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Present Day...

“I love you, Jack.” The feel of her body nestled in the crook of his arm; her soft lips captured in his was so real. Then the ratchet of a nail gun in the distance jarred him from his sleep. His dream evaporated, leaving behind an emptiness that compressed his heart. It had been five years, plenty of time to get over her, but the dream brought her back as if it were yesterday.

The sun barely lit the horizon, creating a hazy, indistinct glow through the large picture window on the far side of the room. The latest wildfire, now contained, had trapped pockets of haze in the valley. A decent wind and heavy rain would deal with that, but Mother Nature seemed loathe to cooperate. The air quality remained poor, and it had forced Jack to take his daily run on the treadmill inside of the house, where the air filters cleaned the quality of the air and smoke didn’t burn his throat or redden his eyes.

He sighed, stretched, and glanced over at the other side of the bed. He didn’t miss Tiana, and he certainly wasn’t dreaming about her. A few months of fun, but not worth the pettiness or bullshit mind games. He wanted something more than just a pretty body by his side. He rubbed his hand through his hair, thinking of Kaylee. The softness of her skin, how she had felt in his arms; it hung in the air, an echo maybe of what he had, what he still wanted. 

Maybe I want too much. 

In all of his life, only one woman had captured his heart. And she was half a continent away and likely had forgotten all about him. 

Jack sat up, tossed the covers off, and stood. The haze was driving him nuts, the traffic and plastic people in L.A. were driving him even more so. He wanted to leave, escape somewhere, anywhere, and get away for a while. This was a thought that was quickly discarded as more basic needs made themselves known.

In the opulent marble bathroom filled with stark colors of black, white, and gray, he stood in front of the mirror, inspecting his reflection. His hair was no longer black, streaked with just a little gray. It was now predominantly gray, with only a few jet-black strands remaining. His father had been the same. The color gone by the age of forty, even if his face had remained youthful. He wondered briefly how Dad would have looked today; would the gray have turned white?

Jack ran his hand over his stubble and then slipped on his running shorts. He’d get in a run, then shower and shave before Azule showed up. He shook his head thinking about his assistant; she had been worrying over some investments that had tanked and wanted to talk to him first thing about Benton Security Services. Azule’s mind was a formidable weapon, one she wielded daily. He wasn’t sure what she was going to say, but he knew something was bothering her. It had been for weeks, and he dreaded the conversation they would have in a few hours.

He left his suite and made his way down the curving staircase to the main level. He pressed a panel in the wall and walked through it to another set of stairs leading down to the basement. The door closed, soft and silent behind him. The basement comprised a completely self-sufficient living space which included three bedrooms, each with their own bathroom, that shared a kitchenette, and a large living area. They had converted one bedroom into a workout room, moving it from its original location in the living area. There were no windows, nothing to even show that the house above had a basement. And it had served its purpose well a time or two in the past. It was literally a panic suite, rather than a panic room. 

Malcolm was still asleep, not that he expected anything different. His baby brother rarely varied from his routine, and that meant that he had at least an hour before Mal would emerge from the furthest bedroom and head upstairs. Plenty of time for him to get a workout in.

Jack stretched first. He could feel the muscles tighten around the scar that ran along his abdomen, a curve of silvery scar tissue that wrapped around from the left of his belly button into a long, upward curve towards his back. No matter how many years had passed, or how much he had continued to work his muscles or tone his body, the scar tissue still gave him twinges. It was a permanent reminder of his failure to keep the woman he loved safe.

As he reached for the weights and ran through his reps, toning each muscle, slow and steady, he could think of nothing else. It was the dream that had started it. It had certainly set the tone for his morning. 

Jack shook his head, wishing he could shake out his thoughts of her. It did no good to think about it, no good to miss her. 

He stepped onto one of the two treadmills and pressed the preset for a punishing five-mile trek, his feet stretching as the treadmill rose in height. It wasn’t the same as being outdoors, pounding down a trail outside, but he also wouldn’t be gasping like an asthmatic in less than ten minutes. The air quality remained poor, thanks to the wildfires and haze that filled the air.

Two hours later, Jack sat in his office across from Azule and wished he had followed that brief, waking desire to flee Los Angeles.

“Benton Security Services is over budget by nearly one hundred thousand dollars in the past six months,” the large, buxom woman declared, her full lips pressed tight, disapproval written all over her smooth brown face. “It doesn’t make good business sense.”

Jack leaned back and folded his arms against his chest, unconsciously mimicking the woman across from him. “I understand that, Az, but...”

“But nothing, Boss. You can’t run things at a loss, not in this economy, and not if you want to stay rich. Benton Security Services is hemorrhaging money and your other investments aren’t keeping up.”

Jack hid a smile. Azule was a financial wizard, among other business-centric talents, but she was rather one-minded. To her, if the money wasn’t growing, then it was in danger of heading the other way. As it was, he could overspend twice as much as he had, twice a year for the rest of his life and still never see a significant decrease in his overall worth. No one, not even Azule, was privy to all of his financial dealings. That it bothered her, however, was exactly the reason he kept her on. Azule looked after his interests and he paid her 50% above the average salary for the area.

“This is a project I’m willing to take a loss on.”

Azule scowled at him, her rich dark skin showing frown lines around the eyes as she contemplated what to say next, whether to argue further, before shaking her head and rolling her eyes. Was she appealing to the heavens to save her from the clutches of a mad white man with far too much money and not enough sense? Jack wasn’t sure, but he couldn’t help but grin when she threw her hands up in disgust.

“Have it your way, Jack.” Her eyes narrowed. “Where’s the mantiquer? I haven’t seen her in days.”

“Mantiquer?” Jack asked, laughing.

“You know who I’m talking about.”

“Tiana?”

“Right, her.”

Jack couldn’t stop laughing. “Why did you call her a mantiquer?”

Azule sighed, rolling her eyes so hard he saw the color disappear into white. “Women like that don’t want you, they just want your bank account. Guaranteed she was with a couple more on the side. Hope you wore your pelvic poncho when you tapped that.”

Jack threw back his head and guffawed. The sound filled the room as he rolled the words around in his head. 

Guaranteed, “pelvic poncho” is a term I won’t be forgetting soon.

The phone rang then. Not the one on the desk that Azule insisted on answering, but his private cell, which only a handful of people knew of. Jack reached into his pocket and pulled it out, his eyebrows rising as he saw the 816-area code. He didn’t recognize the number, but there was only one person he could think of who lived in flyover country, and he was the one who had helped get her there.

He pictured her face as he stared at the phone. It rang again, insistent.

Azule looked at him curiously, but said nothing, her eyebrows raised. 

How long had it been? Four years? Going on five? Not a single call, no emails, nothing. The silence had been complete. It had felt like a death. It still did.

The phone rang a third time, and he pressed the green button, bringing it up to his ear. “Jack speaking.”

“Hi, Jack.” Her voice was the same, unmistakable, and one that he couldn’t forget. His heart beat faster, and he could feel a warmth spreading through him. It was as if she were here, standing next to him, and her unique scent of honey and vanilla filled his nose. 

“Kaylee.” He breathed her name out, his mind a whirlwind of emotion, and Azule’s eyes crinkled around a smile, one that looked almost victorious. She nodded at Jack, and then stood, stepping out of the room and closing the door firmly behind her.

“I’m sorry to call you like this, but...” There was silence and he could picture her nibbling on her lower lip, a habit she had tried hard to eradicate but one that was intrinsic to who she was. “I need your help, Jack. It’s for a friend.”

“Five years.” The words escaped his lips. “It’s been five years.”

“I know.” She sighed then. He could see her face, imagine just how she looked. Eyes closed, her face a mixture of sadness and regret. “I thought it would be best. For both of us. For Malcolm. I just wanted to forget my life from before and concentrate on starting over again.”

Jack wanted to be angry. He had been. But now? He knew how afraid she had been, that the shadow of her family’s deaths, and of the darker force of the people behind those killings, two forces that seemed too large, were too overwhelming for them to fight. It was why she had been in danger. The people who had killed her family had taken everything from her, had broken her, and she watched everyone she loved die. She had left in order to protect him, even if he hadn’t needed protection. If he didn’t handle it right, she would rabbit again, and Jack wasn’t ready for that. 

“I understand.” Saying those words felt like he was chewing on sharp glass. It was a lie. He didn’t understand, couldn’t.

“I’m calling for a friend,” she continued. “Someone in need of protection. I think her life is in danger.”

How long had he hoped for her call? And even if it wasn’t to have her return to him, he couldn’t help but take this small opportunity and run with it.

“Tell me more,” he said, his voice all business. “I’ll be happy to help.”

Jack listened as she described the situation. Her voice sounded stronger, more self-assured, and he had so many questions. But they would wait. He listed off the main phone number, the one that would route through Azule and set a bodyguard detail into motion. The property there in Kansas City, Kansas, would do as a safe house. It was well-stocked and prepared. He had made sure of that when he knew Kaylee would end up living in the area. From the sound of it, Kaylee’s friend direly needed it.

“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure she’s safe,” he promised.

The relief in her voice was unmistakable. “Thank you, Jack.” She paused, then whispered, “For everything.”

There was a click, the rapid triple pulse that showed the caller had hung up on the other end, then nothing. Jack stared at the dark screen. That was it? 

Azule was waiting for him to reemerge, her long, ornate fingernails tapping away at the computer. She looked up, gave him an assessing stare, and stopped typing.

“Well?”

“Benton Security Services will receive a call from a Lila Benoit in Kansas City,” he said. “Put Jesse on it. He just moved to the area last month to work for the KCPD, but he might have time.”

Azule shook her head, “He’s out until the end of the week. He had that family emergency, a sick sister.”

Jack groaned, “Shoot, I forgot all about that.” He thought for a moment, “What about Ellis?”

Azule nodded, “I’ll call him and arrange for the flight,” she said, scribbling the details onto a notepad. Then she stared back at him expectantly. 

He shrugged, turned on his heel, and returned to his office. As the door closed behind him, his steps slowed and he stared out at the thicket of trees outside his window. Like the rest of the L.A. hills, they looked dry, desiccated. There had been too much heat and not enough rain. El Niño was in full force.

Five years.

Just hearing her voice had brought it all back. His entire body was reacting. Even after all of this time, all that Jack wanted was to wrap his arms around her, press his nose into her hair, and feel her body against his. His reaction shocked him, but the thrill of connecting with her again helped him realize that there was a reason no other woman had stayed in his life longer than a few months. This time, he was going to do something about it. 

This time? I’m not going to just stand there and watch her walk away.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Nowhere to Hide
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Five years earlier...

There was no use fighting the restraints. She couldn’t get out of them. Sure, she had tried at first, and realized that she would be better off trying to bend steel bars. She was lucky the older man hadn’t tied them tighter and cut off the blood flow. Perhaps he had done that on purpose. Perhaps it would make it easier to administer the drugs.

Adrienne watched as the older man slid out of his coat, the blue shirt underneath clearly displaying an LAPD badge. Him not caring that she knew he was a police officer was terrifying. It meant that, whenever they decided she had no more useful information, that would be it, lights out. She thought of Rainier, Lincoln, and the blood that had pooled beneath their bodies. These men didn’t care if she knew they were cops because the only way this would end was with her buried in a shallow ditch.

The tray had a bottle on it, but she couldn’t read the label. It was too small, too far away, despite her excellent eyesight. Her stomach plummeted as she watched the man insert a needle into the tiny bottle and fill the slender syringe with the colorless liquid.

“Tie off her arm...I don’t want to miss the vein,” he said, and the younger man wrapped a length of tubing around her arm, snugging it tight.

Adrienne could feel her heart pounding, her entire body shaking with fear. The gag in her mouth prevented her from speaking, arguing, even pleading with them. She could feel beads of sweat forming on her forehead, despite the cool dampness of the warehouse. One foot twisted against its bindings. 

It didn’t matter what she did. She was tied tight, completely at these two men’s mercy, and mercy wasn’t something either seemed capable of.

She tried to catch the younger man’s eyes, to plead her case, desperate to find some way to stop them from injecting her with that needle. Whatever was in it, it would either kill her or subdue her.

The older man removed the needle from the bottle and gave a tiny squeeze. The arc of tiny droplets spun through the air, vanishing. He looked up at her impassively and she shook her head slowly, wishing she had the power to stop him, to talk him out of what came next. The corners of his mouth quirked up in a small smile as he closed the distance between the tray and Adrienne’s chair.

She moaned in fear, the sound low, primal. The younger man turned away. 

“Please hold still,” the man said, his tone indifferent. “This won’t kill you, simply loosen your tongue, but if I waste the injection and miss the vein, the second dose almost certainly will do damage. An overdose could stop your heart. So be a good girl and hold still.”

It took seconds for the needle to slide into place, yet it felt like forever as she watched him slowly press the plunger down. She could feel the coldness spreading, mingling with her blood, then racing through her body with each beat of her heart.

He spoke again, but this time he directed it towards the younger man.

“Remove her gag and leave it off unless she does something stupid like scream. The drug can cause nausea and I wouldn’t want her choking on her own vomit.” He had turned away from Adrienne and set the syringe down on the small tray before reaching for his coat that hung a few feet away on a nail. 

“I’ve been up thirty-two hours straight and I need caffeine. You?”

The younger man nodded. “Uh yeah, grab me a Red Bull, would you? There was a convenience store about two miles down the outer road.”

The older man nodded, and to Adrienne he suddenly looked hazy, almost blurry. “Perfect. It’ll take a few minutes for the drugs to take effect and then we’ll get started.”

He slid his coat on, reached in a pocket, and jingled his keys in his hand. It seemed like such a normal gesture. Like something Rainier would do before heading out to meet his friends. But there was nothing normal about this. Adrienne could feel tears tracking down her cheeks. Rainier was dead. Lincoln was dead. Her father was dead. There was no one left to trust, and nowhere that she was safe anymore.

My fault, my fault, my fault.

She watched as the older man walked away, out the far door, into the rain and wind. A few seconds later, she heard a familiar car engine start up and gravel spit under the tires. She had spent most of a day locked in the trunk of that car; she was overly familiar with the sound of its engine.

The young man had turned back towards her when the other man put the needle down. He didn’t like needles, and that was the only thing she had learned so far.

Then again, he looked at my breasts a little longer than a second. Which is far better than how the older man had stared at me like I was already dead. I might as well be a piece of furniture as far as that guy is concerned.

He leaned over and removed her gag, fishing the rough cloth out of her mouth before setting it on the rough-hewn table next to the tray. She coughed a little, and licked her dry, cracked lips. 

“Please,” she asked, “a little water?” She could feel the beginning of a headache, one that thudded in time with her heart. She felt nauseated, as well. Whether it was from the drugs or the constant state of fear she had found herself in for the past twenty-four hours, she wasn’t sure, but it felt as if it were increasing by the minute.

The younger man mumbled something and walked away. A moment later, he returned with a cup and placed it roughly against her lips. His eyes slid away from hers. 

He doesn’t like this. He doesn’t want to hurt me. I can work with that. I just need to get him to let me go.

“Thank you for the water.”

He didn’t respond. 

“My name is Adrienne.”

No response.

Adrienne searched for what to say next. Every word mattered. She remembered the instructor telling her to choose her words carefully. 

Keep it simple. Have your captor connect with you as a person. Tell them your name. They might already know it, but that doesn’t matter. What matters is that you establish a connection, one in which they see you as more than a dollar sign or something to abuse and kill.

The instructor’s words had stayed with her, even though over three years had passed since taking the training.

Somehow, she had to get him to look at her differently. 

“Please, I...” Adrienne did her best to look embarrassed. “I need to pee something awful.”

“Hold it.” He said it and stared away from her towards the far end of the warehouse. Adrienne wondered how long she had before the older man would be back.

“I have been holding it since I was in the trunk. I’m going to burst. Please.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I don’t want to go in this chair but if I don’t go soon, I...” She let her voice trail off and she looked down, hoping her expression matched her words, and that it would convince him enough to release her bonds.

She could feel him staring at her. A moment ticked by. How much time did she have left? The younger guy had said the convenience store was two miles away on an outer road. Two miles, at forty miles per hour, plus at least three to five minutes in the store itself, meant, what, seven, maybe eight minutes at a minimum. At least two had passed since then. She had to get out of her restraints, disable her captor, find keys, and escape before the older man returned. 

“Oh God,” she sobbed, “please don’t make me soil myself, please. I just, of all the...” Real tears ran down her cheeks and she clenched her legs together. “Please.”

“Fuck. Okay, fine. But don’t you try anything. I swear, if you do, I’ll fucking kill you myself.” 

He reached for the first restraint and she curved her body inwards, cowering, hoping against hope that all he saw was weakness and fear. The drug, whatever it was, made everything feel weird, hazy. She waited until he removed each of the restraints, eyes down, shoulders slumped. He stood back.

“Get up, then,” he said, gesturing at her, confused. “The bathroom is behind you.”

“I, I can’t. I’m dizzy and nauseous, and I don’t know if I can stand on my own.”

She needed him close. Really close.

“Christ.” He threw up his hands. “Just don’t throw up on me, or piss right here. Damn it. I should wait for Ro...” He stopped before he said the man’s full name. “Never mind, just, here, lean against me.”

Adrienne let him slide his arm around her and lift her from the chair. She was shaking, whether from nerves or the drugs or the actual fear she would fail and die here, she wasn’t sure. But she used it, turned the shaking to her advantage just like she had learned in the class with Rainier and two others, twins, whose family had owned a lion’s share of stock in Berkshire Hathaway. All of them rich, all vulnerable to kidnapping.

She placed her left hand on the side of his jacket. She had inches to go. Did he remember what was there? Had he ever even used one?

He didn’t respond, and she moved slowly, shakily, as if on uncertain, half-numbed legs, and calculated how long she had until he remembered or she lost the chance.

No time like the present.

She jerked, as if stumbling, and his hands briefly were off of her, long enough for her to reach for it, and twist away, her instructor’s words ingrained in her memory just as the movements themselves were.

Step, rake your heel down along the instep, then twist away from them.

It was a textbook move, and as he reacted, she stepped away from him and jabbed the taser in her hand into his side, pressing down hard on the side buttons. The taser leads imbedded into his chest and he stiffened, hands falling from her, a stuttering howl erupting from his mouth. She pressed the buttons again, holding her fingers in place.

He screamed and flailed his limbs, pinwheeling as if they had a mind of their own. It nearly knocked the taser out of her hand. He fell to the floor, his head smacking hard against the concrete. 

Adrienne knew better than to stop. How many times had she forgotten and been dragged back by the instructor? Too many to count until she had learned her lesson. She pulled her leg back, then swung it as ferociously as possible into his groin. His body shuddered and lay still. Whether it was from the force of his head hitting the concrete or her testicle-destroying kick, Adrienne wasn’t sure, but she was sure he was unconscious.

She reached for the bulge of keys in his front pocket, fingers shaking, heart racing. He had to have driven here separately, because he had been here, outside next to the car when it had rolled to a stop on the gravel. She had heard him walk over to the vehicle before the older man had even gotten out of the car.

She ran for the door, her stomach heaving, the headache having wrapped its tentacles around her brain and squeezed, sweat trickling down her forehead and in the small of her back. She had no time, no time to get out of here, but she was going to try. 

It had been near dusk when she first arrived, trussed up like a Christmas turkey, ready for slaughter. A light rain had been falling then, but now it was a downpour, heavy, relentless, and she could barely make out the outline of a beaten-down Civic. She stared at the keys in her hand. Did they belong to the Civic? Adrienne wasn’t sure. She ran for the vehicle and the door opened at her touch, unlocked. She scanned the horizon. There was nothing in sight past this long, low-slung warehouse. No lights, no trees, no buildings, and just one road in and out. Her one shot to get out. Here it was.

Adrienne slid into the seat, closed the door, and jammed the larger key into the ignition. It fit. She was about to turn it when she saw a set of lights flicker on the horizon. The road here had felt like a series of low hills, the car tilting up and down with each hill they crossed. Adrienne watched as the headlights disappeared and the incoming vehicle dipped down out of sight. 

Adrienne turned the key in the ignition, which was rewarded with a slow rumble. She pulled her seatbelt on, fingers shaking, and glanced over to see if the door to the warehouse was closed. It was. Time to go. If she dared to drive past the oncoming car, it was still a distance away. She could see the headlights come into view and then disappear again. 

It’s now or never.

She put the car in gear and pressed down on the accelerator, a shower of gravel spewing as the tires spun and then caught and the vehicle careened out of the small parking area and towards the road, towards the oncoming car. 

In seconds, she could see it flying towards her, and then she was past it and moving past, accelerating as much as she could without the risk of going airborne, as she navigated the wet macadam in the dark. Occasionally she glanced behind her. Sure, the car would have turned around, recognizing her. But it didn’t. 

And just when she was sure she had escaped, she saw the railroad crossing ahead. The arms were down, the train already blocking the road, and nowhere to go. Nothing to do but to stop and wait. Moments ticked by. The train rumbled, the rain pounded, and Adrienne’s fear ratcheted up by the second. She had to get out of there before the older man got to the warehouse, realized she had fled, and caught up to her. 

Her eyes continued to dart from the train to her rearview mirror. Were those headlights she just saw? She turned to look through the rapidly fogging back window and sucked in a sharp breath when a brief flash of headlights appeared, then disappeared down the hill. They were three, maybe four hills away. 

Adrienne turned back to the train. She could see it now, the end of it was in view, a short caboose on the back in the distance, coming closer. 

Her stomach roiled again, and she felt the burn of stomach acid in her throat. She stared back at the rearview mirror. The headlights were closer. Once again, they disappeared from view. 

“Come on, come on, come on!”

The train rumbled on, oblivious, set in its ways and indifferent to the danger. The caboose was closer, nearly there.

The headlights flashed again. One, maybe two hills away.

The caboose clacked by but the crossing arms didn’t move, wouldn’t move, not until the train was thoroughly past and long gone.

Adrienne yanked the wheel to the left and stomped on the gas. The Civic jumped forward, narrowly missing one arm, and snapping the end off of the second as she floored the pedal and sped through the train crossing. The ground was more level here, and her eyes flicked to the rearview mirror and saw the headlights appear and disappear one last time. 

Heart racing, mouth dry, she drove faster than was safe. In the distance, she saw the headlights crest the last hill and now hold steady in her rearview mirror. 

The miles flew by and she finally saw the signs for Highway 101, turned onto it, and increased her speed until the aged Civic shuddered in protest. She raced past cars, some honked at her, but the highway was clear, thanks to the downpour. 

Once, twice, she felt the little car hydroplane, and she slowed enough to regain control before accelerating again. As the lights of Los Angeles appeared in the distance, she knew she had to get off of the highway. It wasn’t safe to stay on it, not with traffic ahead slowing and knotting, as she drew closer to the city. 

I need to ditch this car, find another.

The thought of trusting the police again made her shudder. The police had taken the lives of her brother and his friend. She could never trust them again. 

The drugs the man had injected her with, combined with sleep-deprivation, wore at the edges of her consciousness. Adrienne yanked on the wheel, taking the next exit without reading the sign. She needed to get somewhere safe.

There’s nowhere that’s safe. There’s nowhere to hide.

The car was shaking now, a yellow warning symbol flashing, and Adrienne slowed the car. The rain had slackened somewhat, and the road she had chosen was dark, empty. A two-lane road stretched and wiggled before her, lined by trees, nothing else. She drove down it, noticing a slight rise in elevation, and driveways at long intervals, curving away from the road and out of sight, likely large, private estates. 

If I drive down any of these and ask for help, they will just call the police. And the police are in these guys’ pockets. Come on, Adrienne, think!

Thinking, however, was something better done with a well-rested and drug-free mind, neither of which she possessed.

Driveway after driveway passed, and occasionally a flash of lightning lit up the sky above, which was mostly hidden by the thick overgrowth of trees. Once, an oncoming set of headlights had her holding her breath, her heart rate once again ratcheting up, until Adrienne reminded herself that they would come from behind, not ahead. Behind her, the road remained empty of everything except rain and leaves.

It was one of those moments of staring into the rearview mirror, terrified of what might come for her, that took her attention away at a crucial moment. Just a half second, really, and that was all that was necessary. In the dark of night, the denizens of the forest traveled, whether it was raining or not. And the family of raccoons, a group of perhaps three adults and half a dozen juveniles, were lit up in the Civic’s headlights, a wash of yellow that caused them to stop in their tracks in the middle of the road.

Adrienne stomped on the brakes and felt them lock up as the steering wheel went rigid in her hands. The car fishtailed back and forth, enough to break the raccoons loose from their headlight-induced trance. They scurried out of the way, as Adrienne fought to regain control. The car spun, out of control, and she felt the tires bite into the edge of the tarmac, then slide over the edge, down the embankment, in free fall.

The last thing that Adrienne saw before everything went dark was an enormous boulder caught in the headlights.

It was the rain pelting her that woke her first, wet and cold, falling through the shattered remains of the driver’s side window. Adrienne lifted her head and instantly regretted it. Her neck and back were in agony, and her face ached where it had slammed into the airbag, the remnants of which surrounded her. She reached with her right hand and felt for the seatbelt latch. The car was silent. Adrienne looked around in the dim interior. 

How long was I out? 

There was no clock to inform her, and her captors had taken her cell phone. The dash of the Civic was dark, unresponsive, and she slowly looked over the car, her head muddled. Whether it was from the drugs or the impact, she did not know. She felt, rather than saw, the dried, crusted blood on her mouth. A tooth felt loose. After a moment of fumbling, she finally found the button for the seatbelt and unlatched herself, thankful she had been wearing it on impact. The car was on a steep incline and her body fell forward without the belt holding her in place. Everything hurt and Adrienne groaned. 

Her hair was soaked. Her dress was as well. 

How long was I sitting here?

She walked the fingers of her left hand over to the door, finally finding the latch. She pulled it, but the door didn’t move. No amount of yanking made the difference, and moving hurt. There were no broken bones, but she still could feel a dozen different pain points. 

If I get out of this, I’m going to be all kinds of colors.

There was no other option. She was going to have to climb out of the window. She moved slowly, hurting, thoughts muddied, and slowly levered her way out of the crumpled car. The boulder was within arm’s reach, dark and gray, lined with lichen and moss. The window’s safety glass had already shattered into hundreds, no, thousands, of square pieces that poked at her uncomfortably as she half crawled, half slid out of the car. 

She could hear the rushing of water nearby, a low roar that distinguished itself from the downpour of rain. 

There was little in the way of light, the distant glow of the vast city the only aid to her making her way through the darkness. If it hadn’t been raining, she would have been able to see enough to walk, but the rain and the cloud cover combined to consume the forest and trees into a thick gloom that had her stumbling as she tried to make her way towards the sound of the water.

A few minutes later, now scratched and bleeding from falling, one ankle aching after she slid a few feet in the mud, Adrienne had found the source of the water. On a normal day, it was likely nothing more than a gurgling creek with plenty of boulders to balance on when crossing. Now, however, it was a raging torrent of ice-cold water, tumbling and roaring along. There was no crossing it. Not unless she wanted to drown.

Adrienne tried making her way first upstream, then doubled back and heading downstream. It made no difference; it was completely impassible. At the furthest point downstream, she had discovered a wooden footbridge, the ends of which were poking out by less than a foot. The rest of it disappeared beneath the torrent of tumbling, frothing, growling water.

She had no choice; she would have to climb up the hill, back towards the road. The idea of it frightened her. What if they were there, searching for her? What if she couldn’t find a place to shelter?

Adrienne could feel the difference between the rain and her tears. Her tears were warm, and they quickly washed away in the cold. Her teeth chattered, and she was so tired. She thought briefly of returning to the car, taking shelter in its battered remains, and then shook her head.

That’s the first place they would look if they found the tracks off of the road.

She had to keep moving. Slowly, exhaustion seeping into her tired and aching body, she slogged her way up the steep embankment, towards the road, towards civilization or shelter.
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All You Have is Each Other
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It felt like forever. Adrienne’s limbs moved slower and slower, and dragging herself up the steep embankment took forever. The car had come a long way before stopping at the bottom. Her eyelids were heavy, the adrenaline that had served her so well to escape her captors now wearing off. Whatever was in the needle the older man had injected into her, combined with a lack of sleep over the past three days, it wore at her. She clawed her way up the hill, inching her way toward the same road she had come from. She had to find help, or a place to shelter. Every piece of her ached.

Near a tree, she stopped, her foot tangled in the roots that protruded from the ground. It stood at a slant, desperate to keep its place despite the sharp angle of ground, determined to survive. That wasn’t so different from what she felt like. Adrienne stopped then and rested, her heart hammering in her chest. She was cold, her fingers stiff, coated with mud and leaves, her dress torn. She leaned against the base of the tree, her eyelids drooping. The rain slackened and Adrienne caved to the exhaustion clawing at her.

Her eyes closed, and she fell into a memory of childhood, of her mother. The rain and dark replaced with the memory of warmth on a humid New Orleans summer morning.

Adrienne stood by the side of her mother’s bed and waited for her to
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