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THE DOOR TO THE VAN was thrown open, and I was shoved roughly inside, trying to catch my breath.

“Char!”

“Amber,” I breathed in relief, and I dove toward my friend to give her a hug. So she was alive. That had to count for something. Something...

“What the hell are you doing here?” she demanded, as though I’d had much of a choice.

“I – I-” I blurted out. I didn’t even know where to start, not really. I had to turn this around. I had to get out of here, get back to the house before Vanessa was able to frame herself as some innocent victim in all of this. Tommy and my father, they wouldn’t think to question her, and she would be able to spin any kind of story that she wanted without me there to contradict her.

“Come on, let’s go.” Vanessa’s voice cut through the two of us, and I turned to see my sister emerging from the building beside us. There was a hard-edged expression on her face, something that I had never seen before on her, and it sent a shiver down my spine to see her like that – sent a shock through my system to realize that she was really going through with this, that she was actually going to let this happen. 

“It was her,” Amber breathed to me, her voice low, as Vanessa climbed into the back of the van with us and slapped the cabin to let them know that she was ready to go. I nodded.

“I know,” I replied, and I grabbed Amber’s hand and squeezed tightly. I didn’t know if Tommy and my father might still be out there, looking for her. At least I had managed to find her in one piece. That had to count for something, didn’t it?

“I’m so sorry,” Amber told me, and I could see the tears flashing in her eyes – that fear, that dread, that certainty that something was about to go horribly wrong. As if it already hadn’t...

I wanted to cry. Wanted to rip my hair out at the roots and curse myself for being so foolish. How could I not have seen that my own sister was in on all of this? How could I have missed it for so long? I hated myself, hated that I had allowed this to happen, hated that I had let myself get taken in the midst of all the chaos that we were handling right now. 

“You don’t have anything to be sorry for,” I promised her, and I meant it. If Vanessa had been able to fool me into believing that this was real, that she was actually on our side in all of this, then there was no way that Amber could have seen through it. It would have been unfair for me to assume she could. We just thought we could trust her, thought we could really make this happen, and it had landed us here.

Trapped in the back of a van, going who knew where. 

I could feel Vanessa looking at the two of us, some expression of amusement on her face, something close to laughter on her lips. How could she be so fucking twisted? I didn’t understand it. Didn’t get how she could act like this. She was my sister – hell, I had started to believe that maybe, just maybe, she might be the sister I’d wanted all along, and she had just proved to me that she was anything but. She was a monster. A monster who had been jealous enough of me all along to do something like this. 

I couldn’t even look back at her, even though I knew that she must have wished that I would. I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of letting her know how terrified I was in that instant. I would rather die. She had brought me here because she wanted me to live in the kind of helpless, hopeless fear that I had been trapped in when I had been with Matt. For what? Because she was jealous? Because my friend had chosen me over her? I didn’t know what could possibly justify it. 

I doubted she even cared about that, not really. All that bothered her was that it had been so long that she had had to play at being the decent sister. She had likely wanted to turn on me long before this, but she’d had to hold off, playing at caring, playing at giving a fucking shit.

I thought back to the moment that she had let the pregnancy slip in front of my father. So what had that been for? Just for the sake of cruelty? That was the only thing that I could wrap my head around it being, as monstrous as it was. I loathed her for it, loathed her more than I could put into words, loathed that she seemed to hate me as much as she did when I had done nothing to bring it out of her.

I knew that I deserved better than that. Better than her. As Amber clung to my hand, as the van trundled along the road underneath us, I wondered where the hell they were taking us – and just what the chances were that we were going to be able to escape by the time they did.

“How are you doing?” Vanessa asked, her voice laced with faux concern as she waited for one of us to answer. I couldn’t even look at her.

“Fine,” I muttered. I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of knowing how scared I was right now. Not just for me, but for Amber – for the baby, too. All this stress could cause something to go wrong, and if it did, I knew that she would never be off the hook for her part in all of it.

“Good,” she replied. “How about you, Amber?”

“How can you even ask me that?” Amber demanded tearfully. She must have been devastated. All this time, she had thought that she had a new friend in Vanessa, thought that they had really bonded over losing me, but as it turned out, she had been wrong about all of it –so much so that she had landed here with me. It just wasn’t fair. 

“Well, I’m just trying to be hospitable,” Vanessa replied defensively. I still couldn’t believe that she was really pulling this right now. She had already put us through so much. Was this kind of torture really necessary, on top of all of that?

“Just let Amber go,” I pleaded with her. “She doesn’t have a part in any of this, you know that. Let her go, and it’s going to be over...”

“And let her go back to everyone to tell them what’s happening?” She snorted with derision. “Nice try, but I’m not falling for that.”

Amber buried her head in my shoulder, and I put my arm around her. Despite the mess that I was in right now, there was a part of me that felt calm – I had been in this situation before, been taken against my will, and I knew that there was a way to get through it, if I just kept my head down.

“Don’t you want to know why I did this?” Vanessa asked. Her voice was light, almost bubbly, as though she was giddy with the thought of everything that she had managed to pull off. And I had to admit, she had done a good job keeping it quiet – after all, she had kept her mouth shut long enough to make sure that this actually happened, and now that she had, I had no doubt that she was feeling some level of relief. 

“I already know,” I replied bluntly. “Because Dad didn’t pay enough attention to you. Isn’t that right?”

It was a low blow, but I wasn’t willing to play it any other way in that moment. She deserved it. 

She glared at me. “Maybe,” she replied, trying to keep her voice breezy. I supposed that there was some part of her trying to play it cool for the men around her, which I found totally and utterly pathetic. These men would have thrown her under the bus the very first chance that they got, and it made me want to scream to think of how she had just given in to them like that. And for what? Because she was jealous of me? For getting kidnapped? She must have been fucking crazy...

I felt my stomach turn and clamped my hand over my mouth.

“I’m going to throw up,” I told her, and she sneered at me, her lip curling up in derision.

“Oh, yeah, sure,” she replied. “Like that’s going to work-”

“I’m serious,” I groaned, but before I could get another word out, dry heaves started to wrack my body. Shit, I really was going to throw up. Tempting as it was to just aim it at Vanessa and hope for the best, I figured that I should play it a little more carefully than that.

“Pull over, pull over!” she exclaimed, banging her fist against the wall to let them know that they needed to stop right the fuck now before something terrible happened. 

The van screeched to a halt on the side of the road, and Vanessa flung open the door and practically shoved me out before I spewed all over the van. I didn’t blame her, but I didn’t exactly appreciate the roughness, either. I staggered out and felt the first wave hit me, the acrid stench of it burning up my throat in the moments before I puked it all up. 

Amber leapt out to be beside me, and a few moments later she had her hand on my back, massaging it softly as I threw up pretty much everything I had ever eaten. I could hear a snort of derision from Vanessa behind me, but I didn’t care, not one little bit. I couldn’t hold it back, and I wasn’t going to pretend that I could for another moment. 

I finally managed to straighten up, and I noticed from the corner of my eye, that Matt had gotten out of the van. Maybe I could...?

I squeezed Amber’s hand, trying to let her know that I was planning something. I needed to get out of here, and soon, if I was going to survive this. Maybe now was my chance. I didn’t know where we were, but anywhere had to be better than this. Right?

She seemed to sense what I was trying to put across to her, and I knew that we both had to act fast. I straightened up and barreled toward Matt before I could stop myself. There was no holding back on this right now; I couldn’t even think of it. I needed to act. Act fast. Before something happened that I wasn’t going to be able to take back...

I thumped into him hard, and he staggered back a few inches. I turned to Amber, my face written with panic.

“Go, go!” I exclaimed, and she tried to take off away from me – but before she could get anywhere, Vanessa grasped her hand, and Matt straightened back up again. His eyes were blazing with anger – not that I hadn’t seen them like that before, of course, but it still terrified me to see just how much outright fucking hatred that man had toward me. He loathed me. Loathed everything about me. Hated how badly he had treated me and hated that he had let me out of his grasp to stop it in the first place. I wasn’t going to stand there and take it from him, not a hope in hell. I glared at him as he stormed over to me, grabbing my arm roughly and pushing me back.

“You ever touch me like that again,” he growled into my face, “and I’m going to make sure you don’t go back looking as pretty as you did. Got that?”

“You’re going to hurt the baby?” I gasped. 

He shook his head. “No, just you,” he replied, and there was a smirk of amusement on his lips as he seemed to think about how much fun it was going to be. Everything about him terrified the fuck out of me. He had no remorse for what he had done, and I had no doubt that he would go through it all again if he had to, go through the pain he inflicted on me just to make sure I learned my lesson.

I didn’t break eye contact with him, not for a moment. I wasn’t going to let him scare me, wasn’t going to let him hurt me. I had already allowed that to happen a million times too many in my life as it was. I had to prove to myself – to my child – that everything was going to be alright, and I would be able to get us out of any situation that this motherfucker landed us in.

“Or maybe we’ll just take it out on Amber,” he replied, glancing over to my best friend. She stiffened in horror as soon as he looked at her, and I felt a shiver run down my spine, panic pulsing through my system. I didn’t want to get her hurt. If something happened to her, I would never forgive myself.

That was how I had gotten into this mess in the first place.

He shoved me back toward the van, and I landed with a thump inside, planting a hand on my stomach to try and soothe the baby inside. I prayed that it wouldn’t have any awareness of what was going on, because I couldn’t stand the thought of it being inflicted with this kind of hurt, this kind of horror.

Amber was pushed back in behind me, and the door slammed before Vanessa could even get in. I looked at Amber, too exhausted to speak, hoping she would be able to tell just from the way that I was looking at her that I was sorry – sorry for everything, sorry for the mess that I had gotten her into, sorry for the pain that we were both enduring right now.

Her eyes were filled with tears, but I knew that she could feel it, too. She knew that I was sorry, and she knew that I was willing to do anything and everything that it took to get us out of this. 

I just prayed that it was going to be enough. I couldn’t put her through this. Couldn’t drag her into this mess. She deserved better – and I was going to make sure that she got it. 

I slumped back against the wall of the van and tried to count out the turns of the wheels below us, hoping that it might give us some chance of finding out where we were. 

Some chance of maybe being found again, after we had been taken. 
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