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      When I set out on a trip through Europe, I was searching for adventure and freedom—something to reset my life.

      But my dreams quickly twisted into a nightmare when I was taken by a mysterious and dangerous man.

      Now, trapped in his secluded, terrifyingly beautiful prison, I knew he wouldn’t let me go.

      He told me I was his, that he’d been watching me from the shadows.

      Fear and desperation consumed me, but they began to fade as I realized how much he… cared for me.

      He’s obsessed, and it became more obvious with each dominating touch and the possessive look in his eyes when he watched me.

      As the days blurred into nights, I tried to fight my changing feelings, tried to ignore the strange pull I felt toward him.

      Confusion and desire twisted inside me, and I started questioning everything I once knew.

      I’m beginning to wonder if I’m losing my mind because… I think I’m falling for him.
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      A shadowed figure sat in a chair across the room from the bed I was in. It was clear it was a man by the sheer size of him. My breath caught in my throat, and my heart pounded so hard. There was a different type of discomfort that filled me as I focused on him.

      He sat there just watching me. Those shadows surrounding him, created by darkness and moonlight, made him look ominous, even evil.

      We didn’t speak, and I sure as hell didn’t move—not just because I felt like shit but because I was terrified.

      Panic and terror filled me because I knew him.

      I’d seen the man several times, wondering if he was watching me. He had been following me. And the way he observed me made it seem as if he knew exactly who I was.

      He didn’t move, didn’t speak, and just kept staring at me, as if waiting for something.

      Fear gripped me like a cold, suffocating weight atop my chest that made it even harder to breathe.

      Who are you? I realized I only whispered those words in my head.

      I tried to push myself up again, my hands trembling as I forced my body to obey because I’d be damned if I was going to be helpless on this bed. But before I could move more than a few inches, he leaned forward, and I froze.

      The air seemed to thicken, charged with something dangerous and unsettling. And it all emitted from this man.

      “What do you want?” It felt so stupid saying those words, given that it was clear he’d brought me here… wherever here was… because I was the thing he wanted. It was for what, exactly, that I didn’t know.

      “I saw you,” he finally replied, his voice low and deep and the scariest thing I’d ever heard.

      My eyes felt bigger than my face as that tone sank in. And even though I already knew what he just told me—along with the next two things he said—hearing him speak them out loud sent shock waves through my system.

      “I wanted you.”

      A shiver traveled throughout my entire body.

      “And so I took you.”

      The finality in his words and the calm way he said them made my blood run cold.
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      I stood at the edge of the bustling street, the lights of the little city I was currently in flickering around me and making everything seem more alive.

      The air was thick with the scent of fresh bread coming from a nearby bakery, a sweet, buttery aroma that made my stomach growl. Coming from a sleepy small town in the Midwest of America, for me, the hustle and bustle of even the tiniest European village had been sensory overload. It was a far cry from the suffocating quiet of my life back home.

      Home… if I could even ever call it that.

      But here—ever since I got off the plane and stepped outside—I could suddenly breathe.

      I could do anything.

      I could be anyone.

      I had needed this so damn badly. God, had I needed this like a shock to my dying heart, and fresh oxygen in my depleted lungs?

      Booking a one-month-long trip through Europe had been a spontaneous decision, and a once in a lifetime experience. I hadn’t even had a second thought about doing it. I drained my savings, didn’t say a word about it to anyone, and just left.

      My family problems were like chains around me and, eventually, would have dragged me six feet under.

      As I sat on the patio of this little cafe, I couldn't help but think about the only place I’d ever known.

      My parents' words still echoed in my mind, such cruel and deep-cutting remarks. My entire existence, I had been used as their personal punching bag—nothing but abuse. They’d chipped away at any sense of self-worth I tried to hold on to. They never saw me as enough in their eyes—not smart, pretty, or good enough for anything.

      Yet, not even when I started working and got my own place on the outskirts of town could I escape the hostile world I’d been born into.

      Because I fell right into the arms of a man who was even more abusive than my parents had been. And since I’d been conditioned to accept all shit that was thrown at me, I hadn’t left him fast enough, so he’d been given the opportunity to leave some lasting scars on my body and on my soul.

      Looking back now, I realized I hadn’t even given space to that piece of shit in my thought process when I decided to take this trip.

      Like all abusers, my ex-boyfriend had seemed so caring at first. Maybe even overly sweet, if I were being honest. He love-bombed me, and because I’d gone my entire life without that type of emotion and affection thrown my way, I absorbed it like I was in dire need of vitamin D and was able to bask in the sun for the first time ever.

      But it wasn’t long before the cracks in his façade showed. And I took it for a while, since it felt… familiar, until I understood with shocking clarity that I didn’t have to get stuck in the same pattern of abuse and manipulation I’d been subjected to my whole existence.

      So I ran as fast and as far as I could, not giving him a chance to swindle his way back into my life. I might have been weak once but not anymore. 

      I drained my bank account, packed two bags of clothes and personal items, bought a plane ticket, and somehow found myself on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean. God, I had been so ready to disappear into the nothingness and strangeness that a new place offered.

      I’d been saving like crazy since I started working, and I had a nice cushion, but still, I penny-pinched and stayed in quaint hostels—at least at first. 

      Hostels had no frills, with just a bed and the sound of strangers talking softly close by. Yet, there was something oddly comforting about the fact that people who didn’t know who I was, nor my backstory, surrounded me.

      It made me feel like I could just… exist.

      But at the end of it all, being alone was what I strived for. So, I spent a little more and, at my next stop, rented a little apartment on a quiet street. It overlooked a coffee shop I now frequented every morning.

      I let my mind wander back to the present and finished my pastry and coffee.

      Sightseeing became my escape. Day in and day out, I wandered through streets that were off the beaten path. In Europe, there was so much history at every turn. It was like there was an ancient story that needed to be told and seen. 

      And I absorbed it all.

      I’d started my trip in Greece, with its crumbling ruins. I went to Italy next, exploring its grand cathedrals, and then landed here, in France. Every eerie little village I passed through on my journey to Paris, I immersed myself in. It was a stark reminder that life had so many more layers than the corroded slice I’d been living in.

      And I’d taken my time, soaking it all in. And the longer I stayed here, the more clearly I knew I didn’t want to leave.

      I should have made this an open-ended trip instead of just the one-month time frame I’d set for myself.

      This trip had started with me running, but I wasn’t anymore. I was living.

      For the first time in my life, I had control over… everything.
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      I started off my morning with a croissant and espresso at the little café across from my rental. I planned on leaving the bustling sights and life of Paris at the end of the week to head by train northeast to Amsterdam, and then south, until I ended my one-month trip in Romania where I had a little cottage booked in an isolated village close to the mountains.

      I picked that region because, when I’d been researching areas to enjoy my solitude, it stood out for its dense forests that were often remote and difficult to access. I had no idea why I needed to just be alone, but the longer I kept to myself, the more I craved additional time spent that way.

      It might have been my plan to make Romania the last country I visited before leaving to go back home, but now, as I finished the last sip of my coffee, the truth hit me like a freight train.

      How the hell I'd figure out how to make this work was beyond me, but… it was decided.

      I would no longer be going back to the States.

      After spending some time at the Louvre, I wandered through the cobblestone streets of Paris, my decision making me feel lighter. The crisp air carried the scent of freshly baked bread from nearby boulangeries. I smiled, as I felt proud for learning a bit of French during my short stay.

      Window shopping had become a favorite of mine, and when I finally reached the Seine, I stood in the center of one of its many bridges and just looked out at its vastness.

      The sunlight danced on the water’s surface, and it looked like a million crystals decorated the top of it. I pulled out the disposable phone I purchased at the airport and snapped a few photos. Getting rid of my cell before leaving had been the best idea I’d had.

      No one being able to contact me had done so much for my mental health, more than I realized until this very second.

      A genuine smile formed on my lips as I took a few more pictures, wanting to capture this moment in time. When I tucked my phone back into my bag, I glanced at the Seine once more, then turned and made my way back toward the rental. I took a different way to see new things before heading back to my rental.

      As I slowly strolled the uneven path, I felt this strange sensation, one that was familiar but unusual at the same time. I noticed a man standing a few feet away as I passed him, his gaze directed at the river, but then he glanced at me, even if only for a second. There was something about him that made me pause because… I knew him.

      Well, I didn't know him, but I recognized him from earlier today, near the Louvre, and I was pretty sure I saw him yesterday when I checked out the Eiffel Tower.

      I shook my head, my past trying to rush upon me, even when I was so far away. I would not let paranoia claim my peace here. I brushed off the uneasiness that tried to creep along my spine. I reminded myself I was traveling and so were a lot of other people. Of course, I might see the same tourists at popular attractions in the city. It was bound to happen.

      The only reason I noticed him these few times was because he was quite large in height and bulky in stature. He stood out, being so big and towering over everyone else.

      Feeling content with my thought process, I continued walking, determined to enjoy the rest of my day. But I still held on to a minuscule amount of paranoia thanks to my trauma. The bitch had a lasting hold on me.

      I took note the man wasn’t following me, which put me a little more at ease. A sigh of relief wanted to escape me, but there was still the feeling of something being off. It was a shadow that refused to leave.

      With enough time away from home, I’d learn how to rid myself of the lingering doubts my past had molded me into. Europe was my escape, and finding peace and adventure was exactly what I intended to do.
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      The wine bottle clinked softly against the counter as I set it down. The rich, red wine would pair perfectly with my pasta and meat sauce I picked up at a little bistro down the street.

      After sightseeing all day, I decided I’d end it with a nice, peaceful evening of takeout and a movie. Perfect for my last night in France.

      After uncorking the bottle and pouring a generous glass, I turned the TV on, cranked up the volume so I could hear it in the kitchen, and started sipping on my wine. I went into the kitchen to plate my food. I couldn't help but feel excitement as visions of my next adventure rushed through my mind.

      But as much as I loved traveling, my bank account didn’t share my adventurous enthusiasm. Though I’d drained my account before leaving the States so I could pay cash for everything, I didn’t have any incoming finances, and I was running low on the US dollars I exchanged at each stop for the local currency. Once I got to Romania, I’d need to figure out if I was going to stay or force myself to go back to America.

      I shook my head at myself. I won’t be doing the latter. No matter what.

      If I wanted this to be my life, I needed to make it happen. I needed a job, something that would allow me to keep moving, to keep exploring, or maybe
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