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Chapter one

Anais had awoken after a night of such delicious dreams that she kept her eyes closed so as to savour the last remnants of dream and to put off the real world for just a few seconds more. A smile played on her lips as she opened her eyes, remembering that it was Sunday, her favourite day of the week, and that she could go straight back to sleep if she wanted.

She turned to look at her digital alarm clock, for even though she could theoretically sleep all day, she didn’t want to waste the whole day in bed, and she especially didn’t want to miss Winnie’s famous Sunday Breakfast. The alarm clock was invisible through the darkness and its usually luminous orange readout was now as black as the rest of the room.

Anais assumed that there must have been a power cut as the whole bedroom was a lot darker than it usually was. The power cut had extended to the outside lights as well. The streetlamp just outside her window was not throwing its usual glow across the room. Being late November meant that it was likely to be dark well into the morning which left Anais no clue as to the correct time.

This morning, though, Anais had such a wonderful feeling, a feeling of potential and warmth in her belly that she supposed it must be quite late in the morning and she’d slept well through the night. After a quick sniff to ascertain if breakfast was being cooked yet, Anais decided to stay in bed after all and try to get back into that wonderful dream she’d been having about a gorgeous prince with white blonde hair. Yawning, she stretched her arm out, plunging it into the total blackness of the room. Her hand brushed the wall next to her bed which was when Anais realised that something was wrong.

Her bed was in the middle of the room and the only wall it touched was against the headboard. She had at least three feet on each side of the bed until the pink floweriness of her walls. Unease started to build as she tried to rationalise her hand touching wall.

Perhaps she had just brushed against something on her bedside cabinet, but the angle was wrong and besides, all she had on her bedside cabinet was a book and a hairbrush, nothing that could have been mistaken for a wall. She opened her eyes for a second time, but it was so dark she couldn’t see anything through the blackness. She put her arm out again, and what she felt was definitely a wall. What’s more, it wasn’t her wall. Her bedroom at Winnie’s had beautiful printed wallpaper of flowers and birds. It was old-fashioned wallpaper, but it was flat. This wallpaper was patterned, but she could feel the pattern rather than see it, some kind of swirl.

She briefly wondered if she had fallen back into her old ways of going to bars, getting drunk and waking up the next morning goodness knows where and with a vile hangover though it certainly didn’t feel that way. There was no hangover, no pounding alcohol-induced headache or feelings of both nausea and guilt. In fact, despite the rising panic, there was still the underlying wonderfulness that her dreams had brought and the smile that she realised was still on her lips.

She dropped the smile and felt the bed next to her to confirm what she already knew. The bed was a single bed which sealed the fact that she was not in her own double divan. She thought back to the previous night to try to find reason in why she would not be in her own bed in her own room, but last night had been the same as it always was.

Leaving Winnie watching her soaps as usual, she’d taken her milk up to bed where she had read a few chapters of the novel she was currently reading before falling asleep. It had been a very normal evening, boring even, as she couldn’t stand the soaps and couldn’t think of anything to do, so had taken herself to bed earlier than usual in the hope she would finish the book she had been reading.

As her panic increased, her heart rate elevated and her breathing became sharper. The hairs on the back of her neck began to prickle uncomfortably and without thinking she raised her hand to her neck as a small gesture of comfort and to quell her rising anxiety. Any hope that she’d somehow been mistaken was lost when she got out of the bed. Her feet felt plush carpet beneath them, warm, unlike the polished floorboards she was used to. The long fibres, velvety soft between her toes, left her in no doubt of being in an unfamiliar room.

Leaving the bed and following the wall anti-clockwise, her fingers traced the same raised swirls around the room as she took in its dimensions. The room was about twelve feet in length and breadth, and apart from the bed, was devoid of furniture. She felt her way along the wall slowly until the third wall where she hit a doorframe, and then a door. She quickly felt for a handle, but there wasn’t one. Moving her hands all over the door in the hope that the handle was just in a strange position, either at the top or the bottom or even in the middle, was to no avail. It was as empty as the rest of the room, just the flat expanse of the thick wood door. The only evidence that a handle had once been there was a small hole where it had been removed. She bent down to peek out, but the handle was still on at the other side and so the hole was blocked. Poking her finger through to dislodge the other side of the handle resulted in a broken fingernail, but the handle itself steadfastly remained in place.

Her breathing became more ragged as she fought the rising panic. Taking a few deep breaths, she managed to slow it down to a more manageable state. Putting her ear to the door, she listened out for some kind of sound, but all she could hear was the sound of her own breathing. The darkness closed in on her as she stood by the locked door, giving her an unfamiliar feeling of claustrophobia. The walls seemed to be moving in on her, crushing her lungs, disrupting her ability to breathe. She once again steadied her breathing and tried to shake the feeling of intense fear that enveloped her.

She tentatively raised her hand and gently knocked on the door. 

“Hello,” she whispered softly before realising how ridiculous and ineffective this was.

She was in a strange room, with no idea how she had got there and no way out, and she was tapping on a door as if embarrassed to disturb someone on the other side. It was this stupid, totally wrong feeling inside her that was making her into an idiot. Panic was there alright, but despite that, she still couldn’t shake the happiness, the total joy she had woken up with. She still had a warm feeling that something good was going to happen.

The thought occurred to her that she had somehow been drugged. It would explain how she had been removed from her bed without her waking up. The inexplicable feelings of joy were a mystery to her, though. She’d never heard of a drug that knocked you out and then made you feel wonderful hours later. She almost gave a giggle and then chided herself. Whatever the drugs were that had knocked her out were now making her feel giddy. The fear she was feeling, combined with the effects from the drugs, produced a curious combination of emotions which swirled through Anais.

Intellectually, she knew that she was in a desperate situation, but despite that, her heart was beating like it was full of the joys of spring.

The fear of the situation in which she found herself was fighting the warm, happy feeling inside her for dominance.

“It’s the drugs, it’s the drugs,” she breathed to herself.

She realised that while it was nice that she was feeling a lot calmer than she should, it would impede her chances of escape.

She needed her faculties about her now more than ever. She needed to be sharp and stay focused. A little bit of fear was not necessarily a bad thing.

After taking a few more deep breaths, she dropped the whispering and started to shout at the closed door.

“Let me out, Can you hear me?” She let her head rule her heart and screamed and shouted for all she was worth.

She let forth a string of expletives which, had she been at home, would have made Winnie faint.

‘Potty mouth,’ Winnie had called anyone who had so much as uttered a swear word. She abhorred anyone who “Was too lazy to speak the Queen’s English,” and if she was ever really angry or stubbed her toe, the worst you would get out of her was “pish” or “darn” or “sugar.”

Thinking of Winnie finally made Anais cry. Her fear dissolved into sadness as she realised that Winnie would be going into her room this morning to find an empty bed. Dear sweet old Winnie wouldn’t be able to cope with losing her. She was just a sweet old lady who knew everything there was to know about books and baking but was woefully naive about dealing with the real world. Anais didn’t think that Winnie would know what to do when she found that Anais was gone. Would she think Anais had run away, or would she know the truth? Surely, Winnie knew her well enough to know that she would never leave in the middle of the night without an explanation.

Anais finally gave in and cried until her tears ran dry. The fear for Winnie overshadowed the fear for herself. The sadness she felt for her only friend finally drove out the last remnants of happiness and the effects of the drugs at long last wore off, along with the kaleidoscope of emotions they had induced. Anais was spent, empty. She slumped on the floor and wondered what the hell she was supposed to do now.

Winnie had taken Anais into her home about six months previously and in many ways saved her life. She’d certainly changed her life at the very least.

Anais was born and had grown up in Los Angeles to British parents. Her father, Alistair was a world-renowned expert on rare books and ancient manuscripts. Having taught history and literature at UCLA, he shared his love of the written word with his only daughter. Sarah, Anais’ mother, worked on the set of a celebrity-driven chat show doing the makeup of the screen gods and goddesses of the moment. All three were happy with their lives, but both Alistair and Sarah missed their home.

A year ago they had decided to move back to York with Anais and had sold everything to set up a new life in England. They hadn’t even been back six weeks when a drunk driver had driven off the road straight into the couple, killing Sarah and Alistair instantly. Anais had been at home, filling in college applications, when she got a visit from a policeman. She was three days shy of her eighteenth birthday.

Newly orphaned in a foreign country with no money and friends who were over 5,000 miles away, Anais had very quickly spiralled out of control. Despite her parents being relatively well off, their money was all tied up in various trusts. Anais was looking at being quite a wealthy young lady, but various legal issues had to be addressed before she’d get a penny. The little money she did have went for six month’s rent on the house her parents had rented and the rest went on cheap alcohol in even cheaper bars. When the lease on the house was up, she had slept on the sofas of people she barely knew. She had hit rock bottom when by chance she walked into Winnie’s Rare and Antique Book Emporium. It was down a street she had never been on before, and she didn’t know what it was that had made her go in. She supposed it was because it reminded her so much of her historian father, who had loved old books second only to his wife and daughter. Inside she had met Winnie. Wonderful Winnie, who recognised a kindred spirit in Anais and shared her love of books, a trait she had picked up from her father.

They had chatted all afternoon and Winnie had made tea and sandwiches which they had shared. By the time the shop closed, Winnie had offered Anais both a bed and a job. Winnie had told her that she had been desperate to find a shop assistant who knew enough about rare books and she really needed to rent her spare room out. It was serendipitous that Anais had come into her life at just the right time for both of them.

Anais had first thought Winnie was crazy letting a stranger into her house (which was the second and third floors above the shop) but she soon realised she was just a lonely old lady who needed the company much more than she really needed a shop assistant. That had been six months ago. She’d been sober ever since.


         

Chapter two

Anais decided to stop feeling sorry for herself and devise a plan to get out of the room. She had to get back to Winnie, who was probably out of her mind with worry by now. Thinking of Winnie made her think back to the previous night again. She couldn’t figure out how she had been drugged. She’d only eaten dinner as usual and there was no opportunity for anyone to slip in and drug her food. She pushed that particular conundrum to the back of her mind to solve later and turned her attention to the more pressing matter of escape.

If there were a way out of the room, she would find it. Highly intelligent, she thrived on puzzles of any kind. At school, she was a self-confessed ‘nerd,’ spurning the cheerleading club that all her friends attended; she instead joined the chess club, much to the joy of the young men who also took part. She was actually chess champion for three of the years she was there. Her father had started her on the New York Times crossword at age eight. By the time she was ten, she could complete them all by herself.

She’d solved many ‘locked room’ puzzles in theory. Now seemed like a good time to see if she could do it in reality.

She quickly looked around the room again, but it was impossible to see anything through the inky blackness. Not even a sliver of light escaped from around the door. She had hoped that once her eyes had become accustomed to the dark, she might be able to see something, but there was nothing but the inky blackness.

Walking back across the room, arms outstretched, she checked the middle which she had previously missed on her trip around the edge of the room. As she suspected, it was empty. She made her way back to the bed to see if there was anything that might help her escape. She was not hopeful, but it gave her something to do. She pulled the duvet off the bed, then the pillows, then the sheet. Underneath was just a mattress. The bed itself felt like ornately carved wood with posts at each corner. She ran her hand up one of the posts and was only slightly surprised to find that it went high enough that she had to stand on the bed to reach the top. Thick material ran from the top of the post, covering all the other posts she suspected it was a four poster bed.

Anais had never thought much about kidnapping, but she knew that kidnappers didn’t keep girls in houses with four poster beds. They kept them in dungeons and dens and secret places with locked doors and bare floors. Places that were damp and cold and grey. Everyone knew that. She’d seen it enough in action movies where the main character spends the whole film racing around trying to find his daughter or wife, usually finding them bound, gagged and filthy in some lunatic’s cellar.

Now that she thought about it, the whole room felt opulent. The carpet was thick and soft beneath her feet and the wallpaper she had felt earlier, with its raised pattern, was not cheap woodchip. It felt expensive. Although Anais had felt no means of heating in the room, it was pleasantly warm and cosy. The bed sheets felt like silk and the bed was the most comfortable bed she had ever slept in. Curiouser and curiouser, she thought, slipping into words from her favourite book. She wondered what kind of person would keep her locked up in a room like this, and more importantly, what was he planning to do to her? He might be a rich lunatic, but he was a lunatic all the same.

The comfort of the room belied the danger she was in, and Anais knew it. The down duvet might have kept her warm in the night, but it was useless against an attacker. She could throw it at him as he came through the door. It wouldn’t slow anyone for long, but it was all she had. She hoped it would slow him long enough to run past him and then find her way out of this mess.

She shouted again through the door, the duvet in her hand. Nobody came. Hours passed and still, she stood there, the duvet becoming heavier and heavier in her hands until she no longer had the strength to hold it. She let go of it entirely. Hours of shouting had served nothing, but giving her a sore throat. Plans of escape had now left her; now she just wanted a drink to ease her throat. Winnie had always made her honey and lemon when her throat was sore, but right now she’d settle for a cup of water to quench her thirst. She put her ear to the door, but still heard nothing. She listened some more and then realised there was no ambient sound. No cars passing, no birds, no voices. Just an eerie silence which she had punctuated with her screams.

She wondered if her captor was nearby at all. It seemed judging by the room that she was in a house of some kind, but she knew that appearances could be deceptive. The lack of windows meant she could easily be in a bunker somewhere underground with the opulent furnishings a ruse to make her think otherwise. It did bring up the question ‘why’ though? There was no logical reason for a kidnapper to make her feel comfortable. She was locked in the room, no matter how well it was decorated.

So much for the ‘locked room’ puzzles she had managed to figure out in seconds. In reality, the answers to this puzzle were just not forthcoming.

Eventually she fell to the floor exhausted, wrapped herself in the duvet and fell into a fitful sleep.

She awoke later. Without any reference, she had no way of being able to tell how long she’d been asleep although it felt like a few hours. She stretched her arms and legs which both had cramps as a result of her odd sleeping position on the floor and then rubbed them furiously to get rid of the stabbing pins and needles. She also needed to pee. This was another problem you never seemed to get in movies about being kidnapped. The writers, evidently, skipped over the dilemma of bodily function in favour of moving the plot forward.

She crossed her legs and wondered what to do. Peeing on the floor was a solution, albeit an unpleasant one. A few seconds later something took her mind from her bathroom needs.

The room was just as dark as it had been before, but now something was different. She could smell something. It was a smell that made her stomach growl and her mouth start to water. It was roast beef. She followed the smell across the room, tripping over something on the floor which hadn’t been there before. She bent down feeling towards the floor with her hands and was very relieved to find a large bowl.

It was made of china and she could feel a handle on the side. Confused she put her hand in to see if there was anything inside, but it was empty. She felt its wide shape again and then realised it was an old-fashioned chamber pot. She hovered over it self-consciously and gladly relieved herself. Once finished she carried the pot to the far wall, not wanting to knock it over in the dark. Her captor had obviously had the forethought to provide her with a way to use the toilet, which meant two things. Firstly, she wasn’t going to be let out of this room anytime soon, and secondly, he, at least, planned to make her comfortable whilst she was here. Anais wasn’t sure if that was a good or a bad thing so she brought herself back to trying to track down the roast beef smell. Feeling around blindly in the dark she quickly found a small table which had a plate on it. She picked up the plate and sniffed. Yep, definitely roast beef. Her hand felt along the table again and came upon a knife and fork. She guessed that they were made of silver as they felt so heavy in her hands.

Despite being a light sleeper, someone had crept into the room and left a meal for her without waking her.

They must have brought the food in silently although it could have been the drug still in her system which made her sleep more soundly than usual. Feeling angry with herself for not waking up, she pushed the food to one side, but minutes later, she picked it up again. Her stomach was rumbling and it smelled wonderful. It would do her no good to starve herself and she reasoned that she’d need to keep her strength up for the next time they came in. She did her best to eat the food in the dark. It was an unusual experience, eating without seeing. She wasn’t sure if it was because she couldn’t see her food that it was delicious, but it was genuinely the best roast beef dinner she’d ever tasted. The beef was succulent and practically melted in her mouth, the potatoes roasted with rosemary, the vegetables mixed with some other herb she couldn’t quite place but tasted out of this world. The meal almost took her mind from her predicament, it was that good. Every mouthful left her taste buds eager for more. She finished the meal quickly and then felt around the table to see if it held anything else. She hit a glass a little too hard, spilling its contents over the carpet and the table. Her heart fell. She was so thirsty that her throat felt constricted and her only drink was now soaking into the carpet. She dipped her fingers in the puddle and tasted. It was champagne. She licked her fingers greedily. She’d not touched a drop of alcohol since the day she moved in with Winnie and she hadn’t missed it, but she was just so thirsty. Her hands felt the last corner of the table and came across another receptacle. Anais quickly recognised it as a gravy boat. She groaned. She’d already finished her dinner. She picked up the gravy boat and drank it straight down.  It was the strangest way to quench her thirst, but she didn’t know how long it would be before she’d have anything else to drink. It was salty, so didn’t do a great job of helping her throat. She wondered when she’d next get a drink.

Her hunger satisfied, she had a quick feel around the room to see if anything else had appeared in her sleep. Beyond the food table and chamber pot, the room was exactly the same as it had been previously. She wondered if there was any point in shouting again. She gave a half-hearted shout of ‘hello’ at the door, but again, she couldn’t hear anything. Her throat was far too painful to keep it up, so she soon gave up.

She wondered about who had kidnapped her. A man, for sure, possibly two or more. She had not inherited her mother’s petite structure, instead taking after her father, tall and willowy. She would not have been easy to carry for one man. This thought did nothing to make her feel better and she felt panic begin to rise again. She desperately wanted not to think about what lay on the other side of the door, but with no light and nothing else to do, her mind wandered.

One or more men had brought her to this house, of that she was reasonably sure, but to what end?

Anais ruled out ransom quickly. As much as she would have preferred this to any other option, she had no available money and no family to pay it if she did. At some point, she would be able to get her hands on her inheritance, but that day was a long time away. She hoped she wasn’t to be kept here until that day, possibly months in the future. Besides, it wasn’t that much money in the grand scheme of things. It was enough to buy herself a nice house in a nice neighbourhood and possibly some left over for a car and a couple of nice holidays, but it hardly made her rich. That was in the future. At the moment she only had Winnie, who judging by the number of customers she got in the shop was not much better off than herself. She knew that Winnie would give anything to get Anais back, even selling the shop if she had to, but nobody on earth would pick her out as a wealthy target for kidnapping. She doubted that the revenue she brought in covered much more than the mortgage and paying Anais her wages.

Anais spent a few minutes in a fantasy that one of the old books in the shop was worth millions and the kidnapper wanted to exchange her life for that book. It was a fruitless fantasy, though, as Winnie knew every book in her shop and was such an expert that she’d know straight away if she had an undiscovered Shakespearian sonnet or some other rare antiquity. Besides, the security in the shop consisted of Winnie and Anais keeping an eye on the customers. Seeing as Winnie always seemed to be nipping into the kitchen to brew countless cups of tea or make sandwiches, it wouldn’t take a master thief to take anything.

Anais had called Winnie out on it on numerous occasions. She had told her to fit an alarm system or install CCTV cameras, but Winnie steadfastly refused, reasoning that nothing in the shop was worth much anyhow, and it was more bother than it was worth. Anais really wished she had tried harder to persuade her to get CCTV because Winnie would at least have something to show the police if Anais had been taken out of the front of the shop.

So ransom, as an option, was quickly ruled out.

She didn’t really want to contemplate the other options. She’s heard plenty of stories of girls being kidnapped and sold into slavery and it was a thought that she couldn’t bear.

Death was the last option on her list. It wasn’t so much the thought of death that worried her, although she didn’t want to die; it was the fact that she hadn’t been killed yet. Her kidnapper had had plenty of opportunities to kill her. She was in a dark room with only a duvet for cover. She was hardly a difficult target. Not to mention her captor had already managed to somehow drug her in her own home. No, the lunatic wanted to keep her alive, at least for now. Anais hoped he wasn’t planning ways to kill her that involved torturing her first. She was a big fan of horror movies and had no problem conjuring up images of horrific ways to hurt someone, thanks to Hollywood and its highly skilled makeup and special effect artists.

Anais realised that this line of thinking was doing nothing to help her. She had been brought up better than this. She was a strong woman and she was not stupid. She would find a way to escape. She fumbled her way back to the bed dragging the duvet with her. What did she have? A duvet, a pillow and a mattress, a table with an empty plate, a glass and a gravy boat. There were plenty of things here that she could use, not to mention that she was now armed with a knife, even if it was only a dinner knife. A plan began to form in her mind. She knew that the lunatic was keeping her alive, at least for now, and that meant feeding her. He would also have to empty the chamber pot unless he wanted his room smelling. He would have to come through the door in the dark. The plan developed. Now was the time to take action.

She ripped open the duvet and the pillow savagely, sending goose feathers swirling around her like fluffy snow which she could feel rather than see. She emptied the remaining feathers around the door in a pile. She then felt for the small table and the glass that she had put back on it hours before. She smashed the glass on the table as quietly as she could by wrapping it in the pillow case to dampen the sound. The last thing she needed was her captor to hear her and come running before she was ready for him. The broken glass fragments were added to the pile of feathers to form a basic trap. Finally, she picked up the small wooden table and swung it as hard as she could against the wall. There was nothing she could do to mask the sound this time so she worked quickly. Four swings later, the small table broke and she quickly took one leg which she knew would make a good weapon.

She sat on the bed and waited, holding onto the chair leg and dinner knife for dear life. When he came through the door, he would be confused by the feathers, possibly trip and she’d take his moment of hesitation and hit him over the head with the chair leg. The glass shards and her knife could also cause some amount of damage. It wasn’t much of a plan, she knew that, but it was the best she could come up with, with what she had. She actually felt better now that she had a plan. Adrenaline kicked in, and her palms started to sweat. She had taken control of the situation, and although deep in her heart she knew that only an amazing fluke would get her out of this, she still felt good about it. She sat on the edge of her bed, ready at the slightest noise, to jump up and pounce. Her nerves were tingling in a mixture of fear, adrenaline and anticipation. Waiting, waiting for the moment to strike. She listened, head facing the door, trying to hear any sign of movement, any little noise that meant the lunatic was approaching. After thirty seconds or so she realised that she had forgotten to breathe so she took in a few big gulps of air which made her feel dizzy.

She realised how ridiculous it was, to sit, quite literally, on edge waiting for her captor like this. It could be hours before he came back and by then, at the rate she was going, she’d have done the job for him by giving herself a heart attack with anticipation. She put her head between her legs and felt the blood returning to her brain, the dizziness fading. When the feeling passed, she walked a few laps of the room, being careful to avoid stepping on the feathers, glass and the rest of the broken table in her bare feet. The exercise woke her up a little and brought her to her senses.

An indeterminable amount of time passed, and no one came to collect the plate. She began to wish that she hadn’t tried to be so quiet after all. He obviously hadn’t heard her and come to investigate the source of the noise. Brandishing her chair leg she hit the walls and screamed as loud as her sore throat would allow. She even stamped her feet on the floor but the carpet, as thick as it was, absorbed the majority of the sound. Still, nobody came. Hours of nothingness went by with nothing to distinguish one from the next. With no light to see and nothing to hear, Anais began to get bored. The feeling of being on edge and ready to fight had long since passed, and now she was just tired. She had long given up on making noise and instead dozed fitfully on the bed.

Finally, she heard a noise. Footsteps. Her grip tightened on the chair leg which she had held on to, even as she dozed. The sound of a bolt being pulled back on the other side of the door alerted her to the fact her captor was coming into the room.


         

Chapter three

Her heart rate once again increased. The door opened with a faint click. A bright light shone through from outside the room momentarily blinding Anais. Her eyes had no time to accustom themselves to the light from the hallway outside after so long in the dark. She heard someone make a soft “oh” as they stepped on the feathers, and Anais decided it was now or never. Brandishing her chair leg, she ran across the room swinging blindly in the general direction of the person whom she still could not see because of her temporarily blinded state.

She felt someone grab the chair leg and then all hell broke loose. She was knocked off her feet, but instead of hitting the ground, she felt herself flying across the room, carried by her captor. She became disorientated. There was a lot of noise and screaming and things were happening which Anais, in her sense deprived state could not understand. She threw her fists around, but she was just punching thin air. A couple of clicks sounded near her. She heard a soft voice say “Sorry,” and then the door closed, and the bolt was once again pushed into place.

What the hell had just happened?

When Anais managed to calm her breathing, she assessed the situation. Something was round her wrists. Feeling down, she realised she had been shackled to the bed. The whole thing had happened so quickly. Seconds! How had her captor managed to get her on the bed and shackle her so quickly? Anais was not a small girl. She was slim, but at 5 ft. 9 she was hardly easy to just pick up like a ragdoll. She was strong as well, so how was someone able to just pick her up like she was a bag of feathers? It had been a woman too. She had known that as soon as she had heard her exclaim “Oh” and the “sorry” had just confirmed it.

She felt a small moment of relief. She knew that, statistically, most serial killers were men, so that left the question ‘What would a woman want with her?’

She didn’t have much time to ponder over it, as she once again heard the bolt being pulled back.

This time, Anais sat on the bed and waited. Her shackles prevented her from moving too far, but the utter failure to escape her captor previously would have kept her motionless anyway. The pure shock of being outwitted so quickly had her rooted to the bed. Curiosity was beginning to form as she wondered how this woman had moved her so quickly.

The door opened for a second time.

Again, the light from outside the room shocked her eyes, but after blinking a few times her vision began to clear. There was a woman, not much older than Anais herself, standing in the doorway with, of all things, a dustpan and brush. She moved forward into the room and began to sweep up the glass, and feathers and bits of broken table. The woman didn’t look up at Anais, but kept to task, dumping the whole lot into a small plastic bin that she had also brought with her.

Anais found the whole thing slightly surreal; this woman, who had just minutes ago shackled her to the bed, was now cleaning as if it was the most normal thing in the world. It wasn’t the normality of sweeping that struck Anais though; it was how the woman looked. Now that she had stepped into the room, Anais was able to get a good look at her. She was, to put it simply, beautiful. She was stunning. White blonde hair cascaded freely over her shoulders in waves that shone. Her face was perhaps slightly too pale, but its symmetry, almond-shaped eyes under perfectly arched eyebrows, straight, slender nose and full lips more than made up for its lack of colour. Anais estimated her to be of similar height to herself which, although unusual, explained how, to some extent, she was able to tackle Anais earlier. She was wearing a tight red t-shirt which showed the woman’s trim waist and pert breasts to full advantage. She also wore low-slung fitted black jeans and strangely, was also wearing gloves, black leather gloves which covered her hands to the wrist. On her feet were red fluffy slippers. The whole ensemble, coupled with her strange beauty and the inane task which she was doing made it all the more surreal. So much so that Anais had not uttered a word, but just watched this woman going about her work.

When the last of the feathers had been placed in the bin, the woman stole a look at Anais. At once her face fell and her perfect features dropped into a look of shock and concern which only served to make her somehow even more beautiful.

“Oh, I’ve hurt you!”

Anais followed the woman’s eye line and felt up to her forehead. It was warm and sticky. Blood. With all that had happened in the last few minutes, Anais had not even noticed that she had banged her head in the earlier struggle. The woman ran out of the door, only to return seconds later with a bit of tissue which she held to Anais’ head. Anais looked at her more closely. Up close, Anais could see the woman’s skin although pale was flawless, and Anais could tell it was naturally this way and not with the aid of makeup. Her eyes were black. Not dark brown, but so dark that Anais couldn’t see where the pupils ended and irises began. They sparkled with flecks of light. The woman’s mouth, now smiling, was red with the only makeup Anais could see. Scarlet lipstick coated full lips. The woman’s smile did not extend to her eyes which only held a concerned look.

“Sorry it’s not much, but it’s clean. Hold it to your head while I go and get you a bandage.” Her voice had a friendly singsong quality to it which left Anais mesmerised.

Being left alone for a third time, Anais had time to analyse her situation. She had not felt threatened by the woman, quite the opposite. Despite being shackled and held against her will, she had actually felt safe and weirdly protected. It was partly because the strange woman had been visibly upset that she had caused injury to Anais, but it was the woman’s whole demeanour that had put Anais at ease. She didn’t look like a serial killer either. Serial killers don’t wear fluffy slippers for a start, thought Anais. It was a stupid thought, Anais knew that killers came in all guises, but at the same time she knew that this woman had meant her no harm. It only threw up more questions, though, such as, if not to harm her, then what exactly did the woman want with her?

Anais thought back to the scene that had just unfolded, and there was something not quite right that she couldn’t put her finger on. The whole thing was strange admittedly, but it was something else. Something she had seen that didn’t add up.

The door was now open, which allowed some light into the room allowing her to see it properly for the first time. It was as opulent as she had suspected with the swirly wallpaper turning out to be a complex damask pattern in black and gold. The carpet was a rich, deep red. It glittered with tiny slivers of glass still littering it which the woman had not managed to sweep up. The ruined table was a dark wood and looked like an expensive antique which, in any other situation would have made Anais feel guilty for breaking. Her father had instilled in her a love of antiques which had only grown when she had met Winnie and started working in her antique bookshop.

She moved as far as her shackles would allow so she could see out through the door. Outside was a corridor in which the red carpet continued.

She could only see a small part of the corridor, but it was decorated in the same opulent style as the room.

Anais looked again at the carpet. The light from the hall was hitting the glass fragments creating a pretty sparkling effect and bouncing the light in pretty flashes on the wall.

That’s when it hit her, what had been wrong before. She had quite clearly seen the woman’s face when she had held the tissue to Anais’ head. The only light in the room was coming from the hallway. Anais was facing the doorway and the woman had been between her and the door. The woman would have been able to see Anais clearly, but Anais should have only seen her silhouette. There was no way that Anais should have seen the woman’s face so clearly. The flecks of light in the woman’s eyes had no source to reflect. Anais wondered if she had banged her head harder than she thought she had. She brought the tissue down and saw that there were only a few spots of blood and although she could now feel the spot where she had banged her head, it wasn’t really causing her any discomfort.

As she was pondering this new development, the woman came back. Her hands were full. She carefully laid everything on the bed and then turned to Anais and spoke.

“It’s not so bad, but I’d like to clean it and cover it,” she said this whilst brushing an errant hair away from Anais’ eyes.

The gesture was strangely comforting but made Anais feel self-conscious. Now that the woman was so close to her, Anais was surprised that she had been right. She could see the woman’s face so clearly that it was like a soft light was shining on it. Anais nearly looked over her shoulder to find the source of the light but knew there was nothing behind her, just the wall with its damask pattern. The room was still dark, with its only illumination coming from the light in the corridor, behind this strange woman.

The woman picked a bottle of green liquid from the bed and removed the stopper with a slight pop, bringing Anais out of her thoughts.

“Antiseptic,” she said as she dabbed it on Anais’ cut forehead with a bit of cotton wool. It stung for a second and a cold dribble ran down her face which was expertly mopped up.

Anais sat perfectly still whilst the woman ran a bandage around her head. She watched the woman’s face. Her eyes, full of concern were endless pools of blackness but they reflected the light so perfectly that they sparkled--light that wasn’t there. She could see the woman so very clearly, even in the dark. Her skin, pale but flawless and those scarlet lips, lips that were now smiling at her. The woman looked her in the eyes and smiled, making Anais feel uncomfortable once again. She still had her hands on Anais’ head and was looking at her intently. Anais was so close she could see her own reflection in the woman’s eyes.

“That should do it.” The woman finally dropped her hands and then handed Anais a sandwich which she had placed on the bed. “It’s ham and mustard, I hope that’s ok?”

Anais realised that she had been holding her breath, so hypnotised she had been by the presence and closeness of this woman. All at once the spell was broken and Anais realised she was actually hungry. She took the sandwich and ate greedily despite her dry throat. Just like her previous meal it was delicious. She devoured one-half and then grabbed the other. Putting it into her mouth she looked up at the woman. She was watching her eating. Anais suddenly felt self-conscious and bit just a small corner off the sandwich.

“I guess banging you on the head has not affected your appetite. How does it feel?”

“Fine, thanks,” Anais answered. It was the first words she had uttered since this woman first arrived. “Please, can I have a drink?”

The woman threw her a bottle of water, which Anais opened and drank down in gulps. The cold water soothed her throat and quenched her thirst.

“What am I doing here?”

“You are here for a very special reason, we need you. I can’t really say much more, but we will not hurt you, Anais. You will know everything shortly, but for now, just eat your food and get your head better.”

Anais noted the use of her name. This woman obviously knew her and hadn’t just kidnapped her randomly.

“You obviously know who I am. Do I get to know who you are?”

“I’m Aethelu, pleased to meet you.” She held her hand out to shake hands with Anais as if they had just met at a business meeting instead of being kidnapper and captive.

With all the other weirdness of the moment, Anais took it in her stride. She swapped the sandwich into her other hand, quickly wiped her mustardy hands on her pyjama bottoms and shook Aethelu’s leather-clad hand.

“I have to go, but I’ve left you another bottle of water there on the bed. I’ve left you some slippers just here on the floor. Wear them. I don’t want you cutting your feet on the bits of glass I missed. I’ll come and vacuum tomorrow, but it’s a bit late now. I don’t want to keep the others awake.”

“I’ve also left loo paper, Clean PJs and some magazines.” She pointed to the bed.

“How do you expect me to read the magazines if you keep me in the dark?” Anais asked.

Aethelu stood up, walked to the door and put her hand up. She pulled a cord and light flooded the room. With a wink, she picked up the dustpan and brush and left the room bolting the door behind her.

Anais mentally kicked herself. How could she have missed the light pull? She felt like such a dolt. She must have just missed it when she was feeling her way around the room. In her defence, it was just a bit of string hanging down from the ceiling with a ceramic end. Easily missed in the dark if you were expecting a switch. Not that seeing the room had improved her situation any. She was still locked in it and being able to see the room didn’t make it any more escapable. She looked around. The floor glittered more than ever in the bright light. She put her feet into the slippers and absentmindedly chewed on the remains of her sandwich. The light came from a chandelier on the ceiling. Crystals added to the rooms twinkling brightness. The bed was indeed a four poster bed made from intricately carved dark wood. It was all very old-fashioned and reminded Anais of the one time she had visited a stately home as a member of the public with her parents shortly before they died.  She followed one of the posts down to the bed and saw the pile that Aethelu had left. There was a neatly folded blanket of ruby red, the magazines she had been promised and a key with a label attached to it. Anais picked up the key and studied it. It looked like a perfect fit to the shackles on her wrists. She awkwardly twisted her arms to be in a position to turn the key in the lock and straight away the shackle fell off. She quickly turned the key in the other shackle which fell on the bed to join the first. She read the label on the key. It simply said ‘Sorry.’

Moving the shackles to the floor she picked up the bottle of water. Having had nothing to drink except for gravy for the last day or so had left her extremely dehydrated. The first bottle of water had soothed her somewhat, but her throat still felt like sandpaper and her tongue was rough. She unscrewed the bottle top and drank the whole lot down though sipping it more slowly than the last one. Feeling refreshed she turned her attention to the pyjamas that Aethelu had left on the bed. They were a men’s style cotton with blue stripes. Nothing like her pink ones, but they were clean, so she changed into them, neatly folding hers and placing them on the floor. She then picked up the magazines, the toilet paper and the blanket to see if Aethelu had left anything else. There was nothing else there so she wrapped the blanket around herself and flicked through the first magazine. It was full of ridiculous stories of people’s lives, pictures of babies and tips of the week. It reminded her of the trash that Winnie used to read.

Throwing them aside she instead concentrated on Aethelu. What had she said? ”We need you.”

So there were more people than just the woman holding her captive. She had felt inexplicably safe in Aethelu's presence, but was she just there to put her at ease before the others did unspeakable things to her? Aethelu had also said that she didn’t want to wake others up, which suggested there were other people sleeping in nearby bedrooms. Were they other captors or other people kidnapped and locked in just like her? She didn’t know. None of it made sense. She wasn’t sure if she should shout and wake the other people up anyway. She decided it was pointless. If they were locked in a room just like her, what could they do to help her, and if they weren’t, well then, what would they do to shut her up? Either way, she’d be in no better place than she was now. She put the sheet back on the bed, laid herself down, and closed her eyes. Aethelu’s image remained in her consciousness as if it was burned into her retinas, and it was thoughts of those cherry lips that led Anais into a deep sleep.


         

Chapter four

Dreams of flying were interrupted by a strange whirring noise. Anais opened her eyes to find Aethelu vacuuming the carpet and finally getting rid of the glass particles. When Aethelu noticed she was awake, she smiled.

“Morning sleepyhead. It’s nearly 10 am.”

Anais had lost all concept of time, but she felt marvellous after a long nights sleep. She sat up and yawned immediately spotting the plate of breakfast which was now sat on another side table. She walked over to the table, picked up the fried breakfast and took it back to the bed. She knew it was going to taste amazing even before the first bite and she was not disappointed. She took a bite out of one of the three sausages on the plate. Bacon, eggs, hash browns, mushrooms and beans filled her plate. Each mouthful tasted better than the last.

Aethelu looked at her with a quizzical expression. “You didn’t try to escape?”

Anais looked at Aethelu and the wide open door. She could have easily escaped. She was much closer to the door than Aethelu was. With the element of surprise, she calculated she’d have easily got through the door and perhaps half way down the corridor. So why didn’t she? It was partly fear of the unknown, but she knew that the real reason she had not attempted to escape was because a little part of her didn’t want to. Aethelu had intrigued her. She should have felt scared, but fear had long since left her and was now replaced by curiosity.

She had lost the element of surprise, as it was her captor who had pointed out that she could have escaped. Her failure to escape yesterday was in the forefront of her mind, and she knew it was pointless to even try to escape right now. She would think about it and try to escape later.

“Are you going to tell me why I’m here yet?” Anais asked “and just where is here?”

“We are in Baildon.”

“Baildon?”

“It’s a small town, less than 50 miles from where we took you. This is our house.”

“Our?”

“I live here with my family. At the moment, there’s my eldest brother August, my brothers, Alexander and Raphael, who are twins and our family friend Andrew. They are all dying to meet you. I’ve told them all about you, but my father won’t allow them to meet you until he gets back in a couple of weeks. He’s abroad with my mother at the moment.”

“Look. As much as I’d like to sit around here for the next week or so waiting until your father gets home, I think I’d rather just go home now if you don’t mind.” Anais tried a sarcastic tone.

“I hate this.” Aethelu looked at her with a pained expression which did nothing to diminish her pure beauty. Anais wondered if they were having the same conversation.

“Sorry?”

“I hate having to keep you locked up; He should have given the job to Alex or Raphael.”

Anais took ‘he’ to be Aethelu’s father and ‘the job’ to mean keeping her locked up.

“Why are you then?” Anais was now trying to sound sympathetic, but it was difficult when Aethelu was purposely not telling her why she was here.

Aethelu gave a sad smile but didn’t answer.

“Let me look at you.” Aethelu made her way over to the bed where Anais was still eating her breakfast.

Anais wasn’t sure exactly what Aethelu wanted to look at until she put her hand up to Anais’ face.

Anais got another close-up of those amazing eyes and realised Aethelu was unwinding the bandage from her head. Her hands once again lingered just a fraction of a second longer than Anais was comfortable with.

“Healing nicely. It was just a small cut. I don’t think we’ll be needing this anymore.”

She took the used bandage, balling it up and putting it into her pocket to throw away later.

“You don’t look how I imagined,” said Aethelu. She was still uncomfortably close to Anais despite having finished seeing to the cut on her head.

Anais wasn’t sure how to take this, so she replied with a question of her own.

“What were you expecting?”

“Not sure, really.” answered Aethelu “I don’t think I was expecting your hair to be so dark.”

Anais self-consciously twirled the end of a lock of hair round her finger.

“Don’t get me wrong,” Aethelu said apologetically. “It’s beautiful, really shiny. It’s just so black.”

“It comes from my mother’s side of the family.”

“Ah, I see,” said Aethelu as if this was a great revelation to her. “Well, it’s pretty gorgeous.”

She looked slightly embarrassed at what she had said and so retreated, leaving Anais alone once again.

It wasn’t until late in the afternoon that she reappeared bringing Anais’ dinner with her.

She placed the spaghetti bolognese on the side table along with a small bottle of red wine and a glass made out of the finest crystal. These people sure know how to kidnap in style thought Anais. She watched silently as Aethelu went about her business, emptying the chamber pot and taking away the dirty dishes from the previous meal. Anais knew it was pointless asking why she was here as much as it was to be set free.

Aethelu stopped and looked at her as if she was expecting her to say something.

Well, Anais wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction. Let Aethelu speak to her if she wanted.

Finally, Aethelu broke the silence.

“I really am sorry you know.”

Anais thought she was beginning to sound like a broken record. ‘She was sorry’; ‘it wasn’t her fault.’ For all Anais knew, there was only Aethelu here.

She kept silent as Aethelu approached her.

“Here I brought you these.” Aethelu placed some puzzle books on the bed including a couple that were cryptic crosswords only. “I bought them especially for you. I thought you’d like them more than those rubbish magazines my Mother reads.”

Anais was surprised that Aethelu had guessed how much she liked puzzles. The short time she had spent locked in the room had dragged, each second ticking by excruciatingly slowly, each minute seeming to last an hour. It was, perhaps, the hardest part of being locked in a room for Anais. Her usually active mind, devoid of stimulation, had become very bored, very quickly. The puzzle books were a very welcome gift, although she wasn’t going to give her kidnapper the satisfaction of knowing that. She composed her face into what she hoped resembled complete indifference.

“Ok then, enjoy your meal.” Aethelu seemed downcast as she left the room, pulling the bolt back after she left.

Anais jumped off the bed and went straight to the food. It was laced with heaps of garlic, just as she liked it. It was delicious, just like Winnie made. A lot of the food she’d had since coming here could rival Winnie's. The thought momentarily made her feel sad, but she was too hungry to dwell on it for too long. She’d never been much of a wine drinker, but the small bottle, which, when she poured it out, fit neatly into the glass and tasted wonderful with the pasta dish.

After dinner, she sat on the bed and spent the evening filling out crosswords. She was so glad of them. The magazines she had been given earlier were so trashy that they were barely readable. Even so, she’d read them all cover to cover three times, including the adverts. The hours dragged in here with nothing to look at except pretty wallpaper, with only her own thoughts for company. A couple of crossword books were fine to occupy her for a few hours, but even with them, the relentless boredom of inertia was sure to kick in again as soon as the last crossword was completed. Sleep was the only sure fire way to pass the time without feeling bored and hopeless, and she found herself sleeping more now than she ever had in her life.

Aethelu made her appearance early the next day and she seemed in a much better mood than she had been the previous evening. She chattered away in her singsong voice as she cleared away yesterday’s dishes and emptied the chamber pot. She’d brought another wonderful breakfast which Anais was now wolfing down. The meals she was brought were the only thing, besides sleep, that broke the monotony. Mind you, she mused, with food as good as this, it was almost worth being kidnapped. This morning, it was Eggs Benedict with salmon, another favourite of hers. Seriously, how did Aethelu know? It was like she could read her mind.

By the time Anais
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