.” he says and kisses the top of my head.
A few minutes later and we brace for landing. We have landed close to the ferry terminals in Havana. Damien assures me that we have permission to land and that he has friends in high places here. That calms my nerves a little, I was worried that we would land and immediately get arrested by the local police for entering a country illegally and then being found out to be fugitives.
Damien talks to the pilot for a minute and then the small plane takes off again and we are left alone. “What now?” I ask, looking around the harbour.
“Now, we find our home.” Damien tells me, again he grabs my hand and starts to pull me through the small crowd of people and into our new lives.




EPILOGUE
 


“Mummy?” Five-year-old Maria Martinez yells as she skips over to me from across the lawn and jumps into my lap.
“Yes, sweetheart?” I smile, wrapping my arms around her shoulders and peering at her beautiful face.
“When is Daddy coming home?” she asks resting her head on my shoulder and looking up at me with her big, green eyes.
“Soon, baby.” I kiss the top of her head. A couple of minutes later and she’s asleep. I stand up from the chair I’m sitting in and take her inside the house.
As I walk slowly through the hallway and up the stairs, I glance at the photos that hang on the walls. There’s a photo of me holding a baby Maria in my arms just minutes after she was born. There’s one of Damien asleep in the rocking chair that sits in the corner of the room when it was a nursery, holding a sleeping Maria in his arms. There are many photos that range the years from ages one to five, from visits to the beach, birthday parties, Halloween costumes, Christmas and more.
One photo that shows Maria dressed as an angel and Damien dressed as Santa takes me back to the first Christmas Damien and I spent together. 
It was five months after we came to Cuba and we had just settled into the house after we had finished buying all of the furniture. We hadn’t even realised it was Christmas until some younger children had knocked on the door and started singing carols. When we were alone once more, we had agreed that even though we still had a few months to go, this Christmas would be all about buying things for the baby. Later I discover that he had already planned a special evening for the two of us. 
That was the night he proposed. 
It was also the night we made love for the first time.
I reach the top of the stairs, turn right and open the first door I come to. Inside, the walls are a pale pink, the carpet is white and toys are scattered all over the floor.
I tiptoe over the landmine of squeaky animals and talking dolls and finally reach the small bed that sticks out from the wall. I pull back the covers and carefully lay Maria down, then I take off her shoes and pull the covers back over her sleeping form. She turns into a comfortable position and nestles into the pillow.
I smile as I watch her for a few minutes. I think back to the day she was born; Damien and I were just getting into bed one night when my water broke. I was completely calm while Damien was in full panic mode. He had spent the past few months reading book after book on how to properly care for a new born as well as delivering a baby. I laugh quietly to myself as I remember the look on his face when he had watched the videos of women giving birth. When Maria was born eight hours later at 7 am, the earth had stood still. She was perfect, an angel sent down from the heavens. She got her dark hair from Damien and her big, green eyes from me.
Movement behind me brings my attention back to the present. I turn slightly and see Damien standing in the doorway. After almost six years together, he still takes my breath away when I see him. The years have been good to him. His hair is back to his original dark brown, he has slight stubble on his chin and he has gotten a slight tan, hours spent working out has defined his muscles.
He steps inside the room and quietly makes his way over to the bed. He kisses his sleeping daughter before grabbing my hand and pulling me out of the room, closing the door behind us. “Hey, beautiful.” he says quietly and kisses me.
“Hey, handsome.” I smile at him as we make our way back downstairs. “How was your day?” I ask as we cuddle up on the sofa. 
My eyes are drawn to the large portrait photo that hangs on the wall above the fireplace. It is mine and Damien’s wedding portrait. We had gotten married shortly after Maria was born, in a small church in the city centre. It was the second best day of my life. In the photo I am wearing a simple, halter neck gown and Damien wears a black tux with a red bowtie and matching pocket square.
We still use our aliases, I took Damien’s fake last name when we got married. I am now Aleyna Martinez. It’s also the name we gave to Maria. Together we are the Martinez family.
“It was alright.” he says. He doesn’t go on anymore, he knows that I don’t want to know the details of his job.
Damien works for Carlos, the head of the local mob and an old friend of his. He does all kinds of jobs, from being a runner, which means delivering the goods and collecting payment, to being the hitman, which means he takes out anyone who doesn’t pay.
“How was your day?” he asks, resting his head on top of mine.
“It was great.” I tell him, “Maria and her friends went to the club.” Club De Ninos is a large building in the middle of town just for kids. It’s the place where parents drop their children off to have a day to themselves. “And I went shopping with the girls.” Tatiana, Lisandra, Gabriela and Adriana have been like sisters to me ever since we came to Cuba. Their husbands also work for Carlos so we stick together, sometimes it can be hard having a husband who works for someone so dangerous. They helped me settle into the neighbourhood, helped me with all aspects of my pregnancy and showed me the best places to go shopping, eating and dancing. We hang out together almost every day and have a girl’s night every Friday. They all have children of their own and they are all friends with Maria.
They all know our secret of course, that we fled the UK after Damien had kidnapped me and I had learnt I was pregnant. A few of the girls we know are in similar situations.
Nobody judges you here and that is why I love it here so much.
My eyes catch the envelope that sits on the table. I had opened it earlier and read its contents, I give it to Damien so he can look at it too. It is a report from one of Damien’s friends back in England. It’s a report on my parents. After we arrived in Cuba, I learnt that my parents had received my letter and were distraught. They continued their search for me for another three years before giving up because they had no leads. The report tells me how they are, health-wise and what they’ve been doing with their life. I miss them a lot and wish I could talk to them, to tell them I’m happy. I especially wish I could tell them about Maria, but then I'm reminded that our family would be split up if anyone knew.
We soon make our way up to bed after talking about our life in Cuba. I have an amazing husband and a beautiful little girl, who has the life I dreamed for her. I have friends who are there when I need them. I can honestly say that I don’t regret making the choice to come here.
The End




Want to leave a review?
If you enjoyed reading Taken, please take a few minutes to leave a review, either on Goodreads or Amazon. It will be greatly appreciated.
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