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2 H.D,CARLION

around mt, head.

Then, the blissful numbness I au'oke in crumbles, and I lose my breath

tvhen all-consuming pain lilters in, engulf,ng m,v body in absolute aEJofl)-.

God, is this what being alive feeis like? It can't be death. I'd be at peace

if it rvere. And I may have fallen for a stalket, but I'11 be damned if I didn't

land a spot u'ithin hear.en's gates.

I fucking eatned that shit.

Rackrng my btain, I try to think past the pain and remember \vhat the

fuck happened to me. \raguelv, I recall text messages from Daya asking

me to come over. The urgeflc)r I felt when she wasn't afisrtrering mY calls'

Getting in my car, headlights, and panicking, being jerked forrrlard, and

then nothing.

-\nd nos- I'm here.. . wherever that is. But not somewhete safe'

Chnst, \ras that evefl Daya texting me? Did something happen to her too?

Tl-rat po-ssibilin- sends another r'vave of panic crashing through me.

Scenarios curtai-l and er.oh,e until I'm a mass of anxietv and desperation.

She could be hurt ot in sedous trouble.

Fuck-I'm hurt and in serious trouble, and I'r'e no idea hou' the fuck

I'm going to get out of it.

IIr- breathing is escalating further, and my heart is beating so hear-il1"

it phvsrcally hurts as it slams against my chest. It takes what little stfength

I have left to keep silent.

Whete the fuck am I?

I.T/herel Zade?

Quiet, dull l,oices are next, muffled bv the noise in mv eats but steadih

gto11.ing louder. I strain m)' eafs, trlrin* ,o hear over the beat of mv heart

and the pain swelling in my body l-ike a u'ater balloon'

Somehow the agonv has a voice too, and it's fucking loud.

"Z .$'rll be looking fot her," one man savs quieth'' "But rx'e'Il be line

once we get to Garrison's and chuck the van' \X/e'11 get her there quicklr""

A particular memor\- knocks me ,'
dragged out of my car and the resid:..

through m1 skin. It explains u,'hv mr hrc.

I've been fucking kidnapped-r, ,

Societr"s doing. Zade had said thev tar--...

stationed outside of Parsons Manor, T:-..

me out, rvhich means thete's a high ch"r,-.

P-atk, I'tn an idiot.

I dicin't even stop to consider rt c -
anss'ering the phone. I rras so inten- :
hurt or in trouble that it v'asn't e\ en I c .-:
could it have sar.ed me, but it also cc,.:,i :-

I squeeze mv e,ves shut as a so': --: ,

through m\. lashes, and mr. chest shr!..
dou,n. This \r,'as my ov,n damn thuit

Zade rvarned me countless tintc. ::r.
-her set. lualked righr into.

You're sucb an idiot, Addie. 5'uil, ti.:: J,

"You actuallr, think w-e'11 be abic :

man," another man responds, this on. .

"V'e're just grving the Socien r', h-.. --'..

more afraid of? Them or Z?"

Fuck, it wa.r the goddamn Socien' i .

r.inlr- sencfs a fresh dose of adrenaline rr:

I don't know why I got tossed int -, :-

,rut of this fucked-up salad of deprar r

r salad full of fruits and vegetables. Hr. -:

r1're road ancl enslar.e me.

The second man muttefs, "I'd prefe : :
It sounds like a hand slapping sor:.
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4 Il. D. C;\RLTON

reassure him. "Too bad vou don't have a choice, Riil. Doesn't matter. This

girl right here is u,'orth millions. I mean, \ve got a fucking diamond here'

Just imagine it, dude-Z'.s gitl, the one and on1v, up on an auction stage.'

You knos, hcx,,- mant- enemies he has? People rvill be frothing at the mouth

to make his grrl their little tor'. I'11 get mY cut from NIax, and the Socien-

u,'i11 compensate vou, I'm sute. V'e'11 be lir-ing fucking lavishlr-." He lets t>ut

a butst of hvena-like laughter. "I cafl bul mv orvn goddamn prir-ate island

after the moner- goes through!"

,\ shot of anger pumps into me at the man's callous words, speaking

of n-re like I'm a house up for sa1e.

'\ir,,rr idea of comfrrtt must be different from mj.ne. Vie'll have to go

::. ll..irns eLongside het. At leastr'r.hiIe Z rs still alive," the second man-

-l 
--.i'roncls. 

His name sounds familiar, and I think I faintlv remember

i -r-. :r. - cllinc his name after thev ran me off the road.

.J et \\L)rr\, man. \\'e'11 get a head statt v,'ith the rituai happening

- :: :-r:. .,.rr1 I'm sur:e the Societr u,ill take out Z, one $ray of znothef.

, : . '-l 
prote ct us."

1 ils11,sir-e snoft is the onlv resPonse the first man gets.

l;su-. Christ, I reallt'am in deep trouble. Teats brim the corners of

:r: c\L...rnd trt as I mighr. no emount o[ rrash talking kceps thcm tiom

or erilorving like rir-ers past the blindfold.

I barelv manage to wrangle dorvn the sob that's sti11 thteatening to

spil1, clau,i.ng its rvay up to the lnside of mv teeth.

Deep bredths, Addit LV/tat did Zade teach-1'6xl

It takes several moments to collect mY thoughts, but eventuallr,', his

r-oice hltets in.

Leaue euidence.

(iritting my teeth against the pain, I slou.h- grip strands of mv hair

and tug until thet- break free. The shatp pinpricks ate inconsequential

compared to the rest of mv bodrr.

I keep my movements minimal and r

no idea if they can see me well. One mor-r

eye can alert them.

I wrggle my fingets until the strands I

Just as I'm reaching for more hair, tht

the road, and I can't keep the yelp from si

The pair hadn't been talking at that m

room just went deathiy silent in a matrer (

"Welcome to the land of the Jiring

croons. It's the first guy who had referred

"!7here are you taking me?" I ask, m1

"To your flsu/ tlgrns-\t/gll, temporar

pays the most will provide you with r.our i
I'm a dog about to be adopted into a losir

"Gfeat," I croak. "Sounds like I'-r-e hit

One of them laughs humorlessh, b,

"Hold on tight to that humor, babv gid. f
lrou're going."

Before I can open my mouth to resl

followed by a burning sensation spteadin€

I suck in a sharp breath. And it hepp

before darkness descends.

"Her vitals are unstable, and her bloo,

to get her an IV"
I stir; the unfamiliar voice distorted tx

Agonyblazes in everyinch of m1.[ffi
fighting to get to the surface yet kicking a.

the pain will oniy intensify. I'm encased in
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at m\- ner\.e endings, and the closer I get to c()nsciousness, the brighter

the flare.

There's a tinv pdck in mv arm, follos'ed bv muffled voices coming

i:om diffetent directions.

"Dislocated shoulder, head trauma, lacetations throughout her boclt-."

The man's voice fades out before cutting back in, a harsh shout that travels

uP m\- sp11re.

"Goddammit, fuo, this isn't a fucking hospital v-here I har.e thc

ecluipment I need. She could have internal bleeding nght nou', tbr all I knolr'r"

"Come on, man, she was fine just a bit ago," another ans\vefs) a note

of concern in his tone. Rio's comparuon, I think.

"Fine? I have no r.vav of knou.,ing s,hat kind of damage she took. It's

erident she hit her head. She could be hemorrhaging and potentiailr'die in

seconds. You gonna find me a CT scanner?" When he's met with silence, a

muttered, "Thought so," follorvs.

Darkness licks at the edge of my consciousness, threateninll to drag

rne back under. I moan, and ptobing fingers pry- mJ' e-res oPen. A bright

ljsht flashes in them, but I hatdlv notice.

")Iiss, can You tell me v.hat hurts?"

-\n older man replaces the light, his face crou.ding oYer me. His image

1-s 111'"rrrr', but I can make out tufts of graY hair, a busht'mustache, and pale

bluc er es.

I part m1- lips, but mv ton€pe sticks to the toof of mv mouth.

Jesus, srhat did thev inject me u,'ith? \il'hatcr.et it s-as, it's making me

disodented anddizzs.

"I knor,v ),ou're in a lot of pain right nou,, but I need you to te1l me

s-hat hurts."

E tterlt tlsipg. E uerl thiry fucking lLa ts'

"NI,v. .. shouldet," I croak out finallr', "Xh- head."

'Anrs,here else? Your chest or stomach?"

"Back," I gasp, remembering once :rl

l,[v back feels as if it's been shredciecl s', :

"That all?" he ptesses.

I nod mr head. rhe incessanr qr..'.
places hurt, too, but my energ\- is depic::.

"I'm going to put l,ou under anes.ir..

Claritv surfaces ovcr m\ surr(,..rru :.-

sharpen. Along rvith another man sren. : .

his feet and s,'atching us.

Time 1o .qu /o s/re!, Strinrcss.

Dark bottomless e\res and a srckc. .
dragged me out of the car. Fiashes of -h r. --

rhere was mofe to it. I can't think prsr Lr; :;

Just as m\r eyes were beginmng r - -

-.,ncl mv e).elids gror.v hear-r. I can't n:,:- . .

I don't want to light it. Not st-;i

Addiq bal1t, I needlow to fghtfor ne, oka'?

"How badly is she damaged?"

The question stirs me out of the en

srhere only an illusion of Zade's voice liri

actualiy there. But it feeis so real. So sooth

can hear him.

"How badly do you think? You ran he

Alongside the angry response is a swell

m). body. Ihear a sigh, and then the older r

"She'lI have a few scars along her ba<

they wete faiiy cleary so the scarring wonl

"That'll decrease her value," a voice r
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8l H.D CARLTON

said it.

"Shut the fuck up, ,vou're getting pard regardless. The fuck r'-ou care for?"

"Uh, mavbe because rour dumbass mj,stake is riskrng mv /zf? Jesus,

Rio, I knerv she r.r'as banged up but not this bad."

\\'hatever Rio rvas going to sal', it's cut off bv the unfamiliar Yoice-

rhe one rvho must be the doctor.

"She has thirq, stitches betr.r,een the t$'o latger lacerations because she was

rr:agged across sharp metai and glass. You couldnt have expected that not to

c.:use perlnanent damage," he sa1's, cleatit- taking Rio's companiont side'

"Gotridtlntit, Rio. You do realze that might be coming out of m\'

,-:.,rs pocket, dght? I asked for vour help, not for J'ou to fuck it ai1 up

::,:C

Fl,-rt' the fuck drd you expect me to get het out, huh? Lift the car

r; I ::r rucking Superman and roll it otf so I can carrl' her out [ke some

,r.:,-,:" Rro ,spits.

Jk chest seizes. The roughness of his tone feels l-ike sctatching nails

,n a chalkboatd. I'rre ar.r,'oken to thal damu'-oice too manY times nos''' And

crrch dme is a stark reminder that I've been pulled dou,n into a nightmare

end har-en't found mr- $'aY out vet.

"If r-ou hadn't hit the car so fucking hard, none of this rvould be

happening, You piece of shit."

"Ii yu hadn't been so fucking doped up and screaming in ml' ear, then

r-ou could'r,e been the fucking drir.et like you \vefe sil?Plsed t0 be."

"Gentlemen, Iet's take a breather. She's au'ake' Het blood pressure

is rising."

N{r. breath stills, but I don't bother pretending. S1ow11', I open mY eYes

to see three men surrounding me, staring at me as if I'm a lab rat in an

exPerlment.

A \.erJ' fucking horrible expetiment.

Nly eyes clash rvith a dark pait {irst. Nearlr- black and lifeless from the

Iack of warmth. Tattoos cover his light b:

eirher side of his throar snagging m\ arren

up leather jacket, but black ink su,,itis on h

fingers, indicating he's most likelr, cor-er.c -

features, arched thick brou,s, along s-ith : . --

his closelv cropped black hair, completin:- r-.

be attractive if he didn't look like he'd rrl:.:
Mv gaze moves to the man next r1:, r-

scabs on his face from apparent drug us;

br- a backrvard ball cap, a ditq, wife beat.:.

him as the other man who kidnapped rr.
Finalll', I look over to the thrrd ma.-

Gray hair, blue eyes, a bushv mustac:r.

otherwise smooth expression on hrs f:c.
lhe tenot in rr,'hich he speaks. But son:e ,: -

:enetrating vibe that I can't quite placc,

I look aw^y, 
^ 

cold tremor settling i..
The dull, throbbing pain is growing si-r:-:-

crmpared to u,'hen I au,oke in that r-an, \\:- .

-:lto my SJrstem must be fadrng, and I'm : -

,\11 of my muscles ache so profounL-

:::,rided around my bones. I'm incredibh s _:

Breathing through the aches, I glancc .

: rm. It's... steriie in here. Not clean _ ..

.:.:ected to be, but rve're not in a dunge r,:: ,

I'm not sure why I even expected th:..-

Dirq, white walls, concrete flooring. ,.:

: ;iv wnll in the room. Next to the hospt .

. : rrr I and l,arious insttuments laid out o:: ,.

Different sorts of machines are plac.c -
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