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        For the words that speared my caged psyche until I let them free.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Caging Ella

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A paranormal fairy tale re-telling… of vampires, captivity, and love.

      

        

      
        They said that Once Upon a Time, Cinderella resided with her monstrous stepmother, ugly stepsisters, and led a life of cruel drudgery, until one day, a fairy godmother helped her attend a ball, where she met a charming prince and lived happily ever after.

      

        

      
        But what if he was a dark prince? A vampire? And Ella the daughter of his maid? What if he wanted Ella to birth his children? Could not wait for a taste of her sweet chaste desire…

      

        

      
        After six years of captivity with her cruel father and stepfamily, will Ella wish to be free, or will she tie herself to Beau for eternity?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Ella

        

      

    

    
      The news of my mother’s death was delivered to me as I scrubbed the kitchen floor, like it was another chore issued from my stepmother’s mouth.

      My knees were aching, and no doubt bruised from being knelt on the flagstone for so long, and my back felt broken.  My chapped, and wrinkled fingered hand dropped the scrubbing brush back into the bucket as her feet, shoes still on, walked across the clean portion, her stride purposeful. I swiped a hand through my dirty blonde hair, cleaning the sweat from my brow as I did so, then sat back on my heels and looked at her. What had I done wrong this time? Because I’d always done something wrong.

      I met her intense stare. Took in the smirk on her face. The false smile before the sharp tongue struck out. I imagined that she slithered upon the ground. Her tongue forked. Her body wrapping around my neck and pulling tight.

      “Oh, Ella, Ella, Ella.” She shook her head, then tilted it toward me. “My poor child. I just came to tell you that if you still believed your mother was going to save up enough money to go to court and get you away from us, it’s not going to happen now, seeing as she’s dead.”

      The words hit me as hard as any slap against my face ever could have.

      Dead.

      Dead.

      Dead. Dead. Dead.

      “No!” I backed away from her, my knees soaking in the residue. My hand to my mouth as I gasped for air.

      No, no, no, no, no.

      “Glennis!” my father yelled from the hall before appearing in the doorway. His eyes looked upon me.

      Daddy, please, I need you.

      “You could have waited until she’d finished the floor.”

      I felt the ricochet of his words finished the floor, finished the floor. Even death didn’t humanise my father. Standing up, feeling like someone had shot me at close range, I fled the room, careful to avoid my father in the doorway. As I passed him, I heard his words to my stepmother, “See, now the floor’s still filthy.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She’s dead.

      She’s dead.

      She’s dead. Dead. Dead.

      I placed my hands over my ears as if I could block out my stepmother’s vengeful words.

      Somehow, my feet carried me to the steps of the cellar, where I threw myself upon the single mattress I called my bed. It hurt due to its thinness, the hard floor underneath seeming to soak through and meet my bones, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t have hurt any more than I did right now if someone had broken me apart one bone at a time. My body felt weak, and I swore my heart wasn’t beating right because it was now broken. My mother—my beautiful, sweet mother—was gone. How? What had happened? I’d only spoken to her a few short days ago. She’d been in good spirits. So excited about my upcoming eighteenth birthday. Promising me that my patience at waiting for her was about to be rewarded.

      I felt like an angel had lifted me up to the sky, had shown me the whole of the earth that was at my fingertips, and then a devil had knocked me from their hands.

      To witnesses, I was laid on a hard mattress in a basement. To an empath, I was destroyed. Smashed to smithereens. Bones broken, guts leaching out, my heart shot to pieces.

      I rubbed at my chest, then coughed, needing to try to get my heart to beat properly. I was so dizzy. Nauseous. I kept swallowing, feeling like my throat was constricted.

      She’s dead.

      She’s dead.

      She’s dead. Dead. Dead.

      My mother was dead, and now I was stuck here, maid to my father, stepmother, and two stepsisters, until such time as I could afford to escape. And I knew my stepmother would never let that happen. I was too useful as her servant. I cooked, cleaned, and stayed out of the way, and in return I could eat the leftovers, and have a mattress in the cellar. Mice and spiders were my only company.

      It had been a long time since I’d allowed myself to feel any emotion. For many years I’d bottled all my reactions deep inside myself, the constant lump in my throat the cork that stoppered my true feelings from spilling out.

      But now I allowed myself to picture my mother at her best. Back before my father had cheated on her and thrown her out penniless, and she’d had to take the cleaning job over at Moonstone Castle. The job no one else wanted as the man who lived in the large castle was rumoured to be a mean, nasty individual who hated people, and the castle so large it was impossible for one person to keep on top of things as he demanded.

      How had our lives changed so much?

      Simple. Because of my father’s wandering eye and my stepmother’s calculating ones.

      Tears spilled down over my lashes, and an anguished sob escaped me as all the hope I’d had soaked into the thin bedlinen below me.

      I gave myself five minutes. Once my watch reached five fifteen, I dragged myself from the mattress, and washed my face in the bucket of cold water I kept in the corner of the room. Returning upstairs, I cleaned the floor, starting from the beginning. There was a whole evening of tasks to be done and my mother’s death had excused me from none of them.
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        * * *

      

      When the clock struck midnight that was my time to myself. I snuck out of the house, the rest of them all fast asleep in their comfortable beds, content due to the gluttony of their lives. Fixing my black trench coat around myself against the chill and damp in the air, I pulled the back door closed and walked down the street until I reached the park. My coat and shoes were designer, given to me in case I was seen out in public. The only concession from my stepmother, who the rest of the time delighted in giving me ill-fitting threadbare jogging suits she’d acquired from God only knew where. I had one dress that had been my mother’s. It too was worn and bore holes. But the emerald-green maxi fitted me like a glove now. I smoothed a hand down the material. The dress a connection between me and my dear mum.

      The night was still and silent, yet dark and menacing at the same time. The trees cast their shadows like waiting monsters, and the stormy night sky meant the park itself was barely visible other than the soft glow of the streetlamps that marked the pathways. I set off down the path, finding a bench donated by the relatives of a passed on beloved grandmother, and dropped down onto it. Here in the dark, I wasn’t afraid, because I’d left the real monsters behind, back where I lived. I saw nothing to fear in the cool, damp air and the darkness. To me it was the only time I could breathe.

      I let my thoughts consume me. Let my mind wander back to my mother.

      Had she managed to save any money at all, or had it all been lies to keep me hoping?

      Would some inheritance be coming my way, no matter how small? I could buy some new material, make myself some new clothes, get a new mattress. Anything to improve on what I had now.

      I sighed. Anything sent my way would be intercepted by my father. I’d never see a penny of it. He was always saying my mother owed him for the luxurious life she’d had before he’d discarded her like a broken umbrella.

      Twelve-year-old me had hidden behind a door listening to his cruel words on the night he’d thrown her out and moved his mistress and her children in. Before this, he’d been an absent father who was always working. My mother made excuses on his behalf, saying he’d be with me if he could but that he was out providing for us. I’d believed her. Thought him a hero for his sacrifice that meant I had a room full of toys and a wardrobe of pretty dresses. That night I began to learn the truth of who my father was…

      

      “Grant, listen to reason. Okay, you’re done with me. You own the house and so I know I’ve no choice but to leave. But I want my daughter. She’s everything to me. You’ve never been bothered about her, so why are you insisting she stays now? You have Glennis and her two daughters. Please, Grant. I won’t go to court for any divorce settlement if you’ll be reasonable and just let me take Ella. You can see her when you want, but I beg you, let me take Ella.”

      I heard her strangled cry of frustration, followed by his bark of laughter.

      “I’m done with you, Freya. You’ve served your purpose. Ella is my heir, though I hope to find someone better than the pathetic girl you’ve raised who thinks she’s a princess and that some handsome prince is going to drive up to the house in a Bugatti and swear his undying love. She stays and I’m going to teach her real life. That sometimes you have to get your hands dirty.”

      “Then I’ll have no choice than to get dirty myself and fight you in court. I’ll use my half of our money.”

      He chuckled unpleasantly. “Do you think I got to where I am in life by letting anyone get the upper hand? Our marriage wasn’t legal, darling. There is no half for you. You’re entitled to nothing. And with that nothing you have no money to go to any courts. Ella stays with me.” He was relishing the conversation. His voice boastful, and cruel.

      “Y-you’re lying. We are married.”

      “Do I look like I’m lying? You were a prize when I met you, your father so happy to take me onto the board of his emerging acquisitions empire. But I acquired you and his business.”

      “My father left you his business because he loved you.” My mum spoke softly, her voice a plea for him to see reason.

      “Your father had his heart attack because I drove him to it.”

      “No.”

      

      One simple word, that cracked as she spoke it, and broke my mother along with it. The cheating hurt, my father’s betrayal stung, but learning he’d driven her father to his death crushed my mother. Adding that she was now penniless and couldn’t have custody of me drove his boot in further.

      

      I stepped out from behind the door.

      “I want to be with my mum,” I yelled, running to her. Those arms I’d always known I could count on opened for me to run to her and cling on tight.

      But my father’s rough grip held me back. I bore the marks of his fingertips for days.

      “Your place is here, Ella, and if you go to the living room quietly, I’ll let your mother contact you once a week. Otherwise, you’ll never hear from her again.”

      “Mum!”

      She straightened herself and looked at me kindly, “My dear Ella. I will earn and save money and return for you. Stay strong, my darling daughter.” She blew me a kiss and I pretended to catch it and placed it on the top of my head. The place my mother smelled my hair and kissed when telling me she loved me… loved the very bones of me.

      “Go,” my father ordered, and I wasn’t sure if he meant me or my mother. We both left anyway. The invisible biological thread between us tearing and hurting as we became further apart.

      My new stepmother and stepsisters were in the living room, and when my father returned, I was told how things would be from now on. That I’d start as he did from the bottom up. Learn to appreciate and earn my rewards in life. But as the years passed, he forgot all that. He decided to sell the company and enjoy the wealth he’d earned. He stayed on as a consultant. His wife and her children busied themselves with the activities of the wealthy: salon visits, shopping trips.

      While I kept the house tidy and all but disappeared from his memories. No longer a daughter, an heir, but a servant. No rewards for hard work, like new shoes or ice cream, or his admiration. I hated that I’d wanted his praise.

      And my stepmother stripped me of everything as soon as he stopped looking: my belongings other than the dress and watch I refused to give up, and my dignity.

      

      Now I wondered if he’d tried to drive my mother to her death too. But while she’d had hope, could save up, and one day come for me, she’d kept going. As my father had promised, I’d been allowed one phone call with her a week, on a Friday evening. Ten minutes where she told me about the castle she worked in, about a different room she’d cleaned and the beautiful things she’d found there. I’d lie and tell her about how well I was being looked after. How beautiful my own room was. She’d end every call with, “I love you, Ella Louise, and soon I’ll be able to fight for shared custody, I promise.”

      But it had never happened.

      And I was never sure why. It was almost six years later. Six years of working in the castle. She’d enjoyed the work, loved the building, and now, one week away from my eighteenth birthday, she was gone.

      “A pretty girl like you shouldn’t be out all alone in the dark,” a male voice said, startling me, my brain hurtling through time back to the present moment, a small gasp leaving my mouth.
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