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      I wasn’t even there. The arm that flung the whip didn’t seem as if it belonged to me. It was its own entity with its own will. My eyes followed each time it lifted and jerked forward, sending the tip cutting through the air before connecting with the back of the blonde I’d met a few days prior.

      With one last strike, her flesh ripped, sending a trail of blood down her back. The hand that held the whip fell limp at my side as images of blood clouded my mind.

      Then the rage came.

      The whip sliced through the air in rapid succession, sending blood splattering onto the marble floor and painting the girl’s back. She bucked wildly and fought against the handcuffs that hung above her. My fogged mind muffled her screams as if she were underwater, but I could still make out the word she repeated over and over. Red.

      A commotion broke through the loud metal music the club liked to play, but my arm never stopped moving until something grabbed it just as I was about to strike again. Another arm fastened around my neck, securing me in a chokehold and squeezing, while some asshole in a wife-beater bashed my face with his fists. No pain registered, only numbness. But it was the numbness I craved.

      Moments later, the men dragged me across the club. The sole sound that registered was a ringing in my ears, but I could tell the music still blared by the vibrations of the shitty erotic paintings the club had hung on the walls. Kink Dungeon was the last of the BDSM clubs in Salt Lake City that hadn’t banned me, and it was by far the worst. Fuck those assholes anyway.

      Before I could brace for it, my back collided with the pavement outside, and the door of the club slammed shut. I rolled onto my side and spit blood onto the dirt-covered concrete. My eyes closed before I could stare for too long at the red liquid. Blood. So much blood. That was my final thought before everything went black.
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      “Next up, Sports with George Little.”

      I peeled my eyes open at the sound of a television and shot up when I didn’t recognize the entertainment center the TV sat on. The black leather couch screeched as I moved, alerting a dark-haired woman across the room. She put the newspaper she’d been reading on the end table beside her and smiled the creepiest smile I’d ever seen.

      “Good morning, Sleeping Beauty.”

      “What the fuck? Who the fuck are you?”

      “Wow. Such foul language.” The woman’s eyebrows lifted as if to scold me. “My name is Rebecca. Didn’t think you’d prefer to wake up on the concrete.”

      The memory of last night returned, and my muscles relaxed as understanding washed over me. I took her in, noting her slender figure yet tits that were at least a D-cup. When our eyes met she smiled, pleased at what most women would consider inappropriate or rude behavior. She must’ve been a member of the club. A desperate one.

      “Thanks for the couch,” I muttered, climbing to my feet and heading for the door. My shoulders tensed as the light touch only a woman could possess fell on my arm, stopping me in my tracks. I stared down at her hand, and then turned my glare to her, hoping she’d catch the warning. She reached into her pocket and pulled a piece of paper out, extending it toward me. Her smirk mocked my attempt to intimidate her.

      “Listen, those women at the club are pathetic. Why claim to be a masochist if you can’t handle a little pain, am I right?” She paused to allow me to agree with her but continued after I stared blankly for a few moments. “Anyway, if you’d like to play with a real woman, give me a call.”

      She tucked the piece of paper into the front pocket of my jeans before lifting a finger to point to my right. “The club is two blocks that way. Nice to meet you—”

      Before the woman, Rebecca, could finish, I strode out of the apartment and onto the sidewalk. Each person I passed seemed to have the same distorted expression, and I suspected I looked as awful as I felt. My busted face being my most gruesome attribute.

      As odd as it may have sounded, it was a nice change. People, especially women, were too often fooled by a pretty face. Today, they saw the real me. My lips tilted up at the thought, and the grimaces appealed to me even more. I wanted them to see the monster I was. It felt good. Powerful even. I needed more. Needed more than living a bullshit lie and getting kicked out of a new BDSM club every week.

      As I got into my car, I pulled my cell phone and the scrap of paper out of my pocket, tossing the paper onto the passenger seat. My eyes lingered on the name and number printed in ink, but I shook away the intrigue.

      Turning my attention to my cell, I pressed the call button and pushed the phone to my ear. The ringing competed for attention with my pounding heart. I ignored it, refusing to allow myself to turn back. As soon as my brother picked up, two words escaped my mouth changing my fate forever.

      “I’m in.”
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            Four Years Later
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      The alarm blared on the bedside table, jolting me and sending the US history book flying across the bed. I sucked in a deep breath before reaching over and turning it off. I had no idea why I still set the thing—it’d been a year since I’d last needed it. Very rarely was I able to fall back asleep after waking up sweating from my nightmares.

      My mouth opened wide with a yawn as I stretched my arms above my head. A few hours of sleep would have to do.

      I dragged the textbook back to my lap before shutting it and packing it away in my bag. My thoughts drifted to the history test I’d take that day, and the thought sent anxiety coursing through me. I took a deep breath, trying to will it away. I’d been a straight-A student all through high school, but college seemed to be a whole new ball game. This would be my second test in the class and worth twenty-five percent of my grade. Still, I knew the material, so the anxiety was useless. Deep down I think I knew the anxiety wasn’t about the test.

      Pressure on my bladder nagged at me, and I couldn’t put off leaving my room any longer. I crept to the door, pressing my ear to the wood. Nothing. I twisted the knob and nudged the door. When it was cracked a few inches, a groaning pierced my ears, and my heart rate picked up. I pushed through the door and hurried toward the bathroom.

      “Katie, get over here!”

      My steps halted at the sound of my father’s angry voice. I closed my eyes and drew in a sharp breath, cursing myself for being too loud. Turning on my heels, I crept into the living room of our two-bedroom trailer. The familiar scent of beer and cigarettes filled my nose, and I switched my breathing to my mouth. Empty beer cans cluttered the computer desk, with some flowing onto the floor. Beer was Dad’s choice of alcohol when he didn’t have enough money to buy whiskey.

      My father sat at his desk in only his underwear. He glared at me as the patter of poker chips being tossed down rang out from the computer.

      “Dad, you know you shouldn’t be playing online poker when you’re—”

      “Where the hell have you been?” he snarled.

      His putrid breath assaulted me from several feet away, and my nose wrinkled in response. I searched the room until I found it—the empty whiskey bottle next to his tipped-over flask.

      I sighed and turned back to my father. “Dad, it’s seven in the morning. I was in my room, and now I have to get ready for school.”

      “Don’t you try to bullshit me you little, y-you little whore!”

      He stood abruptly on wobbly legs, pointing at me just before losing his balance and toppling to the floor. He lay there, mumbling as drool trickled down one cheek. For a moment I considered leaving him, letting him wake up in the filth he’d created. But I didn’t. I reached down and tugged on his arm hard enough that it gave him momentum to stand. He leaned against me as I maneuvered him to his bedroom while he grumbled disjointed obscenities.

      As soon as his head hit the pillow, his eyes closed and mouth opened, taking in deep gulps of air. I pulled the grimy quilt to his chin and left the room, his snoring ringing out behind me.

      My face fell as I once again took in the sight of the living room. I glanced at the clock and tried to determine if I had time to clean up the mess. I’d need to hurry. I rushed around, throwing beer cans into trash bags and scrubbing the carpet where liquid had pooled. With the front door wide open, a fan pulled some of the smoke out of the house, making it easier to breathe.

      A dinging from the computer caused me to snap in that direction. I set the rag down and crawled closer to the screen. It showed that my dad had five dollars left to play. How much he’d started with was another question.

      With a deep breath, I exited out of the poker site and tried not to panic about the debt I knew my father had to be accumulating. They’d laid him off at the construction site last week, so there wasn’t any money coming in. My mind raced for a solution on how we could get by. Maybe I could get a job downtown at Pigs in a Blanket. Waitresses make a lot of money, right? The owner was my Algebra professor’s brother. I’d talk to her when I saw her later.

      Glancing at the clock told me I had ten minutes to leave in time to catch the bus for my first class. Crap! After hurrying to the bathroom, I brushed my teeth and threw on a T-shirt and jeans from the laundry basket, my usual attire. My reflection in the mirror made me pause before exiting the bathroom. I raked my fingers through my ratted hair, only to give up on it moments later.

      As I strode through the kitchen, I grabbed the last bagel from the bag and turned toward the door, but something stopped me. I glanced down at the bagel and remembered my dad would probably not be leaving the house today. My stomach rumbled, but I tossed the bagel back onto the counter and headed for the bus.
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            Kevin

          

        

      

    

    
      5020, 40, 60, 80. A knock sounded at the door, distracting me from my counting. I glanced up at my brother standing in the doorway.

      “One sec,” I muttered before going back to the stack of bills in my hand. Shit, what was I on? I flung the bills onto the desk and raked a hand through my hair. “What do you want, Jake?”

      He raised an eyebrow and smirked. “Jesus, Kev, attitude.” At least one of us was in a good mood. “How much can we get for a nineteen-year-old brunette?”

      My eyes narrowed. “What?”

      “We’ve got a guy with a thirty thousand dollar debt. Marco doesn’t think he’ll be able to pay up. Apparently, he’s missed payments before. Says he’s got a daughter, though, and thinks we should accept the girl as compensation. What do you think? She worth thirty?”

      I blinked a few times as I stared at Jake. He’d been involved in this business for years and still managed not to know shit.

      “It’s not really a one size fits all thing. Can you give me more than just ‘brunette’?”

      Jake pulled a picture from his back pocket and tossed it onto the desk. In it was a petite brunette with straight, shoulder-length hair and a timid smile. She sat, leaning against a wall with arms folded around her knees and a book beside her. I picked up the photo, examining it closer. The girl was pretty, in a wallflower kind of way.

      “She’d bring in about a hundred grand,” I said before handing it back to him.

      His eyes widened and his jaw dropped. “Seriously, we get that much for those bitches?”

      I shook my head as I rolled my eyes.

      Jake’s grin stretched across his face. “Well, I guess you’re more than a pretty face after all, little brother,” he said with a wink before walking out of my office.

      My phone dinged seconds later. I leaned my head back and blew out an exasperated sigh, as if the ceiling could understand my frustration. I was so fucking tired. Way too tired to deal with any more bullshit that day. Rebecca’s name flashed across my phone’s screen.

      Have a problem. Need you now.

      Goddammit.

      I reluctantly pushed out of my chair and made my way downstairs to the basement like a toddler who’d been told to go to bed. The bone-chilling air pricked my skin, causing the hairs on my arms to stand up as soon as I opened the door to the large, concrete space. Rebecca stood waiting for me at the other end of the hall. Blood covered a portion of her split lip, and as I got closer her clenched jaw and vein popping from her neck became apparent.

      I widened my eyes and softened my features, attempting to don a mask of concern. “What happened?”

      Rebecca jerked her hand toward the room we kept the girls in. “The fucking cunt hit me!”

      “How could she hit you? I thought she was tied up.”

      “She was, but she pissed and shit all over the place! She finally stopped struggling and whining past the gag, so I thought maybe she was done, but as soon as we cut her loose she attacked! We can’t fucking have this, Kevin, and we can’t just keep her tied up forever. It’s not working. She has to go.”

      Rebecca dragged the back of her hand over her lip, wiping up the blood. Her expectant stare and angry expression made her intentions clear. I sighed but nodded. If after four days of being tied up and gagged with a feeding tube shoved up her nose wouldn’t do it, nothing would. Spirit like that was dangerous. Ever hear the expression, “one bad apple spoils the lot”? Well, it’s true. Enthusiasm and bravery in one girl could spread to the others like wildfire until the whole place was ablaze.

      I walked to another room where we kept tools to punish girls like her and inserted a knife into my back pocket. The blade was small enough that it didn’t peek out, but sharp enough for what I had planned.

      As I stepped into the room that we kept the girls in, the smell of human waste filled my nostrils, and I had to fight to keep the wave of nausea from showing on my face. Anything more than the blank stare of a statue was a sign of weakness.

      I examined the girls in their separate cages, and relief washed over me as I saw hunched shoulders and trembling bodies instead of collective rebellion. Except for the troublemaker, of course. She had a wicked grin, full of pride. She stared into my eyes unblinking, and I wondered how she’d react in the next few moments when she realized she was about to die.

      I motioned to the guard to unlock the door to her cell. As soon as it opened, she lashed out, aiming her nails at his face. He pinned her arms behind her back with ease and pushed her to stand in front of me. She glared into my eyes before spitting and screaming vulgar insults. I should’ve seen that coming.

      The guard clasped a hand over her mouth and brought her to her knees while I wiped the saliva from my cheek. My blood boiled and jaw clenched, but I remained silent. Pulling the knife out of my back pocket, I watched as her eyes widened. Finally… fear. My gaze flickered to the guard who then stepped to the side, removing his hand from her mouth. For once she was silent.

      I stepped behind her and grasped her hair, yanking her to her knees as she tried to stand. Her trembling body silently begged me for forgiveness, but it was too late for that. I sliced the blade across her throat. The smell of iron assaulted my senses and I released her hair, watching as her body collided with the concrete and spasmed. Blood seeped from her neck, and her mouth opened and closed like a goldfish. Her wide eyes stared back at me. The once lively brown irises turned cold and black, and her body stilled a moment later.

      A few cries and gasps echoed on the walls, and my gaze roamed in the direction of the sources, scanning the horrified expressions. I could have made a speech about how “this is what happens when you don’t obey”, but it wouldn’t have been necessary. They got the point. So instead, I slunk out of the room, passing Rebecca as she stood at the door with a smirk.

      As I rinsed the blood from the knife in the bathroom sink, my stare followed the pink liquid as it swirled around the drain. I couldn’t help but note how steady my hands were. The face in the mirror was devoid of any emotion. I barely recognized the man peering back.
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      I’d been in the middle of the Illinois River, frantically pumping my arms against the current, when the static from the loudspeaker almost caused me to jump out of my chair. The library attendant announced that the library would be closing in five minutes. Her dull tone let me know I was the only non-employee there. I glanced at the clock, and sure enough, it was already 8:55 p.m. I’d been in there reading for four hours. With a sigh, I shoved my book into my backpack and made my way out.

      As I passed the front desk, the woman behind it shook her head absently. I didn’t blame her for hating me. We did this same dance several times a week, my never letting her close early. If she knew what I went home to every night she would’ve understood.

      I pushed through the heavy door and was struck with the cold air and wind whipping my hair in all directions. My teeth chattered as I began walking home, and I rubbed at my arms in an attempt to keep warm. It’d been nice earlier that day, so I wasn’t wearing a coat. The weather in Utah could shift abruptly during autumn.

      The mile and a half journey to my house was quiet, with only the chirping of crickets to break the silence. I took the longer route with lots of trees that shielded me from the wind, making the chilly air far more tolerable. I savored every moment of times like this when I could be alone with my thoughts. No worries, nobody screaming at me. Just me and the stars to light my way. Too bad the moment of peace would end as soon as I walked through the door.

      My father was a drunk. It’d taken me years to admit that. If he wasn’t still at a bar or casino, he’d be at home ready to scream at me about where I’d been, always assuming the worst. Like I’d been hooking up with a boy or smoking pot with friends. His accusations were almost laughable. In all my nineteen years, I’d never once done anything to deserve that kind of scrutiny.

      It hadn’t always been this way. When I was little, he’d take me to get ice cream every Sunday. Chocolate chip, every time. He told me it was our special day. But that all changed. He hadn’t gone anywhere without his old flask filled with cheap liquor in his pocket for a long time.

      A frown pulled at my lips when I thought of the flask. It had been a gift from my mother. She had their anniversary and I love you engraved on it. What a joke. She’d walked out on him, on all of us, not even a year later. I was six years old at the time, and my dad was never the same after that. He became mean, and the bottles of cheap whiskey piled up in the kitchen, while the fridge became bare.

      I didn’t blame him. My mom walking out on him hit hard, but then losing a son? That was more than any person should have to go through. It was the reason he was so controlling. After my mom left, he kept me under lock and key. I made the mistake of looking like her… laughing like her… crying like her. He’d get drunk and talk about how I was going to leave, just like her.

      His delusions had become a whole new monster a year ago, after the death of my older brother, Keeton. Now, he was convinced that I was going to get into the wrong crowd, ending up dead, as my brother had. Became obsessed with it, even. I just wished he realized he wasn’t alone in his pain. Not a day had gone by in the past year that I hadn’t thought of Keeton.

      When I turned onto the dirt path of the trailer park, I squinted at a black van parked in the driveway. My stomach twisted into knots and I fidgeted with my necklace, a nervous habit of mine. I’d never seen the van before, and we rarely had company. The memory of the poker site flashed through my mind and reminded me of the debt my father couldn’t pay.

      I froze as the wind was knocked from my chest. The hairs on the back of my neck screamed danger! I stood for a minute, unsure of what to do. Lights illuminated the windows of our home, casting shadows from the movement of those inside. My gaze darted between the trailer and the road leading back to the main streets—to safety.

      I shook my head and started toward home. My dad could’ve been in trouble, and I would’ve never forgiven myself if something had happened to him after I’d just walked away. He was all the family I had left.

      I maneuvered around fallen leaves to the AC unit beneath the kitchen window. As quietly as possible I lifted myself onto the unit and peered in, standing on the tips of my toes. There were two men I didn’t recognize inside. One leaned against a wall next to my father who sat on the lumpy sofa, while the other rifled through our things. They’d trashed the place. Broken picture frames and my mother’s knickknacks that Dad could never seem to throw out littered the floor of the living room. The TV and computer were both busted and lying on their sides.

      My eyes went wide as I scanned the faces of all inside, trying to make sense of the situation. Oddly enough, Dad appeared sober. He sat with his head down. Neither of the men looked familiar. They were both huge. And scary enough that forgetting them was unlikely. The one by my dad had tattoos covering his arms and neck. The expression on his face was sinister but controlled. At least more controlled than the other man. He seemed intent on destroying everything he came across, throwing dishes from the cabinet to the floor just to watch them shatter. After he was finished with that, he started yanking kitchen drawers out and emptying the contents. He didn’t even appear to be searching for anything. What a brute of a man.

      My foot slipped on the cold metal, propelling my hands against the side of the trailer as my knee collided with the unit. The sound echoed throughout the trailer park. They knew I was there.

      My knee throbbed with pain, but my desire to flee was stronger. As soon as I climbed to the ground, the front door burst open with the brute scanning the scene. Our eyes met, and this time I didn’t hesitate. I ran, or more like hobbled, in the other direction as fast as my feet would allow. Most of the trailer park folk were druggies who had a strict “no cops” policy, but I screamed at the top of my lungs anyway.

      A hand clasped over my mouth and an arm wound around my body, stopping me from gaining any more ground. My legs never stopped flailing, however. The man lifted me into the air with me kicking wildly and my muffled screams coming from behind his palm. A curtain pulled back in a nearby window, and my eyes connected with the hollow face of a man who was no doubt twenty years younger than he appeared. The curtain dropped and the light in the trailer went out. The palm covering my mouth moved up an inch to pinch my nose, cutting off my air supply.

      “If you don’t stop struggling, I swear to God I will kill you right here,” he spewed in my ear.

      The world around me started to spin and my legs went lax. I fought to keep my eyes open, but occasionally they drooped closed. The man lifted his hand from my mouth just before I lost consciousness, and he dragged me back to the house by my shoulders. I flopped onto the carpet when we made it inside. As I rolled to my side, my hazy vision took in the tattooed man and my father.

      Tattoo pointed a meaty finger at me and turned toward Dad. “This the girl?”

      Without glancing in my direction my father nodded solemnly. A few tears leaked from his eyes. The seriousness of the situation took precedence over my body’s response to the lack of oxygen, and my awareness sharpened.

      “Dad, what’s going on?” I asked, lifting myself up on my arms and peering around. My gaze lingered a little too long on the door.

      Tattoo pulled out a gun and pointed it at my father’s head.  “Don’t fucking think about it.”

      I whimpered as the brute yanked me to my feet by my hair. His beard scratched my ear as he pressed his face to my head, taking a long breath. Disgust washed over me as I realized what he was doing—smelling my hair. I struggled against him, kicking back in search of his groin. He grasped my wrists with one hand, pinning them behind me while his free hand wrapped around my throat and squeezed.

      I gasped for air, but little entered my lungs. “Dad!” I managed to choke out past the weight around my neck.

      The tattooed man with the gun laughed. “You don’t seriously think this piece of shit is going to save you, do you?”

      “I think she does,” the brute said with a chuckle into my ear, his hand never leaving my neck.

      “He sold you to pay his debt,” Tattoo snarled.

      The brute released my throat, but still, no oxygen entered my lungs. His grip on my wrists loosened, and I collapsed onto the carpet, curling in a fetal position. What they were saying couldn’t possibly be true. I was all my dad had left. He was obsessed with looking out for me.

      But when I peered up at my father, my world shattered. The cold truth was written all over his quivering face. He was still just sitting there, the gun no longer aimed at his head. There was no need for it. He wasn’t even fighting.

      My chest tightened to the point that it seemed like my heart was literally breaking. “Daddy?”

      His face contorted, and he closed his eyes. “I’m sorry, Katie. I didn’t have a choice.”

      A loud crackling rang out above me, almost loud enough to drown out the ringing in my ears. I turned my head to see the brute pulling duct tape from a roll. My muscles longed to run, to get as far away from this place as possible, but they only twitched. I was frozen as Brute wound the tape around my wrists and slapped a piece over my mouth. It was useless. I was in too much shock to move, let alone scream. I stared at my dad’s guilty face, his form blurry from tears that filled my eyes.

      I suppose I shouldn’t have been too surprised. I knew he gambled, and I knew he didn’t always win. Men had come around looking for money before, and more than once I’d spent days nursing my dad’s wounds when he couldn’t make it out of bed. But this? To sell me?

      Betrayal and anger as intense as the day I’d watched my mother pull out of the driveway for the last time threatened to bubble to the surface, but I managed to push the emotions down. They would have killed him.  I would’ve given myself to save his life if I’d been offered the choice.

      Tattoo picked me up and threw me over his shoulder, placing a blanket over me and leaving no part exposed. The last thing I saw before the fabric blocked my view was my father’s tears dripping onto the shaggy carpet. I remained limp while Tattoo carried me to the van. I was in too much shock to feel fear. My heart was broken, allowing sadness to take precedence over survival instincts.

      When I heard the van door open, I snapped out of my catatonic state. I jerked violently against the man’s hold and my muffled screams rang out. I was desperate to get the attention of anyone nearby. Tattoo pulled me from his shoulder and tossed me onto the hard metal floor of the van, causing pain to shoot through my spine.

      He ripped the blanket away, allowing me to see him for a moment before slipping a blindfold over my eyes. I continued wailing past the tape until he punched my gut, turning my stomach. A wave of nausea coursed through me as a slimy tongue roamed my ear.

      “You’d better shut the fuck up, girl, or my dick’s gonna be your gag.”

      The pain in my stomach mixed with the threat and tore the air from my lungs. His breath left my ear, and the door slammed shut, muting the laughter on the other side.

      I took slow, steady inhales, focusing on breathing for some time. I trembled at the thought of choking on my own vomit. The world felt like it moved in slow motion. Every tear seemed to travel a mile to reach the cold floor. Every breath came in unhurried succession, reminding me of a respirator. I had no idea how long it took us to arrive at our destination. It could’ve been five minutes or five hours. I was too concerned with staying alive to care.
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      The van jerked to a halt, sending me flying forward. My head slammed into the metal partition and I cried out. Based on the laughter coming from the bastards as they walked around the van, I’d say it was intentional.

      I scooted as far away as I could when the rear door creaked open, but a hand grabbed my ankle and pulled. I scraped across the metal floor of the van until there was nothing but open space. Searing pain shot through my spine as my back hit the ground. I tried sucking air through my mouth, but the tape prevented any from entering my lungs.

      The brute’s deep voice sounded a few feet above me. “Don’t wanna fight now, do ya?”

      I thrashed on the ground, whimpering in agony. It was lucky my back had broken the fall instead of my head. My hands brushed against grass. Thank God it wasn’t gravel. The tape was ripped from my mouth, causing a stinging pain. I sucked in air, thankful for more than just my runny nose to provide me with oxygen.

      Both of the men’s laughter gave away their location. I listened for signs of more people but picked up nothing.  It was just them, and part of me wasn’t sure that was a good thing. One of them rolled me onto my stomach, and something sharp cut at the tape on my wrists. Once my hands were free, I reached for the blindfold but froze when someone grabbed my arms. He pulled me to my feet as if I weighed nothing and ushered me down a flight of stairs. Without my sight, I stumbled, but I was kept from falling by the tight grip.

      Tattoo exchanged words with another man. After a moment, a beep was followed by the creaking of a door. We stepped into a freezing cold space before the door slammed shut behind us, making me jump. Droplets of water stuck to my skin, and I breathed in musty air. Every sound we made bounced off the walls. It seemed like maybe we were in a cellar.

      Tattoo tore the blindfold off, and I glanced around to see that we were in a wide hallway with several shower stalls on one side. Security guards stood at both ends of the hall, their faces blank and shoulders square. They reminded me of those British soldiers who aren’t allowed to talk, minus the funny hats.

      Tattoo shoved me forward to keep moving. “I swear to God, if you run or scream, I will fucking kill you.”

      When we got farther down the hall, voices drifted from one of the rooms. Tattoo opened the door and pushed me inside where I fell at the feet of a man—I could tell by the size of his black Nike tennis shoes. When I peered up, my breath caught. He had to be the most beautiful person I’d ever seen.

      The first thing I noticed were his eyes, almost hidden by brown hair that stopped at his brows. They were so crystal blue that they appeared to sparkle. His large muscular frame was a contradiction to his handsome yet somewhat boyish face, making him appear more angelic than human.

      The angelic man’s jaw clenched and eyes narrowed. When his stare met mine, goosebumps broke out all over my arms. Those eyes held a kind of malevolence I’d never seen, and never hoped to see again.  I scurried back on hands and knees toward the door, relief washing over me when his frightening gaze turned to the tattooed man.

      “Have you never been taught how to fucking knock?”

      Tattoo stood with his mouth agape. His lips quivered as if he was trying to say something, but no words came out.

      “S-sorry sir,” was all Tattoo managed. It almost brought me joy to see him so afraid, but my own fear of this man took away from the triumph.

      “Just get out,” Angel-face snapped.

      Immediately, Tattoo’s footsteps echoed down the hall, and feminine laughter erupted from the corner of the room. My head snapped in that direction where a gorgeous woman in her late twenties with long, flowing brunette hair, sat at a desk.

      “What an absolute pussy,” the woman said, wiping tears from her eyes from laughing so hard. “Can you take this one? I have that phone call to make.”

      The woman’s amusement never seemed to transfer to the man. His face was still hard as a statue’s.

      “We’re not done talking about this, Rebecca.”

      Angel-face’s eyes turned to me, and I crawled to the door, panicking as he came closer. He grabbed my shirt and yanked me to my feet. He pulled me so that I was pressed into his brick wall of a chest, and then put his mouth to my ear.

      “If you run, I will hurt you. Understand?” he asked, his voice laced with venom. I nodded as much as I could while being constrained. The fear Tattoo felt was justifiable. This man radiated violence.

      “Great. Let’s go,” Angel-face said, his tone cold and detached before he released me and strode out of the room. He didn’t even look back to make sure I was following. I had to speed-walk to keep up, not wanting to find out what would happen if I fell behind.

      We walked another twenty feet before he stopped abruptly in front of a door, causing me to collide into his back. My body responded as if he were on fire, jumping a few steps in the other direction. I stared at the floor, unable to peek at the fury I knew would be in his eyes. I shook with fear and anticipation of pain. But it never came. Instead, I heard the door open and saw his feet step into the room, ignoring the collision.

      I cautiously followed Angel-face inside. The room resembled a doctor’s office; clean with an exam table on one side and a computer desk on the other. Angel-face pulled out a cell phone and punched in a number.

      “Is Richard busy?” He paused as a muffled voice came from the phone. “Good, send him down to the exam room for an inspection, will you?”

      He turned his attention to me after shoving the phone in his pocket. As soon as we made eye contact, I glanced away.

      “Take off your clothes.”

      My gaze shot back to his, searching for some indication of lust or ill-intentions, but his eyes were an empty abyss.

      I could already feel the tears forming and my body trembling. “What? But why?”

      “It’s for the doctor. He’s going to take a look. Just do it,” he said, sounding annoyed.

      I stared at him incredulously for a moment, unable to believe anyone could be that unaffected by others’ discomfort. “Nothing’s wrong with me.”

      Angel-face took a deep breath, closing his eyes and massaging his temples. “Look, either you can be a good girl and take them off yourself, or I can do it for you. You have ten seconds to decide.”

      He opened his eyes and stared at me, waiting. When I counted to eight, I let out one last whimper of protest and inched my shirt over my head. His face relaxed as if he was glad he didn’t have to deal with me. He almost seemed bored. It made me wonder how long a person must do this job before they stopped feeling anything. How long it must take before the terror that other people feel has no effect on them.

      After I unbuttoned and removed my jeans, he scooted a trashcan my way and pointed to it. I tossed in the clothes and then peered up, pleading with my eyes for him not to make me remove my bra and panties.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Need help finishing up?” The unspoken threat was clear in the tone of his voice.

      I took a shaky breath and brought my trembling hand to my back to unclasp my bra. The material slid off my shoulders onto the floor, and I immediately crossed my arms over my chest. Blood rushed to my face, more from embarrassment than fear. No one had ever seen me naked before.

      I wiped the tears from my eyes before reaching down to tug the panties past my waist until the cotton bunched at my ankles. I shook so much it was as if I’d just had an ice bath.

      Angel-face’s steps echoed on the cement floor as he approached. I cowered back until I hit the wall. I was so afraid of him touching me that I couldn’t even bring myself to open my eyes. I stood there wishing I could will myself somewhere else. The sound of something hitting the trash can rang out, making me curious enough to look.

      Angel-face stared at me, my undergarments no longer on the floor. For a brief moment, I thought I saw something human flicker in his eyes.

      He pointed to my chest. “Jewelry too.”

      My hands flew to where my necklace hung. “No!”

      He tilted his head but didn’t speak.

      “Please, it’s...it’s… just please let me keep it,” I begged.

      For a moment he appeared to be considering it, but then he stepped toward me and yanked the necklace, breaking the clasp. His gaze flicked from the gold chain to me before setting it down on the desk.

      “Go sit on the table, and please keep the crying to a minimum,” he said, nodding to the exam table.

      I stumbled past him, doing my best to cover myself. The empty spot where my necklace had hung for the previous three years felt hollow, as if it knew something was missing. I ignored his request to control my crying and sobbed into my hands. Having the final piece of my brother, my former life, ripped away from me was worse than the dead look in my father’s eyes when the men had taken me.

      My misery was interrupted by a grey-haired, nicely dressed man entering the room, his white coat suggesting he was a doctor. After nodding to Angel-face, he smiled at me. Although there was a certain kindness to his smile, it did absolutely nothing to calm me.

      “Hello dear, I understand this may be uncomfortable for you, but I can assure you I’m only interested in your well-being.” Yeah right. “We’re going to do a quick physical exam and then get you some clothes.”

      His eyes flickered to Angel-face, and they both moved toward me. My sobs grew louder, and I squeezed my arms around my knees as tight as I could.

      “If you can cooperate, we won’t have to restrain you, sweetheart, so just lay back and rest your feet up on the harness. Everything will be okay,” the doctor said. His voice was soft and kind. It didn’t fit in a place like this.

      I glanced over at the terrifying angel of a man before turning my attention back to the doctor. “Please, don’t hurt me.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said with a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      I took a deep breath and leaned back on the table. I couldn’t bring myself to allow my legs to part, so Doc nudged them open and placed my ankles in stirrups. He secured the straps, preventing me from closing my legs. I squeezed my eyes shut so that I wouldn’t have to witness their gazes on my most private area. The cool air tickling my opening was a constant reminder of how exposed I was.

      “Her hymen is intact,” the doctor said, sounding pleased.

      Something made a snapping sound, and I mustered up the courage to open my eyes to see Doc putting on rubber gloves. He met my gaze and tried to work up a reassuring smile as he applied some kind of ointment to his fingertip.

      “Okay, hon, you’re going to feel a little bit of pressure. Hold very still so I don’t hurt you.”

      He slid a finger into me, and I couldn’t help but cry out. The pressure his finger put against my walls was too much. My entire body tensed.

      “Breathe,” Angel-face said, his tone much softer than before. The hint of concern in his voice confused me. Twenty minutes ago, this man had given the impression that he could’ve easily committed murder.

      Doc pulled his finger out, and the lack of pressure was a relief. My muscles were able to relax until he touched me again with something pointed. I shot up to see it was only a cotton swab. Somewhat reassured, I lay back, staring at the ceiling and found myself obeying Angel-face’s command. It helped. I focused on my breathing while Doc finished the exam.

      He stuck a few more swabs into various containers and asked Angel-face if it was all right to release me. I glanced at Angel-face as he nodded and noted that his face was hard as stone. Whatever concern I thought I’d heard was imagined.

      Angel-face turned away from me to shuffle through one of the cabinets while Doc undid the straps to my ankles. As soon as I was released, I sat up on the end of the table and stared down at my feet, humiliated by the events that’d just occurred. A white T-shirt and panties were tossed onto my lap, and I quickly put them on while the doc asked questions about my health: if I had allergies, if my family had any history with heart disease, etc. I answered all the questions despite my embarrassment. The sooner the exam was over, the better. I found it odd that they didn’t ask for my age or name. They either had it already or didn’t care.

      After the doc had typed the last of my answers into the computer, he exchanged a look with Angel-face that caused the hairs on the back of my neck to stand up. Angel-face moved toward the cabinet and pulled out something resembling a piercing gun.

      I wrapped my arms around my chest and shook as I eyed the door. I knew the guards were out there and that there was no escape, but my fight or flight instincts were in full gear at the sight of the metal contraption.

      “Hey,” Angel-face said.

      I peered back at him, my eyes bugging out of my skull. He shook his head, his expression serious. Doc handed him something that Angel-face then loaded into the gun. I couldn’t tell what it was, but it was small and metallic.

      Angel-face approached me, gun in hand. “Lie down on your stomach. We’re almost done.”

      The doc quietly got up and left the room. Apparently, his work was finished. My eyes lingered on the door. I had no intention of moving and I think Angel-face knew it. Before my brain could process what was happening, he pushed me back and flipped me onto my stomach. I struggled and screamed, trying to lift myself back up, but his arm dug into my shoulders with the rest of his weight behind it. He had me pinned.

      “Stop! Let me go!” I screamed at the top of my lungs.

      I fought as hard as I could, but it did nothing. My angry kicks turned to pathetic jerks and my screams to sobs. The metal gun rested by my head, and Angel-face’s free hand went to smooth back my hair as he shushed me. As much as his efforts reminded me of how one would soothe a horse, it worked. I began to come down from my panicked state.

      He moved my hair to one side and picked up the gun. I tensed when Angel-face placed the cool metal to the back of my neck. A moment later something clicked, and a stinging sensation spread over my skin. It hurt, and I cried out in pain, but it wasn’t as bad as I’d expected.

      Angel-face removed his arm and tossed the gun onto the counter. Something wiped at the back of my neck, and when I turned my head a bloody alcohol pad rested in his hand. He set it down and applied a bandage to the new wound.

      “All done,” he said, meeting my gaze.

      I stood and stroked the back of my neck while Angel-face cleaned up. When he spotted me touching the bandage, something washed over his eyes that made my hand drop to my side and fresh goosebumps spread across my skin.

      “Don’t fuck with it.”

      I peered up at him but resisted the urge to open my mouth, the obvious question on the tip of my tongue. He stared back knowingly, but then his face relaxed. He ran a hand through his hair as he appeared to be contemplating something.

      “It’s a tracking device,” he said. “And if you’re caught fucking with it, you’ll be punished… so don’t.”

      I nodded. Something about this man confused me. I couldn’t put my finger on what it was, but I also didn’t really care. Every person involved was a disgusting human being, and beyond that nothing else mattered to me.

      Angel-face led me to a room with several prison-like cells containing a mattress and toilet in each. I did a quick count…sixteen cells; eight along two walls. Most of the cages were occupied by scared women who didn’t appear much older than me. Some even looked younger. I turned to Angel-face, not sure what I was searching for, maybe direction or some kind of explanation as to what would happen to me. He met my eyes for only a moment before nodding to the guard who stood by the door and leaving.

      The guard opened an empty cell and stuck his hand toward it, silently commanding me to enter. My eyes darted from him to the cell, and when I took a few moments longer than he liked, he grabbed me by the hair and shoved me inside. My already bruised knees hit the concrete. I crawled to the mattress, tears from the pain streaming down my face. Moments later, the guard slammed the cell door and left.

      It was eerily quiet. I tried to study the other women, but most lay on their mattresses, facing away from me. We all wore the same kind of T-shirt and panties, but some wore white, like me, while others wore black.

      I wanted to reach out to someone. To anyone. The fear of what would happen to me was overwhelming, but I stayed silent, too afraid to be the first one to speak. So instead, I spent the rest of the night crying into a pillow. After what seemed like an eternity, but must have been hours, I drifted to sleep.
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      “HEY…hey you need to wake up. They’re going to be here soon.”

      My eyes fluttered open and followed where the voice came from. In the cell to my right was a pretty young redhead peering through the bars at me.

      “I’m Sam,” she whispered. “What’s your name?”

      “Katie,” I croaked back, while wiping the sleep from my eyes which were still swollen from crying. “What do you mean they’re going to be here soon? W-what are they going to do?” The panic in my voice was apparent.

      “Calm down honey, everything’s okay,” said Sam. She pointed to a clock on the wall at the far end of the room.

      “Every day at eleven and six they bring us food. They pick up the trays fifteen minutes after they drop them off. I’m sorry I woke you, I just didn’t want you to miss a meal.”

      I glimpsed the clock that read five till eleven. “Oh… okay, thanks.”

      My gaze raked over Sam and I noticed she wore a black shirt and panties identical to mine, minus the color. She also had bruises in the shape of fingerprints on her arms and legs, and one nasty bruise on her jaw. I tried to hold back, but the tears slid down my face anyway and my lip quivered.

      “What happened to you?”

      Sam covered her chest, clearly uncomfortable with where the conversation had turned. Her lips pulled into a sad smile.

      “Don’t worry, they’re more gentle with the virgins. Just be quiet and do everything they say. You’ll be okay.”

      “How did you know I was a virgin?”

      Sam pointed to my chest as the door opened. She hurried back to her mattress and took a kneeling position, facing the ground.  All the other girls did the same, but I didn’t move. This was too much. My heart pounded against my ribcage and my hands shook.

      The meaning behind her pointing to my chest registered. The clothes. They had color-coded us. Virgins wore white, non-virgins wore black. Glancing around, I counted two girls other than myself in white.

      Three men entered with a cart that carried several trays of food. One of the men unlocked the door to the cell, while another tossed a tray on the floor inside. The last man hung back, a baton in his hand. His eyes locked with mine, and he tapped on the shoulder of the man with the keys. The man with the baton nodded in my direction, and they moved toward my cell.

      I studied the other women and dropped to my knees on the mattress, attempting to mimic their poses. It didn’t seem to discourage the men. The door to my cell opened, and the man with the baton stepped inside.

      “No. Please, no!” I cried, holding my hands up in an attempt to shield myself.

      The baton crashed down on my shoulder. I fell flat on my stomach and lifted my hands to cover my head, my screams bouncing off the concrete walls. The man hit me twice more in the back before exiting the cell.

      I lay on my mattress, curled up in a ball and sobbing. I’d experienced more pain in the past twenty-four hours than ever in my life. My entire body ached, but the pain in my shoulder from the first blow of the baton hurt the most.

      When they’d left, Sam tried speaking to me again.

      “Katie? Katie, are you okay?”

      I ignored her, continuing to sob into the mattress while clutching my shoulder.

      “You have to eat, Katie, if you miss too many meals they’ll force feed you. Trust me, you don’t want that.” The seriousness in Sam’s tone caused me to turn in her direction and my sobs to quiet, although tears still trailed down my cheeks.

      “Who are these people?” I whispered.

      Sam took a deep breath. “They’re human traffickers.”

      “Traffickers? But what does that mean for us? What’s going to happen?”

      I’d seen enough movies to understand that these people wanted us for sex. Maybe I was naive, but I wasn’t stupid. What I didn’t know was the who, when, and where.

      “Every couple of months there’s an auction. They sell us all at once. That’s as much as I know. You have to follow along with what everyone else does. They won’t give you any second chances and they won’t tell you what you’re doing wrong. I’m sorry I didn’t warn you sooner.” Sam said, her voice full of regret.

      My heart broke at the guilt in her expression, and I forced myself to let go of my shoulder and sit up. “It’s not your fault.”

      She pointed at a tray that I hadn’t realized was in my cell. “Eat, Katie. I’m serio—”

      The door opened again. The man with the baton reappeared, this time by himself. He strolled up to Sam’s cell and unlocked it. Sam cowered back on the mattress in the same kneeling position as earlier.

      “No! Wait no!” I screamed, not recognizing my own voice.

      He ignored me, hitting Sam with the baton repeatedly, and inflicting far more damage than he’d done to me. When he’d finished, Sam lay whimpering while I sat on my mattress crying and waiting for my turn. He turned his leer to me. The threat was clear. I arranged myself on my knees and lowered my eyes.

      The other men returned, joining the one with the baton. This time when they entered, all the girls stood and retreated to the back of their cells. One by one as the cell doors opened, the girls picked up their trays and walked out to stand in a line after placing the trays on a cart. All except me and Sam. They picked up our trays containing a simple peanut butter and jelly sandwich, an apple, and three vitamins and moved on to the next.

      When the girls were all in a line, the guards ushered them out of the room.

      “Sam!” I whispered, crawling to the bars connecting our cells. She rolled her head to look at me and placed a single finger over her lips.
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      “Everything is going to be okay. You just have to be strong,” I whispered to the new girl who’d been put into the cell on my left.

      I pressed against the bars, inspecting her shaking form when a noise behind me caught my attention. I turned around to see Sam frowning and shaking her head at me from the opposing cell. Ignoring Sam’s warning, I turned back to the girl. She had finally rolled over but still didn’t look at me. Her eyes were almost swollen shut from crying so much over the last couple of days.

      When they had first brought her in two days ago, she’d been hysterical. She’d banged on the door to her cell, screaming for half an hour before the guards came in and beat her with the baton. I’d tried calming her down then, but it hadn’t worked. Only pain seemed to lessen her frantic desire to escape.

      Since then, she’d been crying facing the wall. She wasn’t eating the food that they brought us. That in itself was dangerous. If you missed three consecutive meals, they would chain you and shove a feeding tube up your nose. I’d already seen it once and refused to sit back and watch it happen again.

      “Please, listen to me. If you do what everyone else does, they won’t hurt you,” I pleaded. She ignored me, once again.

      I’d been there two weeks, but it felt so much longer than that. At least there was a clock on the wall, allowing us to have a sense of time, otherwise, I think I would’ve lost my sanity. I tried scratching lines into the wall to count the days at first, but it didn’t work. My nails weren’t hard enough to do anything to the concrete, so instead, I pulled a piece of the frayed mattress every morning and set it to the side. That was the highlight of my time in this hellhole.

      They had everything down to a science. The same meal twice a day, which we had exactly fifteen minutes to eat. When they came for the trays at 11:15, they took us to shower. That was the entire routine. We weren’t allowed to talk to each other, and the guards almost never spoke to us. The lack of communication alone was enough for me to understand the blank look on some of the girls faces. They’d checked out, and if I didn’t get out of there soon, I was afraid I would lose myself as well.

      The worst part was not knowing what the future held. I wanted to be hopeful. Wanted to believe that this chapter of my life would be the hardest, but there was no way to tell. I had no idea if the monsters here would be as bad as the ones to come, or maybe even worse.

      I jumped at the sound of the door to the room opening. Shit. After taking a deep breath, I got in the kneeling position on my mattress and awaited the impending beating. They went easier when we were like that. And as Sam said, they always went easier on the virgins. My awkwardness and social anxiety had actually increased my value to these people. How ironic.

      I’d known there was a good chance that I’d be punished for reaching out to the new girl. They never missed anything. I was pretty sure there were cameras in the room. I couldn’t see them, but that was the only way to explain the omniscient guards.

      “Everyone up!” The guard yelled, banging a baton on several of the cells. My face scrunched as I glanced up at the clock. It was two in the afternoon. The guards began opening the individual cells, and I stood along with the others. Anxiety coursed through me. The break in routine didn’t seem like a good thing, especially after I’d just broken a rule. They hadn’t taken us to shower after picking up our trays this morning, though, so maybe that was what we were doing.

      The breath I held blew over my lips when the guard guided the line of women in the direction of the showers. Thank God.

      As we got closer, my eyes widened when I peeked up to see the man who’d taken me to my medical exam when I got here, Angel-face, leaning with one foot propped against the wall. He wasn’t alone. The woman who’d been with him that day, Rebecca, stood next to him.

      I’d seen her a few times. She came by and observed when we were showering on occasion. I was pretty sure she was in charge because she showed up mainly when there was a problem. When the new girl had refused to eat, Rebecca was the one who instructed the feeding tube to be shoved up her nose. The woman was no doubt sadistic. She stood watching the whole time with a smile plastered on her face.

      I wondered what Angel-face’s job was. I hadn’t seen him since that first day. It seemed like maybe he and Rebecca were a couple. After all, I’d only seen him when she was around.

      When his eyes met mine, I realized too late that I’d been staring. I darted my gaze to the floor as the blood rushed to my cheeks. Being in the same room with him increased my heart rate, but the eye contact sent my anxiety into overdrive. My breaths came in short, fast puffs and my chest tightened. As terrifying as the man was, my physical response wasn’t due to fear. I’d learned well what that particular emotion was like. No, this was something else entirely.

      After waiting a few seconds, I took another peek. He whispered something in Rebecca’s ear that made her laugh. My breath caught with the first sight of his smile. He was handsome. Really handsome. But when he smiled, he was breathtaking. I had to remind myself that he was ugly on the inside. That he was a monster like her and the rest of the guards. I should’ve been repulsed by him. I should’ve wrinkled my nose as if his presence reminded me of the most putrid smell, but that wasn’t the response my body chose.

      I felt hot, like my face was on fire, but my palms were cold and clammy. Oh. My. God. It was nervousness.

      “Move your feet slave,” Rebecca barked.

      It took me a moment to realize she was talking to me. It hadn’t registered that the girl in front had already gone to the shower. There were eight stalls and sixteen girls, so half of us had to wait in line. I hurried to the empty shower stall before she scolded me further.

      Things were different that day. There wasn’t just the usual bar of soap. There was shampoo, conditioner, body wash, a razor, shaving cream— the whole works. I inwardly squealed. It was amazing to think of the things I’d taken for granted before this. I’d only been there two weeks, but a break in routine and vanilla soap was a delicious reprieve from the mundane. I washed up and shaved my legs, trying not to think of Angel-face in the room.

      When I went to head toward the tables where they kept the clothes and towels, one of the guards put out his hand, stopping me. “The cunt too.”

      It took me a moment to realize what he meant, and my cheeks heated once again. This time from embarrassment. I’d for the most part gotten over showering in front of the guards. They never seemed too interested in it anyway. Some even played on their phones while they waited for us to finish. Now, though, I was incredibly uncomfortable with the reference to my cunt. I felt gross just thinking the word. Something about it was just… dirty.

      I stepped back into the shower stall so that he’d leave me alone. After applying a glob of shaving cream to my mound, I shaved off the curls. When I ran my hand over the result, I couldn’t believe how smooth my skin was. I finished up and tried not to think about how exposed I felt as I scurried over to the table with the towels.

      This time, there were bottles of vanilla lotion instead of our clothes. I applied the lotion and wrapped the towel around my body, sighing in relief to see the other girls had done the same. In this place, it was important to blend in.

      The showers were taking much longer that day because of all the extra primping, so those of us who had finished stood waiting in a line. Rebecca and Angel-face had moved away
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