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Dedication
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To my loyal readers ... you’re back, you gluttons for romance. I love you for it.

To my new readers ... welcome! 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: Prologue- Once Upon a Monster...
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*Thelma*

“Rosehip seed oil will make your skin glow while the lavender oil will make you smell great,” Hilda says as she rubs the mysterious oils onto my skin. I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror that’s close by and grimace. I know the elderly woman is only trying to help, but I am already looking like a generously basted turkey.

“Are you sure I won’t slip out of his grasp?” I ask. She throws her head back and laughs.

“Not at all. Since long ago, women have always prepped themselves with the finest essential oils,” she replies.

I nod. I wonder if I should tell her my fear that I might slide off Kyle’s huge four-poster bed. Not that it was a bad thing, as I honestly wanted nothing but to run away from this distressing situation.

She takes a silk gown and helps me put it on. Although the gown's length is up to my feet, and covers most of my nude body, I still feel naked. I wish I could put on some type of underwear, but when Hilda caught me trying to put on panties after my bath, she had stopped me.

“My Lord will not be happy struggling with unnecessary clothes. You need to be ready for him,” she had said with a wink.

What had I gotten myself into? Was it too late to run? This wasn’t the agreement I had signed up for, but I have no other choice. I must will myself to do this.

Hilda leads me to the enormous bedroom that is dim except for the moonlight pouring in through the window.

“My Lord will be with you shortly. Good luck,” she says before turning to leave.

I could swear there was a hint of excitement in her voice. Well, why wouldn’t she be excited? She wasn’t the one about to give her virginity to a man who had barely said three words to her since meeting.

I sit on the bed and feel my oily skin sticking to the silk material of the gown. I literally feel like a pig ready for the grilling. I’m not shining like a diamond, but rather like I just took a dip in a tub of lip gloss. I don’t know much about sex–being a virgin at twenty-one after all–but, I wonder if this is what would be considered alluring.

Just then the door bursts open and Kyle marches in. He glances at me and dismisses my presence so fast that I feel slightly hurt. Maybe I was just too shiny and he was blinded by my mere radiance.

“Why are you wearing that gown?” he barks as he takes off his watch and rings and places them on a dressing table. I can smell an alluring sandalwood scent coming from him. 

“I...I....” It feels like my whole vocabulary bank has just dried up.

“Take it off,” he commands.

I stand up and with shaky hands remove the gown that is now pathetically clad onto my oily skin.

He unbuttons his shirt exposing a muscular chest speckled with blonde hair. As he slides it off his shoulders, I can’t help but marvel at his biceps, which look like they were sculpted by the gods on the day of their best mood.

I sit back on the bed, and can’t help but shiver as a chill runs through my body.

“Are you cold?” he asks.

His voice sounds more irritated than concerned. I want to snap back at him and say, “As if you care,” but bite my inner cheeks to keep my saucy remark in check.

“Could we just get this over and done with?” I ask.

He gives me a look over and smirks. “Ahh, she talks.”

Kyle walks over and stands in front of me. He is still in his jeans and I wonder if I should also ask him why he is still dressed. It’s unfair for me to be in my birthday suit, while he looks down at me with his gorgeous steel gray eyes, still with his trousers on.

As his eyes roam over my body, I can’t help but feel self-aware. I bring my knees together and evade my eyes from his chest.

He brings his leg forward and presses it between my knees. I find them coming apart to grant him access. I can hear his breathing getting louder as he regards me.

His hand comes down to caress the side of my face. His touch sends electric waves throughout my body, and I feel anger at how my body is reacting to this monster.

I can feel his hand move down to my neck and then my shoulders. He pushes me ever so slightly further down onto the bed. I lie on my back as I try to fight the wet pool forming between my thighs.

Kyle leans in, meets my eyes directly, and declares, "I'm about to make you feel so fantastic, and I can't wait to savor every drop that results from what I'm going to do to you."

I gulp. Either it’s a promise of good things to come, or he’s going to eat me alive. With this man, it’s difficult to know.

He gently glides down my chest, tracing a path with the tip of his tongue along my oiled body. He stops at my belly button and begins sucking, while flicking his tongue in and out. I enjoy the experience, but I detest how my body reacts to him.

He eventually descends to the promised land and takes a deep breath. My lady V feels soaked, like she's ready to be taken and ravaged. As Kyle grazes my engorged pleasure palace, he drops tiny sucking kisses around the border of my devil's doorbell, igniting me. 

Because of the build-up in me, I am wriggling with delight while under his sway. He steps back a little and blows a warm, moist breath upon my happy button. I gasp with uncontrollable need as he appears to be toying with me.

I find it paradoxical since I enjoy the build-up and the tease, but also want to push him away and flee for the hills.

I can’t let him see how good he is making me feel; I don’t want to inflate his already bulging ego, or from judging by the tent that has formed in his trousers, his bulging manhood for that matter. I close my eyes and will myself to remain still. I bite my bottom lip, and tense my legs.

Kyle rapidly licks and sucks his way down my folds. He moves beneath my devil's cave and toward the bottom as he draws more blood to my erogenous zone like a sorcerer. When he finally reaches the top, he slows down and firmly slides his tongue inside me. I feel as though time is moving slowly.

Despite being on fire, I struggle against the alluring feelings. His tongue makes direct contact with my happy button, disappears under it, and curls up the shaft. I struggle to resist it as I arch my back in total consent. When I try to speak, nothing comes out.

I bury him there by ramming my hips into his face, the reaction feeling natural. He begins kissing and sucking while delicately flicking his tongue over the magical areas. The sounds of him devouring every drop just heightens my excitement as my wetness grows by the second. My elation begins to rise.

With the final flick of his tongue, I lose all control. I feel my body quiver as my legs grip either side of his head.

I try to catch my breath. I hate how I just displayed my weakness for this man I have sworn to despise.

“Interesting,” is all he says as he gets up and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand.

“I was just cold,” I lie to him. The shivering was definitely not caused by the temperatures, but I can’t let him know that.

I wait for him to remove his trousers and have his fill of me now. Soon, I will not be a virgin. Instead, he walks over to the huge window that overlooks the gardens and stands there.

The moonlight bathes his golden skin, making him look shinier than my glossy skin. Had he also swam in two bottles of oil perhaps?

“Get up, get dressed and get out,” he barks.

I pause as I wonder if I heard him right. Is he throwing me out? Wasn’t he supposed to take me in the full sense of the word? What had I done wrong?

I should be happy to be given a free pass, but I can’t help the disappointment that envelops me right now.

“Aren’t we supposed to consummate this agreement?” I ask. 

I suddenly feel exposed. I feel used and rejected. What had I done wrong? 

The x-rated porn I had accidentally clicked on and watched in its entirety, while searching for music to download, had shown women quivering just like I had done. It was a mesmerizing scene, and it is still ingrained in my memory; I had made all the right sounds like those women, or so I thought. 

Now he wants me to leave his room as if I disgust him? This is what I wanted...but why did it hurt so bad now?

“Get out, Thelma.” His voice has an air of finality.
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Chapter 2: The Soul Jailer
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*Thelma*

(Three months ago)

“Whenever you are ungrateful for anything you get in this life, remember: Kwaad will come and take your little soul and trap it in the dungeon in his dark castle. He will torture you for the rest of your days!” Uncle Fernandez finishes by raising his hands in the air and waving them around for a dramatic effect.

The four little children sitting around his rocking chair look at him in shocked silence; they look like they have just seen a ghost. Roy looks like he is about to cry.

I chuckle as I put a small bucket under the leaking ceiling. The rain is coming down hard and the old farm house is barely managing to keep us dry.

I straighten my back, trying to stretch my poor muscles that are already worn out after my busy shift at the diner.

“Rest is for the rich!” I whisper my usual mantra to myself to give me some mock courage.

I remember this story giving me sleepless nights and the most vivid nightmares as a child. Kwaad is our family’s ‘Boogeyman.’

“I think they won’t complain about not having a PlayStation again, Uncle,” I laugh. I can’t help but feel bad for the small children.

Every child dreams of having some toys. I can’t blame my little brother and cousins for wanting a PlayStation. The children are left to be content with a few hand me down toys, including some that I picked up for them at garage sales.

Roy suddenly breaks out into loud sobs. I had known it would take one of my uncle’s ‘Kwaad’ story’s to break the little five-year-old. I walk over to my little brother and cradle him as I try to bring the child some solace.

“The little man must stop that whimpering and be of strong courage! Jonathans are not known to be weepy sissies!” Uncle Fernandez barks as he takes out a paper to roll his tobacco in.

‘Neither are they known to be lazy bums mooching on their poor late brother’s widow,’ I think silently. 

“He is just a boy!” I yell, as I continue to comfort Roy.

“From thousands of generations ago, the Jonathans have been known to be fearless fighters! We have stalked and killed monsters, while the world went to be thinking that monsters were only in twisted fairytales and those stupid television shows. We were sought throughout the land whenever trouble arose, and we were paid quite handsomely too!”

I close my eyes and inhale. I am trying my best to bite back the harsh response I have prepared for this man. It’s really hard to keep my cool, but I have to keep reminding myself to respect my elders.

“Uncle, this is a new millennium. All those hunter stories are tales that YOU keep telling us. I have yet to see any of us being hired to hunt whatever monsters you keep referring to. If that were the case, we wouldn’t have to be doing these tedious jobs and getting paid peanuts. Not to mention us having four families living in this six-bedroom farmhouse that seems just about ready to collapse!”

I can hear Uncle Fernandez suck his teeth. “Maybe that is because we eradicated most of the monsters. Except that hybrid, Kwaad! No one can kill him. Part demon, vampire and wolf. Rumor has it he even had a Leviathan transfer some powers to him. Who can defeat such a monster?”

“Nobody! Because such a monster doesn’t exist, Uncle. Now, with all due respect, enough! Let us talk about other stuff. I hear it might be a good idea to plant the black beans this season. There is a factory down in Orange town that pays a lot of money for any farmer that can supply them with some black beans.” I try to change the direction of my uncle’s crazy talks and tales.

Uncle Fernandez ignores me and walks out onto the veranda. The only way to get my uncle to shut up and leave is to talk about doing actual work that mortals do. Some monster slayer he claims to be, yet the idea of work seems to scare him to his very core. Priceless!

I roll my eyes. It’s still raining cats and dogs outside. I wonder if I should warn him about the potential of getting drenched, thus making smoking his tobacco nearly impossible. I open my mouth, but upon second thought, close it, and return to tending to my brother who is now sobbing softly in my arms. Maybe a good soaking would wake Uncle Fernandez up from the make believe fantasy world he has chosen to live in.

Vampires, demons, wolves and hybrids! Now who was the one living in a fictional world? Again, I roll my eyes. I am glad my mother is still working the graveyard shift at the hospital or else she would have said, “If you keep rolling your eyes like that, Thelma, they will get stuck at the back of your head.”

The thing is, I just wish my whole family would actually sit down and discuss profitable ways to get us out of these financial constraints. I am tired of taking on double shifts at the diner just to get food on the table. I shake my head at the depressing thought of how feeding a family of fifteen is so heavily expensive.

Only my mother and myself have jobs, the rest stay at home.

Auntie Maggie is a jovial woman, but I hate that the woman seems content staying at home and having more children. Her husband, Uncle Fernandez, is not working, and their family looks up to Ma and myself for shelter and food.

How could two grown adults be so lazy? They were all capable of going out and searching for jobs, yet even when I tried to get Auntie Maggie a waitressing job at the diner, she always comes up with one excuse or another. She either complains about having a bad knee, thus cannot stand for long periods of time, or because she is pregnant...again.

When Pa passed away twelve years ago, being survived by Ma, Roy and myself, most of our extended family members had come to the farm house to pay their last respects and had simply never left.

I wonder if they assume Pa left a fortune they could all have a piece of, or that they are just taking advantage of Ma’s quiet and kind nature. I wish Ma would grow a spine and ask them to leave. But, since Pa died, Ma has withdrawn into a shell. She has never stopped grieving for Pa, who had been the love of her life.

I think of how everyone keeps exploiting her and taking advantage of her generosity, and I feel a surge of anger rise in my chest. 

Just a day ago, I cooked some beef stew for her to eat when she returned from work, only for me to find the dish empty in the sink later on. Aunt Maggie had eaten Ma’s food and blamed it on ‘pregnancy cravings.’ Ma had just smiled and had a glass of milk before retiring to her room.

That memory makes me even more infuriated. 

But, suddenly, there is a loud bang outside as I see lightning strike one of the porch windows outside, pulling me from my overwhelming thoughts. I can hear Uncle Fernandez screaming before  running inside.

“I almost got struck by lightning,” he announces as he struggles to catch his breath. He looks like he just heard a cat bark. For a self-proclaimed, non-sissy who slays monsters, he is such a coward.

“It’s just lightning. And I think lightning strikes the tallest objects in the vicinity,” I say. The statement is a hidden jab at his height. He is short, with a protruding gut that matches his wife’s growing baby bump.

He looks at me with an eye I can’t decipher. “Did you do that?”

I peer at him from above Roy’s head. “Do what?”

“Did you try to kill me with that lightning?” Uncle Fernandez looks at me suspiciously.

I frown up at him. What was in that paper that he was smoking? How could I have tried to kill him with lightning? Who did he think I was? Storm from the X-men?

“Kill you? Using lightning? How do you suppose I would do that?” I restrained my eye roll once again.

He gapes at me and says nothing. Uncle Fernandez looks spooked for some reason, but I honestly think it’s because of those stupid mythical stories he is always cooking up in his head and whatever he has been taking a puff of.

“Damn, I overslept. I was just going to rest my eyes a bit and now it’s so late! I have to post new content for my followers. Being an influencer is a lot of work.” My cousin River’s voice beckons from the stairs.

I groan. My cousin is the worst. She is a few years older than I am and refuses to look for any form of employment.  River claims she is a social media influencer, hence she has her hands full. Who becomes an influencer with ten followers?

The other children sit in front of the fireplace whispering amongst themselves, probably about the story Uncle Fernandez has filled their young heads with.

“I have to go put Roy to bed!” I say as I get up, lifting the now sleeping child. I shift uncomfortably as I adjust Roy on my hip preparing to leave.

“Did you make something for supper, Thelma? I’m starving. No one cooked anything the whole day today!” River calls out to me while standing at the base of the stairs. Maybe if she wasn’t sleeping the whole day, she’d actually notice there was food made already, but I hold that part in.

She pouts her lips at her phone, probably recording a stupid, ‘I just farted rainbows and we have unicorns in our back garden’ video for her ten followers, while she waits for me to serve her dinner on a silver platter.
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Chapter 3: Surprise! 
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*Thelma*

I wake up to find a little box on the small bedside table. The white envelope underneath the box is addressed to me. I attempt to rub the sleep out of my eyes with the back of my hand, before getting up and retrieving the envelope and opening it.

‘I can’t imagine my life without you. My sunshine, my angel. Happy birthday to the world’s best daughter. Love, Mom.’

I smile as I open the little box. In it is a gold chain necklace with a blue pendant.

“Thanks, mum,” I whisper to the empty room.

I know that my mother can’t afford to buy me many luxuries, or throw me an expensive twenty-first birthday celebration, but this necklace was something I would treasure more than diamonds or platinum.

I wonder what time it is; a quick look at my phone tells me that it’s half past seven. I’m surprised to see that Roy isn’t still sleeping, and after a quick shower, I make my way down the creaky stairs to the kitchen.

“Happy birthday, dear,” my mother cheers in a sing-songy voice as I walk in.

Uncle Fernandez is sitting at the old kitchen table with a newspaper in his hands. I pray he is looking in the classified section searching for a job.

“Thank you, Ma.”

“Oh, I was wondering why Eunice is making pancakes today. I was so used to the lumpy oatmeal for breakfast,” Uncle Fernandez condescends.

I roll my eyes. ‘Well, maybe if you were working you wouldn’t have to eat lumpy oatmeal.’

Just then he puts the newspaper down as if an idea has just gone off in his bald head.

“How old are you?” he asks.

His voice sounds a bit excited, or panicked; I can’t be too sure.

“Twenty-one,” I answer plainly as I go take a seat in the empty chair closest to the old gas stove. I am hoping the heat from it will keep me warm since the rest of the house feels like ice.

“Something smells good.” Aunt Maggie saunters into the kitchen, still in her robe, with some green curlers in her hair. She starts opening up every pot on the stove, taking a whiff. Is she really going around sniffing the food that we are all supposed to eat? Suddenly, my appetite is souring, because of her and my uncle.

“Did you hear that, dear? Thelma here is turning twenty-one today,” Uncle Fernandez says in a voice that sounds very pointed.

He looks at me suspiciously, as Aunt Maggie stops smelling the food and turns to look at me, equally skeptical.

Aunt Maggie puts a hand protectively over her belly. “Do you feel funny?”

I frown up at her as I wonder in what context she is asking me this.

“I don’t think I turned into a comedian overnight, no,” I reply frankly as I reach across the table to take a piece of crispy maple bacon from a plate mum is dishing out the food from.

“Do you feel tingly? Feel like eating raw meat?” Uncle Fernandez asks.

“Feeling any different?” Aunt Maggie chimes in before I can answer.

Again, I frown. It seemed like whatever Uncle Fernandez was smoking was having effects on his wife too.

“No. It feels like just another ordinary day,” I respond dismissively. 

It was just my twenty-first birthday, why would I feel the need to eat raw meat or tingly? When River had turned twenty-one, had she somehow changed? I know she eats more and has grown even lazier, but I think she was always like that even before she turned twenty-one, if my memory serves me correctly. 

“That’s enough, Fernandez. Leave my daughter to enjoy her birthday in peace,” my mother says, her voice laced with irritation. 

“There is nothing wrong with making sure your beautiful daughter is feeling her very best on her very special day,” Uncle Fernandez retorts.

My mother turns and gives him a disgusted look.

***
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EVERYONE IS ALL CRAMMED in the small kitchen, gobbling down on the awesome food Ma prepared. While Ma rests, I clear up after everyone, even though it is my birthday. Everyone else is now sitting outside enjoying the warmth of the sunshine, or huddled up in a room somewhere else in the farm house.

I can’t help but curse as no one helped to clear up the table. Was everyone here just content with eating, pooping and sleeping? This was a whole different level of entitlement and laziness. 

Most of my cousins hadn’t even bothered to wish me a happy birthday; I guess I was the fool who always tried to buy a small gift for everyone’s else’s special day. Well, never again. 

Except for Roy and Ma, I don’t owe anyone my loyalty.

Casting the negativity aside, I’m simply glad I have the day off from work today. As I’m drying my hands on the torn dish towel, the notification bell from my phone blares in the room.

I pick up the phone and groan. The message reads:

‘Hi, Thelma. We need you to come in to work today. Hannah called in sick, and Kayla had to take her dog to the vet. I will send a taxi to come to pick you up at one o’clock. Rebekah. P.S. Happy birthday.’

What a lovely birthday this was turning out to be....

Out of all people, I would have assumed Rebekah, my friend and manager at work, would understand just how important it was for me to rest, if only for this one day. 

I had been working double shifts for the past two weeks and could do with some time off. Of course, the extra money I was making was welcomed, helping Ma pay the bills and feed this full house, but I sometimes wanted to live a calmer, simple life. Something like having a little time to breathe clean air, instead of the diner air, which was punctuated with the smell of burning oil.

After a quick change of clothes, and packing a backpack with my apron, I make my way to Ma before the taxi arrives. At least I wouldn’t have to take the train or bus; happy birthday to me indeed. I could have told Rebekah ‘no,’ but I guess I was my mother’s daughter. I wasn’t very good at saying no to the  people I loved.

I bid my mum goodbye; she is groggy and I can tell she is barely comprehending what I am saying to her. After giving her a quick kiss on the forehead, I rush out to the waiting taxi.

As I’m driven down the road toward the diner, I inhale and exhale slowly. I remember when Rebekah turned 21, her parents had thrown her a glamorous party which I was lucky enough to be invited to. I could still visualize their enormous modern house with an equally grand swimming pool in their backyard.

She hadn’t had to go to work that day; actually, no one had gone to work. Since her father owned the diner, they had closed the entire restaurant for the day just to give her a memorable twenty-first. Yet, here I was, in a taxi, on my way to work on my birthday. 

Even though I wasn’t going to have a huge celebration of any kind, just being at home with Roy and watching some movies on my old laptop, which was more of a desktop now since the battery died, would have been an awesome way to spend my special day.

As the taxi enters the highway, en route to the diner, I feel my heart sink. Even though I knew I had to go, I really couldn’t stomach the feeling of entering that grease pit today.

But, as if he is reading my mind, the driver off-ramps and takes the wrong exit. Was he answering my prayers to bring me back home? I highly doubted that and fear immediately creeped into my body.

I swallow hard. I had heard a lot of horror taxi rides, but had never imagined I might have one such story. 

“Uh, sir, you're going in the wrong direction,” I point out, my voice shaking.

“No I am not,” he replies.

I can feel my heart pounding so loud that I can hear it in my head.

“I—-Is this a shortcut to Wendy’s Diner?” I ask. We are now on a dusty road that has no sign of life or traffic on it. It looks rather deserted, like the kind of roads you would expect to see in horror films without lights or traffic signals.

“Who said I am taking you to Wendy’s Diner?” he asks.

I am now sitting on the edge of the back car seat, hyperventilating.

“Rebekah sent you to pick me up and take me to Wendy’s Diner, right?”

The man is silent as he peers at me through the rearview mirror and smiles devilishly.

“Who is Rebekah?” he asks.

Now I really can’t breathe. This was the taxi Rebekah had sent, right? I had checked the car model and registration number and compared it to the text Rebekah sent me regarding the driver’s details. Everything seemed to match up.

“S—-i—-sir, where are you taking me?” I stutter.

Again he peers at me through the rearview mirror, and flashes me a manic toothy grin that chills my blood.

“It’s a surprise, Thelma.” 
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Chapter 4: Happy Birthday, Thelma
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*Thelma*

I gulp. How did he know my name? Had Rebekah requested for the taxi in my name instead of hers? Am I being kidnapped? What the hell is happening?

As all these thoughts swim in my head as I start looking around the taxi. The passenger door is locked. The taxi is moving very quickly and I’m not sure if I would rather risk jumping out of a moving vehicle or just brace myself for whatever awaits me.

I try the handle, but the door doesn’t budge. With very little options, I contemplate if I should squeeze myself through the window. I’m small enough but I have no idea how to open the window. It seems this taxi was designed purposefully to trap people inside.

Maybe I could reach over to the front and strangle the driver, but then that would just make him lose control of the car causing us to crash. I worry my bottom lip as I attempt to cook up an escape plan.

“Child lock,” the driver says as if reading my mind.

Why would he put a child lock on the passenger door of a taxi? Who was this person and what did he want from me? The car veers off into a dusty road. I am sure he is taking me into some deserted forest to kill me now. 

I close my eyes and start praying...what was that prayer Ma always recited? Hail what? I try to remember the words, but the fear is causing me to have amnesia. Maybe I could say the Lord’s prayer.  We had always said that prayer in school. ‘Our father, whose heart is in heaven...or was it who art in heaven?’ Again, I am unable to recall the words.

I shrug, “Well, maker, me and you are about to meet. Forgive me for laughing at Uncle Fernandez's belly, and making fun of River’s duck lips. Everyone is beautiful in their own way, I know. Forgive me for bombing her video shoot that one time and sticking out my tongue and making funny faces. But that video is the only one that ever went viral, and I think I was the reason. Oh, and forgive me for that one time that I put cousin Mike’s clothes in the poison ivy bush. It is just that he is always pulling pranks on me. I know it is bad to fight fire with fire, but come on, he deserved it. See you soon. It’s me, Thelma. I think you know my mom; she talks to you a whole lot.”

The sound of someone chuckling causes me to open my eyes. Had I been saying my prayer out loud?

It doesn’t take me too long to realize the car isn’t moving anymore. So, was this it? Was I going to be killed?

I look around at the surroundings. I glimpse what looks like an old abandoned warehouse. As I pivot around in my seat, I can see the gate that goes back into a dusty wide road.

The lock on the door clicks open, and I hastily open the door and make a run for it toward the open double gate. I don’t even bother to retrieve my backpack; all I want is to put distance between me and this man. I hope there will be some cars that I can flag down for help.

“Thelma, stop!”

I think I imagined the voice that sounds like Rebekah’s. I don’t stop in case my brain is playing tricks on me. This time I am sure I can hear footsteps behind me. One of my sandals comes off, but this just causes me to increase my speed.

“Thelma!” Rebekah’s voice calls out again. I turn and glance over my shoulder. I see Rebekah running after me and I stop. What the hell was going on?

When she catches up to me, she is breathless. She leans her head on my shoulder and I can hear her noisily hyperventilating as she tries to regain some oxygen.

“Damn...you...run...like a cheetah. What in the actual fuck?” Rebekah exhales breathily.

“What in the actual fuck, indeed? Why am I here? This isn’t the diner; or are you opening a new location here?” I ask as I, too, try to collect myself.

The taxi driver strolls toward us with the same devilish grin on his face. He picks up my sandals and as he nears us, I push Rebekah in front of me as a human shield.

“Oh, this is my cousin, Martin. I hope he didn’t give you too much of a scare,” Rebekah adds.

I peer at Martin from behind Rebekah. He smiles and waves a little.

“Your cousin is a taxi driver?” I ask. I would have imagined Rebekah’s family was rich, including the extended family.

“No, no. He has this acting-whatever company. They offer fake kidnapping as a service. I guess some people have fun with that kind of twisted role-playing,” she answers with a shrug.

I frown. Had she just used the words kidnap and fun in the same sentence?

“Fantasy kidnappings, it’s called,” Martin corrects her.

I can feel my frown deepen. His statement wasn’t making the situation any better. 
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