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Prologue
MIAMI, FLORIDA
Earlington Heights Metrorail Station
Orange Line
Southbound



Chapter 1
He got in through the third door after the train pulled in at 7:58 a.m. as usual. Ryan Scott was holding his Starbucks coffee in one hand and had his backpack slung over his shoulder. Once inside, he spotted a free seat and moved toward it, then sat down. The train departed and rattled along while Ryan sipped his coffee and went through the news headlines on his phone.
Ryan had just landed a summer internship at The
Miami Times and had to make sure he was updated before today’s editorial meeting. The dream was to become a reporter, but the road was long. As a part of his Master of Journalism program at the University of Washington, he was required to do a six-week-long internship. He was still going through training but needed ideas to pitch so he could one day do his own story. Ryan knew he needed to stand out from the crowd, and he had learned that, in order to do so, he needed a good story. The newsroom was always on the hunt for the next big breaking news story, and he needed to pitch some original ideas and demonstrate initiative. He desperately wanted to see his name in the paper.
Of course, he did.
The train came to a stop at Allapattah and some of the passengers left while new ones boarded. A black woman sat next to Ryan, and he moved his backpack to make room for her. The train was getting more crowded now, as usual, as they headed south toward downtown Miami.
Ryan smiled politely at the woman who sat down next to him with a heavy sigh. A poster on the wall across from them asked if they suffered from schizophrenia in both English and Spanish. The woman wore striped pants and sat with her big green purse in her lap. Across from them sat an old man, and next to him, a young teenage girl, holding a bag. Ryan smiled at her as their eyes met, but she didn’t smile back.
Santa Clara station came and went, and more people came onboard wearing light clothes and sunglasses. The AC on the train wasn’t very good, and it was hot. Ryan felt his hands getting clammy as more people came on board. The train moved along next to the road below, and Ryan looked down at the rows of cars that were stuck in a jam, while the train shot through town nice and smoothly. A man about Ryan’s age was reading a book in the corner, while another man was holding his briefcase close like he was afraid that someone might steal it. A Hispanic-looking teenage girl at the other end of the train seemed lost in her own thoughts. The window behind the old man had been tagged with graffiti, blocking the view.
Ryan looked at his phone again when the train approached the Civic Center. Ryan stared at the old texts from Susan and wondered if he would ever see her again. She had been ignoring him for days now, and he feared she was moving on. Ryan had liked Susan and wanted there to be more. But she wasn’t answering any of his texts anymore, and the last time he took her for dinner at the Olive Garden, she had been distant and continuously on her phone.
Ryan closed the phone with a deep sigh and looked up as the train’s brakes screeched loudly, and they came to a halt. At the Civic Center, a lot of people got up, including the young girl in front of him. Ryan still had two stops left, and he leaned his head back when his eyes landed on something underneath one of the seats. Some liquid of some sort was slowly seeping across the floor. Ryan felt his eyes stinging and rubbed them, then felt an unease in the pit of his stomach.
In a sudden attack of inexplicable panic, he rose to his feet and elbowed his way out through the crowd. The doors were about to close as he jumped out at the last second and into the car behind him, heart beating fast in his chest as the train took off once again.



Chapter 2
As the Orange Line southbound arrived at Government Station and opened the doors, the crowd waiting to get on board didn’t realize at first what was going on. As usual, they approached the doors, waiting for them to open, so people could get out and then they could get in.
Evelyn Edwards was one of those waiting for the train. As always, she took the train from Government to Douglas Road, where she worked at Nordstrom in Merrick Park. Evelyn had her driver’s license revoked after a DUI and had found that taking the train was actually a lot easier than being stuck in traffic every day.
On this particular day, Evelyn was lost in her own thoughts, thinking about her grown daughter, who she hadn’t seen in four months. She had called her the night before to apologize once again, but she hadn’t picked up. Evelyn felt shameful and wanted to tell her just how sorry she was for the things she had said. She also wanted to tell her daughter that the drinking had stopped now and she was doing AA, this time really doing the program with all the steps and not just sitting there because she had to. She wanted to tell her that she was better and that things had changed. Really changed this time. She wanted to tell her all those things, but her daughter wouldn’t even answer her darn phone.
Don’t you know you’re all I’ve got?
Evelyn was so lost in her thoughts that she didn’t even notice the passengers behind the doors. She didn’t see their crying and strained faces as they were pressed against the glass, nor did she hear the hammering on the doors or the desperate cries for them to open.
When the doors did slide open simultaneously, and the passengers inside, screaming and gasping for air, tumbled out, Evelyn didn’t even look up from her phone. She was looking at her background photo, a picture of her daughter taken on the beach when she was only five, the day she remembered as one of the best in her life.
Before everything turned bad. Before she started to drink. Before Juan died. Before she lost Pablo while eight months pregnant. Before the clouds darkened above them. Before she cried in bed all day. Before the fog of grief made her a prisoner in her own mind and destroyed everything.
Before all that.
We can go back, can’t we? Can we find ourselves again?
Evelyn lifted her gaze and realized that the crowd in front of her had dispersed and an entire flock of passengers staggered toward her. Several of them collapsed in front of her feet. One woman came toward her, and Evelyn didn’t notice her before it was too late, and she collapsed in Evelyn’s arms. Blood was gushing from her nose and eyes, and she was gasping for air, choking and wheezing.
Evelyn shrieked fearfully and pushed her away, just as a man sank to the ground in front of her, his rag-doll-limp body falling to the platform with a thud. Evelyn stood, paralyzed, and watched this, blood smeared on her clothes and hands, while hundreds of people lay gasping on the ground, reminding her of the fish on her father’s boat when she was a child.
A man in front of her lifted his head and looked her straight in the eyes, then breathed his last breath with a deep sigh. Seeing this, Evelyn whimpered, then turned around, wanting to get away from there, fast, when she suddenly stood face to face with a soldier. He, and the rest of his troop coming up behind him were wearing gas masks and clothes that to Evelyn looked like spacesuits.



ONE MONTH LATER



Chapter 3
“We’re here for your annual inspection.”
I showed the small woman behind the front desk my identification card from Florida Department of Health, moving it very quickly to make sure she didn’t get a proper look at it and realize it wasn’t me on the picture, but someone who looked remotely like me. The woman had told me she was the manager of the spa.
“We need full access to the premises, please,” I said.
We were me and my sister, Sydney. I called her that even though it wasn’t the name she went by these days, and no one had called her that since she was seven years old. She was known publicly as Kelly Stone, the Hollywood actress. Still, I insisted on calling her Sydney, which was her birth name before our biological father stole her in a Wal-Mart and kidnapped her to London, where she grew up apart from me. I, on the other hand, grew up on the Space Coast in Florida with our mother, believing my sister was dead and gone. We had recently found one another after thirty-six years apart. It wasn’t easy to reconnect after all this time, especially not after her scumbag of a boyfriend had kidnapped my daughter, Olivia, and sold her to an even worse scumbag on the Internet. Sydney, naturally, felt terrible about it, and that was why she had insisted on helping me find her again. As a former FBI agent, I had told her I was capable of doing this myself, but still, she had shown up at my house, ready to go on the day I had decided to leave. There wasn’t anything I could say to talk her out of coming.
So, here we were — two sisters on a road trip through Hell.
We had been on the road for three months now, following my daughter’s tracks, searching for the man they call the Iron Fist. Our search had led us to this place, The Orient Spa in Leisure City. The badge, I had stolen from a real health inspector in Palm Bay. It granted me access to places like these, where I could do my search. It wasn’t exactly legal, any of it, but I was way beyond playing by the rules. My daughter was missing, and I was getting her back. No matter what it took. There was no way I was going to give up on finding her.
Never. Ever.
Sydney stood behind me, still wearing sunglasses so no one would recognize her. She had dyed her hair black and wore fake colored contacts whenever we went anywhere. I was naturally terrified that she would end up drawing attention to us, but I had to admit, she was doing pretty well at hiding her identity. I guess it came in handy that she was an actress. She even spoke completely different, hiding her British accent with a heavy American one.
The small Asian woman in front of me nodded. I saw her eyes grow weary.
“Yes, yes, of course. Go ahead.”
We were pretending to be looking for roaches and rats in a routine inspection, so Sydney and I walked around the lobby and soon spotted a door leading to the back.
“What’s behind that door?” I asked.
“Just the office in the back,” the woman said, shifting on her feet, clearly feeling uneasy.
I smiled. “We’re going to need to check that as well.”
Her eyes grew big. “Oh, really? It’s messy back there. There’s nothing there. Costumer never come there.”
“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “It can still pose a health hazard. We need to check everything.”
“But old health inspector never went in there,” she said. “He says it not necessary.”
I smiled again. “Well, that’s probably why he isn’t here, but I am. Open the door, ma’am.”



Chapter 4
The manager fumbled with the keys as she opened the door. The two other women who were introduced as massage therapists stayed behind, while Sydney stayed with them.
“We are up to date on all licenses,” the manager said.
“That’s good,” I said indifferently and rushed in as soon as she had pulled the door open. The small woman hurried ahead of me. She ran into a room to our right, and I went in after her. As we entered and I spotted the mattresses on the floor, she tried to cover them up with a blanket. I still managed to see clothing and personal hygiene items before she covered it all up. Seeing this made me feel uneasy. The manager was visibly nervous while trying to cover up the items.
I continued down the hall and found another room — same thing. Mattresses spread on the floor, bedding, clothes, stuff for personal hygiene. There was a small refrigerator in the corner. I opened it and found it filled with food and drinks. A trash can had empty personal care items in it, mouthwash and shampoo.
It didn’t take a genius to figure out what was going on here.
I rushed out the door back into the hallway, the small woman getting nervous now.
“Where you going, huh?”
Not answering her, I walked down the hall and tried to open a third door. It was locked.
“Open this,” I said, my pulse quickening.
The woman stared at me. “I can’t. No key.”
I didn’t think about it twice. I gave the door a violent kick, and it slammed open.
Just as I thought. Behind it, staring back at me sat eight young girls. Their eyes glared at me anxiously; their arms were wrapped around each other. Some were crying. All were dressed in barely any clothes.
The sight made me sick to my stomach. I turned on my heel, walked back in the hallway, and spotted the manager. She was backing up toward the exit when I pulled my gun from the holster and pointed it at her.
“You’re not going anywhere. Get back here, now.”
Sydney came up behind her, blocking her way out. The manager stared at the gun, then up at me.
“We’re going to have a little chat,” Sydney said and grabbed her by the neck. “In your office.”
Sydney pushed her into the office, and I came in, then grabbed her and pressed my gun to the back of her head, pressing her down onto her desk. My hands were shaking when imagining one of these girls being Olivia. This was the fifth of these types of joints we had hit just in the past month, and everywhere it was the same — girls dressed in nothing, malnourished, confused, and scared. They would tell us stories of being taken and of many men coming to them at night, of being raped by hundreds of them a day, and of being shipped from one spa parlor to another during the day, entertaining more men than you’d want to think about.
It was beyond disgusting.
And one of them, somewhere out there, could be my daughter.
I couldn’t finish the thought.
“I have money,” the manager began. “I pay, you…”
“Shut up, lady. Shut up and listen to me. The way I see it, this can go two ways. Either I call the cops right now, and all of you end up in jail for many, many years.”
“Or...?” the woman asked, her voice filling with hope.
“Or you give me what I want.”



Chapter 5
Just like the rest of them, she opted for the second solution. Of course, she did. I let go of her neck and let her sit down in a chair. Her hair was a mess as it had come out of her tight bun, and her eyes were anxious. She was broken. Just the way I needed her to be.
“What you want?” she asked.
I sat down in front of her; the gun still lingering in my hand.
“There’s a man they call the Iron Fist,” I said. “I need to get to him. I need to know where to find him. The last place we busted told us you might know.”
The woman’s eyes went from anxious to terrified as she looked up at me. She shook her head.
“I don’t know no Iron Fist.”
“And we’re back to lying again,” I said with a deep sigh. “You have a tell, do you know that? I’m sort of an expert in people and profiling them, and I can see straight through you. You wanna know how? You roll your lips back when you tell a lie, and you gesture with both hands after you have given me your answer. Both are ‘tells.’ So, do you want to tell me the truth, or should I call my friends at the sheriff’s office?”
The woman’s nostrils flared a couple of times, and her eyes lingered on me. I placed a picture of Olivia in front of her.
“I am looking for this girl,” I said. “Have you seen her?”
The woman looked at it, then shook her head. “No.”
I studied her. There were no signs that she was lying this time.
Dang it!
“All right, back to the Iron Fist. What do you know about him?”
The woman’s lips quivered as she opened them to speak. “He buy girls,” she said.
I nodded. “And where does he get those girls?”
She shrugged. “Wherever he can. Internet mostly.”
“Has he bought any girls from you?”
The woman looked at me, then swallowed. She answered with nearly a whisper.
“Yes.”
“And where does he take those girls?”
She shook her head. “I don’t know.”
“You’re doing it again, the lip thing,” I said and looked at Sydney. “She’s doing it again.”
Sydney nodded. “I saw it.”
The woman exhaled. “Okay, he take them to Miami. That’s all I know.”
“Miami, huh? Where in Miami?” I asked, feeling relieved that we were finally getting somewhere.
“I don’t know.”
I could see no sign that she was lying, unfortunately. Miami was a big city to look for one man. But it was better than nothing. I was closing in, and that, at least, was something. I just hoped the guy still had my girl and hadn’t sold her to someone else. With the stories I had heard from most of these girls, I wasn’t too confident that she had remained in the same place for all this time. But it was the only lead I had, and I knew from experience that if you kept digging in the same place, at some point, you’d find something.
I rose to my feet and looked at my sister. “I guess we’re going to Miami, then.”
The Asian woman nodded, probably just happy at the prospect of us leaving. I glared at her, anger rising inside of me as I thought about her and people like her who lived by keeping these girls in slavery. What I had seen in the past three months had broken my heart to pieces.
The woman got up too. “So… no police?”
I stopped in my tracks, then leaned over and slammed my fist into her face so hard I heard her nose break.
“Yeah, about that. Turns out I have a tell too. When I knock out scumbags like you right after telling you that I won’t report you to the police, then I’m actually lying. Guess you should have known that.”



Chapter 6
We left the three women in the back office, tied up with strips. As soon as we were in the parking lot, in the mini-van that Sydney had bought for us when we decided to leave my old car because we knew it would be tracked after our first bust, I tapped the number of the local police enforcement.
I told them the address and what they would find when they got there. I also advised them to bring someone from a local shelter. I usually recommended a place called No More Tears since they seemed to be doing a good job of taking care of victims of human trafficking. I then threw the burner phone in the trash and got into the car, where Sydney had kept the engine running. I looked at her, then smiled, exhausted, before we took off, tires screeching across the asphalt while leaving the small strip mall.
This was the ninth of these types of spas that we had turned over to the police somewhere in Florida over the past three months. I couldn’t believe how easy they were to find. Just a simple Google search had led me to the first one not far from my own home in Cocoa Beach. In a forum on the Internet, the all-male customers discussed vividly what you could expect to get there, what services they provided. They didn’t even try to hide it. And so, I went to check it out. In the back, I found about ten girls, ages twelve to seventeen, ready to entertain the men who came as customers. To imagine that this was going on right beneath our noses, was terrifying. These girls came from all over the world, and some even from right here in Florida. And they were being held captive right here, right under our noses.
The only issue was that what I had done made me a criminal in the eyes of the law, and now they had put out a warrant for my arrest. Aggravated assault. I had lost it in the first place we took down and beat the crap out of the owner. If Sydney hadn’t stopped me, I was certain I would have killed the guy. Still, I wasn’t sorry I had hurt him. I was just sad that a surveillance camera had taken my picture as I left the shop.
Sydney looked briefly at me as she hit I-95 toward Miami. I held back my tears and tried hard to erase the images of those young girls in that room, and their big eyes staring back at me, pleading for my help. Hopefully, they would at least be liberated from their hell now. I could only pray that those who pulled the strings would be prosecuted as well, but I wasn’t getting my hopes up. Those sleaze bags had a way of keeping themselves out of jail.
Meanwhile, we were going for one of the big guns. The man they called the Iron Fist. We didn’t know much about him, but the little we knew made the hairs stand up on the back of my neck.
“You wanna grab a coffee and something to eat before we continue?” Sydney asked.
I gave her a look. She had been so amazing through all this, constantly taking care of me. I didn’t know she had this side to her; I had to admit. This was very far from the entitled drama queen and Hollywood actress that I had taken her for, and I felt so thankful, yet I had no way of showing her. I was still so angry at her because of what had happened to Olivia. I knew it wasn’t her fault. There was no way she could have known who her boyfriend was, yet I couldn’t help myself. I needed someone to blame; I needed someone to take the fall, and she was the closest.
“I’m not hungry,” I said and glanced out the window. “Although, coffee sounds about right.”
She nodded. “Okay. I’ll stop at the next rest area, and we can take a break.”
“We should probably ditch the car too,” I said.
“Again?” she asked tiredly. “I thought you said it looked like the strip mall had no cameras?”
I nodded with a sigh. “I could be wrong. Besides, there’s always a witness; there’s always someone who will have seen it and who will call the cops. We need to get rid of it.”
Sydney nodded again. “Okay. We’ll do that after we get our coffee.”



Chapter 7
Matt stared at his screen. In front of him smiled Eva Rae in a picture taken four months earlier on the beach. It was a great day, he remembered. They had brought all the kids together, her three and his Elijah. Matt had hoped that Alex and Elijah would bond if they spent the entire day together, but that hadn’t happened. Elijah had sat underneath the gazebo all day, grumbling because he wasn’t allowed to play on his computer. Matt remembered how hard Eva Rae had tried to get him to play with the other kids. She had even built the biggest sandcastle with Alex and kept asking Elijah if he didn’t want to help. It wasn’t until she pulled out Alex’s kite and put it up, running down the beach holding it, that Elijah had suddenly gotten interested. He had crawled out and played with them, laughing when it fell down, and Eva Rae fell flat on her face in the sand.
Eva Rae was the only one in the world who had made Elijah laugh. Matt didn’t know how she did it. But that was just her.
That’s how amazing she was.
Gosh, I miss you.
She had been gone for three months now, and he had no idea where she was. It was probably for his own sake that she didn’t contact him, but boy, it hurt. Matt had followed the investigation into what happened at The Bridge Spa in Rockledge after she beat a guy half to death in there. And he knew that the two detectives at the sheriff’s office who had put out a warrant for her arrest had no idea where she was either. He also knew it was good that he didn’t know because that would put him in a dilemma if they came to question him. Eva Rae had known that, and that’s why she had left without telling him where she went.
He had seen it in her eyes on the day he last saw her. It was at the CBPD station when they were questioning Anthony Piatkowski, the man who had targeted Eva Rae and then kidnapped her daughter, Olivia, who was only fifteen years old. They had grilled him for days on end, but he kept saying that he didn’t know where Olivia was, only that he had taken her to the airport where the Iron Fist’s men had picked up the girl. After that, he had no idea where she went. It was out of his hands.
Unfortunately, it turned out he was speaking the truth.
After weeks of going through his affairs, all they had found on his computer were the brief coded messages where they had agreed to the details. There was no trace of this Iron Fist or Olivia since.
That was when Eva Rae decided to take matters into her own hands, and once Matt heard about the manager at the spa getting attacked, and then how the police had received a call telling them where to find ten trafficked girls, he immediately knew in his heart that this had Eva Rae written all over it. He also knew there was no going back for her now, and that it would be a long time before he saw her again. If he ever saw her again.
Matt didn’t know for certain, but he assumed that her sister had gone along with her since she had been nowhere near her house since. He hoped he was right in his assumption that the two of them were in this together since he didn’t like for Eva Rae to be alone. She had to be feeling awful, and he was so frustrated that he wasn’t able to be there with her to comfort her and hold her close. It tormented him not to know how she was feeling or to be able to help her. He wanted to fix this so badly.
There had been silent calls to his landline late at night that he suspected might be her. He believed it was her way of letting him know that she was okay and that she was still around.
But now that another month had passed, he was beginning to get anxious. What was her plan? And would she ever be able to come back?
Sgt. Mason pulled him out of his thoughts as he approached his desk.
“Chief wants to see you,” he said. “Asap.”



Chapter 8
She slept on a stained mattress in a room with six other girls. There was no furniture in the house she was kept in and only one toilet.
Every night, she was taken out of the house and put into a van. They then drove for about an hour till they reached a factory, where they cleaned dead chicken and put them into a liquid that killed all bacteria before they were packaged and sent away.
They had given them no gloves to protect their skin, and now Olivia had gotten a rash and was itching all the way up her arm. The night before, she had complained about it to one of the men guarding them, but he had pulled her outside the factory and slapped her till she couldn’t stand on her feet anymore, then yelled at her that she wouldn’t get any toilet breaks for the rest of the night.
Now, as she lay on her stinky mattress, Olivia kept crying. She was thinking about her mother and her siblings and missed them terribly. It was daytime out, and the other girls were asleep, but Olivia couldn’t find any rest. She was so scared, and she felt so hopeless. She hated the house, and she hated the factory even more. It stunk of rotten meat. There were chicken blood and innards all over the floors. But that wasn’t the worst part. The worst part was that she never got to see the sun. There were no windows in the factory, nor in the house where they were kept. Armed men guarded the doors, and if they tried to escape, they were beaten. On one of the first days Olivia had been there, there had been a girl, Mya, who had tried to crawl out of the small window under the ceiling in the toilet. The guards had caught her in the yard, and Olivia had heard them as they beat her up all night. They had never seen Mya again.
Some of the girls had been to many other places before this, and they talked about being raped over and over again. They liked it better where they were now because at least they weren’t raped. They were beaten again and again, but they’d take that any day over being raped by so many men you couldn’t even count them.
The thought made Olivia cry even harder. Was that what was in store for her next? Would they sell her to some pimp? Would they move her out of state?
Mom, where are you? Are you looking for me? I am here, Mom. I am right here. I just don’t know where here is.
One of the girls lying next to her, Juanita, was crying in her sleep. Olivia looked at her, then placed a hand on her shoulder to calm her down.
It worked. The girl stopped whimpering and continued to sleep. Olivia exhaled and looked at the other girls in the sparse light from the small lightbulb dangling from the ceiling. She wished she could sleep like these girls. She wished she could just disappear into a world of dreams and forget where she was for a few hours. She would dream of a day on the beach with her family. She would even want her dad to be there, even though she was so angry with him for leaving them and finding another woman, one who didn’t want his kids around.
Still, she wanted him to be there with her because she missed him. She missed the life she had, with everything it contained, even the problems of high school and going through a divorce. At least that was all normal stuff. What she was living through now wasn’t normal.
It was Hell on Earth.



Chapter 9
THEN
They hadn’t seen each other in five years. Helen Wellington looked at her old friend Angela, who smiled and waved at her from her seat at the restaurant Ariete. Helen waved back, then walked to her, a sense of dread in her stomach.
Was it a mistake for her to come?
“Helen,” Angela said and rose to her feet. She reached out her arms and pulled Helen into a hug. “Let me look at you. Dear Lord, it’s been forever.”
“Not since Kylie’s wedding,” Helen said and sat down.
Angela was still smiling. “Has it really been that long?”
“You look amazing,” Helen said, then looked down at herself. She was underdressed compared to her old friend, who was wearing a gorgeous yellow pencil dress and had impeccably styled hair. Helen used to be like that; she used to be the best dressed anywhere she went, and the one to radiate in a crowd, but not anymore. The past two years had been a struggle.
A waiter arrived, and they ordered lobster, pasta, and white wine.
“So, how have you been?” Angela asked.
Helen sighed. Angela had contacted her on Instagram and told her she was back in town and asked her if she had time for lunch.
“To be honest, I’m going through a rough time right now,” she said.
Helen was surprised at her own openness; she hadn’t expected to want to be since she wasn’t usually, but this was her old best friend. They had known each other since third grade, and there was just something about Angela that made her want to open up.
“Really?” Angela said. “How so?”
Helen bit her cheek. She felt the sadness inside of her. It was like this monster that never slept but was constantly looking for a way to show its ugly face. Helen didn’t know how to keep it down anymore.
“I’ve recently discovered that I can’t have children,” she said.
“Brian and I tried for years, and then we finally got checked out, and lo and behold, I was infertile. Having children was the biggest dream for Brian, so he left, and so, well… here I am. Probably going to be alone for the rest of my life. To be honest, I feel like I have nothing much left to get out of bed for.”
Angela put a hand to her chest. “That’s awful, Helen. I am so sorry.”
The wine arrived, and Helen took a long deep sip. She still hadn’t quite gotten used to telling her story yet, and it was a lot harder than she had thought it would be.
“Yeah, well, that’s life, right?” she said.
Angela tilted her head. “It doesn’t have to be.”
Helen sipped more wine, then looked at her old friend suspiciously and a little offended.
“What is that supposed to mean?”
Angela drank too, then exhaled. “Nothing. It’s just… well, I used to be miserable like you — two years of depression and anxiety. I was popping all the pills you can imagine, and nothing helped. I could barely get out of bed. So, let’s just say I know how you feel.”
Helen scrutinized her friend when the food arrived. She looked down at the seafood but didn’t have much appetite. She had lost a lot of weight over the past several months because she didn’t feel like eating.
“But you’re better now?” she asked as she had swallowed the first bite anyway. “I mean you look great and you seem really happy? How did you get out of it?”
Angela sipped her wine, and a smile spread across her lips as she put the glass down.
“I thought you’d never ask,” she said and leaned forward. “If you want to, I can get you what I have. I can help you.”



Chapter 10
“So far no one has claimed responsibility for the July 9th attack on the Metrorail, and the authorities are still asking for help from the public. If anyone has seen anything that might help progress the investigation, then please come forward and call the number on the screen.”
I stared at the TV in our hotel room. Sydney had gotten us a room at the Ritz Carlton Hotel in Coconut Grove, Miami. I thought it was silly to stay in these expensive surroundings, but she insisted that she would pay for everything.
“It’s the least I can do.”
Now, she was in the shower while I watched TV without really listening. They were talking about the July 9th gas attack on the Metrorail in Miami, as they had been for the past month since the attack had happened. According to what the authorities now knew, there had been three bags onboard the Orange Line going southbound in the morning rush hour. Three bags with a liquid gas in them that had killed seven passengers and left around fifty passengers still hospitalized. It was an act of terrorism, they said, but still, no one knew by whom and why. ISIS, most people guessed, but they had yet to claim it, as they usually did. According to experts, it had ISIS written all over it, but I wasn’t so sure. ISIS had never used Sarin gas before.
“Sarin is a highly toxic and volatile form of nerve gas developed by Nazi scientists in the 1930s,” the anchor on the TV explained. “It’s five hundred times more toxic than cyanide gas, which was used to execute people in gas chambers. It can be produced by a trained chemist with chemicals that are available publicly. The packages onboard the train leaked a thick liquid onto the floor, and people in the cars began to feel dizzy and lose their eyesight. Stinging fumes hit their eyes and struck them down in a matter of seconds. It left them choking and vomiting, while some were blinded and even paralyzed.”
“Don’t you want to watch something a little more uplifting maybe?” Sydney asked as she came out of the bathroom.
“I like to keep myself updated,” I said.
She shrugged and dried her hair with a towel. She was so beautiful it was almost unfair. I never thought an actress could be prettier in real life than on the screen, but she was.
“Filling yourself with all the terrible things going on in this world?” she said.
“It makes me forget,” I said. “It makes my problems seem less. I look at this and think at least my daughter isn’t one of the dead ones on that train. Not that I know of, that is.”
Sydney sat down on her bed and began moisturizing her legs with some expensive looking creme. “You sure you shouldn’t call home? Ask how the children are doing?”
I exhaled and bit my cheek. Sydney kept asking me this, and it was every bit as painful every time.
“I know they’re fine.”
“I know you do. Mom is taking good care of them.”
“Their dad is with them too. He moved to Cocoa Beach, remember? He knows how to take care of them. He got himself a condo, and he promised me he’d take good care of them all while I was gone, no matter how long it took.”
Just get our daughter back, were his words. I could still hear them in my head. I called him on the day I had decided to leave, and he said he had found a condo and that he would come down the next day. I never got to see him face to face, but we made an agreement on the phone that day. He would take care of the kids, make sure they had everything they needed, while I brought back our oldest. Chad trusted the police to be able to get her back just as little as I did. I knew I could do better, even if it might end up costing me my entire career and maybe even jail time. Before I left, I had sat down with my mother and explained everything to her as well before asking her if she could help with the kids while I was gone. She had always loved Chad, even after he cheated on me, so it was not a big deal for her. Together, they would hold down the fort, we agreed.
“I won’t be able to contact you. I won’t be able to see you or help you out with anything for a very long time,” I had explained. “I won’t tell you where I’m going, what I’m doing, or when I’ll be back. Do you understand? The less you know, the better. They can’t get out of you what I didn’t put in there in the first place. If they take you in for interrogation, you won’t be able to give up my whereabouts.”
She had agreed, even though she had been slightly scared.
“The kids might miss you,” Sydney said now, slapping more moisturizer on her well-shaped legs. “And you might miss them. What’s one little phone call, huh?”
I swallowed and stared at the TV. We had this conversation over and over again.
“They know I’m all right. I told them this was how it was going to be. Before I left, I sat down with them and told them I was going to find their sister, but that it meant I was going to be gone for some time.”
I closed my eyes and recalled Alex’s and Christine’s eyes as they stared up at me. Christine was crying but tried desperately to hide it. Alex had placed his little hand on my shoulder and looked me seriously in the eyes.
“Go, Mom. Go find Olivia. We’ll be fine. Just bring our sister back.”
Christine had sniffled and nodded. “Alex is right, Mom. We just want Olivia back.”
“You can just call them from one of those burner phones you carry around,” Sydney said. “I know you’re dying to hear their voices.”
I was. She was right about that part. Every cell in my body was desperately screaming to see them again or at least hear their voices. I wanted to hug them and kiss them, but I wanted to hold their sister in my arms just as much, and right now she was the one who needed me the most, not them.
“It’s too risky,” I said. “By now, the police might have tapped all their phones. I can’t risk them finding us and having all this been in vain. I almost killed a guy, Sydney. It’s not small stuff.”
“All right, all right. I hear you. I was there, remember?”
“I do,” I said and turned off the TV in the middle of pictures from the gas attack. Right before the TV went out, I thought I saw something that made my heart stop.
What in the…?
Heart pounding in my chest I turned the TV back on, but as I did, they had moved on to another story and were interviewing some politician.
“No, no, no,” I said and flipped to another channel, then continued till I was frantically scrolling through all the channels.
“NO!” I screamed and threw the remote toward the wall. It slammed against it, then fell to the carpet, the batteries falling out.
“What’s going on?” Sydney asked and picked it up. “Why are you freaking out?”
I stared at her, panting and agitated.
“I…there was…on the TV, she was there!”
“Who was? You’re making no sense, Eva Rae.”
“OLIVIA!” I yelled, grasping my face. “She was right there. On that clip from the attack, the one they just showed. She was on the platform.”



Chapter 11
“I’m taking you off the Baxter case.”
Chief Annie looked at him from the other side of the desk. Matt wrinkled his forehead. The chief had closed the door behind him as he entered her office. This was serious.
“The bar stabbing case? Why? I have it almost wrapped up?” he said, confused.
What was this? Didn’t she think he could handle it?
“Annie, I’m almost…”
She lifted her hand to stop him. “I need you elsewhere, Matt, that’s why.”
“Elsewhere? What’s going on?”
She scratched her forehead, then exhaled. “I am lending you to Miami-Dade County. You’re going to work on this case with a detective down there; his name is Charles Carter.”
She pushed a file toward Matt, and he took it. He opened it and looked down at it then up at her.
“But this is…?”
She nodded. “I need you on it, Matt.”
“But Annie, this is…?”
She leaned forward. “I need you to do this. I want you to keep an eye on the investigation. Report back to me.”
“But don’t they know that I’m personally involved in this?” he asked.
She shook her head. “No.”
Matt nodded pensively, then looked at the file, skimming a couple of pages. It was odd to see the woman he loved described like this.
“She was last seen in Leisure City,” Annie said. “A small town down south close to Miami. She struck a spa and a massage parlor down there. Miami-Dade has put out a warrant for her arrest, just as the Brevard County Sheriff has one out for what she did in Rockledge, and Broward County Sheriff’s office has one out for what she did in Ft. Lauderdale. She’s wanted for fraud, theft, assault and battery. You need to get her home before she digs herself in so deep there is no turning back.”
Matt exhaled and felt his pulse quicken as he flipped through the case file.
“Listen, Matt. I need you down there to make sure she comes out of this alive. I care about her too much to simply let her dig her own grave down there in the search for her daughter.”
Matt nodded. He grabbed the file, thinking this was going to be tough, but it was what was needed. He wanted Eva Rae home more than anyone.
“Any news on Piatkowski?” he asked, knowing that they were still trying to find Olivia that way.
“Our team is still trying to lure the Iron Fist out through the Dark Web, but so far, he hasn’t taken the bait.”
Matt cleared his throat, then stood to his feet.
“I’ll go home and pack a bag, then leave right away.”
Annie pulled into half a smile.
“Bring her home in one piece, will you?”
“I’ll do my best. You know I will.”



Chapter 12
Irefused to go down to the restaurant and eat, so Sydney ordered us room service while I roamed the Internet on the laptop that Sydney had bought me in Palm Bay. I hadn’t logged onto any social media on it, nor had I checked my email, knowing they might try and find me that way. But I used it for research, and now I was trying to find the clip I had seen on TV from the local TV station’s webpage.
Later on, Sydney went to bed while I continued my search, not coming up with anything. I was beginning to think that maybe Sydney was right, and I was just seeing what I wanted to because I missed my daughter so much. Still, it nagged me. Something deep down inside of me told me it was her. What if she was on that platform when those trains were attacked? The thought worried me deeply. Was she exposed to the gas? Was she in the hospital?
I grabbed my phone and started calling the hospitals nearby that I knew some of the passengers had been sent to, but no one by her name had been treated there, they said.
Maybe she could have been admitted under another name?
I found more footage from the scene shown on the day of the attack and played it. A reporter was reporting live from the station, standing outside of the building, while ambulances were parked behind her.
I leaned back in my chair and listened to her words, my eyes fixated on what went on behind her when suddenly something caught my eye. A guy was standing behind her, looking confused while talking to a paramedic. I stared at him, then stopped the clip and looked at his face.
I know him.
There was no doubt. This was Ryan. Ryan Scott. Jack and Michelle’s oldest son. They were a couple we had been friends with back in Washington, back when the kids were younger, and Chad and I were still an item. They had a younger son too, Blake, who was the same age as our Christine and went to the same school. We had hung out often when the kids were younger, until my job took over so much that I had no time for a social life anymore and neither of us really wanted to go to a dinner, pretending to be this perfect couple that we no longer were.
What was Ryan doing in Miami? Had he been on the train? Had he maybe seen my Olivia?
Chances were small, but not impossible.
I tapped my fingernails on the desk, wondering how I could contact his parents and ask for Ryan’s info, then closed the lid on the computer, deciding to call them from a burner phone the next day. I stared into thin air, a million thoughts running through my mind, then rose to my feet and stared at Miami from my window. There was no way I could sleep knowing Olivia was out there in this big city somewhere.
I grabbed the car keys, wrote Sydney a note, then left the hotel room. I drove to downtown Miami, cruising through the streets, looking at the nightlife, staring at every girl or young woman I laid my eyes on, thinking it could be her; it could be my Olivia.
And then I spotted her. Standing on a corner by a streetlight, just as a car drove up to her and rolled down the window.



Chapter 13
“Oh, no, you don’t!”
I parked the car on the side of the road, then grabbed my gun from my ankle-holster, and stormed out toward them.
“Freeze!”
The girl, who was wearing a short skirt and way too much make up for her age, pulled out from the window and looked directly at me. The sight made my heart drop.
It wasn’t her.
It was a young girl about the same age who looked very much like her. She had a bad bruise on her cheek, and from one look into her eyes, I could tell she was drugged.
I lowered the gun, my heart pounding. The girl took one look at me, then took off running while the car drove off, tires skidding on the asphalt.
I stared in the direction the girl had disappeared, then put the gun away in its holster, knowing it would only be a matter of minutes before her pimp and his friends would come for me.
She’s someone’s daughter.
I backed up and went back to the Mustang convertible that Sydney had bought for us after we ditched the minivan in Leisure City. I thought it was too flashy, but she had argued that this was what the tourists drove down here, and if we wanted to blend in, this was the way.
I had to admit; she had a point. With her big hats and scarves and the car, we did look like most of the tourists in this town. And I was beginning to think that the place we stayed was smart too. The people looking for me would never think to look for me at the big expensive hotels. They’d be searching the motels and creepy places where people thought it was easy to hide. And since we were using Sydney’s credit cards, it left no trace back to me, since no one — except the people closest to me — knew that she was my sister.
I got back behind the wheel, then took off into the warm night, continuing through town, even driving through Overtown, the worst part of Miami. I made a lot of heads turn, but no one tried anything. I stared into the face of every girl I saw and couldn’t help but see Olivia everywhere. So many young girls working the streets, it was unbearable.
What was she doing on that Metrorail platform? Why was she there? Who was she with?
I decided to drive to Government Center and stood for a long time outside of the train station, staring at the leftover crime scene tape, while wondering where Olivia was and if she was all right. Had she inhaled any of the gas? Was she out there somewhere sick and in need of help? Was anyone taking care of her?
“Please, God, help me find her. Help me figure out if it was really her that I saw. Was I just imagining it like I was with that other girl on the street? Or was it really her?”
A tear escaped the corner of my eye, and I let it roll down my cheek. I didn’t even have my pictures of her since I had left my phone on the kitchen counter at my house when I left. I only had this paper school photo with me that I used to show people when asking about her, trying to dig my way through the underground world of trafficking in Florida. It was two years old, and she still had long hair back then.
In a weak moment, I dialed Matt’s number on my burner phone.
“Hello?”
He sounded sleepy, and I guessed that I had woken him.
“Hello…? Is anyone there?”
I miss you, Matt. I miss your arms and your smile. I miss being with you.
I closed my eyes and held the phone tight to my ear, thinking about hugging him, smelling him, and feeling his strong arms around me.
“Eva Rae? Is that you?”
Pause. A deep sigh.
“Where are you, Eva Rae?”
I hung up, tears streaming down my cheeks, heart pounding in my chest. I was risking everything by doing what I was doing, but it was what I had to do. I had to do this for my daughter. I just prayed that Matt would understand that.
“I love you, Matt,” I said to the dead phone and threw it in the trash.
I had never said the words to his face, and as I got back into the Mustang and it roared to life, I wondered if I was ever going to get the chance.



Chapter 14
“Ryan Scott?”
The man in the doorway looked at me skeptically through the crack. I had knocked on the door to his apartment after getting the address from his mother that same morning. Apparently, Ryan was in Miami because he was doing a summer internship at a local paper, she had told me. He had been on his way to work when the attack happened.
“Who are you?” he asked.
“You don’t recognize me? I’m Eva Rae Thomas; well, I used to be Wilson back then in Washington. I know your parents, Jack and Michelle?”
He stared at me from behind the chain. “The FBI agent?”
I nodded. Sydney stood behind me, keeping her distance. “Yes, that’s me.”
“And who is she?”
“My sister. She’s with me down here while we… Didn’t your mom tell you I would stop by?”
“Maybe. What do you want?”
“I just want to talk to you for a second. Can we come in? Please? It’s important.”
Ryan stared at me, scrutinizing me, then finally opened the chain on the door and let us inside. The small one-bedroom condo was a mess — pizza boxes everywhere, trash bags that should have been taken out long ago, clothes scattered on the floor and the furniture.
“What’s going on here, Ryan?” I asked as we came into the living room. “Have you been out of the condo at all since the attack?”
He ran a hand through his greasy hair. “I’m just having a little trouble getting outside. It’s nothing.”
“You’re scared,” I said. “It’s only natural. But what about your summer internship?”
He shrugged. “I called it in right when it happened. I gave them the story, so they were the first to break it. But the next day, I couldn’t get out of my condo, I was so scared it would happen again, so I called in sick. I haven’t been there since. I can’t seem to get past the door. I just need a little time; that’s all. It’ll get better.”
I felt sad for him as I found a space on the couch that wasn’t covered in old clothes or trash and sat down. This wasn’t good.
“But that is actually why we’re here,” I said. “To talk to you about the attack.”
Ryan’s nostrils flared slightly, and he stared at me with wide open eyes. He rubbed his hair manically.
“The attack? Huh? W-what about it?”
He went to close the blinds on the window, then turned to look at me.
“You were on the train when the gas was released,” I said. “What did you see?”
“I didn’t see much,” he said, still frantically rubbing his hair. “And if I did, I don’t remember much of it.”
“But what do you remember? Please?”
“I remember a liquid on the floor. It was coming out of a plastic bag. I remember seeing it, then somehow, I don’t know why, maybe it was because I felt it stinging in my eyes, but I just knew I had to get out. So, I did, at Civic Center. I changed cars to the one behind it where there was no gas. I had no way of knowing that, though. It was dumb luck, I guess. They say it saved my life that I changed cars when I did.”
“But you saw all the people who got sick, and some even died. That must have been terrifying. Did you see anything else?”
He thought it over for a while, then shook his head. “It was all so chaotic; I don’t know.”
I bit my cheek, then said. “Do you remember my daughter, Olivia?”
He gave me a look, rubbed his neck, then nodded. “The one with the red hair who played with my brother?”
I shook my head. “No, that’s Christine. This is Olivia,” I said and pulled out the old school photo. “She has short hair now.”
He shook his head. “Maybe, I don’t know.”
“Look at it again, Ryan, please. I have reason to believe she might have been on the same train as you that day. I think I saw her on a surveillance clip on TV. She’s been missing for three months, all summer, and I need to find her. Did you see her?”
He stared at the photo, then shook his head. “Maybe, I don’t know. The police have been asking me about so many people, and I don’t remember any faces. They say the gas might have affected my memory and maybe even made me paranoid.”
I felt tears well up in my eyes but refused to let them overwhelm me. I had been so certain Ryan could help me.
“Look at the picture again, will you? Please?”
He did, then shook his head, fiddling nervously with his shirt. “I…I’m sorry.”
I rose to my feet and looked at Sydney, who gave me back a glance of sympathy.
“I am sorry to have disturbed you,” I said and went for the door.
“There is something,” he suddenly said.
I turned around.
“What?”
“There is something that I keep seeing. I see it in my dreams and sometimes even when awake.”
“What is it?” I asked, a little harsher than I wanted to. “Ryan? What is it? Tell me; it might be important.”
He rubbed his eyes. Then he scribbled something on a note and handed it to me.
“I keep seeing this…this symbol. I think it was a tattoo or something on an ankle, I think. Maybe a wrist. I keep seeing it. I don’t know. It might be nothing. It’s just that, the past few days, I keep dreaming about it and seeing it everywhere. Again, it might be nothing.”
I forced a smile, then took the note. “We’ll keep it in mind. Thanks, Ryan.”



Chapter 15
“Get up!”
A boot hit Olivia in the stomach, and she cried out in pain. Above her lingered a face. A man. She gasped and sat up, covering herself with the thin sheet she was sleeping with.
The man smiled creepily at her, then nodded toward the door.
“You’re leaving. Now!”
All six girls stood to their feet and walked outside. It was the middle of the night, but still so hot she could barely breathe. Cicadas sang in the darkness while a dog barked somewhere nearby. She couldn’t remember when they had last given her a shower, and she felt clammy and stinky all over. A girl walking next to her whimpered in fear. Olivia put her arm around her shoulder, but a guard saw it and slapped her over the head.
“Keep moving!”
They were taken to a truck and told to get in. A girl from another room fell to her knees and cried. Two guards rushed to her and started beating her up. Punches and kicks landed on her small body, and she couldn’t get up. The other girls stared, unable to react out of fear of being next. Olivia saw it, then ran to the girl and grabbed her arm. She helped her get up from the ground. A guard pulled Olivia by the hair forcefully. Olivia screamed and was pushed away from the girl. Meanwhile, the girl had gotten to her feet and was now on her way into the back of the truck. Olivia stopped at the edge of the truck, then looked at the guard.
This is not the usual truck that takes us to the chicken factory. What’s going on?
“Where are you taking us?”
The guard grinned, then pointed his rifle at her.
“Ask me again and feel the answer.”
Olivia stared into the barrel of the rifle, her heart thumping in her chest.
“I didn’t think so,” the guard said, then nodded toward the back of the truck. “Now, get a move on. We don’t have all day.”
Olivia pulled herself up, and soon after the back was closed, and the truck took off. She felt how her hands were shaking and tried to hold them still but couldn’t. Many of the other girls had told stories of being shipped from place to place and being raped over and over again. Was that what was going to happen now? Were they being shipped somewhere else? Would there be big sweaty men waiting for them, ready to rape them?
Please, God, no.
Olivia closed her eyes; then she felt something touch her hand. She opened them again and saw the girl from earlier. She could be no more than eleven or twelve years old. Definitely Hispanic. Her big brown eyes stared at Olivia, and she spoke to her in Spanish, but Olivia didn’t understand. She just smiled comfortingly at her, then tried to control the deep panic roaming inside of her. That was when her eyes fell on something inside the truck with them, leaning up against the back wall, and her heart dropped.



Chapter 16
THEN
“It’s like a secret sorority,” Angela said excitedly as they walked up the stairs. She was gesticulating wildly as she spoke yet was almost whispering like it was some big secret. “We help each other out. You’re gonna love it; just wait and see.”
It had been a week since their last meeting at the restaurant where Angela had explained to Helen that she knew exactly what would help her get out of her depression and find purpose in her life again. She had told her she needed to meet with a group of friends that Angela knew, all consisting of famous actresses, billionaire heiresses like Helen, businesswomen, CEOs, and filmmakers. All had felt the same emptiness and lack of purpose in life, just like her.
As she entered the beautiful old house, a group of women turned their heads and looked at her. At first, Helen felt uneasy because of all the stares, and she wasn’t sure she belonged there, but seconds later, they all greeted her warmly with handshakes, smiles, and some even with hugs. Someone handed her a cup of herbal tea, and they all sat on yoga mats in a circle, drinking tea, and soon after they were doing yoga, following Angela’s instruction. Helen had always loved doing yoga, and it made them all relax in each other’s company.
When they were done, she received another cup of herbal tea, and they sat on the floor, all sweaty and dressed in relaxed yoga outfits while laughing and telling harrowing stories about men and dating.
“Who needs men anyway?” a woman called Laura said. She was an heiress to a well-known cosmetic emporium.
That made them laugh, even Helen, who couldn’t remember having laughed like that in months.
“So, how do you do it?” Helen asked. “How do you live without men?”
Laura smiled at her. “If you want to, we can teach you. It’s called enlightenment.”
“I want to learn,” she said. “I don’t want to be dependent on a man in my life. I want freedom and to be independent. Like you all are.”
That made the others smile. They chuckled and nodded.
“Then, you’ve come to the right place,” Laura said and rose to her feet. She went to her purse and pulled out a small book that she handed to Helen.
“Here. Read this. This is the first step. See if you like what this author writes. It’s about finding your way to greater fulfillment. He’s really good.”
Helen looked at the book, then at the author’s name. Christopher Daniels. From his picture, he stared back at her with deep blue eyes. She couldn’t explain how, but he somehow made her feel better already. At least she felt like she was finally doing something to better her life, and the company of these women seemed like just what she needed right now.
“Thanks,” she said and took the book.
Angela placed a hand on her shoulder. “That book saved my life,” she said. “And now it will do the same for you.”
Helen nodded, tearing up. “I can’t thank you enough. All of you.”
“It’s gonna be quite the journey,” Angela said, “but soon you’ll be one of us, and then there’ll be no more sad days. Ever.”



Chapter 17
Detective Carter was a short, bald man who had sweaty patches underneath his armpits in his white shirt that was tucked inside of his black pants. Matt had only been with him for a few hours, but it was enough to know he was also a very stubborn man who didn’t exactly want Matt there.
They were going through the case files together in Carter’s office at Miami-Dade Police Department, and Matt was showing him what he had brought down with him, the case of the attack of the spa owner from Rockledge.
Carter had four other files to match it, all with the same MO. And he had the personnel file from the FBI.
“So far, she’s wanted for fraud, theft, battery, and assault,” he said. “But I assume you know that. It’s the same charges you brought.”
Matt looked at the small, sweaty man as he spoke. He sensed that he probably wasn’t going to get very far by trying to defend Eva Rae. To this guy, a criminal was a criminal, no matter the motive.
Carter found a map and showed it to Matt. “These are the four places she has hit within our county. Now, the last place was in a strip-mall, the Harper Shop Malls, where we have this surveillance photo from a nearby ATM.” He pulled out a photo and placed it in front of Matt.
“As you can see, Agent Thomas is clearly in the passenger seat of the mini-van. This fits well with our theory that she is not working alone. We just don’t know who she’s working with. We also assume that this person is the one paying for the party since Agent Thomas hasn’t used her credit card in three months. There have been no transactions made or any withdrawals, but she must pay for lodging somewhere, right?”
Matt nodded. “Unless she stays with people she knows. She might have friends down here that we don’t know about.”
“True, but she needs to eat too, and she has made her way down south somehow, getting new cars on her way. Now, we know that the minivan they ditched after the last hit was registered to an address in Jupiter, and the owner says it was stolen, but as we looked into his finances, it turns out there was a deposit of twenty-thousand dollars in cash about a week before we found it. We suspect Miss Thomas and her accomplice bought it and told the owner to say it was stolen if we showed up, but we have no evidence to back that up.”
Clever, Matt thought to himself, slightly impressed, but also concerned. Eva Rae knew all about how the police worked and could stay under the radar for a very long time, but what would happen once they finally caught up to her? Would she come out of it alive?
“We have eyes on her house and her kids in case she decides to come back to Cocoa Beach,” Matt said. “She left her phone at the house, and as you said, her credit cards haven’t been used. There’s been no sight of her in Cocoa Beach or anywhere near it since she left.”
“Dang it,” Carter said. “I’d expect a woman like her to at least check in now and then on the kids.”
“She probably knows it’s too much of a risk. How did the owner of the car explain the money in his bank account?” Matt asked. “When you asked about it?”
Carter shook his head. “He gave us some story about selling a boat long ago and then not getting the money until now. He had no proof of ever owning a boat.”
“So, where do you believe our suspect is now?” Matt asked. It felt weird talking about the woman he loved as a suspect, but he had to keep a professional distance. Carter couldn’t know he was emotionally involved with her, or they would ask for someone else from his department to assist them. Matt wanted to be there; he needed to be on the front line of this investigation.
Or else he feared for the worst.
“We don’t know,” he said. “The car was found ditched here.”
Carter pointed at the map south of Leisure City limits.
Matt looked up. “Could she have left town? Gone south?”
Carter smacked his lips, then nodded. “It’s definitely a possibility. I say we push out her description and have it circulated in the police departments all over south Florida, even the airports and security and customs as well. In case she tries to get out of here. Meanwhile, I say we try and find out who is helping her. If we can locate that person, we might be able to find them by credit card transactions.”
Matt nodded, biting his lip. He had a strong feeling he knew exactly who was with her, but he didn’t dare tell Detective Carter. He wanted to find Eva Rae on his own and then maybe persuade her to come home with him. She would have to take responsibility for her actions, but both Matt and Eva Rae knew Greg, the DA in their home county, and maybe he would let her off easy if both Matt and Chief Annie testified on her behalf. No matter what, her chances were a lot better up north in her home county than down here. And right now, that was all that mattered… making sure her children still had a mother once this was all over.



Chapter 18
“Dang it. It’s not there.”
I leaned back in the chair. I was sitting in the hotel room and had been on my computer all day, while Sydney waited patiently on the bed, reading. She put the book down and gave me a look.
“What are you searching for?”
“The clip. I went through all the files on the attack to see if I could find the surveillance clip somewhere, but I can’t find it. I can find tons of other ones, but not the one with my daughter on it. But then again, there are a lot of files, and it’s going to take me days to go through it all.”
“Is it safe to log into the FBI while on the run from the police?” she asked.
I sighed. It wasn’t. If they knew I had been on, they could trace me, but I also knew the FBI wasn’t looking for me. I had crossed no state lines. I hadn’t given them a reason to take over the investigation. The local police were the ones who had it in for me.
“I don’t know. But I had to check, you know? I called the TV station this morning, but they said they had shown so many clips, so if I couldn’t tell them exactly which one I was looking for, they couldn’t help me. I knew the FBI Joint Terrorism Task Force would be handling the gas attack since it’s considered an act of terrorism. I figured they had more footage in their database. Maybe there’d be one with Olivia in it.”
“So, what are they saying about it? Who’s behind it?” Sydney asked and approached me.
“They don’t know yet, but they think ISIS is all over it. They think there was a reason the gas was released at Civic Center while the train went on for two more stops and ended at Government Center. The latter services all the government buildings, the judges, state attorney’s office, courthouses, etc. They think they were trying to target people working there. Surviving witnesses say there were bags onboard the train and it is believed that the terrorists were on board the train themselves and then poked a hole in the bags with the liquid nerve gas before getting off, leaving the gas behind to poison the remaining passengers, letting them die a slow and painful death. It makes me sick.”
“But can’t they just find them from CCTV cameras?” Sydney asked.
I shrugged. “How do you recognize who is a terrorist in a crowd? They’ve talked to many of the passengers, but there were several hundreds of them on board that train. Right now, they’re going through the CCTV footage from the Civic Center station, where they assume the terrorists left the train, but finding each and every passenger will take months, maybe even years.”
Sydney placed her hand on my shoulder. “Maybe it wasn’t Olivia that you saw after all,” she said and sat down in a chair next to me. She grabbed my hands in hers and held them tight. I still couldn’t believe I had actually found my sister after thirty-six years. It felt so unreal. Yet I couldn’t fully enjoy it. Not when my daughter was out there somewhere, lost, and I felt such anger toward my sister for bringing Piatkowski into our lives. I knew she felt it too. She saw it in my eyes, and she let go of my hands.
“It was her,” I said, not entirely convinced. I had, after all, just thought I saw Olivia on the street the night before, feeling almost as convinced. Was I just fooling myself?
“Think about it,” she said. “Your mind might be playing tricks on you, making you see what you want to see.”
I turned away from her. “It was her. I know it was. No one has asked you to be here. If you don’t like it, then you’re free to leave. I sure don’t need you here.”
I stared at my screen, sensing Sydney’s hurt from across the room. She sighed and rose to her feet, then went into the bathroom and shut the door. I closed my eyes for a second, wondering if I had taken it too far. The fact was, I needed her with me through this, but I couldn’t get myself to say that.



Chapter 19
Icouldn’t stop thinking about that symbol that Ryan talked about. I felt like I had seen it before but couldn’t put my finger on where. I stared at the note where Ryan had drawn the symbol, then tried to figure out what it could be. It looked strange, and I wasn’t quite sure what was up and what was down. Could it be some sort of Chinese symbol? Or a Greek letter?
I searched for it on the computer. I didn’t even hear the door to the bathroom as it opened, and Sydney came out. I was so immersed in my research that I didn’t even notice she was packing her bag either. It wasn’t until I had gone through all the Greek letters and had submerged myself into the Chinese alphabet that I realized I was all alone. The door slamming shut behind Sydney had caught my attention, but it was too late.
Darn it!
I stared at the closed door, then noticed that all of Sydney’s things were gone. My heart dropped. What was I doing?
I thought about getting up and running after her, but for some reason, I didn’t. I felt like I was paralyzed. Did she want me to come after her? Or was it too late already? Had I ruined it?
I can’t deal with this right now.
I turned to look at my screen again, then continued to go through the Chinese letters, but my brain wouldn’t focus. I kept thinking about my sister. As I reached the end of the first row of letters, I stood to my feet, then ran out into the hallway. I took the elevator down, my heart thumping in my chest, then ran into the lobby. But I was too late. As I came outside, I saw her ride away in a taxi, and seconds later, she was gone.
Shoot.
I stomped my foot and cursed, then realized there was a woman standing next to me, staring at me, eyes wide.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “She left with my phone in her purse, and now I can’t call her and tell her to bring it back.”
“That’s awful,” the woman said.
“Sure is,” I said, then hurried inside again and passed the bar that had a TV running. I had almost passed it when I stopped and walked back. On the screen above the bar, I saw my own face looking back at me. They had used an old photo from my days at the FBI. Underneath was written one word:
WANTED.
“Oh, Lord,” I mumbled, then looked around to see if anyone had seen it. Luckily, the bar was almost empty. I bowed my head and rushed back into the elevator, then pressed the button to take me to the fifth floor. I hurried back into my hotel room and slid down on the carpet behind the door, keycard still in my hand, tears rolling down my cheeks. There was no way I could continue my search now. Not with my face plastered all over the screens in this town. I looked up toward the ceiling.
“What do you want me to do now, God? How am I supposed to find Olivia now?”
And that was when I remembered. In that very second, it popped into my head where I had seen the symbol before. I rose to my feet and hurried to the computer, then ran a search. A second later, the symbol came up on my screen, and my heart started to throb in my chest.



Chapter 20
It was the first time since his momma died that Jason wanted to go to church again. At only eleven years old, the boy had lost all his faith in God and His goodness. Jason’s Aunt Judi, who never missed Sunday Mass, had asked him every week if he cared to go. And finally, this Sunday morning, he had said yes.
“I have a lot to talk to God about,” he said determinedly.
Jason put on his Sunday clothes, took his aunt by the hand, and left the house where his father worked in his office, always on the phone, always busy, and never coming out for anything but to eat or rush off to work.
Judi was pleased that she was able to bring Jason to St. Mary’s Cathedral on 2nd Avenue. It had been her home church since she moved to Miami five years ago, and to her, there was no better place on Earth to be — especially since her sister died. This was where she felt the closest to her, and she wanted the boy to experience that too. She wanted him to know that his mother was fine, that she was in a better place now. It was a promise she had made to Michaela as soon as she got sick — to keep taking the boy to church and make sure he was raised in the faith. Michaela knew her husband would never take care of that since he never went to mass and didn’t believe in anything but making money and more of it.
“Do you really think Momma will hear me if I pray?” he asked as they parked the car and walked up to the cathedral.
Judi held the boy’s hand tightly in hers. She was worried about him and what would become of him now that Michaela wasn’t there anymore. Peter, his dad, had his own way of grieving, which mostly consisted of burying himself in work till he dropped. There was no room for the boy or his big grief and many questions. She had often thought about taking him in, asking Peter if the boy wouldn’t be better off at her house. She had no kids of her own and could take good care of him.
“That’s what I believe,” Judi said. “I think she’s with God now but that she’s also keeping a close eye on you, making sure you behave.”
She said the last part while tickling him gently in the side. The boy shrieked, then chuckled. His big eyes looked up at her.
“I miss her,” he said as they sat down in the pew.
She kissed the top of his head. “I know, sweetie. I know. I do too — every day. I miss her calling me; I miss drinking coffee with her. What do you miss?”
She had read that it was important to talk to children about their deceased parents. Where most people just stopped talking about them since it hurt too much, children had a natural desire to speak about them and keep the memory of them alive.
“I miss hearing her laugh,” he said after a second of thinking it over.
Judi smiled and nodded. “Yes, that’s what I miss the most too.”
Judi turned and looked behind her. The church was filling up slowly. A young girl sat down in front of them, and a couple came in after her and sat next to her.
What a nice family, Judi thought to herself sadly. She had never managed to have a family of her own, and her sister, who had, wouldn’t be around to experience her child growing up. It was indeed a sad world they lived in.
As mass started and she stood to her feet, Judi felt her eyes stinging. She chalked it up to her being an emotional mess. It wasn’t till her throat started to feel tight, and she could no longer breathe that she realized something was terribly wrong.
By then, it was too late.



Chapter 21
THEN
Angela was sitting on a mahogany stool in her kitchen. Her fifteen-thousand-square-foot, five-million-dollar home was tastefully decorated, overlooking the Intracoastal waters and the pool in the backyard. A series of photos of her with her teenage sons decorated the walls behind her. None of them was with her ex-husband, whom she had cut out of her life completely as soon as she ripped him of half of everything he owned after his affair with a woman from his gym.
A hairless cat sat in a bed, while the women in Angela’s kitchen indulged themselves in the vegan and gluten-free dishes sitting on the granite counter island.
Helen knew most of the women by now, after many meetings like these. She had read the book by Christopher Daniels five times and taken several of his self-help classes in the hope that she might improve her life. It was expensive but so worth it. And so far, she was feeling more empowered with every step she took — just like the book had told her she would. She was getting stronger and slowly changing what she believed about herself. She wanted to get rid of all her fears and become as powerful and self-reliant as she was able to.
“I don’t know how to explain it,” Helen said.
They had been asked to share their fears and phobias as a part of their evolvement. Helen was telling them about her fear of dogs.
“It’s like this choking sensation. I can’t breathe every time I see a dog. Even if it’s behind a fence, I just can’t breathe. It’s so devastating since I can’t go to visit friends who might have a dog in the house. It doesn’t matter what size it is or how sweet and friendly it is. I just can’t be near a dog.”
“It’s an emotional trigger,” Angela said. “Formed in your childhood. Can you remember ever being bitten by a dog? Or attacked by one?”
Helen shook her head. “No. That’s the problem. I don’t have any bad experiences with any dogs.”
“We need to dig deeper,” Angela said. “Explore the meaning of this trigger. It might be something more serious. Once you know what is really behind it, you can reduce the power it holds over you today.”
“But how?” Helen asked.
“Hypnosis,” Angela said. “Come.”
She told Helen to lie down on a mat in the middle of the living room while the rest of the women joined in a circle around her. Angela asked her to close her eyes, and in a stream of intimate questions, spoken in nearly a whisper, she asked her about everything from her first meeting with a dog, to her parents’ relationships. When they were done, she told Helen to open her eyes and sit up.
Helen felt dizzy and rubbed her forehead while Angela took her hand in hers.
“Your upbringing is what is causing this fear,” she said. “The dog represents your own fear of success, your fear of independence. When you meet an obstacle or hardship in life, you run away; you hide from it, thinking you can’t deal with it. Your parents have led you to believe that you can’t do anything on your own — that you are incapable of taking care of yourself without a man. Meanwhile, your mother had a terrible life, and you believe she was forced into that life by your father. Your mother was unable to become an independent woman and chose to be a victim in her own life. Do you want that, Helen? Do you want to be a helpless woman? Or do you want to take control of your life? Do you want to be in the driver’s seat of your own destiny?”
Helen stared at the woman in front of her, her childhood friend, and then at the women surrounding her. She had never thought about life in such a manner. The way they were teaching her was so different from anything she had ever encountered. Was it really true? Was she able to take control? All the things that had happened to her, the loss of ability to reproduce, the loss of her husband, the depression, was it all something she could get rid of? She had always gone running to her daddy when things went wrong in her life. What if she became the one person she relied on?
Helen closed her eyes and suddenly felt the tightness in her chest, which she usually felt all day, loosen. The anxiety that refused to let go of its tight grip daily was suddenly completely gone.
“How do you feel?” Angela asked.
Helen smiled. “I…I don’t know what happened, what you just did to me, but I feel good. I feel better than I have in many years.”
Angela smiled, and the surrounding women cheered.
“I think you’re ready for the next step,” she said, tears shaping in her eyes. “It’s time you meet Christopher Daniels. But beware. It’s a meeting that will change your life forever. We have all done it and it… well, you have to experience it to know just how life-altering it is. Are you ready for this?”
Helen didn’t even have to think about it twice. Reading his book and taking some of his self-help classes, she knew that this man was capable of changing lives for the better. She had felt it over the past few months.
“Are you kidding me? It’s my dream,” she said, tearing up. “I would do anything to meet him. He’s my hero.”



Chapter 22
Iwoke up next to the computer, an almost empty bottle of wine next to me. My head was pounding, and my mouth felt dry.
Where am I?
I was still in the hotel room and had fallen asleep with my head on the desk. I had left the hotel the night before to go for a walk and clear my head; then on the way back, I had bought myself a bottle of red wine in a small food mart around the corner. I had wanted to drown my sadness and sedate the screaming voices in my head for at least a few hours, and I had succeeded. But now, they were back at full force, and I could add a thundering headache on top of it all. The anxiety was back, rushing through my veins, making me want to scream. The biggest question right now was how I was going to continue my search for Olivia without Sydney to pay for everything. I knew she had paid for the entire week for the room, so I was probably safe for a few days more, but then what? There really weren’t many places I could go now with my picture everywhere. I had been on all the screens in the small homes, with my name associated with the words: Dangerous fugitive. I had read each and every article I could find written about me last night.
What am I going to do?
I got up, then felt dizzy and had to hold onto the back of my chair. I then staggered to the bathroom and splashed water on my face. I glanced at my face in the mirror, barely recognizing myself.
You can’t do this alone.
I found my toothbrush, then rinsed the sour taste of red wine from my mouth and scrubbed the stains off my teeth. I spat, then looked at myself again, thinking it didn’t matter what I did. If I didn’t find my daughter, I was dead anyway.
You can’t go back, Eva Rae.
I walked back into the room and sat down on my bed, a new burner phone in my hand. I tapped the first few digits of Matt’s number, then paused and put the phone down.
No, I couldn’t involve him. It was too much to ask. He had a son to care for, and he couldn’t risk losing his entire career for me. I knew he would, and that was why I needed to keep him in the dark. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if he lost his job just because of me. I was a criminal, a fugitive on the run, and if he withheld information about my whereabouts or about me contacting him, then he would be in serious trouble. I couldn’t do that to him. I refused to.
I put the phone down with a sigh, then thought about my children, praying they were all right. Between my mother and Chad, I was certain they were doing fine; both Alex and Christine were probably in heaven for being with their dad again. I didn’t have to worry about them. I knew that much.
I found a painkiller in my bag and swallowed it with water, then laid down with my head on my pillow, waiting for it to kill that throbbing headache, when there was a knock on my door.



Chapter 23
“Sydney?”
I stared at my sister, standing in the hallway. She was holding her suitcase in one hand and her purse in the other. She rushed past me inside, and I closed the door behind her.
“What are you doing here?” I asked suspiciously.
“I came back,” she said. “I spent the night in another hotel close by, but then I saw your picture everywhere and realized I couldn’t just leave you. You need me.”
I crossed my arms in front of my chest.
“What I don’t need is your pity; thank you very much. I can take care of myself.”
She groaned. “Why do you have to be so stubborn?”
“I’m stubborn?” I asked.
She shook her head. “You know what? Never mind. I shouldn’t have come back. You obviously don’t want me here.”
Sydney grabbed the handle of her suitcase and was about to leave again when I stopped her.
“Yes, I do.”
She gave me a look.
“I need you terribly,” I said. “I can’t do this on my own.”
Sydney exhaled. She let go of the handle on her suitcase. “You have got to stop pushing me away. You do this to everyone you love. Matt, your mother, me. You have to stop it, Eva Rae. I’m here to help. Yet you treat me like dirt.”
“I know,” I said. “I’m sorry. I’m just under a lot of pressure right now. It’s just… a lot.”
She nodded. “I know. I feel awful too for bringing that man into your life. There isn’t a day when I don’t beat myself up over it, when I don’t think back at all the alarm bells that should have gone off, at how blind I was for not seeing him for what he really was. And I am sorry, Eva Rae. I really am. But at some point, you have to forgive me.”
I nodded, feeling my eyes fill. “I will. I promise. I know it isn’t your fault; I just… well, blaming someone makes it easier to handle somehow. At least I thought it did, but it doesn’t anymore. It makes me miserable. Fact is, I can’t do this without you, Syd.”
She sniffled, then pulled me into a deep hug. “I hate that name.”
“I’m sorry. Kelly, then.”
She let go of me then looked into my eyes. “No, that seems odd coming from you. I think I like it better when you call me Sydney.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, it’s kind of growing on me. It feels familiar somehow, homey, almost.”
I wiped a tear away with my sleeve. Sydney walked to the second bed and placed her suitcase on top of it.
“So… where are we? Any leads? That’s how they say it in the crime shows, right?”
I nodded and approached the laptop, then sat down on the bed with it in my lap.
“I found the symbol, the one that Ryan Scott talked about. I know what it is.”



Chapter 24
The owner of the food mart looked at him suspiciously from behind the counter when Matt showed him his badge.
“I’m looking for a woman, early forties, red hair, blue eyes, about five-five, a little on the chubby side, but in a cute way,” he said and showed him a photo of Eva Rae. Her eyes stared back at him from the counter, and his heart felt warm. All he wanted was to be with her again.
It was Chief Annie who had called this same morning and told him that Eva Rae had used her credit card the night before. They had someone from IT monitoring her activities, and last night, there had been action for the first time.
“I know she was in here last night,” Matt said. “She used her credit card at this terminal at nine forty-two.”
The cashier nodded. He was a small Indian man with a speech defect, so it was hard to understand what he said.
“Yes, yes. She was here. Bought a bottle of red wine and some gum.”
“Was she alone?” Matt asked. “Or did someone come in with her?”
“She was alone. Just her.”
“No one waiting for her at the door or outside, maybe?” he asked.
He shook his head. “I don’t think so.”
“Did she come by car or walk here?”
“Walk. No car.”
“Okay,” Matt said and wrote it down on his pad. If she walked there, it could mean that she was staying somewhere close by.
“Did you see which way she went when she left? Did she turn right or left once outside of the door?” he asked.
“I did not see,” the man said, shaking his head while smiling in a friendly manner.
Matt lifted his glance and spotted a small camera in the corner under the ceiling.
“Could I take a look at that? From last night?”
“Yes, yes,” the man said and made way for Matt to come in behind the counter. He showed him into the back office, where a computer was placed on the desk. He tapped on it, clicked with the mouse, and the surveillance footage appeared.
“Here you go.”
“Thanks.”
Matt sat down and pushed back the timeline to the night before. He stopped and started the video from when someone entered right before nine forty, wearing a hoodie covering their head. Pretty sure it was her, he then watched Eva Rae as she came in through the door and took a quick glance around before walking to the wine section and picking out a bottle. As she did, she turned to face the camera before walking to the counter where she picked out a pack of gum. Knowing her, he knew it was probably because she didn’t want to look like an alcoholic.
Happy to see her again, Matt chuckled to himself and stopped the video right when she looked up at the camera from underneath her cap. He could almost see how she froze in place when realizing that she had been spotted.
“What are you up to now, Eva Rae?” he mumbled in the dark room. “When will this ever end? How is it going to end? You’re gonna get caught, and then what? Will you come willingly, or will they have to take you down? What’s your plan?”
Matt grabbed his phone, then took a video with his phone of the footage, running it all again, making sure he got everything down to the door closing behind her after she had paid.
Why did you use your credit card, Eva Rae? You know better than that. Was it just a moment of weakness?
“Did you get what you needed?” the man asked, and Matt nodded, then rolled the chair back in place.
“I did. Thank you very much.”
Matt left the store and walked into the parking lot, feeling worried. He was closer to her than ever in this search, yet he felt like she was slipping between his hands.
Matt hadn’t told Carter what he was doing this morning and, luckily, Carter hadn’t asked. He was too busy living through his fifteen seconds of fame, doing interviews with all the local TV stations, telling them about the dangerous fugitive that was on the loose in Miami, to even notice. Matt wasn’t going to tell him now either. He couldn’t risk Carter finding Eva Rae before he did.
Matt drove to the Miami-Dade Police Department. But as he reached the station, he was met by the sight of maybe fifty uniformed officers running out of the building, storming toward their cruisers, and driving off in a rush, sirens blaring.
A sergeant passed him, and Matt stopped him.
“What’s going on?”
He shook his head. “You’re not gonna believe it,” he said, eyes flickering back and forth, terrified.
“Try me.”
The sergeant panted agitatedly. Matt guessed it wasn’t from running, but from the fear rushing through him.
“There’s been another attack.”
Matt wrinkled his forehead, fear and worry spreading like wildfire inside him.
“What do you mean by attack?”
He shrugged. “Terrorists probably, what do I know?”
Matt’s eyes grew wide. “Terrorists?”
“Listen, all I know is that we have about two hundred people at St. Mary’s Cathedral who have been exposed to some type of gas. Just like it happened on the Metrorail last month.”
“You’re kidding me?”
“I wish I were, buddy. I wish I were.”



Chapter 25
We left the hotel and drove to downtown Miami. Sydney had bought us each a coffee, and I was slurping mine while looking at the town outside my window. It was Sunday morning, and the streets were nearly empty. High-rises and palm trees surrounded us, and the scorching sun was burning through the windshield. We had put the roof on the convertible to keep the heat out, and I cranked up the AC and made sure the air blew in my face. It was already unbearably hot. Big fluffy clouds were building over land, and in a couple of hours, they would turn black as the day’s first thunderstorm approached.
The cars on the four-lane road drove slowly and, as we passed one of them, I realized they were tourists busy taking pictures with their phones through the windows.
We stopped at a red light. A man walking on the side of the road was pushing a rusty shopping cart in front of him. Another was begging for money with a sign around his neck pleading to us passersby:
I AM HUNGRY
We passed a Marriott and took a left when I spotted a police car in the side-view mirror. It was coming up behind us.
“Shoot,” Sydney said when she saw it in the rearview mirror. Her hands with the many rings on her fingers began to shake on the wheel. “What do I do? Eva Rae? What do I do?”
I looked at her briefly, then at the police cruiser coming up behind us. It turned on the siren.
“Oh, dear God, he knows it is us; he’s coming for us, Eva Rae,” Sydney gasped. “We’re going to jail.”
My pulse was beginning to quicken as I watched the cruiser come closer behind us, siren wailing. The sound made my heart pound. Was this it? Was it over?
There was no way I was giving up now.
I felt my gun in my holster, clutching my hand on the grip. My palms felt sweaty. I really didn’t want to have to hurt a colleague, but if he stopped us and came to the door, then there was no telling what might happen. One thing was certain; I wasn’t going down today.
“He’s right behind us now, Eva Rae; what do I do? What do I do?” Sydney said.
“You slow down, then drive the car to the side of the road and stop. Nice and easy,” I said. “And you remain calm.”
Sydney whimpered something, then did as I told her. She eased off on the accelerator, then turned the Mustang toward the side and slowed even further till it came to a stop.
The police cruiser behind us came closer still, and we watched it, hearts beating fast, holding our breaths, till it continued past us, sirens blasting loudly as it disappeared down the road.
I exhaled with profound relief. Sydney moaned and leaned on the wheel.
“Oh, my God, that was close,” she said.
I chuckled and leaned my head back in the seat, my heart finally beginning to calm down. It was like every cell in my body was pumping.
Sydney held her chest and laughed. “God, I was scared.”
As we sat there, catching our breath, another police cruiser rushed past us on the road, and then another one and one more. I stared at them as they made their way through traffic, then looked at Sydney.
“What’s going on?” she asked.
“I don’t know, but it’s something big. I’ve seen more than fifteen police cars drive by in the past minute or two, and now I can hear firetrucks too.”



Chapter 26
We continued, going slowly, trying hard not to attract unnecessary attention. As we came further down the road, we saw where all the police cars were going. They had parked in front of a big yellow church building. There were fire trucks and ambulances too, and the area in front of it had been blocked off.
“What the heck is going on here?” Sydney asked. “It looks serious.”
There were hundreds of people outside of the church, most of them on the ground. Some were wrenching in pain like they were having seizures, others throwing up. Most of them didn’t move at all.
Because they’re dead.
I bit my lip, feeling anxious. I had seen pictures of situations just like this, many of them — when I went through the FBI files of the nerve gas attack on the Metrorail last month.
This had to be another one.
The thought was horrifying. One terrorist attack was a terrible thing, but two within this short period of time? It was going to unleash a panic unlike anything we had seen.
But that was, of course, usually the terrorists’ purpose. To make people afraid of living their lives the way they used to.
Choppers were above us now, hovering over the area. Police choppers and news choppers were circling our heads.
“We should get going,” I said. “Before someone sees us here.”
“Isn’t that…?”
Sydney pointed, and I turned my head to look. Right there, talking to someone in a hazmat suit, was Matt, the man I loved.
What is he doing here?
“What the heck?” I said.
“That’s your boyfriend; isn’t it?” Sydney asked. “That detective?”
I nodded, blushing slightly. I missed him so terribly. I hated myself for leaving him the way I had, for running off. I just hoped he knew that I only did what I had to do. We had known each other all our lives, and I just hoped he knew me well enough to forgive me.
“What’s he doing here?” Sydney asked. “Did you know he was down here?”
I shook my head. “I haven’t spoken to him since before I left Cocoa Beach.”
I stared at my beloved boyfriend, my heart thumping in my chest, then looked at Sydney.
“We should go before he sees us, or before anyone else does, for that matter. We’re kind of suspicious the way we’ve parked across the street from them.”
“Right,” Sydney said and put the car back into drive. We drove slowly past the scene, and I caught one last glimpse of Matt. As I did, he turned his head and looked directly at me, and I ducked down.
“Go faster,” I said. “He’s looking at us.”
Sydney pressed her foot down, and the car jolted forward in between the tall buildings. Sydney floored it, and soon we were back to blending in among the tourists.



Chapter 27
It was like a warzone. Matt would know since he had actually been to one. As a young recruit, he was sent to Afghanistan, and what he had seen there, he tried to keep in the box of things he didn’t like to think about. But seeing all those people on the ground, some fighting for their last breath, others having drawn theirs long ago, brought back some very unpleasant memories and popped that box right back open.
Two firefighters dressed in Level A Protective Personal Equipment, Hazmat suits, and SCBA, self-contained breathing apparatus, carried a woman out of the church and put her at his feet. Matt knelt down and looked at her face. She was alive but fighting to breathe.
“We’ve got a live one over here,” he yelled as loud as he could. “Any available paramedics?”
A paramedic came running to him and took over. Matt backed away, sweat running down his spine and behind the gasmask.
“It’s a God darn mess,” one of the forensics coming up to him said, while Matt fought to calm himself down. The woman was fighting for her life on a stretcher, while the paramedics put her on respiratory support, giving her atropine in an autoinjector.
Matt was wearing a hazmat suit to protect him against the gas, and he had been inside, helping to carry out the churchgoers, trying to get them to a safe place away from the gas.
“I have never seen anything like it,” the forensic said.
“Was it Sarin gas like the first attack?” Matt asked.
He nodded. “In the liquid form again. It’s easier to transport, and fortunately, a lot less deadly, but still enough to kill all these people. Luckily, they have it all contained inside the church. I can’t believe it. What kind of a sick mind tries to kill peaceful people going to church on a Sunday morning?”
Matt watched as more people were rushed away in ambulances, while the paramedics were fighting desperately to save them in time.
“It’s like a darn insecticide,” he said. “It’s colorless and odorless. You won’t know you’ve been exposed to it until it’s too late and you feel your throat and eyes burn. Once you’ve been exposed, you have only a few minutes before it kills you. It’s nasty.”
Matt felt a shortness of breath himself behind the mask when thinking about it. He nodded heavily.
“When the first responders got here, they thought it was just a couple of churchgoers that had fallen ill,” he said. “They sent an ambulance to deal with it, but when the paramedics arrived, suddenly there were twenty people who had fallen ill, and that was when they knew. The first responders were exposed too, though, and have been taken in for treatment.”
Matt sighed and walked away from the area when he was told that everyone had been taken out of the church. A group of people who hadn’t been exposed and showed no symptoms were gathered on the other side of the church. They were crying and holding each other. Matt took off his mask and helmet, then continued to where they were standing. Carter was taking their statements along with the other detectives. Each and every one of them had to be interviewed. It was vital to do it now when the memory of what had happened was still fresh to them. Maybe one of them had seen the person carrying the gas inside? Maybe they could get a description of the terrorists this time?
They had called in everyone from the surrounding departments, and the place was crawling with uniforms and suits.
“Anyone said anything useful so far?” he asked Carter as he approached him.
Carter took in a deep breath. “A guy saw a plastic bag on the floor and saw liquid inside of it,” he said. “He didn’t think about it but walked right past it and went to the right front side of the church to sit with his fiancée and her family. When he saw it, the bag wasn’t leaking, so we assume there was no hole in it at that point.”
“So, you’re thinking that someone placed the bags there, then pierced them with something and left.”
Carter nodded. “That was how they did it on the train, right? But so far, none of the witnesses remember seeing anyone leave the church.”
“The FBI Joint Terrorism Task Force is here and will be taking over now.”
Matt nodded toward the big black SUVs as they arrived.
“That’s our cue, I guess,” Carter said. “They’ll be taking over then. Always know how to swoop right in after all the dirty work is done, am I right?”
Matt didn’t answer. He was happy to leave it in their hands and get back to searching for Eva Rae. As he turned around, he recognized one of the FBI agents. It was an old colleague of his, Patrick Albertson. Patrick saw Matt too and hurried toward him.
“Matt, my man, what are you doing all the way down here?” he asked, and they shook hands. “Aren’t you still up on the Space Coast?”
“I am, but I was working on another case down here when this happened.”
Patrick nodded. “Eva Rae Thomas, huh? Yeah, I heard what happened. I can’t believe she would go rogue like this.”
“You knew her?” Carter asked.
“Not well, but back when she was still an agent, I knew her a little bit. She was so good at her job, though. Never would take her for someone who would go nuts.”
She didn’t go nuts, you idiot. She’s just desperate.
“Well, there’s two sides to all stories,” Matt said, calming himself down. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”
Matt turned around to walk away, but as he did, he spotted a car parked across the road from the church, on the other side of the police barrier, where many spectators were standing, along with the reporters and their cameras. It was a yellow Mustang convertible. He didn’t know why, but somehow, he felt like the people in the car were watching him, and he felt strangely drawn to the car.
Who was in there and were they really watching him or was his mind just playing games with him?
Just as Matt stopped to get a better look, the car suddenly took off in a hurry, driving fast back down the street it had come from, and soon disappearing between the high rises.
Could it be… was that… was it you, Eva Rae?



Chapter 28
THEN
“I’m sweating like a pig. Can you tell I’m nervous?”
Helen looked at Angela, who smiled comfortingly. She reached over and stroked her cheek gently.
They were sitting in the waiting area in front of Christopher Daniels’ office in his multimillion-dollar estate. It was beautifully decorated with gorgeous art and lots of plants and had a soothing aura to it. The surroundings made Helen feel less nervous, but she still had this sensation deep in her stomach that wouldn’t go away. She was about to meet the man whose books she had read cover to cover, whose classes she had taken. To her, he was the smartest and most enlightened person in the world. He had changed her life.
“No. You look great, sweetie. Just relax. Christopher is really nice. There’s nothing to be nervous about.”
“Exactly what is supposed to happen during this meeting?” Helen asked, trying to keep her hands calm.
“This is how you become a full-blown member of NYX and join the inner circle. It’ll blow your mind. You’ll see. Just go along with it. All of it.”
Just go along with it? What an odd thing to say.
It didn’t make Helen feel less nervous, and as the door opened, she hid her shaking hands behind her back, then rose to her feet.
“Go ahead,” Angela said and almost pushed her forward. “You can go in.”
“You’re not coming with me?” Helen asked.
Angela shook her head. “No. This is your time to shine. Go.”
Helen took in a deep breath, then walked to the door and went inside. A man stood by the window, looking out. He was dressed in white from top to bottom; his long brown hair was hanging down below his shoulders. He had an air of peacefulness around him, and he smiled gently at her as he turned his head. She recognized him from all the books and papers in class.
It was really him. Being the heiress of a billionaire and growing up in her father’s self-built entertainment empire, Helen had met all kinds of important people in this world, even presidents. But none of them had made her feel the way she felt in this instant. It wasn’t love, not the way she had loved Brian; it was something else, something bigger.
Infatuation.
From the moment he put his eyes on her, it was like she was put under his spell.
“Close the door behind you,” he said, and she did, heart pounding in her chest.
“Come into the light,” he then said. “So I can get a good look at you and really see you.”
She did as she was told, and he came closer, studying her, but it didn’t make her feel uncomfortable. On the contrary, she found that she enjoyed it; she liked the way he looked at her with his deep blue eyes.
“There you go. Now, I see you,” he said. “Now, I really see you. I see so much beauty in you, and it’s time you stop hiding it.”
Helen blushed. “Really?”
He came up close behind her, and she felt her stomach flutter. She felt his warm breath on her skin and closed her eyes for a second. When he put his hand on her shoulder, it felt like an explosion inside of her.



Chapter 29
“Lori Moore?”
The woman in the white shirt with the yellow scarf tied around her neck stopped in her tracks. We had driven to Bal Harbor in Miami Beach, a small wealthy community at the north end of town. There were tons of exclusive shopping malls and high-end restaurants. The cars were Ferraris, Maseratis, and Teslas. This was the type of environment that Sydney felt at home in and was accustomed to. Not me.
The woman in the high heels came walking into the lobby of the Ocean View Hotel, a luxury hotel that she owned.
“Who’s asking?” she said while signing something a young woman was holding out for her. The woman then rushed off with the signed paperwork. Lori Moore gave me a suspicious look. I was wearing a baseball cap and had dyed my hair black on Sydney’s recommendation. Apparently, my red hair was way too obvious now that I was a wanted person. It was the type of dye that would wash out after a couple of days.
“I want to talk to you about NYX,” I said, leaning forward and speaking in almost a whisper.
Our eyes met, and hers grew serious. Lori looked around her, then signaled for us to follow her. We took the elevator to the twelfth floor, and she showed us into her office. It had an incredible view of the ocean on one side and Intracoastal on the other, and then Miami downtown towering in the distance. It was quite breathtaking.
Lori closed the door behind us.
“Please, sit down.”
We did, and she sat on the other side of her desk and leaned back with a deep sigh.
“Why are you here?”
“We are investigating NYX,” I said. “I know you used to be a member and that you have spoken out against them on your blog. I believe this is their symbol, am I right?”
I showed her the note that Ryan had drawn for me. Lori looked at it, then nodded.
“What do you want to know?”
“Everything. What is NYX? How does it work? What do they do?”
Lori leaned in over her desk, folded her hands, then exhaled. “NYX is a self-help organization. Or that’s their cover. It’s built around the founder, Christopher Daniels. It’s supposed to be a way for you to get a better life. Daniels has written several books, and you can take his self-help classes or workshops with the aim to take power back over your own life.”
“But the classes are expensive, right?” I asked. “It’s not for just everyone.”
“Very. A five-day workshop would cost you between seven and ten thousand dollars. And it does work. It has helped a lot of people. Many who graduated from his classes have managed to stop smoking, to overcome their fear of flying or public speaking, and so on. It empowered them to do things they didn’t know they could.”
“As far as I have read,” I said, “it has attracted a lot of famous and successful people. Billionaire heiresses and businesspeople, even actors and the daughter of Venezuela’s former president. But there is more to it than just self-help, am I right?”
“Yes. I was introduced to it through a friend when I went through losing my dad in a car crash. I was going through a rough time dealing with the grief. The courses were mostly self-improvement workshops, based on therapeutic techniques, including hypnosis and Neuro-linguistic Programming, which is basically a behavior modification regimen. But the deeper I got, the more I realized something was off. There was a group within the group, like a sorority that my friend became a member of, but soon things started to change with her. She withdrew from me, became more secretive, and she lost weight, a lot of it. I realized it was all part of the behavior modification technique. She told me she had to lose her identity to gain a new one, that she was starving herself as a part of the therapy because it helped her connect with her inner self, her true self. I think she was just easier to control that way, and that Christopher Daniels just wanted to make sure she didn’t resist him. I sensed that something was very wrong and left. I tried to warn my friend and asked her to come with me, but she wouldn’t. She seemed scared. It’s hard to explain, but I felt like I lost her completely, like they were controlling her. They said it was all about women’s empowerment, but what I saw was the exact opposite.”
“Wow,” Sydney said. “I think I heard about this before. One of my friends talked about joining something like it and explained how taking those classes changed her life. Come to think of it, I haven’t seen her in a long time.”
“You’re Kelly Stone, aren’t you?” Lori suddenly asked, smiling. “I thought I recognized you downstairs. I love your work.”
Sydney nodded. I didn’t mind that Lori recognized her since I had a feeling that made her feel more comfortable with us. She didn’t seem to recognize me, which was fortunate. I guessed a woman like her was too busy to keep up with the news of wanted criminals, which worked to my advantage.
“You be careful you don’t end up in their claws,” Lori said addressed to Sydney. “They’d love to have someone like you in their inner circle. You’re just their type. Rich, successful, and famous.”
Sydney chuckled. “I’ll remember that.”
I stared at the woman while thinking about this cult and the leader. I had no idea where I was going with this, but my instinct told me it was important. Ryan had seen the NYX sign at the attack somehow, and my daughter was on the surveillance camera footage. How, or if these things were connected, I had no chance of knowing. But it was all I had, and I was clinging onto it for dear life.
“Have you ever heard of the Iron Fist?” I asked.
Lori shook her head.
It was a long shot; I knew it was. But I had to try.
“Tell me about the founder, Christopher Daniels,” I said. “I read that he is quite mysterious and rarely seen in public.”
“That is true. I never met him myself, as I said, only the inner circle people get to do that.”
“Do you have any idea how to get in contact with him?” I asked.
“Are you sure you want that?” she asked while grabbing a sticky note and writing on it. She ripped it off, then slid it across the table. “This is the NYX estate. He lives there, as far as I know. I know this because I was supposed to meet with him a couple of weeks ago in order to join this so-called inner circle, but I never showed up. I don’t want to end up like my friend.”
I grabbed the note and looked at it. “Did they get angry with you for not showing up or for speaking up afterward?”
She shrugged. “Their lawyers tried to shut down my blog, but I have lawyers too. They can try all they want. They can’t touch me.”



Chapter 30
They brought in new girls. Olivia was sitting on her mattress, crying when the door opened, and they came in. A young girl, no more than thirteen or so, landed next to her. Her face was swollen from being beaten. She looked up at Olivia like she expected her to explain to her what would happen now, but how could she? How could Olivia tell her what was about to happen to her?
“What’s your name?” the girl asked.
“Olivia,” she answered without looking at her. She didn’t want to care for her; she didn’t want to become friends with her. If there was one thing she couldn’t do in this place, it was to care for any of the other girls. So many had come and gone, and that taught Olivia an important lesson. If she was going to survive this, she had to keep to herself and never care about anyone else. It was easy with the girls who came from China or Ukraine as some of them did because she didn’t understand their language, at least not most of them. It was easy to keep them at a distance, but this girl was American like Olivia. That made it harder to cut her off.
“I’m Tiffany,” she said with a sniffle. “I’m from Chowchilla, California. Do you know where we are?”
Olivia shook her head, trying to not look at the girl. Why was she so talkative? Normally, when new girls arrived, they wouldn’t say a word for the first day or so.
“I don’t know,” Olivia whispered.
“I have been so many places,” she continued, crying lightly. “It was my mother’s boyfriend who took me. He beat me up at the house where we lived, and when my mother didn’t do anything, I ran away. But I had nowhere to go, and he picked me up on the side of the road. Not knowing what else to do, I got in the car, and then he took me to his friend’s house. That friend raped me. He kept going for hours and hours till I couldn’t scream anymore. Then another of his friends came to his trailer, and they put me in a van and drove off. Since then, I have been so many places; I have no idea where I am or who I’m with.”
Olivia exhaled. She had heard similar stories repeatedly over the past few months while being held there. It was so much tragedy; she couldn’t bear it. It also frightened her to the core, especially when she heard of the amount of time some of these kids had been kept as slaves.
Was she ever getting out? Would she ever go home?
Olivia looked up toward the ceiling, stifling her tears. She’d had a lot of time to think about how to get out, and so far, come up with only one way. But it was too dangerous, and she wasn’t sure she dared to follow through with it.
“Do they rape you here?” Tiffany asked.
Olivia shook her head. “No.”
“Really?” Tiffany said, her eyes gleaming with hope.
“Yes, really. But they make you work for them.”
“What type of work?”
“Cleaning chickens, mostly. In a factory. But there’s other stuff too.”
“Like what?” she asked.
Olivia put her head down on the mattress. She didn’t want to kill this girl’s hope by telling her the truth.
“Just stuff. You’ll see. Now, go to sleep. They usually come at night, so you won’t get any sleep if you don’t sleep during the day.”



Chapter 31
Iglanced at the note from Lori Moore with the address on it. We were back at the hotel, and I had looked it up online and found the mega-mansion located a little south of town with views over Biscayne Bay. It wasn’t far from the hotel where we were staying. It was an area that, according to the Internet, Jennifer Lopez also owned a house in and so did one of the Bee Gees, along with some of the wealthiest politicians and TV anchors in the country. I stared at the Google view from the top of the mansion. With its red-tiled roof, pool, and tennis court, it looked like all the other mansions in the area. It was a twenty-seven-thousand-square-foot house with both pool house and guest quarters, according to Zillow.
Sydney brought me coffee from downstairs and placed it in front of me. I sent her a grateful smile and sipped it, leaning back in my chair in the hotel room.
“Anything?” she asked and blew cautiously on her coffee before sipping it.
I exhaled. “I’ve gone through everything I could. I couldn’t even find a driver’s license for him in the DMV register. I tried to get information on his financial situation, but according to the IRS, he hasn’t made any money in the past ten years. Yet he lives in a mansion in one of the most exclusive neighborhoods in the world. But the house isn’t in his name. It’s registered to a woman, whose name I also found on the board of NYX.”
“Wow.”
“He had another company earlier on, under the name Daniels, but that was shut down fifteen years ago because it was accused of being a pyramid scheme. He has a file with the FBI from back then, and it states that he doesn’t even have a bank account in his name. He’s keeping his name out of everything, so they can’t get him for anything. Yet the company owns a jet.”
Sydney lifted her eyebrows. “Are you logging into the FBI database? Are you sure that’s a good idea?”
“Probably not. I’m using my former partner’s login, though, and I don’t think he’ll notice. But listen to this. I looked through old articles written about the group, and in 2011, a woman disappeared after an NYX session in California. Her car was found abandoned in a parking lot, and on her phone, they found a video she had recorded of herself saying that she was brainwashed, that she didn’t realize it, but she was already dead. Then she told whoever found the video to please contact her parents and tell them how sorry she was. Her body was never found.”
Sydney almost choked on her coffee. She stared at me, eyes wide. “Did she kill herself; do you think?”
I shrugged. “Who knows? But something is off. Something is very much off here. I can smell it.”
Sydney placed a hand on my shoulder. I looked up at her.
“I smell it too, Eva Rae, but what about Olivia? I thought we came down here to try and find her? All we know is that you think you saw her on the platform after the gas attack.”
I stared at my sister, feeling a pinch of guilt in my stomach. I knew she was right. I was getting off track here. I feared that too. The fact was, I had no idea if it really was Olivia I saw on that clip, and I had let myself be blinded by the investigation into this strange cult instead.
It was time for me to get back on track — back to what I had come there for in the first place.
To track down the Iron Fist.



Chapter 32
Sydney watched TV, flipping through the many news stations and their breaking news about the possible terrorist attack on a local Catholic church in Miami. Meanwhile, I sat by the laptop and, through a downloaded Tor-browser, I accessed the Dark Web, using a VPN for protection.
Now, the Dark Web is pretty easy to get access to, and thereby to all the illegal stuff going on there, but the hard part is finding the right sites. You have to know where you’re going once you enter the browser. And I did. Back when I started my search for Olivia, I had found a list of pages where human trafficking was taking place. I knew that the FBI had a team of operators operating on the Dark Web to catch people engaged in criminal activity, and I gained access to their files. After finding a lot on murderers for hire, child pornography, illicit sale of body parts, and weapons for sale, I had found the pages that were known to the FBI to facilitate human trafficking, the buying and selling of people as slaves. Going to those sites got ugly really fast, and it made me sick to my stomach, plus I risked getting all kinds of malware on my computer. But it was on one of those sites that Piatkowski had sold my daughter, so I kept going back to see if the Iron Fist showed his ugly face.
So far, I had no such luck.
Until today.
I had recently entered a hacker forum and found someone willing to track down the Iron Fist for me, for an indecent number of bitcoins, naturally. Now, as I entered the chatroom, he wrote to me that he had found him. He then shared a link with me that would lead me to a chatroom he was in. I stared at the screen, my palms growing sweaty. I knew that if this link led me to child pornography, I was in trouble. I would be doing something illegal. I took in a deep breath, then decided to trust this hacker, and I clicked the link.
I held my breath as the page appeared, and a chat opened. Then I saw his name in the forum. There he was. Right in front of me. The Iron Fist. He was writing in the chat, asking for help. He needed four girls, fast.
I almost threw up.
Why is he asking for more girls? What is he doing with them? Does that mean he doesn’t have Olivia anymore? What did he do to her? Did he sell her to someone else? Did he kill her?
Someone answered. He had a shipment coming in, tonight. PortMiami. Midnight.
I stared at the chat as they agreed on a price, then went silent. I snapped a picture of the entire conversation on my phone. There was no way of tracking people who entered the Dark Web, but this was the best I could do. I stared at it, my hands shaking, my breath caught in my throat. I looked at my watch. There were still four hours until midnight.
I lifted my glance and studied Sydney for a second. She was engrossed in the news broadcast from the church. I wondered what to do about her. I couldn’t really bring her. I didn’t want her to get too deeply involved in what I was doing. It was too much of a risk for her. She had a career to think about.
I had to do it alone.



Chapter 33
THEN
“Aren’t you going to ask me any questions?”
Helen looked at Christopher, her legs feeling wobbly. He was standing in front of her now, looking into her eyes, moving a lock of hair. It felt like his eyes saw straight through her.
“About myself?”
Christopher chuckled. “I already know everything.”
“How so?”
“Just by looking at you, I can tell that you are strong, a lot stronger than you think. You have a defiant air about you. You’re a rebel. I know that you showed up to your first workshop in a ripped T-shirt, refusing to look like the others, refusing to show off your wealth and take part in in the upper-class materialistic way of life. I know that you are protesting against the bourgeois environment in which you grew up. I know that you are angry at the world and that you think more highly of animals than humans and that you would rather be with horses than humans. I also know that you have a terrible relationship with your father, who thinks he can buy anything or anyone. I also know that, through my workshops, you have looked deep into your psyche and been able to get rid of fears that have tormented you for years. I know that you can’t have children and that you suffered from depression before you came to us for help. I know you married a man who left you when he realized you couldn’t have children.”
Helen stared at him, out of breath.
“Wow.”
He took her face between his hands. “You are no surprise to me, Helen. I know you better than you know yourself. And now it is time for you to submit to me fully.”
Helen swallowed. “W-what does that…”
He hushed her, and she stopped talking. He touched her hair gently, then ran a hand down her chest, lingering a few seconds by her breast before continuing down her arm, where he stopped by her wrist. He held it tight in his hand when the doors opened, and two women wearing white dresses entered.
“Who are they?” Helen asked. “What are they doing here?”
He hushed her again, then looked into her eyes. “Do you trust me?”
She swallowed hard, then nodded. “Y-yes.”
“Good,” he said.
He nodded, and the women approached. One of them held a cauterizing device. Christopher took it in his hand, then looked at Helen. It was sizzling in his hand — one of the women filmed with her phone.
“It is time for you to let go of your past, Helen. You’re a part of us now. Your old family is holding you back from becoming all you can be. We’re your family, and with this mark, I brand you, so you’ll know where you belong always. You belong to me. Say these words after me: I give you, Christopher Daniels, full and complete control over my life.”
Helen gasped lightly, but one look from his blue eyes made her feel at peace with this. It was the right thing to do. It was the next step, and she wanted it badly.
“I g-give you, Christopher Daniels, full and complete control of my life.”
He then placed the cauterizing pen on her arm and pressed it down on her skin. Helen screamed in pain. Christopher smiled and lifted it again, and a mark was left on the skin, burning like crazy.
Helen looked down at it, then up at the two women, who clapped and cheered.
“Congratulations,” one of them said. “You’re one tough woman.”
“And now you’re one of us,” the other said. As she spoke, she lifted her arm proudly to show Helen her own branding mark.
Christopher grabbed her by her chin, then turned her head to face him. He then leaned forward and placed a deep kiss on her lips.
“You belong to me now. Come,” he said and pulled her by the hand. “Don’t resist me. It’s your upbringing that makes you think you need to resist me, but you need to liberate yourself from it. Only then can you reach healing.”
The two women left, and Christopher slowly undressed Helen. He placed her on a yoga mat in the middle of the room, lit all the candles surrounding her, then climbed on top of her.



Chapter 34
Lori Moore stared at her wrist and turned it in the sparse light. Then she felt it. The smooth skin felt nice under her fingertips, she thought with a deep sigh. She was thrilled she had pulled out in time, before she too was branded like her best friend was, like all who became part of the inner circle were — branded for life.
Always reminded of what they had agreed.
Lori sipped her glass of Chardonnay while looking at the lights in Biscayne Bay. Out there, the cargo ships waited to be docked in the port, while cruise ships left for or came back from the Bahamas or the Virgin Islands.
She had left the office early, right after the visit from Kelly Stone and her strange companion. Their visit had stirred something up in her that she didn’t care for, and she treated herself to the rest of the day off, something she never did. But today, she needed it.
Lori sipped her wine and felt the warm breeze on her face. The light in the pool lit up the entire back yard while the dark windows from her mansion looking back at her reminded her how alone she was.
Living in an eighteen-thousand-square-foot home could be quite lonely when it was just one person.
Lori had never wanted children and a family. It had been pretty clear to her when she became an adult. She wanted a career. She wanted to make something of herself. Growing up poor, she had never thought she would actually live on the ocean one day, in one of the most exclusive neighborhoods in the state. She never thought she would live in a house like this or that people would talk to her with awe and respect the way they did every day. But that was her life now, and boy, was she proud of it. If only her mom wasn’t always high on drugs, she would invite her to see it, to see for herself what her daughter had accomplished, even though she always told her she would never amount to anything in life, that she was so ugly she should consider herself lucky if she made it as a whore.
Those had been her words when Lori was a teenager, and they had lingered with her ever since, making her determined to prove her wrong.
And this was where it had brought her — a huge mansion, Chardonnay in hand, and more than three hundred employees beneath her.
But was it enough? Did it satisfy her?
When Lori had entered NYX, she had thought that the classes would help her deal with this sense of emptiness that was growing inside of her. She had believed this was what she needed to fill that void that she had thought would go away when she reached her goals in life.
And for a little while, the teachings of Christopher Daniels had done just that. But then he had asked to have sex with her when she saw him in his office. Lori had refused. She hadn’t told this part to Kelly Stone and her friend since it was too private to share. But the fact was, Lori had run out of his house, and even though several men had tried to stop her, she had managed to make it out, running away and never returning.
Now that she had left NYX, she had also lost everyone she knew. She had become a social outcast since most women in her social circles were members, and a lot of them inner circle members. All her network collapsed at once, and now she was more alone than ever, especially after she started writing her blog about what had happened, excluding the sex part since it was too embarrassing, at least for now.
But the fact was, she couldn’t have sex with this man. Not because she refused to; no, she could probably have closed her eyes and gone through with it just because of the benefits and status it would give her later on… becoming part of the inner circle. But the thing was that Lori had once been Lorenz. She looked like a woman, yes, and she felt like one. But there was still one thing left that technically made her a man. She hadn’t been able to go through with the full transition and become a full-blown woman, removing the one last part that made her a man at birth.
That was why she could never go all the way with Christopher Daniels or any other man for that matter. Not even if she wanted to.
And she hated him for putting her in that position. She hated that he was the reason she had lost her entire social network, her only friends, because of it. Now she was all alone again, as she had been for most of her life.
Lori sighed and rose to her feet. She swung the glass and almost empty bottle in her hands, then staggered barefoot toward the sliding doors, barely keeping her balance.
As she entered the house and closed the sliding doors behind her, she turned around and stared straight into a set of eyes.
“What the heck are you doing here?” she asked, forcing herself to focus and stand still, but couldn’t help swaying from side to side.
“What do you want?”



Chapter 35
Sydney was asleep when I left. I wrote her a note, then snuck out, shoes and purse in my hand, feeling like I was cheating on her or doing something criminal. I just didn’t want her to know where I was going. She would only try and convince me not to go, to call the police instead, or she would end up coming with me.
I couldn’t risk that happening. I needed to do this alone, without the police, without Sydney. Why? Because it was the only way I could get to the Iron Fist. Chances were slim that he would actually be there himself, but someone else might, someone that might lead me to him. This meeting was my only lead to him and Olivia.
I couldn’t risk losing that. I had to find him. I had to track him down so I could get my daughter back home.
I rushed out through a back entrance, trying not to be seen by the front desk of the hotel. We had made sure it was Sydney who spoke to them every time we came back or left — to make sure they didn’t recognize me. I was disguised pretty well with dyed dark hair and fake colored contacts and glasses, but still. We couldn’t risk anyone calling the cops.
So, I snuck out the back entrance and found the Mustang in the parking lot behind the hotel. I drove it out into the street and hit the accelerator, finding the roads leading to the port.
Port Miami was located on Dodge Island; a slim island squeezed in between Miami Beach and Miami downtown on the mainland. It was both a cargo port and a cruise ship port.
The meet was at the cargo port, between the container ships. I found it easily and parked the car. I then ran toward the container terminal, which was a huge glass building. I rushed past it, running down the port, passing a big whale of a cargo ship that was lying there, empty, having just been unloaded, while hundreds of containers were on the dock next to it.
“SS Attra, that’s her,” I mumbled and looked at the name on my phone from the chat.
Holding the grip of my gun with one hand, I looked around until I spotted a guy standing by the corner of a container, obviously being the lookout. He was the type to be heavily armed, so I hid between a row of containers, pressing my back up against them.
I could hear voices, people talking. I snuck around the other way and came out on the other side of the containers, then ran across an open space until I could hide behind another container. As I peeked around a corner, I spotted them. A group of people was gathered there. They were chitchatting with one another, one even laughing like it was a typical greeting between old friends.
For a second, I thought I might have been wrong, but as I snuck closer, I spotted the girls. They were sitting in the opening of a container, an entire row of them. They were huddled together, trying to hide from the men surrounding them. They weren’t even crying. It was obvious they didn’t dare to, or they were too drugged even to try.
Seven young girls, some of them a lot younger than Olivia, about to be sold like slaves into prostitution or hard physical labor.
It was gruesome.
Somewhere, seven mothers are missing their children. Seven mothers are crying themselves to sleep at night.
“Not on my watch,” I mumbled, just as a car drove up and someone stepped out.



Chapter 36
It was hard to see from where I was standing, so I snuck closer. As I did, someone spotted me, and soon all hell broke loose.
The armed guards yelled and ran toward me. I lifted my gun, but as they turned the corner, they started to shoot, not asking questions. I fired back, then ran around the corner at the other end. I heard screaming coming from the open area. Shots were fired after me, and I turned around the corner, then fired, hitting first the guy to the right, then the one to the left. Both went down. I then ran forward as fast as I could, stormed into the area where I had seen the girls, just in time to watch them trying to get them into the truck that had arrived just a few seconds ago.
“STOP!” I yelled.
More shots were fired while people scattered. I fired back, hitting another guy, just as he tried to shoot me. They gave up on getting the girls in the truck and shut the door, then took off instead. I stopped and fired a round at the truck. The bullets ricocheted off of it, but it kept moving.
“Oh, no, you don’t!” I said, then looked in between the containers. I took off running, knowing if I went fast, I would be able to cut them off on their way since they’d have to take a detour around the containers.
I panted agitatedly as I reached the end of the row of containers, then turned left, and now stood right in front of the truck.
“STOP!” I yelled and pointed my gun at them.
The truck accelerated violently and, as it did, I fired two shots straight through the windshield, hitting the driver. The truck turned sideways, then ran straight into a crane pole.
I stared at the crashed truck, my gun still pointed at it, shaking between my hands, but nothing happened. A few seconds later, the door to the passenger seat opened, and someone jumped out on the other side of the truck. The person took off running. I fired a shot and yelled for him to stop, but he didn’t. He was way faster than me and soon gone.
I stared after him, then cursed while wondering if he had been the Iron Fist.
I returned to the truck and opened the driver’s door. The driver was hunched over the wheel. I had shot him in the shoulder. His forehead was bleeding from the impact when hitting the crane.
I grabbed his head and pulled him back to see his face. Then I let his limp body plunge back down while cursing again. As I let go of him, I spotted something else. A guy was in the back. He had hurt his head when the car slammed into the pole, and he was dead. But he didn’t look like any of the others. This guy was well dressed in a nice suit, a very expensive one. His shoes were of the same caliber. This was no ordinary man.
The Iron Fist?
Unlikely. He wouldn’t come to something like this on his own. Someone working for him? More probable.
I stepped inside the truck, then pulled him back to see his face properly. As I did, I saw his wrist as it poked out from beneath the shirt.
A wrist with something branded into the skin. A symbol I knew a little too well.
“NYX,” I said, gasping lightly. I fumbled with my phone, then took a picture of it before letting him go. I searched through my phone, then sent all the pictures to a secret email address I had recently created, one that no one knew of except myself.
I got out of the truck with the phone clutched to my ear. I walked back toward the open area and saw the girls. They were huddled up inside of the container again, having gone back to what I assumed had been their home for quite some time, while they were transported across the ocean.
Then, I called the cops.
“I’d like to report a shooting. At the port. You’ll find several dead men and some young girls that were supposed to be sold as slaves inside of a container.”
I gave them the exact address, then threw the phone in the trash before disappearing, hurrying to my car. I took off into the night while hearing the sound of sirens blaring behind me.



Chapter 37
Esther Hermane pressed in the code to the door. Her fingers were shaking, and she had to take in a deep breath in order to calm herself. She tapped in the wrong code, then shook her head.
“Where is your head today, Esther?”
She tried again, and the gate opened. She walked inside, holding her purse close to her body. Inside of it was her phone, and she had to make sure that she could hear it if it rang. She would have to keep it close all day while cooking and cleaning.
Coming from Haiti ten years ago, getting used to things here in America, and especially Miami had taken her a long time. But life was better here. It had been better for her son James to grow up here than back home. After ten years, Esther had thought they were safe here now. She had worked hard over the years to provide a good life for him, but the night before, he had been taken in by border agents.
He had been visiting his aunt in Naples as he had done so many times before, going by bus, as usual, when agents had entered the bus right as they reached Miami.
They had asked for his ID, then asked if he was illegal, and he had said yes. He was eighteen years old and had never been able to tell a lie. They had told him they’d take him with them, and then he’d be deported within the next two weeks. He had gotten the right to call his mother, and he had done so, then told her the entire story. Esther had contacted an old friend, who had gotten them an immigration lawyer who worked with cases like these, and today, James was supposed to appear in court.
It was still early in the morning, and the court appointment wasn’t till eleven, so she had time, but Esther was already anxious. She had been up all night worrying, wondering if James was all right in that place they had taken him to and whether they had treated him properly.
Was he being fed?
Just thinking about it made her stomach churn, and Esther tried to shake it. She walked up to the front door and pressed in the next code, thinking about the day she had in front of her. Usually, she cooked breakfast for Mrs. Moore before Mrs. Moore left for work, and Esther had the house for herself the rest of the day, cleaning and making sure everything was perfect for when Mrs. Moore came home, which was usually pretty late. Esther would make a meal for her and place it in the fridge, covered in wrapping, so all Mrs. Moore needed was to put it in the microwave whenever she made it back.
It was a good job, Esther had always thought. She liked Mrs. Moore, even though she found her to be a strange creature. Not really man or woman, in her opinion. The fact that someone could simply decide they were of another gender amazed her, but then again, so many things had surprised her in America. It wasn’t the place she had expected it to be or dreamed of when she was younger. And living in constant fear of being found by the border agents wasn’t living at all. Esther couldn’t stand it, couldn’t stand being constantly worried about her son and their future. She didn’t understand why this was happening now, after all these years. She had been a hard worker; she had taken the jobs no one else wanted. She had stayed out of trouble, and so had her son. And James was doing great in school. All they were guilty of was trying to earn their way to better, safer lives. She wasn’t harming anyone. Neither was James.
Esther shook her head and pushed the big door open and entered the house. The first thing she saw was the broken bottle of white wine that had scattered across the tiles and the wine had run across the floor and seeped into part of the expensive Persian carpet. Esther’s heart sank when realizing that Mrs. Moore had been drunk again and cleaning up after her would probably take most of the day.
“Stupid American woman-man, wasting away in this big mansion big enough for my entire village to live in,” she hissed, then went with determined steps for the closet with the cleaning supplies. As she put her hand on the handle, she spotted the blood on the white tiles.
Now, while growing up in Haiti, Esther had seen some gruesome things. She had seen people lying murdered in the streets and even witnessed her own father being shot. But what she saw in the kitchen on this day was nothing in comparison.
It made her long to go back for the first time in ten years.



Chapter 38
It was late in the morning, and Matt had just gotten his second coffee when Carter approached him.
Matt had hoped that the day would be quiet for once. Just him responding to possible sightings of Eva Rae. Ever since detective Carter had been on TV, the calls had been coming in non-stop. But so far, none had proved to be true.
Matt was still focused on the area around the food mart, and he had planned to visit a few of the hotels surrounding it later in the day when Carter was too busy to ask questions. He had been focusing merely on small motels and crappy places, but then realized that if Eva Rae was with her sister, then maybe they were, in fact, hiding in plain sight, frequenting the more exclusive hotels, since Kelly Stone — or Sydney — would be paying. Matt had thought about getting a trace on her bank account, but he would have to do it behind Carter’s back, and that made it harder. It was also more difficult because she was a celebrity. There would be questions asked, and he wasn’t sure a judge would allow it when Matt couldn’t prove that she was actually with Eva Rae. She could be traveling or staying here for work. A call to her agent hadn’t cleared things up since he had no idea whether Kelly was in Miami or not. He also said that Kelly Stone often took off without saying where she went, not even to him. She did this when she wanted to go on a vacation, or just have time off for herself. Then she would go off the grid until she was ready to resurface again and let the world know she was back. It was all to avoid paparazzi on her vacations. The fewer people who knew where she went, the better the chances were for her actually to get some vacation time.
Matt couldn’t blame her. He had always thought it had to be awful to live a life as a celebrity and never be able to go anywhere without having the paparazzi chasing you or people gathering to get your autograph or a silly selfie with you.
It had to be exhausting.
Matt had been minding his own business, going through all the latest so-called sightings, and called back on several of them, when Carter had approached him and told him to grab his badge.
“Something happened.”
And now they were standing in front of an expensive white mansion in one of the most exclusive neighborhoods south of Miami… Coconut Grove. Patrol cars blocked the street, and the blue lights lit up the palm trees in the driveway. Carter pointed at the house next door, then mentioned casually that Bruce Willis lived there, according to his sources. Matt nodded, even though he had the feeling that Carter was just showing off. So what if he lived there? Celebrities didn’t impress Matt much.
“Why are we here?” Matt asked. “What happened?”
Carter signaled for Matt to follow him, and he did. The house was crawling with crime scene techs, and Matt was soon suited up and had put on gloves. A tech showed them inside, and they followed.
The victim was in the kitchen, naked, tied to a chair. The body was drenched in blood. There were already flies in the eyes and the wound on the slit throat.
Matt clasped his mouth, and for a few seconds, he couldn’t hear anything but the rushing of his own pulse in his ears.
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“Who is she?”
Matt wanted to turn around and look away but managed to keep his cool. Carter stepped closer, grinning as he looked up at Matt.
“I think she was more of a he,” he said and pointed down to the crotch. A penis had been split in half down the middle, and Matt almost threw up again, thinking about just how painful it had to have been. A knife had been secured as evidence. There was a trail of blood across the white tiles, where the body had been dragged. Matt wondered if she had been still alive, if the killer had dragged it out, just for the pleasure of it.
“She,” Carter said, “is the owner of Hotel Ocean View in Miami Beach.”
Matt looked away. “Could it be a hate crime?”
Carter shook his head. “You’d think, right? But no. I have another theory. The detectives on the case called once they spoke to her secretary. Mrs. Moore here had a visitor yesterday at her office that might be of interest to us. They pulled the surveillance from the lobby as she entered.”
Their eyes met, and Matt’s heart sank.
“Eva Rae Thomas?”
Carter clicked his tongue. “Bingo.”
“Wait,” Matt said. “You don’t honestly think that…?”
Carter bit his lip. “Oh, yes, I do. She was the last person to see Mrs. Moore alive. After her visit, Mrs. Moore told her secretary over the intercom that she was going home, then left taking the back door.”
Matt could hardly breathe. This wasn’t good. This was going from bad to worse.
“Why? Why would Eva Rae Thomas murder this woman?”
Carter lifted his eyebrows. “That’s what we need to find out. But so far, she is wanted in connection with the murder. This gives us a lot more elbow room to work. I have asked for roadblocks to be set up around town. Cars will be searched, and that means she won’t be able to go anywhere without being discovered. The Miami-Dade chief is giving us extra manpower. He wants her caught yesterday.”
“Okay,” Matt said and nodded anxiously. It was getting harder for him to hide his worry. Eva Rae was in serious trouble, and he found it difficult to see a way out of this. “I guess we have work to do then.”
“It gets better,” Carter said, grinning again.
“Really?” Matt asked nervously.
Carter nodded. “There was another woman with her on the surveillance footage. You’ll never guess who she is.”
Matt swallowed hard. “W-who?”
“Kelly Stone,” he said, sounding proud, like he was the one who had made the discovery, when in fact, it was another detective who had contacted him and told him this.
“Yes, the actress. The very one and only and get this. They’re sisters.”
Matt lifted his eyebrows and tried to act surprised. He was never much of an actor or a liar, and he knew it would come off as awkward. He wanted to yell at this guy and tell him that he had known Eva Rae since he was three years old, and there was no way she would ever hurt another human being like this.
Not Eva Rae.
But, of course, he couldn’t say that. He needed to stay close to the investigation, and they wouldn’t let him if they knew the truth. So, he continued to play dumb.
“Really?”
Detective Carter nodded pensively. “Makes sense, right? Why we couldn’t locate them. She’s been living the life in first-class, letting her sister pay for everything. Meanwhile, we’ve been looking in all the wrong places. But that’s over now. We’re breathing right down her neck, and it’s only a matter of time before she walks into our net. And when she does, I am taking her down. She won’t know what hit her. There’s only one thing worse than a criminal, and that’s a criminal cop. I can’t stand that. It’s a dishonor to the badge. But I know how to get her now. I know exactly how to sniff her out.”
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“Did you go out last night?”
Sydney and I had just gotten into the Mustang when she asked me the question. I paused before inserting the key in the ignition.
“What do you mean?”
“I woke up around midnight, and you weren’t there.”
I shrugged. “I went for a walk,” I lied. I didn’t want her to know what I had been up to.
“I see,” Sydney said and looked out the window.
I turned the engine on, and the Mustang roared to life. I sensed that she didn’t believe me, but I couldn’t deal with that now. I had seen the cult’s symbol branded into the skin of that man in the truck the night before and I hadn’t been able to think about anything else since.
I hit the accelerator, and we left the hotel’s parking lot, then drove into the street. I wondered about the night before and if the police had found the girls and taken care of them. All morning, I had been flipping through newscasts but hadn’t heard anything. I worried about those girls.
“So, where are we going?” she asked and looked up at the sky above us and all the tall palm trees that were rushing by.
“NYX headquarters,” I said and pressed the accelerator to make the car jolt forward.
Sydney sat up straight. “Excuse me?”
“I got the address from Lori Moore, remember? Well, I thought we’d pay them a little visit, or at least you would. I’m kind of exposed.”
“You want me to walk into NYX’s headquarters and do what exactly?” Sydney asked, surprised, and maybe slightly appalled by the idea.
“I want you to pretend like you want to take a course. I want you to ask questions and seem interested. I want you to go as you, as Kelly Stone, the famous actress, and let them know you’re interested. I want you to ask to see the founder, Christopher Daniels.”
Sydney stared at me, mouth gaping. “Me? Why?”
“You heard what Lori Moore said. They’d love to get their hands on someone like you. You’re just the type they want. And you’re an actress; you can easily pretend like you’re very naïve and gullible.”
Sydney nodded. “O-okay, I guess I can do that. But what do I do when I get in? What if I get to see him? What do I do then?”
“I don’t know,” I said and turned right on red.
Sydney gave me a look. “You don’t know?”
I exhaled. “I just know that somehow this Iron Fist is connected to the cult. I know they’re also somehow connected to the trafficking of young girls. I just don’t know how.”
Sydney crossed her arms in front of her chest. “And just exactly how do you know this? Yesterday, you didn’t seem so certain. Did you discover this when out walking last night?”
“You might say so,” I said and drove up another street and into a far more expensive part of the neighborhood. I drove up to the house I had seen on Google maps, then parked the car down the street from the entrance so as not to seem suspicious or get caught on a potential surveillance camera.
“Listen, Sydney. Just trust me on this. This cult, and probably its leader, is hiding something, and that something might have to do with my daughter. You’ve asked me a ton of times how you can help make things better; well, this is it. If you do this for me, it might help me get Olivia back. So, please.”
Sydney looked at me, her eyes growing softer.
“Okay. I’ll do anything for you; you know that.”
I eased up and fell back in my seat. “Thank you, Syd. It means the world to me.”
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THEN
The sex was intense. Christopher was insatiable, and it felt like he could continue forever. Helen was exhausted by the time he finally got off her, and she felt so embarrassed.
She had wanted this to happen, a big part of her had, and she had let it, but at the same time, she felt like she had no choice. Christopher held that type of deep power over her so that she was incapable of saying no to him.
He rose to his feet, ran a hand through his hair, then looked down at Helen’s naked body while getting dressed. The yoga mat underneath her felt sticky. His eyes glaring at her made her feel uneasy.
He smiled like he enjoyed looking at her, and that made her blush. She felt like asking what would come next, what was expected of her, but she didn’t dare.
The thing was, she enjoyed him and the way he looked at her. Somehow, she had known that she would from the first time when reading his book and looking at his picture. She had known that she wanted to sleep with him. He had that raw sexual energy in his eyes. But he still scared her slightly as well.
Helen reached for her dress on the floor and was about to put it on when he stopped her.
“Wait.”
She paused and looked up at him. He pulled out his phone and took her picture. Helen froze, wondering what he was doing. He took another picture, then crept really close to her, spread her legs, and took a series of pictures of her vagina.
“What are you doing?” Helen shrieked. She reached her hand down to cover herself up, but he laughed and removed it.
“Don’t be shy. I’m just taking a few pictures of you.”
“W-why?” she asked and grabbed her dress, then held it up to cover her body.
He grinned and showed her a picture on his display of her vagina up close, then swiped so she’d see herself lying naked on the floor. Helen winced at the sight.
“Why?” she asked again. “Why would you take those pictures?”
He leaned over her, pushing her back, then kissed her intensely. As his lips parted hers, he looked into her eyes.
“I call it collateral. Now that I have these, you won’t tell anyone what goes on here. I own you, and if you tell anyone about us or about what this group is, or if you refuse to do as we tell you to, then these pictures will be sent to everyone you know, starting with your parents.”
Helen stared at him, eyes growing wide. She pulled away, appalled. It took a few seconds before she was able to speak again.
“W-what do you want from me?” she asked while pulling the dress back over her head, her heart pounding in her chest. Never had she been treated in such a manner with so little respect. “Is it my money you’re after?”
He smiled and tilted his head as she rose to her feet. He grabbed her by the shoulders, then kissed her again.
“What is this?” she asked.
“This is me taking control of you. You’re my slave now, and you do everything I tell you to, do you hear me? Everything.”
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The new girl, Tiffany, stayed close to Olivia at all times. It was getting slightly annoying to Olivia, and she often tried to lose the girl, to push her away, but Tiffany refused to let go of her side. Often, she clung onto her arm so tight, Olivia couldn’t use it.
It got them in trouble at the factory that night, and after that, Olivia ignored Tiffany when they got back to the house. She went to bed, hoping that by giving her the cold shoulder, she might give up and finally leave her alone. Olivia didn’t have the energy to take care of anyone else.
“I’m sorry,” Tiffany whispered later as they were trying to sleep.
Olivia lay with her back turned to her, eyes open, but pretending to be asleep.
“I’m just so scared,” Tiffany continued, her voice quivering. “And you remind me of my sister. I miss my sister so much.”
Olivia exhaled. She really didn’t want to know more about Tiffany or her family. She didn’t want to know any details about this girl because that would mean that she’d have to care about her, and she didn’t want to. She couldn’t allow herself to do that.
Yet she still sat up and looked at the girl, then smiled. “I have a sister too. And I miss her… a lot, even though she can be very annoying at times. What’s your sister’s name?”
Tiffany wiped her nose on her arm. The stench from the factory and the dead chicken lingered in Olivia’s hair constantly, and she felt so sticky.
“Her name is Ariana. She’s two years older than me,” Tiffany said. “She used to help me with my homework. She’s really good at math.”
Olivia felt a knot in her throat. She had forced herself to not think about her family for so long, simply because it hurt too much to do so. She tried hard not to picture her mom because, if she did, she would see how sad and desperate she was, not knowing where Olivia was.
There was nothing worse to Olivia than to see her mother cry. She didn’t want to think about it.
“I used to help my sister with math too,” Olivia said, then chuckled lightly at the memory of her and Christine struggling over math problems. “She was terrible at it.”
Olivia bit her cheek, realizing that she had spoken about her sister in the past tense like she didn’t expect ever to see her again. Did that mean that she had given up hope?
Maybe.
She had seen several of the girls die while she had been kept there. Only the toughest made it through to the next day. And so far, Olivia had been among the tough ones. But for how long?
“Do you think we’ll ever see them again?” Tiffany asked, her big hope-filled eyes lingering on Olivia’s face.
Olivia pictured her sister’s face, then her brother’s, and finally, her mother’s. Then a tear escaped her eyes and rolled down her cheek.
“I’m sure we will,” she said. “I’m sure we will.”
But they both knew it was a lie.
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Matt was staring at the whiteboard in front of him, his hands shaking lightly. On the board, looking back at him, was the surveillance photo of Eva Rae and her sister, taken in the lobby of the Ocean View Hotel. They had both dyed their hair, and Eva Rae was also wearing a cap and glasses, but he could still see it was her. He’d recognize that sweet face anywhere.
Matt closed his eyes for a brief moment and pinched the bridge of his nose, leaning forward.
What am I going to do? How am I supposed to get her out of this mess?
As he opened his eyes, Carter stood in front of him, a file in his hand, and a smirk on his face. He placed the file in front of Matt.
“Our little friend was busy last night.”
“What do you mean?” Matt asked, feeling tense. Could it possibly be more bad news? He wasn’t sure he could take any more.
Carter nodded at the file, and Matt opened it, then flipped through the top pages before looking back up at his partner.
“There was a shootout at the harbor last night. Three men were found dead. Others were badly injured. No one is talking, though. Seemed to be gang-related at first. But get this, they found seven young girls in a container. All fresh in from Guatemala.”
“Trafficking victims?” Matt asked.
Carter nodded, grabbed a chair, and sat down. “Looks like an Eva Rae Thomas project, doesn’t it?”
“But… what time did this happen?” Matt asked. “If we assume she was at Lori Moore’s house, she couldn’t have been at the harbor too. She can’t possibly have been at both places?”
Carter leaned back. “I had a feeling you might say that, but unfortunately, one doesn’t exclude the other. The medical examiner says Mrs. Moore was murdered between two and four a.m. The shootout took place right after midnight. It’s a twenty-minute drive. She could easily have performed both. No matter what, we’re looking at at least three homicides at the harbor, and then a possible homicide in Coconut Grove. We’re waiting for ballistics on the shooting victims. But I’d say we have ourselves a serial killer now. This is the big stuff, Matt. This is what can make or break a career.”
“Except we have no evidence placing her at any of those scenes,” Matt said, his voice shivering in desperation.
“Ha. That’s where you’re wrong,” Carter said. “Turn to the next page.”
Matt did, his hand shaking so badly it was hard to hide. A surveillance photo of someone getting out of a yellow Mustang appeared. It was obviously a woman, a woman wearing a cap.
“Taken at the port at exactly five minutes to midnight,” Carter said. “Notice, she’s wearing the exact same clothes as she was on the surveillance from the hotel earlier in the day, the last time anyone saw Lori Moore alive.”
Matt’s heart sank. There was no way around this. It was her. It was Eva Rae in that photo, placing her right at the scene of a triple homicide.
What the heck are you thinking, Eva Rae!
Matt stared at the photo. Tears were welling up in his eyes, but he managed to stifle them.
“Say… are you… you’re not personally involved with this woman, are you?” Carter asked, scrutinizing Matt.
Matt sniffled and shook his head. “No. Of course not.”
“It’s just… you seemed a little emotional there.”
He closed the file. “Well, I’m not. It’s just allergies.”
“Allergies, huh? Yeah, they can get pretty bad down here at this time of year.” Carter looked at him, and Matt felt uncomfortable, sensing that Carter didn’t buy it.
Luckily, his phone rang, and he picked it up, leaving Matt to wipe his eyes on his sleeve. Carter walked away for a few seconds, talking on the phone, while Matt cleared his head, convincing himself to remain professional. If Eva Rae had killed these men, then she had done so for a reason.
Eva Rae was many things, among them a strong and protective mother. But a murderer, she was not. And Matt was going to make sure the world knew it.
Somehow.
Carter returned, looking annoyingly cheerful.
“Kelly Stone has been seen at a hotel downtown,” he said and grabbed his car keys and placed his badge on his belt. He lifted his eyebrows.
“We’ve got them. Let’s go.”
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“These guys are good.”
Sydney got back in the passenger seat. I could tell she was shaken up. She was pale, and her voice trembled when she spoke. She had just come out of the NYX headquarters after spending about an hour inside. Meanwhile, I had been sitting in the car, listening to the radio announcer talking about the shootout at the harbor the night before and that the police wouldn’t comment on whether they believed it was gang-related. There was no mention of the girls.
I shut the radio off as soon as Sydney approached the car and got back in. She wiped her sweaty palms on her skirt.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“You were right. They were all over me as soon as they realized who I was. It was crazy. But they were so nice at the same time. Very friendly and not in my face at all. I felt very comfortable. I hadn’t expected to. I spoke to one of the women there, and she told me so many good things about how this could be a journey for me, how I could develop into a much stronger individual, and she even guessed that I had a fear of flying, which I’ve never told anyone. Because in my line of work, you have to fly places all the time, but the truth is, I loathe it, and now I know why. Because I was taken from my family and put on a plane back then when my dad took me. I was forced on a plane and taken thousands of miles away to a life where I would miss my mother and sister every day until my dad convinced me they were the ones who didn’t want me, and I stopped longing to get back. But the fear of flying still lingers inside me. Can you believe it? I was in there for what? An hour? And they already made me realize this? I can’t imagine how much more they could do for me if I took one of their workshops.”
“Wow,” I said.
“Are you sure they’re not legit?” she asked. “I mean the people I met sure seemed professional. They knew what they were doing.”
“That’s probably how they get you hooked,” I said. “Did you get to meet Christopher Daniels?” I asked.
She looked at me, then nodded. “I was shown into his office, and they served me herbal tea. Then he came in. He was such a handsome man, so charismatic; you won’t believe it. He shook my hand, and we spoke for about ten minutes, mostly him asking me questions about my life and what I expected to get out of his classes, what I wanted to change in my life. I told him I would think about it, then get back to them, then shook his hand again and left. But he was so nice, Eva Rae. I didn’t expect him to be. I felt so welcome and even at home there. I have never felt anything like it.”
“Did you see anything that could help us? Any young girls in the house or pictures, or did he mention anything?” I asked. “Maybe they’re working for them?”
She shook her head. “Not at all. The woman who served me herbal tea was about my age and didn’t seem to be in any distress at all. I tried to look into her eyes, and she seemed almost blissfully happy. I have to say, Eva Rae, I’m not sure this has anything to do with your daughter and what happened to her. Why do you even think that it has? Because that Ryan guy saw their symbol during the attack? It’s a little far-fetched; don’t you think? I mean he might have seen it on a bag or something and then just kept remembering it. It doesn’t seem to have any connection to Olivia, whom we don’t even know for sure was on that clip on TV. There’s a lot of loose ends here, Eva Rae.”
I started the car up, disappointed, and took off. I don’t know what I had expected she’d find in there, but at least something. Instead, I now doubted everything. Could Sydney be right? Was I just going crazy and clinging onto something I had imagined in my mind?
That guy in the back seat of the truck had the symbol branded into his skin.
No, something was definitely off here, and it had to do with this cult. I might have been a hothead, blinded by my desire to get my daughter back, but I just knew it had to, no matter what Sydney said. No matter how nice and wonderful these people were.
Life had taught me that the line between good and bad people was thinner than you’d think.
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Idrove up in front of the hotel, then hit the brakes, hard. Sydney was thrown forward and landed with her hands on the dashboard.
“Hey!” she yelled. “What’s going on?”
I stared at the entrance to the hotel for a few seconds, my heart pounding in my chest. I watched as Matt came out of the sliding doors with a shorter, slightly overweight bald guy. The entry was packed with police cruisers.
Sydney saw it too, then looked at me.
“What do we do?”
“We need to get out of here,” I said as I turned the wheel and slid the car back onto the road, making sure not to go fast and cause suspicion. I drove nice and casually past the hotel and continued down the street, then took a right turn and parked in front of Flanigan’s Seafood Bar and Grill.
“Let’s go get some coffee,” I said, then felt my stomach growl. “And maybe some lunch.”
We walked inside and sat down in a booth. We ordered coffee and mahi-mahi burgers. I was starving, yet my stomach was almost too upset to be able to eat. The burger was good, though, and it made its way down. Getting food helped me to think more clearly.
“What do we do now?” Sydney asked. “That place was crawling with cops. They were there for us; weren’t they?”
I exhaled. “Yes. There’s no doubt in my mind. They found us, so we’re not going back there; that’s for sure. They’ll ask the front desk to alert them as soon as we try.”
Sydney breathed heavily. She ate a bite of her fish burger, then chewed and swallowed.
“Maybe we should just turn ourselves in,” she said. “Before things get out of hand.”
I looked up, and our eyes met. I felt a pinch of guilt. I could hardly tell her that things had already gotten way out of hand. I regretted having brought her with me in the first place. Why had I dragged her into this? She risked losing everything.
I stared at my burner phone on the table, then grabbed it and rose to my feet.
“I need to make a call,” I said, then left, dialing a number. I walked outside to the parking lot while waiting for him to pick up.
Come on; come on.
Finally, he did.
“Matt Miller.”
“Why are you here?” I asked. “Why are you following me?”
It took a few seconds before he said anything, and I assumed he needed to get somewhere where no one could listen in on our conversation. His response came in a gasp.
“Eva Rae? Where are you?”
“Wouldn’t you like to know?” I said. “What are you doing down here, Matt?”
“I’m trying to help you,” he said agitatedly. “What on Earth do you think you’re doing?”
“I’m looking for my daughter. You know this, Matt.”
“Last night was a disaster, Eva Rae,” he said with a moan. “You’ve gone too far.”
“They were traffickers. Seven girls’ lives were about to be destroyed. I saved them.”
He sighed. It didn’t sound good. I closed my eyes and missed feeling his breath on my skin, and his lips pressed gently against mine. I thought about the last time we had been together and desperately wanted to feel that again.
But it was impossible.
“Eva Rae, please turn yourself in,” he said heavily. “This has gone as far as it can.”
“I haven’t found Olivia yet, so, no.”
“Eva Rae, dammit. You’re wanted for murder!”
“It was self-defense. They tried to kill me. I liberated those girls.”
“No, no, not that. Well that too, but you’re also wanted in connection with the murder of Lori Moore. You were there at the hotel before she went home. Next thing, she’s found murdered in her house. You were the last one to see her alive.”
My heart dropped. “Lori Moore is dead?”
“Yes. They think you killed her or at least that you had something to do with it. Please, come in and tell your side of the story. I know you didn’t kill her, but I can’t convince everyone else if you keep running. Running makes you look guilty. You, of all people, should know this, Eva Rae.”
My heart was hammering in my chest now. I kept staring out over the street and the palm trees on the side of it. A woman walked by with her small dog, not noticing me at all.
Lori Moore was dead? Right after we had been there to see her?
“They think I did it? But… but they’re wrong.”
“And that is what you need to come in and tell them. Please, Eva Rae. Stop running. We’ll find Olivia together. The right way. Through thorough police work. I know it takes a lot longer than what you care for because you’ll need the warrants and surveillance for months before we can strike those joints, but we will. Eventually, we’ll find her.”
“I don’t think so,” I said. “Eventually isn’t good enough. Months is too long. I want her home now. And I am going to continue chasing them until I find her. There’s nothing you can do to stop me.”
“I love you,” he said, right as I hung up.
I stared at the phone in my hand, a tear escaping my eye. Then I whispered: “I love you, too.”
I threw the phone on the ground, then stepped on it, shattering it, and threw the remains in a trash bin with a loud cry.
I then gathered myself and walked back inside the restaurant, my heart feeling completely shattered. I looked at Sydney, who was about to pay with her credit card.
I stopped her.
“Use cash instead. They might be tracking your cards.”
She swallowed nervously, then nodded. She found a handful of cash, then left it at the table.
“We need to get out of here,” I said. “Things have gone from bad to worse. I’ll explain later.”
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“Ilove you.”
He said the words again, but the line had gone dead. Matt stared at the display, then wondered if she had heard him. He still had never heard her say the words back to him, and it tormented him.
Did she love him?
“Miller!”
Carter waved him back toward the entrance of the hotel, and he rushed to him, his heart feeling heavy in his chest.
Would he ever get to kiss her again? Would he ever smell her skin again or just look into those blue eyes of hers?
“Where were you?” Carter asked. “We need to get back. They’re not here. We searched their room and the entire hotel, but they’re not here. Dammit. I was so certain we’d get them this time. Who were you talking to?”
“Just my mom. She’s taking care of my son back home and needed to know where his cleats were for lacrosse. He has a game tonight.”
Dang, I am a good liar.
Carter gave him a look of disinterest, then felt his bald head. “All right. The front desk will alert us once they get back.”
“Did you find anything in their room?”
Matt had been up there with them going through the few belongings they had left there. Seeing Eva Rae’s clothes again had made him almost lose his cool.
Carter shook his head. “They didn’t bring much. We took the laptop on the desk in there. Hopefully, it’ll contain something we can use in our case against those two.”
“What about the fingerprints on the murder weapon? The knife in Mrs. Moore’s house?” he asked, hoping to find anything that might clear Eva Rae as a suspect in that case.
“What fingerprints?” Carter said. “The killer wore gloves, I’m afraid. They left nothing. Still waiting to hear if she left any DNA on the body, though. The ME moved our case up because of its urgency, but they’re still very busy with the many deaths from the Sarin gas attacks.”
“Naturally,” Matt said and walked with Carter back to the cruiser and got in.
Carter turned on the engine, and they took off toward downtown. Soon, they were stuck in heavy traffic. Matt stared at the tall buildings, then at the people walking the streets, and at the many cars. Where was Eva Rae now? Would she try to get out of town? Would she go to a motel somewhere? Would she be safe? While talking to her, he had wanted to reach into the phone and rip her through it to keep her safe. Being out there was dangerous for her now. The cops were terrified of her and would shoot if she gave them any reason.
“I can’t believe they were right there all this time,” Carter said. “Living in one of the most exclusive hotels in Miami, and we had no idea. Makes you feel kind of stupid, right? But we’ll get them. Don’t you worry. I have one more card up my sleeve.”
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THEN
“Ihaven’t seen you in forever. How are you?”
Helen stared at the woman sitting in front of her in the tea-room at the NYX headquarters. Helen lived there now while going through her healing process. The woman who had come to visit was her sister, Aubrey, and she wore a worried look and a slightly tilted head.
“You’ve lost weight,” she said. “You look thin, Helen.”
“Well, I’ve never felt better,” she said. “I’m finally in control of my own life.”
Aubrey looked like she didn’t believe her. “Really? You don’t exactly look fine to me. You’ve gotten so skinny. It doesn’t look very healthy.”
Helen cleared her throat. Losing weight was part of her self-development, part of the process she was going through. To deny herself food was a way of regaining control.
“Christopher says that…”
“Christopher? As in Christopher Daniels?” her sister said. “You’re on a first-name basis with him?”
Helen nodded and sipped her tea.
“Mom and Dad are worried too,” she added. “They haven’t seen you in almost a year.”
“I’ve been busy. We’re busy here.”
“We? It’s we now?”
Helen nodded. “I’m part of something bigger than myself, so, yes.”
“Dad says you’ve completely given up the horses. You never go to the farm anymore and have stopped riding? That’s not like you, Helen. Those horses were your entire life, remember?”
“Christopher says it’s part of evolving into an enlightened version of myself. It means giving up what has held me back all these years. Everything from my old me no longer applies. I’ve cleansed myself of everything from my past and can’t go back anymore.”
Aubrey sighed and leaned back in the white couch. “You should hear yourself; I can’t believe you, Helen. Don’t tell me you’ve given them money too?”
Helen chuckled. “It’s always about the money with you people. I’m finally free of all that. Christopher says that money is just energy that needs to flow through us. Giving away your money is never a loss. You’ll get empowerment back.”
Aubrey gestured, annoyed, and groaned. “Can’t you hear it? Listen to your own words, Helen. They’ve completely brainwashed you. Are you also having sex with this Christopher character, huh?”
“Wow. I didn’t believe it when Christopher told me, but now I see it clearly that he was right. You’re jealous of me. You’re jealous of all that I have become, that I have managed to finally free myself from the world we grew up in, from our parents’ claws. Don’t you see that they’re holding you down with all their money? Your ego is so big, you can’t see it. But they’re controlling you, telling you what to do, and I don’t have to be a part of that. Finally, I have found a group that likes me for who I am, where there is nothing but love and peace, and where there is room for me and just me. All my life, I’ve had this void inside of me, this empty space, and finally, it’s been filled in. Finally, I feel whole. And Mom and Dad can no longer touch me. They hold no power over me.”
Aubrey rose to her feet, annoyed. “And what happens when you run out of money, huh? When you can no longer pay for the party? What will they ask you to do then? Where will you go when they throw you out? You can’t come home. Dad’s been very clear about that.”
Helen shook her head with a gentle smile.
“You don’t understand, sister. I am home. This is my home.”
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My eyes were focused on the road, my hands sweaty and shaking slightly as we drove away from the restaurant, the Ritz-Carlton, and the exclusive neighborhood of Coconut Grove. I approached the end of 27th Avenue when the traffic slowed down.
Sydney gave me a look. “What’s going on? Why are we stopping?”
I shrugged. “Traffic, I hope.”
I looked ahead of us. The rows of cars were slowly crawling forward toward blue flashing lights.
“Could it be an accident?” Sydney asked.
I spotted the patrol cars, then officers in the road peeking inside of cars.
“It’s a roadblock,” I said. “They put up a darn roadblock.”
“For us?” Sydney shrieked.
“Yes, for us,” I said, then looked in the rearview mirror. There was still no one close behind us, so I put the car in reverse and backed up, swirled the car around, then drove the wrong way back down the road until I found a small street and turned, while the oncoming cars honked loudly at me.
We drove through the back streets in a smaller neighborhood, then reached a Home Depot before heading out on Dixie Highway, leading out of town. I pressed the accelerator down, and we roared southbound until the traffic suddenly slowed down once again and we came to a full stop.
“What the heck?” I said.
“Another roadblock?” Sydney asked and looked at me perplexed.
A chopper circled above us and made me nervous. The traffic crawled forward, and I found a small exit, leading us back again.
“Shoot,” I said and slammed my hand on the wheel.
I took another turn down toward the Chinese Village but ran into yet another roadblock and had to turn around again and drive back.
“They’ve blocked all the exits,” I said. “We can’t get out of here.”
I hit the accelerator again, and we rushed back toward Coconut Grove. I found a park and stopped the car, trying to clear my head for a few seconds, and looking at the map.
“We’ve tried all the exits,” I said. “There’s no way out. We have to stay here, somehow.”
“But, Eva Rae, I don’t understand,” Sydney said. “Why are they chasing us like this? Is there something I need to know?”
I exhaled and leaned back in the seat. “They think I killed Lori Moore,” I said. “I called Matt earlier, and he told me. I didn’t want to worry you. That’s why I didn’t tell you.”
Sydney stared at me, barely blinking. “Lori Moore? She’s… she’s dead? But we saw her yesterday?”
“And that’s why they think I killed her. We were the last people to see her alive. She was found murdered in her house this morning.”
The panic was visible in Sydney’s eyes.
“Murdered? But… but… can’t you just tell them you didn’t do it?”
“It’s not that simple. I’m already wanted for a lot of other stuff. And I don’t exactly have an alibi for when she was killed.”
“You don’t? Oh, wait… it happened last night? You snuck out last night… but… why, Eva Rae? What were you doing?”
I started the car back up with a roar. “I went for a walk, remember?”
I didn’t want to tell her what I had done. I was still processing it myself. Three people had been killed, bad people, yes, but still. They weren’t supposed to have died. It was an accident. I didn’t want Sydney to know; I didn’t want to give her more to worry about.
“We need to find somewhere to hide,” Sydney said and gave me a look.
“I don’t think any hotels will take us,” I said. “Even if we found a small motel, they’d recognize our faces.”
“Maybe we don’t have to,” she said. “I have an idea. But you’re not gonna like it.”
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“You’ve got to be kidding me.”
Sydney had taken over the wheel and driven us back to Coconut Grove and into the south end of the neighborhood, far from the Ritz-Carlton. She parked in front of a big mansion and looked at me.
“Think about it. They’ll never look for us here. We’ll be right under their noses.”
“But… Sydney. This is NYX headquarters?”
She nodded eagerly. “I know. It’s perfect.”
Sydney got out of the car, and I reluctantly followed her. She grabbed my hand in hers and led me to the entrance, where we rang the doorbell. A tall, gorgeous woman wearing white linen pants and shirt opened.
“Kelly Stone!”
“We need your help,” she said. “Can I talk to Christopher again?”
The woman nodded. “Of course. Of course. Come on in.”
We walked inside the big hall and were told to sit down on a set of couches. A huge flower arrangement on the table in front of us smelled heavenly. All the walls and furniture were white, and everything was very bright.
Even the man coming toward us was dressed in a white suit, his salt and pepper hair slicked back, his piercing blue eyes lingering on my sister.
“Kelly Stone, twice in one day. How did I get to be so lucky?” he said and gave her a warm hug.
“This is my sister,” she said and pointed at me. “Eva Rae, this is Christopher Daniels.”
The gorgeous man pulled me into a hug as well. His embrace felt warm and genuine. I had to admit, I enjoyed it, and it brought me great calmness.
He looked into my eyes, still while holding me.
“Wow, you’re tense.”
He turned to face my sister, finally letting go of me.
“My assistant told me you needed our help?”
Sydney nodded. “Yes. We need shelter for the night. The entire town is looking for us.”
Christopher Daniels stared at her, scrutinizing her. “I have a feeling I shouldn’t ask why. We don’t watch the news here and, to be honest, it doesn’t matter why you’re running. We all run from stuff in our lives. We are here to help.”
“We can pay you,” Sydney said.
Christopher put his hand up. “We don’t need your money. It’ll be our pleasure to host you and your sister for as long as you need. I’ll put you up in one of the guest cottages in the back. No one will think about looking for you there.”
Sydney exhaled, relieved. I was still tense, maybe even more now as I saw the way he looked at my sister.
“Thank you so much. You have no idea how big of a help this is.”
Christopher Daniels placed his palms against one another, then bowed.
“It is my pleasure to help. At NYX, we believe in kindness toward everyone.”
He turned to face the woman who had opened the door for us. “Angela here will make sure you have everything you need; won’t you, Angela?”
The woman nodded, smiling. As she moved her arm and her sleeve was pulled up, I noticed she too was branded with the symbol, just like the guy I had seen in the car at the port. Seeing it made my blood freeze.
“Of course,” she said. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll get you installed.”
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Matt sat at his desk, sipping coffee, while people rushed around him, talking on phones and tapping on computers. He stared into the empty screen, not knowing what to do. He could still hear Eva Rae’s wonderful voice and missed her so terribly. It was like his entire being was screaming for her to come back. The whole town was looking for her now. He was terrified that she would put up a fight and they’d end up killing her.
Carter had ordered roadblocks all over town, especially tight around Coconut Grove, so they wouldn’t be able to leave the neighborhood without being caught.
So far, Matt hadn’t heard anything, so that was still good news. But Matt felt nervous beyond anything else. If they did catch her, then there was no telling what might happen. Would she resist arrest? Would she try to run? Would they shoot at her if she did?
He couldn’t see any good ending to this, and it tormented him.
Chief Annie had called earlier in the morning and told him she too was worried. What she was hearing from down there made her nervous.
“You and I both know she didn’t do it,” she said. “She couldn’t kill that woman — not that way. In self-defense maybe or trying to do something good, yes, but not a brutal slaughter like this. You have to stop them, Matt.”
“How?” he had asked her. “I tried to get her to turn herself in, but she refused to. Not until she finds her daughter.”
“So, she must have some intel that puts Olivia in Miami,” she said. “Maybe she knows that the Iron Fist is there.”
“That’s what I’ve been thinking too. But I’ve asked around and even searched their files down here. They have nothing on this Iron Fist.”
“It’s probably just a name he uses online,” she said with a deep exhale. “They might know him by another name.”
“I’ve asked to look into their human trafficking files, and hopefully that’ll pay off.”
“And that guy, Carter? Does he suspect that you know Eva Rae?”
“I’m afraid so. He asked about it earlier, but I think I managed to talk myself out of it.”
“He can’t know, Matt,” she said. “You’ve got to play along, so we know what’s going on. We want Eva Rae home alive.”
He sighed. “I’m beginning to think it might be hard. This guy wants her taken down. It’s become like an obsession to him.”
“That’s not good, Matt.”
“He still doesn’t have anything that places Eva Rae at Lori Moore’s house at the time of the murder.”
“That’s good,” she said. “I’ll try and pull all the strings I can from up here, but there’s a lot of heat on her right now, so I fear it might be tough.”
They had hung up, and Matt had felt like screaming but kept his cool. Now, he spotted Carter coming down the hallway, a file under his arm, whistling happily.
I don’t like that look on his face.
“Guess what?” he said as he approached Matt’s desk.
Matt forced a smile. It became awkward, but Carter didn’t seem to notice.
He reached inside of his file, then placed a photo in front of Matt. On it was a necklace with a golden heart at the end of it. Seeing it made Matt feel sick to his stomach.
Matt had given Eva Rae this necklace for Christmas.
“Recognize this?” Carter asked, then showed him a photo of Eva Rae where you could see her wearing the necklace.
“That’s right,” he added. “It’s hers, and guess where it was found? You guessed right. In Lori Moore’s house, in the kitchen where her body was found. This places Eva Rae Thomas at the scene of the crime. This is exactly the evidence we’ve been waiting for.”
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The guest house they gave us was really nice — decorated in white furniture and with flower arrangements on the tables, two bedrooms with queen-sized beds, and a small kitchen. It was all we needed.
I took a shower, then threw myself on the bed and fell asleep right away. I slept heavily until Sydney woke me up and told me it was time to go to dinner. I still felt groggy and exhausted when I followed Sydney into the big dining room.
Many eyes were on us as we found two seats and sat down. The food was nice and reminded me of my mom’s. Being vegan and plant-based, it was something she might cook. I ate while thinking about her and the kids, wondering if they were all right. I didn’t allow myself to think much about them since it hurt too much if I did, and I had to focus on the task of finding Olivia.
I had been so close to the Iron Fist the night before at the port. And now, I didn’t even have a computer to gain access to the Dark Web. It annoyed me greatly that I had finally found him in there, found a chatroom where he was arranging the meets, and now, I couldn’t even get back to it.
I had been so close, and yet I blew it.
Not everyone in the dining room had been branded on the arm; I realized when looking around. It seemed to be only a few, and those few seemed to be in charge of the rest. Most were women, but there were also a few men. The founder, Christopher Daniels, sat at the end of the table, smiling and chatting to the people sitting next to him. Sydney fell into talking with several other women sitting next to her, and she seemed like she was enjoying herself. Meanwhile, no one spoke to me. I guess I didn’t exactly give out the vibe of wanting to chat.
Gosh, I miss my family. Has Alex lost that loose tooth he was so proud of? Will my mom remember to give him money from the tooth fairy? Is Christine remembering to practice her double bass?
Talking to Matt earlier had almost made me lose it. I wanted him to reach in through the phone and hold me tight. I needed to feel his touch, his warm kisses on my skin. I craved to be close to him again. But instead of telling him how badly I missed him, how deeply I loved him, I had been distant and cold toward him.
Because I had to be.
I just hoped he understood that.
When dinner was over, we helped clean up along with everyone else in the big kitchen. I filled the dishwasher and, once I was done, I walked outside on the porch overlooking the big pool area. Two women were in the pool, swimming.
I realized there were four guest cottages like ours on the property, and one of them was located by the edge of the property, its windows covered with plywood. Somehow, that cottage gave me the creeps, and I couldn’t stop looking at it.
“You enjoying the view?”
It was Christopher Daniels. He came out on the porch, an orange in his hand that he began peeling. He smiled at me when I turned around.
“Just enjoying that I still have my freedom,” I said, feeling heavy. I knew this was a good hideout, but it wasn’t going to last. At some point, I had to face what I had done. I just hoped I found Olivia before it happened.
I added, “For now.”
“I sense you are weighed down greatly by your past,” he said, his eyes scrutinizing me.
Really? How insightful.
“You know there are ways to let go of all this, right?” he asked. “We have workshops that can help you.”
I forced a smile. “I’m good for now. But thanks.”
“Suit yourself,” he said, then finished peeling the orange and opened it. He handed me a piece. I took it to be polite. He slurped his as he ate it, and the sound made me cringe.
“You know it’s not your fault that your sister was kidnapped when you were younger,” he said.
I almost choked on my piece of orange. I coughed to breathe. He didn’t seem to notice.
“You’ve carried that weight since you were a child,” he continued. “But that’s not all of what is weighing you down. And this is becoming a problem between you and your sister. Because, deep down, you also blame your sister for what happened. Because she strayed. That day at the supermarket. She walked away from you; she left you to look at Barbie dolls. The man, your father, grabbed you first but then took her instead. You’re secretly angry at your sister for letting it happen when she knew she was supposed to keep an eye on you. And now that she’s back in your life, you’re angry with her because she got the easy part. She got to grow up with your dad while you were stuck with a mother who was emotionally unavailable. She got to become a beautiful, beloved actress, while you became an FBI agent in the attempt to redeem yourself for not being able to save her. She grew up guilt-free while you carried all this weight around. But you need to forgive her in order to be able to move on. Or else it might end up destroying your entire relationship. You need to let go of this. It’s important for both of you.”
I stared at the man next to me, eyes wide open, my nostrils flaring. At first, I didn’t know what to say.
“Did my sister tell you all this?” I ended up asking.
He shrugged. “Does it matter?”
I was about to say something, but as I turned to look at him again, he had left. I stood alone on the porch, warm wind blowing in my hair, feeling myself blush in anger.
Who did this guy think he was?
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Matt couldn’t sleep. How was he supposed to fall asleep with all that was going on?
He was lying in his hotel room, staring into the ceiling, wondering about Eva Rae and how to help her get through this. He also wondered about the necklace and how on Earth it could have been found in Lori Moore’s house if Eva Rae hadn’t been there on the night of the murder.
Part of him was beginning to worry that maybe she had been there. Maybe Eva Rae had killed that woman?
What if she did?
No, you fool. It’s Eva Rae we’re talking about. You’ve known her since you both were three years old.
Matt closed his eyes while rubbing his forehead. He had a headache coming along, and it had been lurking behind his eyes all evening.
His thoughts returned to Eva Rae. He had gone through the case from the port this very afternoon and looked through all the pictures. Three men were killed. Seven young girls rescued. Matt didn’t know what to think. Those guys were obviously criminals of the worst kind, buying and selling young girls. But the thing was, if Eva Rae had killed them, then maybe she had killed Lori Moore too. If she was involved somehow in the trafficking? Could she have been some sort of ringleader?
Two of the men were killed in a car crash. The driver had been shot through the windshield, but that wasn’t what killed him. The impact was. One was shot in what looked like self-defense. They didn’t have their throats slit in their kitchen. Nor had they been mutilated. No, that kill was of another caliber. That was the work of a vicious murderer.
Matt exhaled and lifted his head from the pillow. His watch said two a.m. He looked at his phone to make sure she hadn’t called again. But the last incoming call was from his mother when she called for him to say goodnight to Elijah. As usual, the boy had been completely silent on the other end while Matt spoke. It hadn’t exactly helped their relationship that he was gone for so long. Matt had thought about taking the boy to counseling to make things better between them. His mother and Eva Rae had both told him to give the boy time, but Elijah blamed Matt for the death of his mother, and it didn’t seem to get any better, no matter how much Matt tried.
“Maybe you’re trying too hard,” Eva Rae had said back then when Matt had taken the boy in. “Maybe he needs a little space.”
It had been eight months now, and Matt saw no improvement at all.
Maybe I’m just not good enough to be a dad.
He sighed and put the phone down. He couldn’t stop thinking about Eva Rae and how distant she had been earlier in the day when they had talked on the phone. Matt knew she was under a lot of pressure, more than what most people would be able to sustain, but still.
Didn’t she miss him at all?
He wondered where she was hiding. There were roadblocks all over town, and they would continue all night and into the next day. How had she managed to avoid them so far? She couldn’t go back to the hotel. She couldn’t go to any hotel in the area without them calling Carter. Her face was everywhere, on all the screens in the small homes. How was she still keeping herself under the radar?
Carter had said he had one more card to play, one he believed would smoke them out. He wouldn’t share it with Matt in detail, but Matt got the feeling that it was bad news for Eva Rae.
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Sydney took a late-night yoga and meditation class, while I stayed in the guesthouse raging over Christopher Daniels and the way he believed he knew me. The fact was, he didn’t know me at all.
I kept glaring down to the end of the property toward the cottage that was all boarded up. It had me curious. What was in there and why did it have to be boarded up? There hadn’t been a hurricane going through since Irma two years ago. Had they simply just never removed them? Because they didn’t use it?
Or was there something in there that they didn’t want to see the light of day?
Sydney came back after it had gone dark, looking all blissful and relaxed. She took a shower, then threw herself on the bed next to me with a deep sigh.
“My God, I needed that. You should have come, Eva Rae; it was so good, and so empowering,” she said.
I looked at her, thinking about what Christopher Daniels had told me earlier, then forced a smile, trying to push down the feeling of jealousy I felt toward her and always had felt since she came back into my life. I wasn’t going to let this control me or let Sydney sense it. I could deal with my guilt and blame on my own. I didn’t need their workshops to help me. Christopher Daniels might think he knew me, but he didn’t know me at all.
“I just feel so refreshed,” Sydney said and dried her hair gently with the towel. “Like I’m brand-new. I really like it here. It’s been a while since I felt so good about myself.”
“That’s great,” I said, not meaning it.
“You know what Christopher told me?” she asked.
“No, what?” I said, wanting to roll my eyes, but refraining from doing it. I didn’t want her to know how I felt about him and all his so-called insight.
“He said something that really resonated with me deep down. And I am a little embarrassed to admit this, but he told me it would be good for me to tell you. He told me that I was secretly blaming you for being the one who wasn’t kidnapped back then at the Wal-Mart. I mean, our dad did grab you first, and then he took me instead. According to Christopher, that has been bothering me all my life, and secretly, I’ve been blaming you for it. And I’m jealous of you for having grown up with our mother. I grew up lacking one my entire life, thinking she didn’t want me. It’s tough once you get to that age where you really need her, especially as a teenager, you know? I mean, who was I supposed to talk to about getting my period, huh? Dad? He blushed when I even asked him to buy the pads I needed.”
I stared at her. “You think Mom talked to me about periods?”
“Didn’t she?”
“Mom barely talked to me at all. I would scream for her attention but never receive it. She could freeze me out for days at a time. She couldn’t even look at me because it reminded her of what had happened. After you were gone, it was like I didn’t exist to her anymore.”
Sydney looked at me with compassion in her eyes. “Oh, dear God, Eva Rae. I didn’t know.”
I shrugged. “How could you? You weren’t there.”
I rose to my feet, feeling all kinds of emotions stir up inside of me. I hated to admit it, but Christopher Daniels was right. I was upset about Sydney getting to grow up with our dad and leaving me alone with our distant and cold mother.
Dang it, he was annoying.
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Isat outside of our cottage for a long time, maybe a few hours; I didn’t know. All I knew was that I felt angry and sad at the same time and that I was sick of feeling this way. Yet I didn’t know how to get rid of it, how to solve it. Maybe I should take one of his workshops?
As I sat there, looking up at the stars and the night settled everywhere, I suddenly saw activity down by the boarded-up house. Two people with flashlights approached it, speaking in low voices.
I looked at my watch and realized it was two a.m. Why were they up and walking around down there?
I rose to my feet, then hurried across the lawn, past the two other cottages, then stopped when I got closer. I watched them from afar as they unlocked the door and opened it. When they had entered, and the door was closed behind them, I ran up to the cottage and stood by the window, leaning my ear against it.
I heard whimpering coming from behind it. Someone was crying. Crying and pleading with them.
“Please, let me out, please.”
My eyes grew wide. Someone was being kept in there? Against her will?
“You can’t get out,” a voice said. “You must finish what you came here for first.”
“It’s part of the cleansing process,” another voice said.
“Please,” the woman said.
“Remember what Christopher said,” the first voice said. “It’s for your own good.”
“I know,” the woman said. “I know.”
“Don’t you want to reach enlightenment? Don’t you want to get rid of your old persona and become like new?”
“I do. I really do.”
“Then you must let go of your old ways. Your excessive pride is holding you back. This is the only way to become free from it.”
“I know. I know.”
I can’t believe these people. They’re keeping her in there? Locked up? And then they tell her it’s for her own good?
I gasped lightly as someone placed his hands on my shoulders. I stood up straight while he held me tightly between his hands.
“Oh, my, still so tense,” he said.
Christopher Daniels!
I froze in place while he leaned over my back. I could feel his body really close to mine as he whispered in my ear and breathed down my neck.
“You really need to learn how to relax. I can teach you.”
“Just like you’re teaching that woman in there?” I said.
He laughed, then closed his arms around my neck, a little too tight for my liking.
“She’s in there voluntarily,” he said. “No one forced her.”
“How long has she been there?” I asked. “Voluntarily?”
“Does it matter?” he whispered. I felt his lips close to my ear, and it made me very uncomfortable.
“I heard her pleading to be let out, yet they didn’t do it. Why is that?”
“Because she doesn’t know what is best for her. It’s part of the process, to strip her of her pride. But no one said it was going to be easy. It’s our job to make sure she doesn’t give up in the middle of the process.”
Dear God, what is this place? We need to get out of here before it is too late.
His arms were still wrapped around me, and he was holding me tight. I wanted to get out of his grip, but he wasn’t letting me go. Instead, he chuckled as I struggled to get loose.
“Your life is just one long struggle, isn’t it?” he asked. “It doesn’t have to be. It could be so much easier.”
“Let me guess, if I give in to you and your ways?” I said. “What else do you keep locked up in this place? Do you have any young girls here too? Kidnapped young girls?”
Finally, he let go of me. I panted and turned around to look at him, breathing agitatedly.
He stared at me. The way he looked at me made me feel uncomfortable, and I backed up. Our eyes locked for just a second, and I took off running back to our cottage.
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“Ithink Christopher Daniels is the Iron Fist.”
I had barely slept all night. Once my heart had calmed down enough for me to find a little rest, the many thoughts in my mind wouldn’t let me sleep.
“Excuse me?” Sydney said.
She was sitting up in bed when I entered her room and sat down next to her. She looked gorgeous, even when having just woken up. It annoyed me.
“Why would you say something like that?” Sydney continued. “He’s been nothing but nice to us.”
“He’s keeping a girl locked up in the cottage down by the end of the property. I heard her plead for them to let her out, and they wouldn’t. Then he came and put his arms around my neck, tightly, like he wanted to hold me down.”
“That’s a technique he uses,” she said. “To make you connect with the Earth again. He did it to me yesterday too.”
“The guy is a sleaze bag,” I said. “Why are you defending him?”
“Why do you keep accusing him? Need I remind you we’re staying here for free while the entire police force is looking for us because of you.”
I stared at my sister, biting my lip.
“I still think he’s the Iron Fist.”
“You’re insane,” she said, then grabbed her burner phone. I had asked her to get rid of her old phone now that they knew she was with me. It was too easy to track.
“Now, if you’ll excuse me,” she said. “I have to check my emails. I assume this thing can access the Internet?”
“It can. I only bought those that can, assuming we’d need it. The data is prepaid for by cash. But do you have to check your email now?” I asked. “It’s risky.”
“Yes, I need to do this every now and then. Since I have been on the run with you, I have been completely off the grid, and I need to check in to make sure there isn’t some big offer for the role of a lifetime that I’m missing out on.”
“Be careful,” I said. “They might send you a link for you to click, but it could give up our whereabouts.”
She gave me a look that reminded me of Olivia. It almost made me cry. I hadn’t realized until now how much those two actually looked like one another.
“There’s an email from my agent,” she said and pressed on the display of the LG burner phone. I had bought a ton of them at Wal-Mart before we left, so we could get rid of them as soon as we were done using them. I had purchased the most expensive ones since they would be able to do more, like use navigation and access the Internet, but they were still only thirty bucks per phone.
“Oh, dear God,” Sydney said.
I looked at her, and her face turned pale.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
She lifted her eyes, and they met mine.
“They’re threatening me to turn you in.”
“They’re what?” I asked.
Her eyes teared up. “The police have contacted my agent and told him that if I don’t turn you in, they’ll go to all the newspapers and magazines and tell them I am a suspect in a murder case. So far, they have kept it from the public that they are looking for me too, but now they’re willing to leak it if I don’t turn you in. It’ll ruin my career. Oh, Eva Rae, I don’t know what to do.”
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“What is happening? Where are we going?”
It was in the early morning hours, and Olivia and Tiffany were sitting on the floor of the blue van. The armed guards had woken them up around sunrise and told them to get in.
Sitting next to her, Tiffany whispered the words to Olivia. Olivia didn’t look at her. She fiddled with the hem of her jeans that had become ripped from the many hours working at the factory. The jeans were so dirty you could barely see the blue color anymore. Olivia’s black Converse were worn out, and her pinky toe was poking out the side.
“Olivia?” Tiffany said. “Where are we going?”
Olivia shrugged, then looked away.
“Please, Olivia?” she said. “What’s happening?”
Olivia took in a deep breath, then finally looked at the girl. She reminded her so much of her younger sister; she almost teared up just looking at her.
“Remember that I said that sometimes we do other stuff besides work at the factory? Well, this is it. This is the other stuff.”
“But what is it, Olivia? What are we going to do?” Tiffany asked, her lips shaking.
Olivia shrugged. She had grown to care for the girl. Even though she had promised herself she wouldn’t, it had happened anyway. And now she was worried about her. It was the last thing she needed right now, to have to worry about someone else besides herself. But spending days with this little girl, having no one else to talk to, she had done what she decided never to do. She had gotten to know her. And now she feared something might happen to her. She wanted to protect her.
“Just follow my lead when we get there,” she said. “And don’t ask questions.”
“But…?”
Olivia sent her a look, and she stopped. Olivia felt her hands begin to shake as she worried about what was ahead.
They soon ran into a roadblock, and they could hear the driver talking to an officer outside, while the guards signaled for the girls to be very quiet. The talk lasted a few minutes, and Olivia had to bite her lip hard to not scream for help. But when looking at the guards’ guns, she knew there was no way she dared to do it. They would only kill her.
Someone walked up behind the van, and they heard voices. Hope filled Olivia and made her stare at the door, praying they’d open it and find them all.
We’re in here; Please, help us!
But the door never opened, and soon the voices faded out, and the van started back up again. Olivia felt her heart hammering in her chest as she stared at the guards with their guns. Sweat was springing from her forehead as she slowly realized they had passed the roadblock. A tear escaped her eye as her hope dwindled.
When the van came to a halt again, she gasped and looked up toward the door that was opened, and a face appeared. Their leader smiled widely at them.
“It’s time, girls.”
They rose to their feet and walked in a line out of the van, Olivia making sure that Tiffany was right behind her. Once outside, they were told to stand in a line up against a wall. The area around them was void of people. The guards had new clothes for them to wear along with plastic bags and sharpened pencils.
“Now, some of you have done this before and know what to do,” one of them said, staring each and every one of them into the eyes to make sure they understood. “The new ones follow what the rest do. As soon as you’re inside, you place the bags, hiding them under a chair or a bench, and then you poke the bag right before you leave and rush back outside, where we will be picking you up at the back entrance.”
The bags were handed to them, and Olivia took hers along with the pencil. Tiffany stared at the bag between her hands with the liquid inside of it. Olivia could tell she wanted to ask questions but held it back like Olivia had told her to. The guards and the leader didn’t like them asking questions. Olivia had seen them beat a girl until she could barely walk because of that. If you wanted to survive, you just did what they told you. Those were the simple rules to follow.
The leader came up in front of them, then walked down the line and pointed at one girl, then at another.
“This one. And that one. And…?”
The leader stopped in front of Tiffany, then placed a hand on top of her head.
“This one.”
Olivia’s heart stopped when she saw it.
“No!” she yelled and stepped forward, nostrils flaring. There was no way she could let this happen.
The leader stopped. A furious set of eyes landed on Olivia.
“Do you want to take her place?”
Olivia swallowed, then looked down at Tiffany, who was crying now. Olivia nodded.
“I’ll take her place.”
“All right,” the leader said. “As you wish.”
As they had changed and began walking in a straight line, Tiffany tugged at Olivia’s shirt.
“What was that? What did you do?”
Olivia exhaled. She felt her hands begin to shake.
“Every time we do this, they choose three girls who will be the ones who go in first. They usually don’t make it out alive. Our leader wanted you to be one of them, but I took your place.”
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They were told to merge into the crowd and look like any of the other children there. They had given them uniforms to wear and had even given them backpacks on their backs to make it look like they were just kids going to school. The grown-ups pretended to be teachers and wore skirts and carried briefcases.
Olivia walked with the two other girls toward the crowd entering the school, then blended in with them, and she lost sight of the two others. They were instructed to be the ones to go upstairs and place the bags there. By the time they made it downstairs, the girls down there would already have poked holes in their bags, and it would be too late for them to make it out. Olivia knew the drill. She had done it twice before.
But the other two times, she had been among those to survive. This time was different. She had chosen to sacrifice herself.
Olivia’s hands were shaking as she followed the other children inside. She had no idea what had become of Tiffany since she had stayed behind and would enter with the four others, the ones that were going to survive. One of the adults looked at her, and she could tell she was scared too. But there was no way around it. The first time, on the train, one of the girls had tried to run before they got on the train. Two guards grabbed her and took her away. They never saw her again.
What they did was terrible; Olivia was well aware that it was. She knew the bags held a gas in them and that it killed people once it was released. She looked at all the kids hurrying to class, grins on their faces. She saw the girls chatting by the lockers, happily, only worried about the next test or maybe a boy, not knowing what was about to happen. She felt such terrible pain in the pit of her stomach.
How was she supposed to do this to them? They were nothing but kids like herself.
“If you run and we find you — and we will find you — you will be killed. If you talk to anyone, you will be killed. If you refuse to do as instructed, you will be killed. Is that understood?”
Those were the words before they sent them off, just as they had been the two other times. Olivia had listened to them, shaking, and she hadn’t dared not to do as she was told. She had wanted to survive.
She still wanted to survive. But the guards waited by the entrance and exits of the school. They would catch her and kill her if she tried to escape.
The first time they had sent them into the trains, Olivia hadn’t known what was in the bags. She had been instructed to go one stop and then place the bag under her seat, poke a hole in it, then get out of the car and into another one, the only one that wasn’t attacked. Then as they rode one more stop, she was told to get out and walk away like nothing happened. Don’t look back, they had told them. Just keep walking till you reach the stairs. But Olivia had stopped and turned to look. That was when she had seen them. Hundreds of people that had fallen out of the car that she had been in first, and crawled across the platform, gasping for air, some screaming in pain, others squirming until they took their final breath. Three of them had been girls she knew from the house. They had been in the first car at the end of the train and didn’t make it out in time. Olivia had stopped for just a second and stared at them, then realized that she had done this, that what had been in those bags had caused this. Her stopping had cost her a beating when they got back to the truck because she almost exposed herself, they said. Olivia hadn’t cared. She thought she deserved a beating for what she had done.
Now, she was up the stairs and looking down the hallway at all the smiling faces. Olivia realized it was August, and school was back in session. She had been gone all summer, and school had started back up without her. The thought made her tear up.
I am never going back to school. I am never going to be with my friends. I am never going to see my parents or my siblings again. I will die here, squirming on the floor like a worm until I can’t breathe anymore — like they did on that train and like they did in that church.
“No, I will not. I will make it out, somehow,” she told herself, shaking her head.
She then walked inside a classroom and placed the bag underneath a chair. She was instructed to wait until right before class started. A couple of kids looked at her strangely, probably wondering if she was a new student. She looked down, then placed her foot against the bag to make sure it was still in place. She felt the pencil in her hand. It was amazing how heavy such a little pencil could feel when it held the power of life and death.
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What does it matter if I’m dead anyway?
Olivia stared at the pencil in her hand and felt the pointy end of it with her finger. Still more kids were coming into the class and putting their backpacks down. Two boys were goofing around and fighting for fun. Three girls were watching, giggling at their stupidity, hoping one of them would look their way.
Olivia looked at the clock on the wall. There were still ten minutes until class started. She spotted a girl sitting a couple of desks down, on her phone.
Heart hammering in her chest, Olivia made a decision, one she feared she would end up regretting.
“Can I borrow your phone for a second?”
The girl looked up at her. She was wearing black lipstick, and her eyes blazed in anger.
“No. Why would I loan my phone to someone I don’t even know?”
Olivia leaned over her desk, then said with a low voice. “Because if you don’t, we’re all going to die.”
Now she had her attention. The girl looked up at her, eyes wide, mouth gaping.
“What did you just say? Is this some kind of joke?”
“Listen to me,” Olivia said. “I’m trying to save your life here, but I need you not to panic, okay?”
The girl scrutinized her for a long time. Olivia was certain she could hear the clock on the wall ticking loudly in her head. She had no time to spare. She didn’t know what the response time was around here. Would they be able to make it in time?
“Just let me borrow the phone, please,” Olivia said with the calmest voice possible. Sweat was springing from her forehead, and her palms felt clammy.
“Please.”
The girl swallowed, and Olivia could tell she knew this was serious. She looked down at the phone for a second before finally handing it over to Olivia.
Relieved, Olivia grabbed it, then dialed.
“9-1-1. What’s your emergency?”
“There’s going to be a gas attack on a school,” Olivia said, keeping her voice low, hoping that the other students wouldn’t hear her and panic. If they started to run, the girls in the other classrooms would poke their bags prematurely as they had been instructed to. People would die.
“What school are we talking about?” the dispatcher said. Olivia could hear her tapping on a keyboard. Olivia found it difficult to calm her pounding heart.
“I…I don’t know…” Olivia said, then looked at the girl with the black lipstick. She seemed to understand and pointed at the emblem on her shirt.
“Our Savior’s Catholic school,” Olivia said, her voice trembling. “It’s the same as what happened on the trains and at the church. The gas is in bags. But you must hurry. It’s gonna happen in six, no wait, only five minutes. Please, hurry.”
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“What’s going on?”
Matt saw the officers begin to run. Carter looked up from his desk too. A sergeant came to them.
“Sarin gas attack on a school. Someone called it in. Apparently, the attackers are still inside, and it hasn’t happened yet.”
Matt rose to his feet, then looked at Carter.
“I’ll drive,” Matt said and grabbed his gun. They stormed to the cruiser and took off, sirens blasting, following the nine other patrol cars that were leaving at the same time.
“We need the entire perimeter sealed off,” Matt said. “If the attackers are still inside, then they’ll come out at some point, trying to get away, and there will be someone waiting for them. We need to get them.”
Over the radio, they learned that firefighters and paramedics were almost there, but they were told to stay back in case the terrorists were armed. If they were to stop this, then they had to play their cards right. They also learned that JTTF were on their way, but coming up behind them, so Miami-Dade police were to intervene if possible once they got there.
“Leaving the tough work to us normal cops,” Carter grumbled under his breath. “As usual.”
“We’re talking ten terrorists, armed with Sarin gas, inside the school,” the radio informed. “One of them called dispatch. She’s on the top floor. She’s just a young girl. She informed dispatch that there were seven young girls who were forced to do this. And three adults.”
“They’re using young girls?” Matt asked, startled.
It suddenly made sense. He had been going through the files from the two previous attacks and seen that there had been at least three young girls in each place that were unaccounted for. They had been in the age range from ten to seventeen. And so far, no one had looked for them, and they hadn’t been able to ID them yet. Some were Hispanic looking while others were assumed to come from Eastern Europe. Only one girl had been ID’ed as being American, and her parents had been notified. They had told the police that she had run away from home two years earlier. How she ended up in a Catholic Church on a Sunday morning in Miami had been a puzzle until now.
“They’re using trafficked girls,” Matt mumbled.
“What’s that?”
“To do their dirty work,” he said.
“The terrorists?”
Matt nodded as Carter drove up in front of the school and parked behind the many other patrol cars. They each grabbed a vest and put it on. They were going to be there with the first responders, and Matt felt anxious. It was almost eight o’clock. They had thirty seconds to get in there, identify the terrorists, and stop them before they pierced those bags like they had at the Metrorail and the church.
The responders leading the charge suited up in hazmat suits and put on gas masks. Matt waited outside, gun clutched between his hands, while the men in suits stormed inside and the screaming began.
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As the first scream resounded, all in the classroom turned to look at Olivia. She had explained the situation to them and told them to remain calm, that the police were on their way.
“Why can’t we just run?” a girl said, her entire torso shaking in desperation.
“Yeah, I want to get out of here,” a boy standing next to her said, his eyes flickering in fear.
“Don’t,” Olivia said. “The police have just entered the building; that’s why they were screaming downstairs. But as they did, the bags were most likely poked, and the gas has started to seep out. If you run out in the hallway or down the stairs, you’ll run right into it, and then you’ll be exposed.”
The kids stared at her, eyes brimming with terror. More screams were coming from downstairs, and it made another wave of fear go through the classroom.
“They’ll come for us,” Olivia said. “But until they do, we keep the door closed and stay in here.”
More screams made a boy rise from his seat. “I can’t stand this. I can’t stay in here!”
Before Olivia could stop him, he ran for the door, opened it, and stormed out into the hallway. Olivia slammed the door shut behind him, crying helplessly.
Barely had she backed away from the door before it opened, and a man made his way inside. Seeing his face made Olivia’s blood freeze. He was one of them; he was one of the men that had brought her there.
He took one glance at Olivia, then at the bag on the floor beneath the chair.
“We’ve been compromised. You know what to do next,” he said. “Poke the bag.”
Olivia stared at him, her hands beginning to shake. In his hand, he was holding a gun, and as the other kids in the class saw that, they screamed and backed up.
Olivia stared at him defiantly, blocking his way to the bag.
“It must be done,” he said and lifted the gun to her forehead, then clicked the hammer back. “You know this.”
She closed her eyes and shook her head. If he shot her, then so be it. She wasn’t going to risk all these children’s lives.
“DO IT!”
She opened her eyes and stared into his, determined. Then she opened her mouth and said:
“No.”
The man trembled in anger and pressed the barrel of the gun against Olivia’s skin. She prepared herself, readied herself to pay the ultimate price.
She didn’t see the chair as it flew through the air until it was too late. It slammed into the man’s back and knocked him to the floor. Olivia glanced toward where it had come from and spotted the girl with the black lipstick holding it, panting agitatedly.
Next thing she knew, she was on top of him, her hands gripping over his and over the gun. Olivia didn’t know where she got her strength, but it just happened. The man let go with one hand, and Olivia pulled the gun out of his grip, but as she almost had it, he gave it a push, so it flew across the room. He then punched Olivia in the stomach and blew out all the air from her lungs. Olivia panted, and the man managed to squirm away. It was too late when Olivia realized that he had a pencil in his hand, and she couldn’t stop him before he poked a hole in the bag, and the green liquid slowly seeped out onto the classroom floor.
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Olivia lunged at the man, but it was too late. A shot blasted through the air and whizzed above her head. The bullet hit the man in the forehead, and he fell to the floor, instantly dead. Behind her stood the girl with the black lipstick, gun between her hands, shaking. She let it go, and it dropped to the floor.
Screams of panic soon filled the classroom, and Olivia stared at the leaking gas, panting and agitated.
“Get away from it,” she yelled at the top of her lungs. “Go to the windows and open them!”
Someone lifted a chair and threw it through the window. The window was pushed out of its frame, and soon the boy crawled out. He stood on a ledge, screaming his heart out.
“Help! Help us!”
A girl crawled out after him but slipped. Her hands gripped for the ledge, and she was now hanging there, screaming. There were two windows in the classroom. Olivia ran to the other, the one that faced the other side of the building and spotted the firefighters below. She pulled the blinds off, then pushed the window open. She yelled at them to come to the other side of the building. They did and entered the school courtyard below. The firefighters spotted the kids on the ledge and soon backed a ladder-truck up in the courtyard. The girl dangling outside the window let go of the ledge with a scream and jumped into the arms of a firefighter on the ladder below who took her to safety. Seeing this, the two others soon followed.
“Hurry,” Olivia said and looked back at the gas at the other end of the room. Luckily, the hole in the bag wasn’t very big, and it was coming out very slowly. She couldn’t even feel it in her eyes yet, and she knew of several other girls who had survived that. As soon as it pinched the eyes, that was when you should run; she had learned from them.
Run, if you can.
Olivia turned to the others, then pointed at the window. “Get out there, and they’ll take you down. It’s the only way to survive this. If you stay here, you’ll die. We can’t wait for the police and paramedics to come up here. We need to go now.”
One after another, Olivia helped them crawl outside, and they were soon crawling down the ladder. When it was the girl with the black lipstick’s turn, she stopped.
“You go first,” she said.
“No, no, it’s all my fault; I’ll go last.”
The girl looked into her eyes. “No. You go first.”
“I don’t want to,” Olivia said.
“Listen,” the girl said. “Once we get down there, they’ll start looking for you. You saved us. I don’t want the police to get their hands on you; you hear me? There are only three of us left, and we all agree you should go now, so you’ll have time to get away. Please, just go.”
Olivia sighed deeply. “Thank you.”
“I’m Emma, by the way,” the girl said and hugged her.
“I’m Olivia.”
Olivia gave Emma one last glance of gratefulness, then slid her body out of the window and stood on the ledge, looking down. The area was now crawling with cops, and her legs were shaking badly. Right before she let the firefighter help her onto the ladder, she spotted a set of eyes belonging to someone standing behind the crowd and looking into them made her scream.
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Istared at my burner phone when the breaking news sign filled the screen. I had been sitting in our guest cottage on the bed with Sydney ever since she told me that the police were pressuring her to turn me in. Neither of us had a solution to the problem, though, and now we were sitting in silence when the phone vibrated.
BREAKING NEWS: SCHOOL ATTACKED WITH SARIN GAS IN DOWNTOWN MIAMI.
“What the heck?” I asked and looked up at Sydney. “Another one?”
I turned my phone to show her. She had turned hers off completely in anger because of the email. She had told me she wasn’t going to do it, that her sister came before her career at any time, but I sensed it was tough for her to make that choice, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to put her in that position. I didn’t want her to have to make the choice.
You’ll never work in the business again, had been her agent’s words.
I pressed the link, and it led me to a TV station’s live feed from the scene. A chopper flew above the school and filmed as the chaos unfolded beneath. I watched as students came out of the school screaming, some falling to the ground, and the paramedics were rushing to them. My heart cried when I saw the panic and chaos as the chopper continued to the other side of the school building, where kids were standing on the ledge, reminding me of the horrific scenes from nine-eleven.
Luckily, the kids were being rescued by the firefighters. But as the chopper paused above them, lingering as close as it could get, I saw something that just about made my heart stop.
I saw her. I saw Olivia.
I was so surprised; I burst out in almost a shriek.
“Olivia?”
My voice cracked, and Sydney looked at me. “It’s her,” I said. “It’s her; look. She’s on the ledge.”
Sydney looked over my shoulder and saw her too, just as she was helped down by a firefighter.
“She’s going to make it,” I almost cried while Olivia crawled down the long ladder. “It’s my Olivia, Syd; it’s her. We’ve found her!”
“I can’t believe it,” Sydney said, tearing up as well. “It really is her.”
“But…how? What is she doing at a Catholic high school?” Sydney asked.
“I…I don’t know,” I said, almost laughing when I saw Olivia put her feet on the ground. She was soon greeted by a flock of students, and I lost track of her as she blended in.
“Where is she? She disappeared,” I said.
Then the chopper suddenly took off. It moved away, then took a turn and returned to the main entrance.
I shook the phone in my hand in frustration.
“No! Stay there. Stay on these students. I need to see where she’s going!” I yelled at the phone in my hand, but it didn’t help. The cameras were now on the front side of the building where more students were carried out. They were lying on the grassy area outside of the school, making it look like a warzone. I gasped and clasped my mouth.
“Do you think she was exposed to the gas?” I asked. “She was in there, just like those other kids.”
Sydney grabbed my hand and made me look her in the eyes.
“Eva Rae, no. We saw her. It was her. She was fine. She got down. Eva Rae, listen to me. This is good news. She’s alive, and she’s here. She’s in this town. We found her, okay? We found her.”
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Matt ran around the building. The first responders were still working on the inside, trying to get all the victims out, and everything was total chaos. His job was to make sure none of the terrorists escaped and to help the victims as they came out.
Never had he seen anything like it. So many kids came tumbling out of the building, coughing and screaming in panic. The terrorists had let the gas out just as the first responders entered the school building, and after that, it was all turmoil.
Later, he had heard about the kids on the ledge of the second floor and run to help.
Now he was staring up at one of the kids standing on the ledge, and his heart dropped. He couldn’t believe who he was looking at.
Olivia.
He walked closer, heart throbbing in his chest. Could it be? Could it really be her? Or was it just someone who looked like her? Was his mind playing a trick on him?
No, it’s her. It is definitely her.
Matt hurried closer. Olivia didn’t see him. She seemed to be staring at someone else, and Matt discovered it too late. Someone was standing behind the crowd, poking his head out, and as she got onto the ladder, her eyes locked with his. Olivia then screamed before climbing down.
Matt rushed to her, running, but as soon as she had her feet on the ground, she ran fast. She ran toward a flock of kids who were all wearing the exact same uniform as her. They surrounded her, and she blended in so quickly, he lost track of her. He couldn’t see her anywhere.
“Olivia?” he yelled. He reached the crowd and stood in the middle of it, surrounded by kids the same age as Olivia. They were all were wearing the same uniforms. Matt was turning around, frantically looking into each and every face, repeating her name, when he finally realized that she wasn’t there.
Olivia was gone.
Heart hammering in his chest, he looked toward the man that she had been looking at when she climbed down and realized he too was gone. He was nowhere to be seen.
NO!
He left the flock of kids and ran toward where the man had been standing, then jumped behind the row of bushes and spotted a street behind it — one that was beyond the police barrier. At the end of the street, he saw a blue van disappear.
“Stop that van!” he said and began to run after it, sprinting down the street. The van turned right and, with the tires screeching, it swung into traffic. Seconds later, it had completely vanished out of Matt’s sight.
Matt ran to the end of the road, screamed his anger out, then slammed his fist into a light pole next to him in frustration.
“Dammit!!”
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Iwaited until Sydney had her meditation class, then grabbed my purse and put my burner phone in it. I wrote her a note on a small notepad in the room that was supposed to be used for us to write down our thoughts during our cleansing process or something. I wasn’t listening when the branded woman told us about it when we first got there.
I left the note on Sydney’s pillow, then grabbed my purse and left the cottage. Most of the entire group was at the meditation class, so this was a perfect time to get out of there without anyone asking questions.
I knew that Sydney would be upset with me for leaving her like this, without a word, but I also knew that if I told her about it, she would ask to come along. And I wouldn’t be able to say no.
It was time for us to split up. I didn’t want her to go down with me. She still had a career, and I wanted it to remain that way. I didn’t want her to give up everything for my sake. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if she did.
I walked across the lawn to the main house and in through the dining hall, finding it empty as I expected. I peeked inside the kitchen and grabbed a banana and a pack of bread to keep me alive for a little while since I was going out into the world without any money, and I couldn’t risk using my credit card again. I had made that mistake once, and I had a feeling that’s what led Matt right to me.
I turned around, ready to walk out through the main hall when a voice stopped me.
“Eva Rae Thomas. Running away, are we?”
It was Christopher Daniels. He was standing right in front of me, flanked by two of his goons. There weren’t many men here at his cult headquarters, but the few that were here were big and looked like they could take me down without using much effort.
“As a matter of fact, yes,” I said. “I’m leaving today because I’ve gotten news about my daughter and her whereabouts. I need to find her. I thank you for your hospitality; it’s much appreciated. As you’ll see, my sister will be staying a little while longer.”
I tried to walk past him, but he blocked my way.
“How’s that song go again?”
“What song?”
“You can check out anytime you like, but you can never leave.”
I lifted my glance and looked into his eyes. “What the heck are you talking about?”
“You can’t run away now. Not when you have begun the process of becoming a better human being. You are so close, Eva Rae. The world out there will tear you apart, literally. They’ll arrest you, and then what? In here, you can reach enlightenment. You don’t have to care about what goes on out there. You don’t need the world. We’ll take good care of you.”
“Excuse me? Are you telling me I can’t leave this place?”
“I do believe it’s a bad idea.”
“You can’t keep me here against my will,” I said. “Is it because I saw that woman in the cottage? And now you’re afraid I might tell the police about her? You know what? I don’t have to tell anyone. I don’t even plan on talking to them, so there you go. You can let me leave.”
I was lying so terribly, it had to show; I just knew it did. Of course, I was going to tell the police everything. Are you kidding me? I was the police, or at least I used to be. I tried to reach inside my purse for my gun but didn’t manage to grab it.
“I don’t think so,” Christopher said, then signaled for his goons to approach me. They ripped my purse with my gun away from me, then grabbed me by the arms and lifted me into the air. They then carried me away, kicking and screaming.
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It was getting late, but none of them were even thinking about going home. The Miami-Dade Police Department was overwhelmed, and Matt and Carter had been asked to help with the interrogations. They walked into the interrogation room and sat down. The woman in front of them stared at them, her eyes big and scared.
“Helen Wellington,” Carter said and looked into her file. He looked up at her, expecting her to confirm. She did with a silent nod.
“They made me do it,” she said, her voice trembling. “Said they’d kill me and my entire family if I didn’t.”
“Let’s start at the beginning, Helen,” Matt said. “You were stopped outside of Our Savior’s Catholic School during the attack today. You were coming out of the building when we stopped you. Several witnesses claim to have seen you place one of the bags of Sarin nerve gas in a classroom, poke a hole in it, then leave and close the door behind you.”
Her nostrils were flaring, her body shaking. “I had to do it. They forced me. They forced all of us, even the young girls.”
“Who?” Matt asked and leaned forward. “Who forced you to do this?”
She turned her head and stared into his eyes. He saw deep fear in them, and it made him feel uneasy.
“They did. NYX.”
“And what is NYX?” he asked.
“It’s a cult,” Carter said. “That’s what they call it around here. A cult for rich people. Their founder is known to run these workshops for self-awareness that he charges the rich women tens of thousands of dollars for.”
“So, you’re telling me that this group, NYX, told you to walk into the school and place the bags of nerve gas for them?”
Helen nodded with a light whimper. “I never wanted to hurt anyone. I’m not evil. You must believe me.”
Matt looked at her file. Helen Wellington was the heiress of a billion-dollar entertainment empire that her father had built. He wondered how a woman like her had ended up in a situation like this.
“You don’t know how they are,” she continued. “They’ll convince you that you’re worthless without them. That you need to cleanse yourself of your old self, that you need to become a new person, and that you have to do stuff for the group to get rid of your old pride. They starved me for months and even locked me up in a small cottage for two entire months. I didn’t get to see any sunlight or eat anything but dry bread and drink the little water they brought to me.”
“They held you locked up against your will?” Matt asked.
She sighed. “That’s the thing. I never told them no. I went along with it. So, in that way, it wasn’t exactly against my will. I thought I wanted it because they told me I did, that I needed it to become a better person, to reach enlightenment. But that’s how they work. They push you and push you until they can get you to do anything for them.”
“Like placing Sarin gas in a terrorist attack,” Carter said with an exhale. “Doing the dirty work.”
Helen stared at him, then lowered her eyes and slumped her head down. “You don’t know how awful I feel. I don’t understand how it got this far.”
“The starvation and being locked up made it easier for them to brainwash you,” Carter said. “Stories like these have been heard before concerning NYX — accusations of brainwashing of their members.”
“But you said that there were also young girls,” Matt said, thinking about Olivia on the ledge.
Had she been one of them?
“Where did they come from? Were they members of the cult and brainwashed as well?”
“No, that was even worse,” Helen said. “Those are trafficked girls that they buy online to perform these attacks. They use them because they are expendable. No one will miss them if they die. You’ll find them among the victims in both the train attack and the church.”
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It was beginning to rain, and the sky cracked above her head. Olivia looked up and realized a thunderstorm was approaching, and she had to rush and find shelter.
Since she ran away from the school, she had been wandering the streets of Miami, not daring to stop for even a few minutes in case the armed guards in the blue van came looking for her.
She still couldn’t believe she had managed to escape their claws.
It had gotten dark out, and Olivia was beginning to feel unsafe. Tourists had disappeared from the streets, and now groups of shady looking men had taken over. Their eyes lingered on her everywhere she went, and she rushed past them. Now she was running because of the typical Florida rain that came with the thunderstorm, and she spotted a bridge where a group of homeless people had found shelter.
Hoping there could be room for her, she ran toward them, trying to cover her face from the rain.
As she came in under the bridge, all eyes were on her and her school uniform that she realized made her look very out of place. She sat down on a piece of the pavement underneath the bridge, pulling her legs up underneath her, trying to become as unnoticeable as possible. A young girl who couldn’t have been more than five or six came up to her and stared at her. Her face was dirty, and her eyes were lacking that healthy spark a young child her age would have.
“It’s the Blue Lady,” she said like Olivia knew who she was talking about. “She’s watering her plants.”
“Who’s she?” Olivia asked. “This Blue Lady?”
“You don’t know about her? My mom says the Blue Lady brings us love and protects us from the Bloody Mary, who will take your soul. She once cured my headache. I saw her standing outside the window, her skin pale, her eyes blue, and she looked in through the window at the shelter where we were staying. When she left, the window broke.”
Olivia looked behind the girl when she heard two adults arguing. She realized it had to be the girl’s parents. They seemed drunk. The woman was trying to stop him from eating their last can of sardines. She yelled at him, and he yelled back. Another man sitting on top of his black garbage bag let out a high-pitched laugh when the man slapped the woman. The girl didn’t even turn to look at her parents. Instead, her eyes were fixated on Olivia.
“That’s Crazy Jack,” she said. “Don’t go near him either.”
Olivia tried to smile. “I won’t. Thanks for the tip.”
The girl turned around and left Olivia. Her parents were still fighting and yelling at one another, while Crazy Jack’s high-pitched laughter bounced off the walls of the bridge. Olivia exhaled while wondering if she would be able to sleep there at all at night or if it would be safer for her to stay awake. She didn’t have anything they could steal, but she was afraid of being raped or beaten. But not as much as she feared being found by the men in the blue van. If only she knew if they were still looking for her or not. She had a feeling they wouldn’t give up so quickly and realized she had to keep moving. As soon as the thunderstorm passed, she would have to leave.
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Iwas on the bare ground, lying on concrete, trying to stay cool inside the small cottage they had put me in. The woman from earlier was no longer there, and I assumed they had finally let her out. At least I hoped that was what had happened and that it wasn’t because she had died.
At first, I had tried hammering on the doors and boarded up windows, but when nothing happened, I had given up and laid myself down on the concrete floor to try and get a little cooler. No air was moving inside the cottage, and it was so hot I could barely stand it.
As the night approached, I dozed off, dreaming of Olivia and seeing her standing on that ledge of the school building over and over again. Every time she reached the ground below, I woke up with a shriek, sweat dripping from my forehead.
She’s so close and yet I can’t get to her. I can’t stand it!
I lay on the floor, rage roaring inside of me, fueling me despite the heat and lack of food and water. I was going to get out of this place, no matter what. If only I could somehow alert Sydney to what was going on. But I had left that stupid note, telling her I had taken off on my own to find Olivia. So, of course, that was where she thought I was, while she was having the time of her life meditating with that embezzler, Christopher Daniels. I had seen through him from the beginning but was starting to get the feeling that I hadn’t seen half of what he was actually capable of. Both him and this place gave me the creeps.
I thought about the branding I had seen on the dead guy’s arm in the car at the port. I still couldn’t escape the thought that Christopher Daniels could be the Iron Fist. After all, the Iron Fist was a TV show about a rich guy growing up in a monastery among warrior monks that taught him how to fight and meditate before returning for what was rightfully his. Maybe he identified with him somehow.
I opened my eyes with a sudden gasp in the darkness.
“She was at both attacks,” I mumbled, then sat up. “Olivia was at both the attack at the train and the school. I saw her at both. Maybe she was at the church too?”
A gazillion thoughts rushed through my mind in this instant as a picture began to take shape. It wasn’t one that I liked very much, but it made sense.
They were using her and the other trafficked girls to perform the attacks. That’s why they kept buying more girls online. That was why there was a member of NYX at the harbor. He was the Iron Fist’s representative. He was supposed to bring the girls back here so they could use them. It was a smart trick since no one would come asking for the girls anyway, and their dead bodies couldn’t be traced back to the cult. It was actually very clever. But did that mean that NYX was behind the attacks?
Probably.
“Oh, my God,” I mumbled while the pieces fell into place. They had used my daughter to carry out terrorist attacks all over town.
The realization caused an even deeper rage to well up inside of me, and I rose to my feet and started pacing back and forth, determined to get them for this.
These people were going down.
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Carter had left for the night to get in a few hours of sleep before the chaos started all over again in the morning, as he put it. Matt didn’t feel ready to leave just yet. Helen Wellington’s dad had posted the bond of one million dollars earlier that night, and she had been picked up in a limousine. They had told her she could expect to be brought in for more questioning in the future, and she had said that she’d be willing to help in any way she could and that she just wanted NYX punished for what they had done. She wanted the truth out about who they really were.
Now, Matt sat at his computer and began researching this alleged cult, NYX. He had found a lot of articles about its founder and many positive accounts from people who believed their lives to be much better after having attended his workshops.
Then he found a blog, and that was when the blood froze in his veins. It was an old blog, about a year old, but it was the person who was behind it that made him curious. It was written by the now-deceased Lori Moore, the woman who Carter believed Eva Rae had murdered in her kitchen. And it wasn’t exactly saying nice things about the cult. In long descriptions, Lori Moore wrote about how this leader had made approaches to her and how she had seen a good friend lose weight to an almost dangerous level and seem deprived of any self-will after having become a member of the inner circle of the cult. She also talked about how they were branded and had sex with the leader and told that they now belonged to him. According to Lori Moore, he had a harem of women that obeyed his every wink and never left his side. Meanwhile, he had kept a woman imprisoned for almost six months in a cottage because she had sex with another man when she was only allowed to have sex with the founder, telling her it was all for her own sake, for the better of her future, so
she could
reach enlightenment.
Matt couldn’t help but find all these descriptions very familiar. He remembered something about a Japanese cult leader and then Googled it. He found many articles about this doomsday cult and its leader that had been executed just the year before. The cult carried out a deadly Sarin gas attack on the Tokyo subway, along with several smaller gas attacks back in the mid-nineties. The attack on the subway was known as Japan’s worst terror incident. Thirteen people were killed, and thousands injured.
Reading through all the articles, Matt suddenly saw many parallels to the NYX cult and its leader, Christopher Daniels. They too promised their followers a more meaningful life and gained tens of thousands of followers in its peak. Their leader was even invited to speak at universities.
Matt quickly figured it couldn’t be a coincidence that Lori Moore was killed after criticizing them in her blog. She was a defector. She was dangerous to them. She might have known details about the attacks or their plans, and that was why they got rid of her.
But what was their aim? A new world order?
The Japanese cult leader, Shoko Asahara never explained any motive for the attacks, and the media was left to guess why a man like him would do something like this. Maybe there was no reason at all, some wrote, while others speculated that the followers of the cult believed that the end of the world was coming, that another world war was about to begin, and only the cult’s members would survive.
Was this the same madness?
Matt wondered about it while turning off his computer and getting ready to leave the station. As he walked out of the building, he felt a small beat of hope. If only he could prove that NYX was behind the murder of Lori Moore, then there was still hope for Eva Rae.
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Ihad dozed off when I woke up to the sound of someone outside the door, trying to get in. I opened my eyes with a deep gasp, then rose to my feet.
More scrambling behind the door followed.
I prepared myself for it being Christopher Daniels or one of his goons coming to finish me off. They had no use for me, and no one knew I had ever been here except for Sydney who thought I had left. No one would come looking for me here, and they could just tell Sydney that I had disappeared while trying to find my daughter.
It was the easiest thing in the world, and they would get away with it in a heartbeat.
I scanned the cottage for any type of weapon I could use to defend myself, but I knew there was nothing in here. I had searched every corner for anything to help me break out.
All I had were my fists and my will to live.
The door squeaked open, and I lifted both my fists in the air, ready to go down fighting when a face peeked inside and signaled for me to be quiet. I almost cried.
“Sydney?”
She shushed me, and I let my fists come down as she sneaked inside. “I stole the key from Christopher’s office earlier. I pretended to want to get closer to him and asked to have a personal meeting with him. He said he wants me to join the inner circle and that I will need to come in and have another meeting with him. He then kissed me, and I let him because I wanted him to believe I was all in, that I want to go to the next level, but the fact was, I knew something was off the moment I saw your note. There was no way you’d ever leave me like that. Not after all we had been through. It had to be fake. I remembered that you told me about the woman they kept in the cottage by the end of the property line and thought I’d check it out. While Christopher kissed me, I spotted the keys he had in a cabinet behind his desk. I also saw your purse in there and knew I was right about you still being here. As soon as everyone went to sleep, I snuck back there and found both the keys and your purse.”
I stared at my sister, mouth gaping. I had to admit I didn’t think she’d ever pull off anything like that.
She smiled. “I am so glad I did this.”
“I…I’m so sorry you had to kiss that charlatan,” I said.
Sydney chuckled. “That’s nothing. I am an actress, remember? I kiss nasty guys all the time and pretend to be in love with them. It’s what I do.”
“I…I don’t know how to thank you,” I said.
She looked me in the eyes. “You get out of here, and you find Olivia. That is the best reward I can get.”
“But what about you?” I asked. “I can’t leave you here. What will they do to you when they find out I’m gone?”
“You have to. It needs to look like I had nothing to do with it. Besides, my face is too well known out there, and I will get us arrested if I try to run with you. You’re better off without me. For now, at least.”
“But…?”
Sydney shook her head. “She’s out there somewhere, Eva Rae. Don’t think of me. I’ll be fine. This is what we came down here for. Go get your daughter and bring her home.”



Chapter 70
She had fallen asleep. She never meant to; she really tried to stay awake, but no matter how much she fought her eyelids, they still ended up closing, and soon she was asleep under the bridge while the rain poured down.
Olivia dreamt about her family. She was with them on the beach, and her dad was there too. She was young, only seven or eight, and Alex hadn’t been born yet. They were building a sandcastle together, and her mom was laughing.
Olivia opened her eyes with a deep gasp. She could still hear her mother’s happy laughter, but there was also something else. The sound of a car — then the tires screeching as it stopped.
Olivia spotted the blue van as it opened its doors, and two men jumped out. One of them pointed at her and then they began to run.
Olivia rose to her feet, her heart hammering in her chest. She stared at the men running toward her, then took off running. She climbed up the slanted side.
On the plateau above, she found around twenty tents. Someone she had been sitting with below had warned her that those were the sex offenders who had no other place to go after being released from jail. He also told her to stay far away from them.
One of them was awake and looked at her. He had blankets and lots of plastic bags, even a rug, and a TV. He gave her an indifferent look as she stormed past him. Hearing the men gaining on her, she ran to the end and climbed the grass area and came to a road above. She jumped over the railing, then ran down the road, her perpetrators coming up right behind her. Olivia sobbed, pushing herself forward, tears forcing their way through her chest and into her throat. Cars passed her on the road, but most didn’t see her because of the darkness. One saw her too late and honked loudly. Olivia screamed as she saw the men gaining on her and could hear their footsteps on the asphalt behind her.
Olivia panted agitatedly and turned left down a smaller street. Soon, she was surrounded by brick buildings and not a streetlight was in sight. Olivia didn’t know if that was bad, or maybe it would work to her advantage. Maybe the perpetrators gave up when they couldn’t see her anymore.
Unfortunately, she had no such luck. As she turned to look, she spotted them coming up right behind her, and she knew they would soon catch up to her. Quickly, she glanced around her and saw nothing but old flat-roofed buildings. A sign above her said Welcome to Historic Overtown.
Olivia had learned about this neighborhood and knew it wasn’t somewhere you’d want to be walking through alone at night. She looked behind herself, then realized the men were gaining in on her. She continued ahead, then as she ran past an open door leading into a courtyard, a set of arms reached out, grabbed her, and pulled her inside. Olivia started to scream, but as she looked into the face of the one who had grabbed her and saw the black lipstick, she immediately stopped.
“Emma?”
Emma shushed her when the men stopped right outside of her door. Emma then used her fingers to whistle and running out came five big black guys with clubs in their hands. One of them swung his club at one of the men and hit him straight on the shoulder. The man screamed and backed up, and soon both of them were gone, running down the street.
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Emma signaled for Olivia to follow her inside, where she sat down on a chair with ripped fabric.
“Welcome to my home,” Emma said. “Can I get you something to drink? You look hungry; are you hungry?”
Olivia felt bad for asking Emma for anything since it didn’t look like she had much but still nodded. She was starving and couldn’t remember when she last ate.
“We have some leftover rice,” Emma said and heated it in the microwave for Olivia. Olivia threw herself at it and ate it all down to the last grain.
“Thanks,” she said when she was finally calming down and the adrenalin beginning to wear off.
“Who were those guys?” Olivia asked.
“My brother and his friends,” Emma said. “We live here with my grandmother. My parents were both killed back in Haiti. We have to be quiet, so we won’t wake her. My grandmother cleans houses for rich people. She has to get up really early.”
“How do you afford your school?” Olivia asked, drinking the water Emma had served her.
“I got lucky. I got a scholarship. My brother isn’t so lucky, and I worry about the friends he hangs out with. Lucky for you, I was out here tonight. My grandmother always throws us out when she goes to bed because she needs the house to be quiet. Normally, I’ll go to bed with her, but I don’t have to get up early tomorrow. School’s out for the rest of the week at least because of what happened, so we were just hanging out when I saw you running down the street.”
“That was my luck,” Olivia said and looked at the plate, wishing there was more rice.
“You can sleep with me tonight,” Emma said and grabbed her plate. “Tomorrow, I can take you to a shelter. They have food and a bed for you there. My Grams is going to kill me if she finds you here.”
“Can I borrow your phone again? I need to call my mom,” Olivia said with a sniffle.
Emma nodded and handed it to her from her pocket. Olivia fumbled with it nervously, then dialed her mother’s number. She couldn’t wait to hear her voice and speak to her again. It almost brought tears to her eyes.
One ring, two rings went by.
Come on, Mom. Pick up. Come on.
It went to voicemail, and Olivia looked at the screen of Emma’s phone, then tried once more.
Voicemail again.
Shoot!
Olivia tried to remember her sister’s number but couldn’t get the last two numbers right. Maybe she was too tired. Besides, Christine would most definitely be asleep by now. Her phone would be turned off. And she didn’t remember her dad’s cell phone number, nor her grandmother’s.
Emma looked at the clock on the wall. It was almost midnight.
“Maybe your mom is sleeping,” she said. “You can try again in the morning.”
Olivia nodded disappointedly. “Okay. Or maybe I should just turn myself in to the police.”
Emma turned to look at her. “You can’t do that. They’re searching for everyone involved in the attack. They’ll take you to prison, Olivia.”
“But… what I did was terrible,” she said heavily. She was thinking about all those people on the train and at the church. There had been so many of them, so many faces. “Maybe I deserve to go to jail.”
“No. It’ll kill you,” Emma said. “My brother’s best friend went in, and once he came back, he was never the same guy again. Now, he’s one of those crackheads you see lying in the streets, constantly looking for that same high they got the first time they shot up. You don’t want that life, Olivia. The police aren’t going to help you down here. They aren’t your friends. You can’t trust them.”
Olivia didn’t understand. She had never met anyone who feared the police before. It was so different from what she had known all her life. “But… but my mom is part of the police? I trust her.”
“Do as you wish,” Emma said, throwing out her arms. “I’m just trying to warn you. Now, let’s get some sleep before Grams wakes up and throws you out.”
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“What’s going on?”
It was the next morning, and Matt had come in a little later, missing the morning briefing. He was holding a Starbucks coffee in his hand when he saw Carter coming toward him, face red in agitation.
“They raided the NYX headquarters this morning. A judge gave the warrant in the early morning hours,” Carter said. “We need to go. Might wanna finish that coffee in a jiff or bring it with you. We’re going out there.”
“Why?” Matt asked.
“They found something that is of interest to us.”
Matt followed Carter as they walked out to the cruisers in the back, and he got in. Matt took the passenger seat, coffee still in his hand.
“What did they find?” he said.
Carter took off and drove into the street in front of the Miami-Dade Police Department, tires screeching on the asphalt, putting on the siren. Matt held on for dear life while Carter rushed through downtown toward Coconut Grove. Carter wasn’t exactly a good driver, and Matt preferred to be the one behind the wheel.
“Kelly Stone,” he said. “She was found in one of the cottages.”
Matt almost spat out his coffee. “Eva Rae Thomas’s sister?”
Carter nodded. “They knew we were searching for her in connection with the murder of Lori Moore, so they called me. They’re taking everyone in for questioning, but she’ll be ours.”
Matt leaned back in the seat as Miami rushed by his windows. Arresting Kelly Stone would definitely be all over the news and put a dent in her career.
“But we don’t have anything that places her at the scene of the murder of Lori Moore,” he concluded. “So, technically, we can’t charge her with anything. We don’t have any evidence placing her anywhere near any crime.”
“True,” Carter said. “But she doesn’t know that. We just need to put enough pressure on her for her to give up her sister. It’s her sister we want.”
Matt felt his heart drop as they reached Coconut Grove and drove toward the blinking blue and red lights. Patrol cars had blocked the entrance. There was already a crowd outside, and a lot of TV crews. Three news choppers circled the area from above.
This was going to become a huge story.
“Lori Moore was a member of the cult too,” Matt said as Carter parked the cruiser.
Carter looked at him.
“Defected a year ago. She wrote some pretty nasty articles about the cult afterward on her blog, and they tried to have her shut down, but without luck.”
They both got out of the car, and walked up the driveway, showed their badges to the officer at the entrance, then continued underneath the crime scene tape.
“It doesn’t add up,” Matt said. “Why would Eva Rae Thomas murder Lori Moore? She barely knew her.”
Carter stopped in his tracks. “And how do you know that? If her sister was a member of this cult, chances are Eva Rae was too. I think she plays an even bigger role in this than what we have thought up until now. And I intend to prove it.”
He nodded toward a Mustang parked in the driveway. The forensic team was all over it, taking samples and removing seats. Matt knew that Stang very well. It was the same that the hotel personnel at the Ritz-Carlton had shown them on the surveillance cameras from their parking lot. It was the one Eva Rae and Sydney had been driving while in Miami. If her sister was still here, then Eva Rae had to be somewhere close.



Chapter 73
Ientered a small food mart and bought myself a hotdog, then ate it while still in there, enjoying the AC. Sydney had given me my purse with my gun back, along with a handful of cash to help me get by after I left the headquarters. We hugged each other and cried a little when realizing we had no idea when we would ever see one another again, but secretly praying that everything ended well for us.
Even though we both knew deep down that things weren’t exactly shaping that way.
As I ate the hotdog, I watched several police cars rush by the windows, and I even heard a chopper. I walked back outside, realizing something big was going on. I had spent the night sleeping on a bench at a bus stop and felt exhausted still. I didn’t dare check into a motel or even a shelter in case anyone turned me in.
I felt my gun strapped to my ankle and felt certain there was no one who could stop me now. Head bowed and my cap on my head, I rushed in the opposite direction of the patrol cars, then got on a bus and rode it to downtown. I got off close to Our Savior’s Catholic School, where the attack had taken place the day before, and I approached it cautiously. I kept my distance since there were still several patrol cars present, and a crime scene unit with forensics was working the scene.
I didn’t really know what I expected to find since I knew my daughter would no longer be here. But I just needed to go to the place where I knew she had been last.
Where are you now, baby girl?
Had she been taken in by the police? Had they arrested her? It was very likely.
I pulled away from the area, then jumped on another bus taking me a couple of stops and got out by the Miami Police Department’s big building on Second Avenue. As the bus left, I stared at the building, my heart beating fast in my chest.
Was my girl in there somewhere? And if so, then how on Earth would I get to her?
I had an idea, but I wasn’t sure I dared to follow through with it.
After minutes of contemplating it, going through it in my mind over and over again, I realized that I couldn’t risk not to do it.
It was time to get radical.
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She had never thought she’d find herself standing in line for a soup kitchen. Olivia tried to blend in while among the homeless men, women, and even families surrounding her. She peered down at her Converse and the shirt and ripped jeans that Emma had given her and thought that if she just kept her head down and her back slumped, then she wasn’t doing too miserably. She actually looked like a homeless person.
Olivia had tried again that morning to call her mother’s number, right when standing outside the soup kitchen where Emma dropped her off. But once again, she received nothing but the voicemail. Olivia had left a message, telling her that she would be at the soup kitchen and to come find her there. She had then hugged Emma and thanked her for taking care of her and for saving her life, then gotten herself in line. She was starving, and Emma didn’t have any food at her house that she could spare. Plus, her grandmother couldn’t know that Olivia had spent the night there.
Now, she was looking around and wondered just how long she would have to be in this place before her mother would find her. A set of heavyset dark eyes lingered on her and made her feel uncomfortable. They belonged to a Hispanic looking man who was standing further down the line. Olivia lowered her eyes again and kept her head down, then walked closer to the woman in front of her in the line, pretending to be with her, or at least to make sure she didn’t look like she was there alone.
A flock of prostitutes stood on the corner and went to talk to the men in cars that drove up to them. One of them decided to get into a dark car, and they took off. Olivia felt her heart sink, thinking that the girl didn’t look like she was much older than Olivia herself.
Please, hear my message, Mom. Please, come and find me.
The Hispanic man approached her, then grabbed her shoulder. Olivia gasped and looked up. He smiled and winked, then leaned forward and whispered, “Need money? I can help you get money. What are you? A runaway? Or did your parents throw you out? You know what? You don’t have to tell me. I see girls like you come here all the time, and I can help. See those girls over there? They work for me. They make a thousand dollars a day. Do you want to make a thousand dollars a day? You won’t have to eat soup anymore. You’ll be able to go to real restaurants and have lobster. Do you want lobster, huh, little girl? Of course, you do.”
Olivia breathed heavily. She felt his clammy hand on her shoulder and wanted to scream. Her heart was pounding in her chest with fear, and she tried to move away from the guy, but he held onto her tight with his big hands.
“Please, leave me alone,” she said, but the words were barely a whisper as they left her lips.
The guy laughed and held onto her even tighter. She had no idea how to escape him when a van drove up on the pavement and made some of the waiting homeless people jump for their lives. The van came to a sudden halt, and the roller door on the side went up. Two men jumped out and ran toward Olivia. One of them swung a gun in the air, and suddenly, people surrounding them scattered without a sound. Even the Hispanic man was gone in a matter of seconds while the men grabbed Olivia by the arms and dragged her into the van, closed the roller door, and took off.
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“Iknew it!”
Carter came to Matt’s desk, smiling widely. He grabbed a chair and sat down. Matt exhaled and tried to seem excited, even though everything inside of him screamed with anxiety. That look on his face could only have to do with Eva Rae, and if Matt was honest, he could barely take any more bad news.
“What’s going on?”
His voice was slightly shrill as he asked the question, and he sipped his coffee while trying to act calm.
“They found traces of the gas in the Mustang,” Carter said, looking triumphant. He threw a file on the desk in front of Matt and opened the forensics report.
“See, here and here,” he said and pointed. “Sarin gas. The same nerve gas used in all three attacks. All traces were found in the trunk.”
Matt wrinkled his forehead. He couldn’t believe any of this. “Nerve gas? In the Mustang that Eva Rae Thomas and her sister drove around?”
Carter snapped his fingers.
“Bingo.”
Matt shook his head. Part of him wanted to laugh because it seemed so ridiculous, but unfortunately, it was no joke.
“But… this… I mean come on…” Matt said.
“What are you talking about?” Carter protested. “This speaks a very clear language. I think we’re getting closer to a really big fish here. She is involved in these attacks somehow. I just haven’t figured out her role in it yet. But she’s involved with NYX and the attack; there’s no doubt about it. She might even be in charge of it all. She’s the only one there who fits the profile. My guess is that Lori Moore didn’t want to be a part of it, that she wanted out, and that was why Eva Rae Thomas killed her. One of the men killed at the port was also NYX. Maybe all that was just about her getting rid of him, maybe because he wanted to talk as well. Who knows? Maybe it has all been about the attacks? Even the raids on the spas up north? Maybe they’re all in it, and she’s been cleaning out her ranks.”
“Do you really seriously think that Eva Rae Thomas, honored FBI-profiler, mother of three children, is capable of murdering all these people, among them several children, and even using children to perform the task? You think she could do that?”
Carter shrugged. “Why not? She went through a bad divorce almost a year ago, and that’s when things went downhill for her. It’s been bad for a while; think about it. She feels guilty about not being able to save her partner’s child; she is divorced; she quits her job and moves back to her hometown, where she finds out her father is a serial killer, and she loses it. She wants to send the world a message of some sort, so she starts planning these attacks and joins this cult who will believe anything, especially that the world is going under soon. Christopher Daniels and her plan it all together. Here, she can get the hands she needs to fulfill her plans, and the funds since the cult appeals to millionaires. But then her daughter disappears. My guess is the daughter ran away from her crazy mom, or maybe she was taken by some people who wanted to stop her, but Eva Rae uses it as an excuse to go rogue and get rid of anyone who might stand in her way. The first attack has already been done, but now some of them are getting cold feet when they realize what they have been a part of. These spas have been providing girls for her to train and use in the attacks, and they have threatened to reveal her, so she decides to rid herself of them under the pretense that she is searching for her daughter. Then she comes down here and hooks back up with NYX and helps with the last two attacks.”
Carter looked at Matt like he expected applause, but Matt had no idea what to say to him. This was so far-fetched that it made him speechless.
“I know; I know,” Carter said. “I don’t have all the details yet, but I will soon. I’m sure I will. And once I crack this baby open, it will make my career. Just you wait and see.”
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It was dark before he came out. I waited and kept my distance, while not letting my eyes look away from the entrance to the police department even for a second. I couldn’t risk missing him.
As I finally spotted him walking out the glass doors, my heart dropped. He was standing under the streetlight, talking to someone, then they said their goodbyes, and he left.
I stared at the man I loved, feeling a deep punch in my heart as he got into a cab. I rushed to the cab parked right behind his and got in.
“Follow the one in front of you,” I said. “But not too closely. Just make sure we get to the same destination.”
The driver looked at me in the rearview mirror, then wrinkled his forehead. “Say, haven’t I seen you somewhere around here before?”
“I don’t know. Maybe,” I said and pulled the cap further down my face. “I take taxis all the time.”
“Are you famous or something? I feel like I’ve seen you on TV,” he continued.
My eyes were fixated on the cab in front of us, and as they took a left, I feared my driver would lose them.
“They went left. Go left here.”
“Easy there, lady. I’ve got this. You’re not the first girlfriend in my cab trying to stalk their cheating boyfriend.”
I wanted to tell him that Matt would never cheat on me, that he was the most honorable, most noble and loyal boyfriend anyone could have. And that I didn’t deserve him. Because it was the truth, Matt was way too good for me.
But I didn’t say anything. Instead, I just stared at the driver in the mirror, then turned to look at the cab in front of us.
“Is it the secretary?” he continued. “It often is. Or maybe an old high school sweetheart who came to town? Those are always tough to beat. There’s something about that first love that just won’t leave you.”
“Sounds like you speak from experience,” I said dryly.
The cab driver chuckled. “Touché.”
“Yeah, well, I’ve been told I’m pretty good at reading people.”
“You some kind of psychologist or somethin’?” he asked.
“You might say so. Go right. They’re going right.”
“I’ve got this.”
He turned, and I stared at the cab with Matt in it as it came to a halt in front of a Marriott. I handed the driver a bill and told him to stop further down the road.
“Good luck with your cheating boyfriend,” he said. “For what it’s worth, I’m sure she ain’t half as pretty as you are.”
I gave him a wry smile, then left the car and walked up toward the hotel, where Matt soon disappeared inside. I stood on the stairs outside for a little while, contemplating my plan, feeling myself get cold feet for a second. Would Matt believe me? Would he help me? Or was he here to take me down? Had he lost his confidence in me because of what I had done? It wasn’t well-received among law-enforcement to take the law in your own hands, especially not a cop. Had he turned his back on me for doing what I did? Did he resent me for it?
There was only one way to find out.
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“Do you have a Shock Top, please?”
Matt sat on a stool with a heavy sigh. The bar in the hotel was pretty much empty except for a woman sitting at the other end of the counter, sipping a cocktail. She looked to be in her mid-thirties, slim, and with long blonde hair reaching down by her shoulders. She smiled gently at him, then saluted him as his beer landed in front of him. Matt responded with half a smile, making sure she knew he wasn’t there to pick up ladies. It was the last thing on his mind right now. He really just needed a beer after a very, very long day. Her eyes told him she understood. She looked like she had a long day as well. He wondered if she was on a business trip. She didn’t look like a tourist in her skirt and white buttoned-up shirt.
Matt looked away and took a sip of his beer. He closed his eyes as the liquid slid into his throat, then put the glass back down. Matt rubbed his forehead in agitation like he’d been doing all day.
How was he supposed to solve this? How was he going to help Eva Rae?
Carter had set his heart on taking her down; heck, he was willing to risk his entire career for it. Yet none of it made any sense to Matt. Was he just being blind? Was he unable to see it for what it was, just because he loved her?
You’ve known her your entire life, Matt. Get a grip.
Matt shook his head and sipped his beer again, thinking about the necklace. He had been through the file from the findings at Lori Moore’s kitchen. The necklace had been found there, and he couldn’t for the life of him figure out how it would end up there. He knew that necklace; heck, he remembered toying with it between his fingers while kissing her.
What he wouldn’t give to be able to kiss her again, to feel those lips pressed against his, to smell her hair, to... to…
“A glass of Chardonnay, please.”
Matt opened his eyes with a small gasp. The woman sitting on the stool next to him smiled gently and instantly melted his heart.
“Put it on his tab,” she said addressed to the bartender while nodding in Matt’s direction.
“Eva Rae?”
“The one and only,” she said as the bartender slid the glass of white wine toward her. She grabbed it and drank.
“Oh, boy. I needed that.”
“What the heck are you doing here?” Matt asked, suddenly overwhelmed with fear that someone would see them together. “The entire police force is looking for you. Your face has been on every screen in this town. If anyone sees you here, they’ll…”
Eva Rae gave him a look that made him shut up. He bit his lip as her eyes pierced into his. He didn’t know what to say. There was so much he wanted to tell her, but no words seemed sufficient. He had dreamt of seeing her again for so long, and there she was, right in front of him, looking even more gorgeous than ever. It seemed impossible. She was out of this world.
“You’re being investigated,” he said quite unromantically. “Not just for the petty stuff you did up north at the spas, like impersonating a health inspector and beating up the spa-owners, or even for the murder of Lori Moore or the three men at the harbor. But also, as someone involved in the three nerve gas attacks around town. This is serious, Eva Rae. This is getting really serious.”
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Ifelt like I was choking. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Did they seriously think I had anything to do with the gas attacks? I stared at the man I loved, unable to speak a single word, unable to fathom what on Earth was going on.
“They found your necklace at Lori Moore’s place,” Matt continued. “They think you killed her because she wanted to reveal your plans since she defected from NYX. They think you’re involved with NYX and Christopher Daniels, that… that you’re the one pulling the strings.”
My eyes grew wide, and I sipped more wine, then finished the glass and ordered a second one.
“And what do you think?” I asked when it arrived, and I could finally speak again. I waited for his response, scrutinizing his eyes, wondering if some part of him believed they were right, that I was capable of such a thing. He waited a little too long for my liking to give me his answer. The hesitation made me concerned.
“I think that it makes no sense, any of it,” he said in almost a whisper. “But I don’t know how to stop it. It’s like lava coming toward you, and I can’t prevent it from hitting you no matter how hard I try.”
“You’re darn right it makes no sense,” I said with a snort.
“What were you doing at the estate?” he asked. “The NYX estate? They said you were there recently.”
“I was hiding,” I said and sipped my wine. “But then they wouldn’t let me leave. They tried to force me to stay and locked me in. Sydney helped me escape. I thought I might find Olivia there, but she wasn’t at the estate.”
“We raided the place today,” he said. “Took in everyone and interrogated them. They found your car, and it had traces of Sarin gas in it.”
I wrinkled my forehead. “Why would there be Sarin gas in my car?”
He sighed and drank from his beer, his eyes avoiding mine. I didn’t know what to make of him. He seemed confused, and it had me worried. I needed him to be on my side. No matter what happened, I needed him to know the truth. I placed a hand on his arm, and he looked up at me. I could tell he hadn’t slept much lately. His eyes were red-rimmed, and he had deep furrows beneath them. This wasn’t the healthy, always tanned and happy Matt that I knew so well. This had broken him.
“I am sorry,” I said. “For dragging you into all this. It wasn’t supposed to happen. I have made some bad choices along the way and gotten carried away emotionally, and I still haven’t found my daughter. For a little while, I thought she might be at the NYX estate, but I couldn’t find her there. Did they interrogate Christopher Daniels when they brought him in?”
Matt nodded heavily. “He’s not talking. None of the cult members have said a word. Daniels doesn’t even deny the accusations; he’s just staring at us with a smug smile on his face. JTTF did the interrogation, but we watched it from the outside. You should have seen him, the way he thought it was all a joke. I want to punch him in that perfect face of his.”
“That makes two of us,” I said. “What about Sydney; was she brought in too?”
Matt nodded. “They want to use her to get to you. My partner Carter tried to work her all day. He is obsessed with getting you. But she has a good lawyer, and he will get her out tomorrow morning, just like the rest of the NYX members. They have some good lawyers and a lot of money. Sydney didn’t say anything either, not even about NYX.”
“Smart girl,” I said. “The last thing she needs is them coming for her like they did to Lori Moore. There are some pretty powerful people in that cult. She could end up never working again, or worse.”
Matt nodded and grew absent for a second, then looked at me again, affection in his eyes.
“I missed you, though,” he said with a deep sigh. “I missed you a lot.”
I swallowed and smiled back. “I was thinking about turning myself in. I need to tell my side of the story.”
He nodded again but seemed hesitant. To my surprise, I realized that he didn’t think it was a good idea. It was the right thing to do, in a perfect world where justice was served, but that wasn’t our world, was it? By the look in his eyes, I sensed he didn’t fully believe it was the right thing for me to do, yet he couldn’t say so since it would go against everything he believed in, everything he stood for.
I sipped my wine again, a tear shaping in my eye, thinking about my poor Olivia. Was I ready to give up searching for her myself? Did I believe that she would be found if I left it to the police to look for her? The same police that believed I was a mass-murderer?
“I saw her, you know?” Matt said.
I almost choked on my white wine. “You saw Olivia? My Olivia?”
He nodded. His eyes weren’t smiling, and he didn’t seem happy to tell me, which scared me half to death.
“At the attack at the school. She was there. It was just for a brief moment, then she was gone, escaped somehow in the chaos.” He grabbed my hand in his, then leaned over and whispered close to my ear. “I think she got away. She’s alive, and she’s out there somewhere.”
I nodded, thinking about how I saw her on the footage from the chopper, but it felt good to have it confirmed. I wasn’t just seeing things when I saw her on the surveillance footage from the train station either. She had been there, both times. But that also meant that my theory was correct. She was being used by unscrupulous people to perform these attacks along with other trafficked girls.
“They’re using them for the attacks, right?” I said, hoping to get his confirmation.
Matt gave me a look. “You don’t have it from me.”
“Of course not.”
“They haven’t found any of the girls at the raid. They must be keeping them somewhere else, but who knows how long it might take to find them? By then, they’ll probably be transported across the border and resold or maybe even killed.”
I swallowed the rest of my wine while sensing the fear spreading like wildfire through my veins, engulfing everything on its way. He was right. If Olivia was still with these people, then they’d get rid of her soon, along with the others. If she wasn’t and had actually escaped, then she was out there somewhere looking for me. No matter what, there was no time to waste. I knew what Matt was telling me to do, and I agreed.
Sometimes, you have to do the wrong things for the right reasons.
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His soft lips touching my skin made me shiver. I closed my eyes and moaned as he grew more insistent with each and every kiss. We had left the bar and gone to his hotel room, realizing this was our only chance, maybe for a long time, to be together. The thought was at once devastating and arousing. I just knew I needed to feel him close right now; I needed to have him.
“I missed the way you taste,” he said between kisses. “I missed the way you smell, the way you look at me, even the way you breathe. I missed every part of you, Eva Rae.”
I pulled him into a deep kiss, then wrapped my legs around him and pressed him closer. Neither of us wanted to think about the future in this instant, not even an hour from now. Still, it lurked in the back of our minds as he entered me. I felt tears roll down my cheeks as he pressed me back against the pillow.
We made love in silence, letting our desires overpower us and knock every thought of reality out of us.
Matt sank to the pillow next to me, moaning. His eyes were strained with sadness. I stroked his cheek, then kissed him again while he caught his breath. I forced a smile, but my tears revealed how I really felt.
I was terrified to the core. Scared that I was never going to see him again, that everything would go wrong after this and then we would never see each other again, and maybe I would never see my daughter again either.
It wasn’t a result I was willing to live with. I had said this before, and I’d say it again. I was never going to give up looking for her. Ever. Not even if I had to continue my search from inside a prison cell. The people who had taken her were going to regret the hell that was being unleashed on them once I found them.
Matt mumbled something as he dozed off, and I realized he had once again told me he loved me.
I sat up in the bed, then looked at the clock. I couldn’t stay the night. As soon as daylight came, it would be dangerous for me to try and leave the hotel.
I leaned over and kissed Matt on the lips, then whispered, “I love you too.”
There, I had said it — the way I had wanted to for a long time. But then I realized Matt wasn’t awake to hear it. He was in a deep, calm sleep, and I didn’t want to wake him up. He needed his rest, and I wanted him to get a good night’s sleep and for once not worry about me. At least not until he woke up and realized I wasn’t there anymore.
As much as I hated to, I had to leave him once again. I felt another tear escape my eye, then wiped it away. I rose to my feet, found my clothes, and got dressed.
I stared at Matt from the edge of the bed, then leaned over, stroked his hair gently, and kissed him again. He mumbled my name, then smiled and turned to the side. I sniffled and chuckled, then smiled to myself, thinking about the hours we had spent together. I could still smell him on my skin, while leaving the room as silently as possible, closing the door carefully not to wake him up.
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Istood for a second by the door, a hand placed gently on it, the other holding my shoes and purse, while I let a tear escape my eye.
If only I could stay the night. If only I could make time stand still and stay in his arms forever.
I wiped the tear away with my sleeve, letting the images of us together in bed play like a movie in my mind, trying to savor the memory before I finally turned away and started to walk, my head slumped. I was so lost in my thoughts that I didn’t even hear him approach me from behind. I walked down the carpeted hallway, then stopped to put my shoes back on.
“Well, well, well.”
I jumped at the sound of his voice. I turned to see a small stubby man with sweaty patches on his light blue polo shirt. I immediately knew who he was. I had seen him with Matt in front of the Catholic church and coming out of my hotel.
It had to be Carter. Matt’s partner.
“Eva Rae Thomas. We finally meet,” he said and approached me. My eyes landed on the gun in his hand. Big drops of sweat lingered on his forehead, and I could hear his heavy breathing.
“I knew you two were involved. I sensed it,” he almost snorted. “It was only a matter of time before you’d show up. And here you are.”
“Please,” I said. “Matt didn’t…”
“Save it,” he stopped me.
I felt my hands shaking as fear rushed through my body. The last thing I ever wanted was for Matt to get in trouble. First Sydney, now him? Was everyone that I loved going to have to pay for my decisions?
“Please…”
But he wouldn’t listen. I could tell by the look in his eyes. He didn’t care what I had to say. Instead, his lips pulled into a smile, and he raised the gun and fired.
Thank God for fast reflexes. As I heard the gun go off, I threw myself down. I dropped my purse on the floor. The shot whizzed over my head and ended up in the wall behind me. I screamed, got up on my feet, and jumped toward the emergency exit door in front of me. I pushed it open with all my weight as the gun was fired once again, this time aimed right at my back. Throwing myself out the door, the gun went off again, and the third shot hit me in the arm. I screamed, dropped my purse, and fell forward down the flight of stairs ahead of me, face first, the stabbing, throbbing pain in my arm making my entire torso shake. The door slammed shut behind me, and I scrambled to my feet while frantically staring at it, expecting it to open any second and him come out, shooting at me, this time to end me.
My purse had landed in the hallway, and I couldn’t reach it. I felt the gun that I had strapped to my ankle and pulled it out so I could defend myself when he did come out after me.
I forced myself to move forward, even though the biting, burning pain in my arm made me want to give up. I somehow got myself down the next flight of stairs without my pursuer coming after me and, realizing this, I found the strength to get myself down one more. Seconds later, I was able to push open the door to the outside and, while leaving a trail of blood behind me, I staggered into the warm Miami night.
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Matt woke up with a start. His eyes shot open, and he blinked to make sure he wasn’t still dreaming. Had he heard right? Was that a shot being fired?
Hearing a scream, Matt jumped to his feet.
Eva Rae!
He bolted for the door, grabbed the handle, and pulled it open just in time to see Carter lift a gun and fire at Eva Rae. Eva Rae let out an ear-piercing scream and fell out the exit door. The door slammed shut, but Matt could hear her body as it fell down the stairs.
NO!
Carter was about to go after her and had his hand on the handle, when Matt leaped toward him, grabbed him around the neck, and pulled him back. Carter yelled in distress while Matt pulled him back and held him down, buying Eva Rae some valuable seconds to escape. Carter pushed the gun toward Matt’s face and slammed it into his forehead. The pain made Matt lose his grip on Carter, and the small man jolted for the door, panting and agitated. He opened it, then ran down the stairs.
Please, be gone, Eva Rae; please, tell me you made it out.
Holding his breath, Matt waited. He listened anxiously and prayed that Carter wouldn’t find her. Matt’s eyes were fixated on the door in front of him, his hands shaking. He rose to his feet, then opened it and peeked out. It was eerily quiet out there, and all he could hear was his own ragged breath.
Where did they go?
Matt stood for a few seconds, feeling his knees go soft when he heard footsteps on the stairs below. He peeked down and spotted Carter coming back up, taking two steps at a time. He approached Matt on the plateau, sweat gushing from his face, his light blue shirt soaked. He spoke through gritted teeth.
“She got away. Because of you,” he said, his voice growing louder and louder as he spoke like he was talking himself up, getting increasingly agitated the more he spoke. “Because of you, she got away. How do you explain that, Detective, huh? How are you planning on explaining what she was doing in your room, huh? Our main suspect in this town’s biggest terrorism case, sleeping in your hotel room in the middle of our investigation. And then we add to it that you helped her escape? You know what that makes you? Do ya?”
Matt swallowed and stared at the angry little man in front of him. He knew it didn’t matter what he said at this point. He knew how it looked. Still, he couldn’t help but feel deep relief inside of him. Eva Rae had escaped. It was all that mattered at this point.
“That’s right. You’re now officially an accomplice,” Carter continued and threw out his arms. “Congratulations.”
Carter lifted the gun and placed it at Matt’s forehead. He scrutinized him, his eyes oozing with anger.
“I knew there was something suspicious about you from the moment you set your feet in my police department. I have a brilliant nose for these things, you know. I’m glad I listened to my instincts and kept a close eye on you. Now, you’re coming with me. I’m taking you in.”
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They had beaten her up for running, and every fiber of her body was throbbing. She was back at the house with the rest of the girls but had been lying in a corner on the floor for most of the time since she got there, crying in pain.
Olivia looked around the room, and she realized that she didn’t know any of the other girls anymore. She didn’t know if the others had been killed or maybe sent away after the attack at the school, and she didn’t allow herself to think about it. She hoped that they were arrested and maybe — please let it be so — sent back to their families.
Where are you, Mom? Why haven’t you come for me yet? I need you, Mom. I need you more than ever.
Olivia smacked her lips and felt thirsty. She vaguely remembered someone helping her drink while she laid there, but she couldn’t recall who it was. Deep down, she didn’t want to know. If anyone had been kind to her, she was eternally grateful, but she didn’t want to get to know any of the girls again. She knew too much to let herself get attached. The fact was, most of these girls would be killed in the next attack, and so would Olivia. It was only a matter of time.
Olivia curled herself into a ball and cried on the cold floor, her tears spilling on the tiles. She missed her family so much; it hurt her physically to think about. The guilt was eating her up. This was all her own fault. She deserved what happened to her. How could she have been so stupid as to meet with someone she barely knew? Why did she trust him? Because he said he could make her a model? How stupid was that? Her mother had warned her about this her entire life. After losing her own sister, she feared that her children would be kidnapped more than anything. Why hadn’t Olivia listened? What made her think this guy was all right? That it wouldn’t happen to her?
Olivia tried to imagine her siblings. Her sweet sister Christine and her annoying, yet so adorable, little brother, Alex. She pictured all three of them in the car, driving to the beach like they used to when she was younger. Back when her dad still lived with them, back when everything was all right, and life was worth living. But it was hard for her to picture them anymore. All the darkness and terror she had been through over the past months had altered the way she saw things. All her memories had turned gloomy.
“It’s time to get up,” a voice said.
Olivia felt a kick on her leg and lifted her head. She glanced at the man hovering above her, grinning from ear to ear.
“You. Get up now.”
Fearing another beating, Olivia tried to push herself up using her arms, but the pain was terrible, and she fell back down. Seeing her struggle, the man laughed. He reached down and grabbed her by the collar, then pulled her to her feet. She gasped and felt like she was choking while the man grinned again.
“There. You’re up. Now get in the line and follow the others. You have work to do.”
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Ryan Scott wasn’t feeling well. He hadn’t been for a while now. Not since the day he had been on the Metrorail during the gas attack. Lately, he was beginning to realize that maybe he needed help. Perhaps he couldn’t deal with this on his own after all.
He stood in his kitchen and stared at the rat that had been living with him for the past few days, gnawing its way through the garbage that was piling up in his condo that he didn’t dare to take out. The rat was munching on an old pepperoni pizza slice, making eerie squeaking sounds.
Ryan swallowed and looked at his phone; his only means of contact with the outside world. There were seven new messages from his mother, but he didn’t want to hear them. She was worried about him; he got that, but there really wasn’t much she could do to help him. She kept telling him to go see a doctor, and he would like to do just that, but the problem was that it meant he’d have to leave the safety of his apartment, and he didn’t dare to do that. He didn’t have to take the train or bus; he could just grab a taxi, she had said. His parents would gladly pay.
Grab a taxi? Did she have any idea how many people were killed in traffic every day?
“You have to leave the condo someday. You can’t stay in there forever,” she had told him.
Why not? He had thought to himself. But that wasn’t what he had said to her. He had indulged her and told her he would go and see a doctor. That was why she had been calling him over and over again. To ask him how it went, if he went. But he didn’t, and he didn’t want to have to tell her that. So, now, he had stopped answering his phone at all. Maybe she would go away, just like everyone else had.
In the beginning, he had watched the news all day long to see if there was any development in the search for the terrorists that nearly killed him. But it had ended up driving him nuts and filling him with even more fear, so he had shut the TV off completely and pulled out the plug. He had stopped going on social media or even the Internet. He didn’t want to know about all the dangers that were out there. He just wanted to sit inside, on his couch, and be safe. He didn’t want to talk to anyone or see anyone.
Ryan rubbed his neck agitatedly. He felt the panic as it rose inside him like a burning fire, just at the thought of taking out the trash. His heart began beating rapidly, and he felt short of breath. The same thing had happened every time he had tried — trash bag clutched in his hand — to open the door and step out. An overwhelming force had hit him as the panic spread into every fiber of his body, and he was unable to get any further than the threshold. His heart was beating so fast, it became unbearable, and all he could do was shut the door again and put the trash down.
Ryan sat on his couch, flies buzzing around his leftover food, then stared at the black TV screen. Outside his windows, he could hear sirens wailing as usual, and it reminded him of how dangerous the world was. Ryan sniffled, then glanced at the bottle of sleeping pills given to him by the doctor who had examined him after the attack. To make sure he managed to sleep. He had never taken any, not yet.
Ryan picked up the orange bottle. He popped the lid open and poured them all out into his hand, thinking this was the only way he would be able to make it outside ever again.
Ryan lifted his hand to swallow all the pills at once when a rapid knock on the door startled him.
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When no one answered, I knocked again. This time even harder.
“Ryan!” I yelled, slamming my fist into his door. “I know you’re in there. You don’t dare to leave the condo. Open up!”
“W-who is it?”
“It’s Eva Rae Thomas,” I said, leaning my forehead against the door. I was so exhausted from dragging my hurt body across town all night; I could barely find the energy to speak. But I had to. It was my only chance. Ryan was the only one in Miami that I knew and trusted not to turn me in.
“Go away,” he said. “I don’t want any visitors.”
“I know you don’t,” I yelled, sweat pouring down my chest, my shoulder throbbing. It felt like I had a fever, but maybe it was just the pain. “But I’m not here for your sake. I’m here for my own. I need your help. Please, just open the door, will you? I’m not trying to trick you here, Ryan. This is an emergency.”
“I’m sorry. Could you come again later?”
I clutched my fingers, feeling my legs go wobbly underneath me. The room started spinning, and I could no longer stay on my feet. Instead, I sank to the floor with a loud thud, grasping in thin air for something to hold onto, to stop the fall, while desperately thinking: This is it! It ends here!
I sank into a sea of stars for what felt like an eternity, and when I came to, the door had been opened, and a set of hands was dragging me across the floor. I was placed on the ground, and the door slammed shut behind me. I blinked my eyes and spotted Ryan, who was locking it safely, then breathing heavily, leaning his back against it. I saw the panic in his eyes and realized that grabbing me and pulling me back in had taken all the strength he could muster.
“Are you okay?” Ryan asked. “I heard you fall.”
“I’ll be all right,” I said and felt my sore arm, then winced in pain. “I’m just a little lightheaded. Say, what is that stench? It’s even worse than when I was here last.”
Ryan ignored me and knelt next to me, looking at my bloody wound. “W-what happened?”
“I was shot,” I said. “It’s a long story.”
He stared at the wound. It was a deep graze. The bullet had entered right above my elbow and gone through the flesh. It didn’t feel like it had hit anything vital or splintered any bone. But then again, I was no doctor.
“You’ll need that bandaged,” he said, suddenly sounding very determined, the fear in his eyes dissipating. “Let me see what I can do. I used to be a lifeguard, and I am a trained paramedic.”
My eyes grew wide. “Really?”
“Yes. It helped me earn money during summer break and put me through college.” He rose to his feet, his eyes scanning the area. “I have a first aid kit here somewhere. Give me just a sec to find it. Wait here.”
“Where would I go?” I asked with a shrug, then wrinkled my nose at the trash bags piling up in the corners.



Chapter 85
Iwinced in pain as Ryan wrapped the bandage around my wound. I had told him everything while he cleaned it. He had asked me to talk about something else, so I wouldn’t think about the pain, and it just spilled right out of me. I guess I needed to get it off my chest, even though I wasn’t sure he would believe me.
“So, you’re telling me this NYX cult is behind the attack that almost killed me?” he said.
My arm felt warm and numb, but I knew this wasn’t the end. More pain would come later. I had been shot before, so I was prepared.
I laid my head back on the couch with a nod. “That’s what they think.”
“And they’ve been using the young girls like your daughter to perform them?” he asked, startled.
I sighed. “I’m afraid so, yes.”
“But they’ve been arrested now? And the girls?”
“A few of them were arrested during the attack at the school, but most escaped as far as I know. The thing is, most of them don’t even speak English, so it’s a mess, as you can imagine. Even finding out who they are and where they’re from is going to take some time. Matt told me there was one woman, though, who had told the police everything. She was a member of the cult. She said they forced her to be in the attack. No one else has dared to speak up against the cult leader. One woman died after doing so. I just pray that they protect this woman properly, so she won’t be killed like Lori Moore was. These cult people don’t joke around.”
I stared at Ryan, who looked at my bandage, then smiled. “There. You’re as good as new. Well, almost. Now you must rest.”
I smiled back. “Thank you. You’re a lifesaver.” I glanced toward his TV. “Do you mind if I watch the news while resting?”
He shook his head but seemed concerned. “No. No, of course not. Let me just plug it in.”
Ryan rose to his feet, then walked to the TV and plugged it in the wall. He then handed me the remote. I turned it on, and Ryan sat down to keep me company. As expected, my face was all over the broadcast, and there were no limits to how dangerous they believed I was, especially after almost killing a detective at the hotel while escaping the night before.
“I didn’t even pull out my gun,” I grumbled like I could argue my way out of this with the TV.
We watched the next few segments that were also about me and my connections with the cult, and apparently a long-term friendship with the leader Christopher Daniels, and how it was believed that I was the one planning the attacks, the big mastermind behind it all. Because my daughter had been kidnapped and because my stepfather was a serial killer, I had gone rogue and lost it, was the explanation.
“She’s extremely irrational and, frankly, we don’t know what she might do next,” said detective Carter in an interview, where he was wearing a sling on his arm.
I sat up straight on the couch and leaned forward in anger. “Look at this? I didn’t even touch him! He shot at me while I tried to talk sense into him. Can you believe this guy?”
Ryan gave me an uncertain look, and I forced myself to calm down. I didn’t know the kid very well, and for all I knew, he might not fully trust me or my story. The last thing I needed right now was for him to be suspicious or even afraid of me.
Next, they showed pictures of Christopher Daniels leaving the Miami-Dade Police Department with his lawyer, and suddenly, my blood was boiling again.
“They’re letting him go? He’s been released, that bastard? After what he did to those girls and to… to my daughter? I can’t believe this; can you believe it?”
Ryan shook his head nervously. “He posted bail, they say.”
“I still can’t believe they’d let him even get bail with what he has done. It makes me so mad! Don’t they know what he did to my daughter?”
I sat up, my fist clenched, and yelled at the TV through gritted teeth. “That means he’s going to be out there instead of being interrogated about where my daughter is. God knows what he might be up to next, what his plans are. Olivia’s life is in serious danger. If he finds her, he will kill her. I can’t believe this.”
I felt the gun in my ankle holster when touching it from the outside of my pants. Christopher Daniels, alias the Iron Fist, was on the loose once again, but so was I. He wouldn’t be able to hurt my daughter anymore, not if I got to him first.
I took in a couple of deep breaths and controlled myself when the anchor showed up on the screen again. Under a severe expression, he presented a breaking news story about the arrest of someone who the police believed had been handing me inside information into the police investigation.
I held my breath as I watched this person be taken out of the police car and transported through the crowd of journalists, head bowed.
Then my heart dropped.
It was Matt.
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“Come on, Detective Miller. You might as well tell us everything.”
Carter looked at him from across the table. Next to him sat Agent Patrick Albertson from the FBI. Matt had never been on this side of the table in an interrogation room and had to admit he was beginning to understand why so many became aggressive when sitting there. They kept asking the same darn questions over and over again until they got what they wanted. But Matt couldn’t give them that since he didn’t have it.
“We just need to know where she’s hiding,” Patrick Albertson said. “We know you’ve been in contact with her.”
He threw a stack of papers in front of Matt. “Phone records show anonymous calls in the middle of the night from different phones, burner phones. We assume they came from her. Here and here.”
He pointed at the underlined numbers, but Matt didn’t even want to look at them.
“I told you; I haven’t seen her or spoken to her until she showed up last night. It was totally unexpected.”
“Yet the two of you went to your room and had sex,” Carter said. “Was that unexpected too?”
Matt swallowed. He thought about the intimacy they had shared and felt a warmth spread throughout his body. It had been intense. The fact that they didn’t know when or if they’d ever see each other again had added to the intensity. He wasn’t sad that it had happened or even that he had been caught. He was just sad that it was over, that he couldn’t be with her longer. He was happy that he had managed to help her escape. Now, he just prayed that she would find Olivia before it was too late. No matter if she was still in the hands of those NYX people or if she had escaped and was walking the streets, she was in great danger.
“Didn’t you?” Carter said.
“Yes, we had sex. We love each other; there. Is that what you want to hear? I love her. I love Eva Rae Thomas, and I know that she hasn’t done any of what you accuse her of. All she wants is to find her daughter. That’s it. Her daughter was in those attacks.”
Carter burst into laughter. “But that’s exactly it. Don’t you see it? She’s even using her own daughter in this. That’s how unscrupulous she is. She’s got you completely fooled; doesn’t she? She comes here batting her eyelashes at you, and you just believe everything she tells you, don’t you?”
“I’d believe her over you any day,” Matt said, knowing that the smirk on his face wasn’t doing him any favors. But in all fairness, he was just stating the truth.
Patrick Albertson gave him a look, then wrote on his notepad. “How much have you told her about our investigation?” he asked.
Matt exhaled. “I just told her that she was now being investigated as part of the terrorist group, that it was believed she killed Lori Moore and that we found the necklace, and that they found the traces of gas in her trunk. She said she wanted to turn herself in. She wanted to tell her side of the story, clear her name.”
“But she didn’t, did she?” Carter said. “She ran in the middle of the night after getting what she wanted from you. She fooled you again. Tricked you into telling her these things because she knew you couldn’t say no to her. She’s been using you, Miller.”
Carter rose to his feet and gathered his papers. Patrick Albertson followed him to the door.
“But we’re gathering lots of evidence against her now, and the fact is that the ground is burning underneath your little girlfriend,” Carter said. “You better start talking soon, or she’ll drag you right down with her, Detective.”
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Iwasn’t feeling better, nor was I able to rest. I couldn’t sit still on that stupid couch when the man I loved was in trouble, and the man who caused it all was still on the loose. Christopher Daniels had caused so much suffering, and several lives were on the line now. Not just my daughter’s, but also the other girls and that woman, Helen Wellington, who was the only former member who had stood up to him and told the truth. Christopher Daniels would come for her in one way or another like he had come for Lori Moore. I was certain of it and obsessed with the thought of stopping him.
But how? How would I find him? He would most certainly want to go into hiding now, and he had plenty of devoted very rich followers to help him do just that.
After turning off the TV in anger, I had borrowed Ryan’s computer and flipped through news stories, reading about the case. It was all they wrote about, and the rest of the day, all I could do was flip through news sites, going through each and every article I could find, anger rising inside of me more and more as I realized the many lies that were being said.
Ryan was being sweet to me and made me chicken noodle soup from a can and made sure I was comfortable. I sensed that he was worried about having me there and maybe even a little scared of me, and so I wondered how long I would be able to stay. How long before he gave into that fear in him and called the police? On the other hand, I got the feeling that he believed my story when I told it and that he genuinely wanted to help.
And there really wasn’t anywhere else I could go right now. Also, Ryan was right. I needed rest to feel better, to regain my strength. I was stuck here. At least for now.
I sipped my water and opened an article from the New York Times dated a few days back. Luckily, Ryan was a member, so I could read the entire thing as it proved to be increasingly interesting. As I finished it, I Googled a name from the article and opened a few pages, then read through it, learning more and more about NYX.
I asked Ryan for a notepad and started to scribble a few things down, then frantically did another search and then another, taking a closer look at the NYX’s members and who they were.
Day became evening, and Ryan served more soup and ate with me, his eyes continually lingering on my every move like he was scared I’d suddenly attack him.
I ignored him completely and stayed immersed in my research about NYX. I was hoping to find out if they had other places besides the estate in Miami where they might keep the girls they bought. A few hours later, Ryan announced that he was going to bed.
“Will you be okay on the couch?” he asked. “I’m sorry about the smell.”
I lifted my glance from the screen, then smiled. “It’s no problem. I’ll be fine. And don’t worry about the smell; I hardly notice anymore,” I lied.
“Okay,” he said and disappeared into his room.
Meanwhile, I had no intention of going to sleep. Instead, I stayed up all night, researching, and when the sun was about to rise, I suddenly felt better, good enough to get back on my feet. A gazillion thoughts still rushed through my mind, and I was frustrated that I still had no clue as to where those girls might be kept. I kept tapping on the computer when suddenly I stopped. I stared at a picture for a very long time, then went into Ryan’s room.
“Wake up,” I said.
He blinked and looked at me groggily. Outside the windows, the sun was beginning to rise, but it was still dark.
“Do you have any means of transportation? No, of course, you don’t, or you wouldn’t have taken the train to work on that morning. Does your neighbor have a car or anything we can borrow? It’s urgent.”
Ryan looked confused, then scratched his bed head. “My neighbor keeps his motorbike parked in my garage because he has his car in his.”
“A bike, you say?” I answered. “You might want to show me where that is.”
“I…I can’t,” he said and sat up in the bed.
“Why not?”
“I…I can’t leave the apartment.”
I walked out of his room, looked around, then spotted a set of keys hanging on a hook in the kitchen. I grabbed them and dangled them in the air. Ryan came up behind me, still looking sleepy, but now wearing pants and a shirt.
“I bet it’s one of these; am I right? I’m guessing this one is for the garage, and this one is for the bike.”
“Y-you can’t do this,” Ryan said and stepped forward. “He’ll kill me.”
I shrugged. “Well, better him than me, right?”
I held the keys tightly, then opened the front door.
“Stop,” Ryan said and came after me.
I was out on the doormat now, and he was still standing inside, but one more step would take him out across the threshold. He stared at it, like crossing it meant apocalypse now.
“I don’t have time for this,” I said and shook my head. “There is someone I need to find. Now. My daughter’s life is in danger. If you want to stop me, then you’ll have to follow me.”
With that, I turned around and rushed down the stairs. Ryan stayed behind and yelled for me to stop one more time, but I didn’t have the time even to slow down.
I had reached the second set of stairs when I heard his tapping steps behind me.
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The garage door squeaked eerily as it opened. Ryan turned on the light nervously. His hands were shaking, and he was breathing raggedly.
“H-here it is.”
The Harley gleamed in the light from above it. I whistled and ran my finger across the fuel tank. She was a beauty. I couldn’t blame the neighbor for being protective of her.
I wheeled the bike around and threw my leg over it, then revved it and let the noise echo in the parking garage underneath the building. I had been a bike rider in my younger days when everything was new and exciting with Chad.
“This will do just fine.”
“You can’t just take it,” Ryan said. “What do I tell my neighbor?”
I shrugged and put on the helmet that was hanging from the handle. I snapped it shut, then gave him a look.
“Tell him we borrowed it.”
“You can’t do that.”
“Yes, I can if you’re with me,” I said. “Come on.”
Fear struck Ryan’s eyes. Drops of sweat appeared on his upper lip. He shook his head.
“But… I… can’t.”
“Suit yourself,” I said. “I’m going now.”
“No!”
I stopped and looked at him.
He grunted nervously. “Okay. I’ll come.”
I smiled and revved the bike a few times. “Then what are you waiting for? Jump on but grab a helmet first.”
Ryan found the other helmet and put it on, then whimpered lightly when he climbed onto the bike behind me before we rode out of the garage and into the dawning day. Ryan held onto me tightly from behind, and I could hear him moan loudly even above the noise coming from the bike below us.
What I didn’t tell him was that I was very pleased to have him come along, since the police were looking for a single woman on foot and not a couple on a bike. The way I saw it, if we stayed clear of the roadblocks, we had an actual chance of making it through town unnoticed.
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Olivia felt her pulse quickening as she approached the line in front of her. She stood close to a family of four and stared at the two children in their light summer clothes. In front of them, the line moved slowly toward the breakfast buffet.
They had given them new clothes and taken the girls there to spend the night, pretending to be several families on vacation. Not because of their generosity or because they wanted them to have a nice bed to sleep in for once. No, it was so they wouldn’t stand out, so they would be able to get into the restaurant in the morning without anyone paying attention to them. After all, they looked just like the rest of the tourists and happy families in the hotel. The only difference was the bags of liquid gas that had been strapped to their stomachs, the same bags they were instructed to poke with forks as soon as they reached the buffet.
Two other girls had taken their seats in the restaurants by the exits and were waiting for their signal before they would do the same.
Olivia felt the bag under her loose white shirt with her finger. Once she poked a hole in it, she was going to die along with the people standing close to her. She knew this was to be her fate. They had told her so. She had been chosen to be one of those that didn’t make it out. They had guards placed both inside and outside the hotel, ready to shoot her if she didn’t do as told or if she tried to make contact with anyone.
There was no way she’d get out of this alive.
The little girl in front of her grabbed a fork and a plate from the pile and Olivia did the same, fighting to keep her hand from shaking so badly she risked dropping the plate on the floor and causing a spectacle. It was important that she didn’t draw any attention to herself, were the instructions when she was sent down in the elevator with the three other girls. Olivia considered dropping the plate on purpose and maybe creating a diversion, but she didn’t dare to. From the other end of the restaurant, a set of eyes followed her every move. A tall guy dressed in swim shorts and a Hawaiian shirt stared at her from behind the sunglasses, his hand clutched on the gun in his pocket. He was standing by the door, so he would be the first to get out once the gas was released.
Olivia exhaled nervously and held out the plate in front of her, while the girl next to her whined because she wanted to have a soda, but the buffet only had juice.
“You can have soda for lunch, okay?” her mother said.
“I don’t wanna have soda for lunch. I want it now,” the girl said and pulled her hand out of her mother’s grip.
Olivia felt her heart race while thinking about her siblings and her own parents. She knew in this instant that she was never going to see any of them again, and it tormented her so deeply she felt tears pile up in her eyes. She wished that she’d at least get to say goodbye.
I miss you, Mom. I miss you so much. You would know what to do!
“Are you okay?” a man standing behind her suddenly asked.
Olivia gasped and bit her lip to stifle her crying. She glanced toward the guy by the door. His eyes were fixated on her, his hand on the gun.
“I’m fine,” she said and looked up at him.
The man smiled comfortably. “Say, are you here alone?”
Olivia glanced briefly at the guard by the door again while contemplating telling the man the truth, just spilling it all, but once again, she didn’t dare.
“No. I’m with my parents. They’re over there,” she said and nodded in the direction of a couple that sat at the other end of the restaurant.
“Ah, I see. You on vacation?”
She nodded as the line moved forward. She was supposed to poke the bag as soon as she reached the front of the line by the fruit. That way, she’d hit the densest area of people in the entire restaurant. The liquid would run out onto the floor, and she’d breathe in the gas, which would kill her slowly and painfully.
“Where from?” he asked as they took another step forward.
“I’m sorry; what?”
“Where are you visiting from?”
“Oh. Wisconsin.”
“Wisconsin, huh? I’m from Texas.”
“I hear it’s nice there too,” she said, her voice shaking.
But you’ll never get to see it again if you don’t run far away from me now. Run, you idiot, and take all the children with you.
“And hot,” he said. “It’s a different kind of hot than here, though.”
“Because of the drier air,” she said and took yet another step forward. There were about three steps left until she reached her target. She held the fork tightly in her sweaty hand. The two children in front of her were laughing, the girl holding her mother’s hand tightly in hers again, having forgotten everything about the soda she wanted a few seconds ago. They were dressed in swimsuits underneath their thin shirts, ready to jump in the pool as soon as breakfast was devoured, while their parents were looking forward to spending an entire day just resting poolside while the kids played and had the time of their lives. They had probably been looking forward to this piece of heaven for months, maybe even years.
Olivia’s eyes met those of the other girl that had come here with her, standing in the back of the line. She too was sweating heavily, and her eyes were struck with deep fear. She was supposed to die today as well, while the two other girls sitting at the tables by the exits would be able to make it out in time. They had already placed their bags on the floor and were ready to poke them as soon as it was time. Then they would leave while Olivia and the other girl in the line would never be able to make it out in time. They were too far from the doors, even if they threw the bags and ran.
The closer Olivia came to the fruit, the closer the man kept an eye on her, and the more strained his face got. The fork almost slipped out of Olivia’s sweaty hand as she took another step forward, and now only stood a few feet away. She took in another deep breath as the line moved again, and she now stood right in front of the fruit.
She turned her head with a light gasp and looked at the man by the door. He nodded to let her know that it was time.
Olivia felt the fork in her hand and turned it a couple of times before she lifted it in the air.
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“Oh, boy. I’m going to die!”
Ryan had his arms wrapped tightly around my waist while I zigzagged between cars through morning traffic. He was yelling and screaming behind me, but I chose to ignore him.
Cars honked at us, and someone flipped us off, but we had no time to waste on an idiot like him. As we came up toward a roadblock ahead, I turned around and went back. I found another way and raced through the smaller neighborhoods as fast as possible. At one point, I even drove off the road and over a hill to avoid a roadblock.
“Where are we going?” he yelled, his voice shivering as we came to a red light and I stopped for a few seconds.
“I told you; I’m going to find my daughter,” I said. “And there is only one person who knows where she is.”
“Do you know where this person is?”
“I have a hunch, yes.”
“I’m risking my life on a hunch?” Ryan asked.
“You and me both, baby,” I said and revved the machine as the light turned green again. “Hold on. This might get a little bumpy.”
Ryan let out another shriek as I raced down a small street and soon reached downtown. I made a left turn and ran a red light when a patrol car caught my tail and put his siren on.
“Shoot.”
Seeing this, I sped up, and he tried to follow, but I was way faster than him and able to zigzag between cars. Soon, he had called for backup, and three police cruisers were following us, racing across town toward Coconut Grove.
I could see the big, tall buildings as they rose in front of us and, soon, I raced the bike up in front of one of them. I threw the bike just as the patrol cars came up behind me, tires screeching. There was a lot of yelling, and Ryan screamed and stood with his hands over his head.
“Don’t shoot. Don’t shoot.”
Guns were pointed at us, and the yelling continued.
“STOP, or we’ll shoot! Hands where we can see them!”
I put my hands above my head while more patrol cars came driving up. Ryan whimpered and fell to his knees, while I stared at the entrance to the building, feeling my heart pound uncontrollably in my chest.
If they take you in now, it’s over. You’re so close, Eva Rae.
I sensed they were coming closer, guns pointed at me.
“I said down on your knees! Hands behind your head,” someone yelled.
I contemplated this for a few seconds and was about to do as I was told; I really was. But then something came over me; I can’t exactly explain what it was. A stubbornness, you might call it. Maybe stupidity. Whatever it was, it empowered me just enough to stop midway, then lower my hands and make a run for it.
I stormed toward the front entrance, while the police officers yelled behind me and a shot was fired. The doors slid open in front of me, and I threw myself into the lobby of the building.
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“More salmon, sweetie?”
Helen shook her head. She had never liked salmon, but of course, her mother didn’t know that.
Her mother’s Botox-face tried to smile but was unsuccessful. It barely moved. She was sitting on the couch with the views over Biscayne Bay from everywhere you looked. It was a gorgeous place, and most people would love to be sitting where she was right now, but not Helen. She loathed this place more than anywhere in this world. She couldn’t believe she had ended up back here again.
“It’s just so good to have you back,” her mother said and sipped her Champagne. It was still only eight in the morning but never too early for her mother to drink alcohol.
Helen’s father shoveled in scrambled eggs and salmon while grumbling loudly.
“Don’t you think, Jack?” her mother said. “That it is wonderful to have Helen back again? I’m just so glad that you finally were able to break free from that awful cult. And now we don’t have to talk more about that. Just that we’re happy that nightmare is finally over. Now, we can begin a new chapter.”
Her mother moved a lock of hair from Helen’s face, and she pulled away, annoyed, then sipped her coffee. Her sister Aubrey was standing by the window, looking out over the bay. She had barely spoken a word to Helen since she came back to them. Helen had disappointed them. She could tell by how they looked at her.
Helen’s father drank from his cup, then put it down hard on the table, causing all the plates to jump. Helen’s mother gasped, and they all looked at him.
“I just don’t get how she could have been so stupid,” he said with that low growl that had always frightened Helen so. He hadn’t looked at her since she got back, and he wasn’t looking at her now either. He still spoke about her like she wasn’t even in the room.
“She gave them millions of our hard-earned money, for Christ’s sake. Of the family’s savings. Money I have worked to be able to give to her. Couldn’t she see that it was a trap? How could anyone be so stupid?”
“Jack!” her mother exclaimed with a light snort. “You promised me. We need to put this behind us. Besides, I have read that this leader was very persuasive and charming. Lots of people fell for his schemes. Respectable people like our family. Helen is the victim here.”
Her father grunted and rose to his feet, then began pacing. “But becoming a terrorist? Killing people? For what? Because she loved him? Because he was so attractive and charming, she couldn’t say no to him? Explain this to me because I don’t understand it. She did this willingly. She gave him money of her own free will; she took nerve gas into a high school intending to kill hundreds of children. They forced young kids, young girls that had been trafficked and held hostage by the cult to do these awful things. But you, Helen. You went to them. You chose to be in this cult. You were there because you wanted to be there. You could have walked out of it long ago before it got this far.”
“She was brainwashed, Jack,” her mother said. “The therapist told us so, remember?”
“The way I see it, you always have a choice,” her sister said without turning around and looking at Helen.
Helen shook her head with a sniffle. “I couldn’t get out of it,” she said. “It was too late. I was in too deep. They would have locked me up if I refused to participate in this. That’s what they do to people. One woman spent an entire year locked up, being abused by the leader. Haven’t you read the stories that they have written, the interviews I have given where I tell everything?”
“Yes, we read those awful articles,” her mother said, shaking her head. “I really wish you hadn’t gone public with it that way. It is… terribly embarrassing.”
Helen shook her head in disbelief. Here she thought she had done the right thing, telling the world about Christopher Daniels and the bastard he was, and still, her family resented her for it. She couldn’t win with those people, could she?
It didn’t matter what she did. It was simply never enough. She was never good enough.
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“Where are we going?”
Somehow without me realizing it, Ryan had managed to follow me inside. He was pale as a ghost, staring at me while the commotion continued inside. The police had barricaded the exit with their cruisers and were running for the door.
My nostrils were flaring, my mind going in circles because of fear, but luckily, I was one of those people who thought best under pressure. I knew exactly where we were going.
“The elevator,” I said and ran for it and pressed the button excessively. It dinged, and we entered just as four officers came through the sliding doors into the lobby. It took them one second to spot us inside the elevator.
“STOP!”
The doors weren’t closing even though I kept slamming the button. Ryan whimpered next to me and, as the officers approached us, I knew the doors wouldn’t close in time. I looked up at Ryan while the angry footsteps approached us, then said: “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to have to do this.”
“W-what do you mean?” he asked, holding his hands above his head. Meanwhile, I reached down to my ankle and pulled out my gun. The police yelled. One of them reached the elevator door and placed a hand in it so it couldn’t close.
“I am sorry,” I whispered, pulled out the gun, and placed it against Ryan’s head.
“GUN!” one of the officers yelled, and I knew just what that word meant to them in a situation like this. Fear and adrenaline would rush through their minds while remembering all the colleagues they had lost and stories they had heard about situations escalating with a mad shooter.
This was serious now. The minute I pulled the gun, I had crossed a line. From now on, I knew they’d shoot me the second they got the chance.
“Step back, or he gets it,” I said, pressing the gun against Ryan’s temple. I was screaming like a madman, trying to sound convincing.
“I’m not joking here. Stand back, or I’ll shoot!”
It worked. The officers took a few steps back, enough for the doors to close, and soon, the elevator was lifting us up. My heart rate was in a frenzy, and I could barely breathe. Ryan stood like he was frozen, his hands shaking, but not making a sound. I removed the gun, then bent forward to breathe better.
“That was close. I’m sorry, Ryan. That I had to do this to you. Are you okay?”
I looked up at him, and he breathed raggedly.
“You knew I wasn’t going to shoot you, right?”
He finally nodded as the elevator reached its stop. “S-sure.”
“Good because I wouldn’t have. Not in a million years. I was only buying us some time. Now that they think I’ve kidnapped you, they’ll have to call for the hostage taskforce. It’ll take a while, and they’ll stay away. Besides, once we are finally caught, they’ll think you were a victim, not my accomplice, and you won’t get in trouble. You’re welcome, by the way.”
We stopped by a door, and I took in a deep breath, then felt the Colt in my hand. This was it. It was time to face the music.
I knocked, and soon the door opened.
“You?” the person said, startled.
I nodded, making sure Christopher Daniels could see the gun in my hand. “Yes, me. You and I need to have a little chat.”
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“How did you find me?” Christopher Daniels grumbled as he closed the door behind us. I made sure the gun was visible still as I sat down in a recliner by the window. Ryan looked nervously around, then stood by the window, staying a few steps away from both of us. Christopher Daniels sat down too, right across from me, folding his hands in his lap, looking at me with a smirk. He looked relaxed in his white loose linen clothes and, as usual, annoyingly handsome.
“Some punk took a picture of you entering this building and posted it on Instagram last night,” I said. “I’m surprised to see that the place isn’t already crawling with journalists, but the day is still young. They’ll be here soon. It wasn’t hard for me to find out that one of your inner circle cult members, Giselle Hovers, whom I had the pleasure of meeting while staying at the NYX estate, owned one of the top floor apartments here, and, of course, that was where you were staying.”
He answered with a smile. “I always believed you were very bright. You could have made it far in NYX if you had cared to stay long enough for us to show you what we can offer.”
“I know what you have to offer,” I said. “And I am not interested.”
He shrugged and leaned back. It bothered me that he didn’t seem the least bit afraid of me or the gun in my hand. I had to control myself. I wanted to hurt this guy so terribly, but so far, he was the only one who could help me find my daughter.
“Suit yourself.”
“I want my daughter back,” I said.
“I’m sure you do,” he answered.
I lifted the gun. “Where is she?”
He stretched out his hands. “I don’t know.”
“What do you mean you don’t know? Don’t mess with me,” I said and rose to my feet. “I will hurt you and take great pleasure in doing so. Starting by shooting you in the right kneecap, then the left one, and moving my way up until you talk. The one in the crotch should make you scream. A lot.”
He chuckled and leaned forward in the chair, hands clasped against one another.
“You can do all you want to me, but it won’t help. I don’t have your daughter. I never had her. Not her. Not any of those other girls that the police are accusing me of kidnapping.”
I stared at him, my hands growing sweaty. “B-but… you used them. For the attacks. You’re the Iron Fist.”
He shook his head gently. “That’s what everyone keeps telling me, but I am not him. I never was. I don’t even know what an Iron Fist is. And I had nothing to do with those attacks.”
“But… but the cult leader in Japan. You were inspired by him. You were just like him; you did what he did because you…”
He shook his head. “Never.”
“You’re bluffing. You do this. You mess with people’s minds. You’re the mad cult leader.”
He sighed.
“That might be, but I would never do any of those things. I’m not a violent person. I believe in higher enlightenment. I believe you and I can reach a higher level of understanding ourselves, not by violence, but by reaching inside ourselves and stripping ourselves from our former nature. I believe in the releasing powers of the sexual act. Of submitting yourself to another human being, one who has obtained greater enlightenment than you.”
I stared at him, unable to speak.
“B-but that can’t be,” I said. “If you’re not behind this, then who is? And where is my daughter? No, it has to be you. You’re just trying to trick me. Unless… Oh, dear Lord.”
Could it be? No, it can’t be… could it?
A huge piece of the puzzle suddenly fell into place, and I stared at Christopher Daniels, then placed the gun to his head. “We’re leaving, and you’re coming with us.”
“That might be a little difficult,” Ryan said and glared out the window. “The place is surrounded by cops and reporters.”
“I might have a solution for that,” I said and gave Christopher Daniels elevator eyes.
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“Get out.”
Matt did as he was told and got out of the patrol car. Carter grabbed him by the arm and pulled him up toward the condominium. Matt’s hands were cuffed in front of him as he was being led to the scene. He didn’t know exactly what was going on, only that it had to do with Eva Rae, and that terrified him.
“Your little lady has kidnapped someone and taken him into this building,” Carter said as they walked up toward the many parked police cruisers and the group of officers waiting for them. Their nervous eyes were lingering on him. None of these officers would hesitate to shoot Eva Rae if they got the chance. That’s how dangerous they believed she was. It was written all over their faces.
“What is this place?” Matt asked and looked up at the tall building. “Why did she choose this place?”
Carter sighed. “Her little friend, Christopher Daniels, is hiding from the press in one of the top condos. My guess is she came to pay him a visit. Maybe make sure he didn’t talk to us and rat her out. Maybe she came to kill him. Who knows? The lady has gone nuts. Who knows what her next move is? But today, it ends. Today, we’re taking her in, and you’re going to help.”
“There really isn’t much I can do,” Matt said, exhausted. He had been so worried about Eva Rae all night while pacing in his cell. He had seen the blood on the stairwell of the hotel and knew she was hurt. Now, she was apparently trapped inside of that building and, by the looks of it, there was no way out. All exits were blocked by heavily armed cops. A Hostage Rescue Team had just arrived, and a SWAT team was on the way.
“The thing is,” Carter said. “Our boss is really keen on getting her alive, so we need to at least try our best to do so. But you need to work with us here, Miller. You are her last resort. Either you talk her out of the building, with none of her hostages getting hurt, or we go in and take her down. It’s up to you how this ends. Either way, we’re getting her today. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
He did. But he just wasn’t very sure that Eva Rae would listen to anything he had to say. When it came to getting her daughter back, she would stop at nothing. When it came down to choosing between Matt and her children, Matt knew he was her last priority. That was just the way she was wired.
“Now, the HRT is trying to establish contact and, as soon as they do, I need you to start talking to her. I’ll give you one shot at getting her out of that building alive. If it doesn’t work, then that’s too bad. SWAT will go in on my orders.”
Matt swallowed hard, then nodded to let Carter know he understood. He prepared himself for what he would say when an officer suddenly yelled.
“Someone is coming out!”
All the officers on the scene turned, guns pointing at the front door just as someone approached it. It was a man. He was wearing loose white clothes and walked with his head bowed.
“It’s Christopher Daniels,” Carter said. “Careful! He might be armed.”
All the officers surrounding the building left their posts and ran to assist. Daniels walked out the sliding doors, then knelt on the ground, placing his hands behind his neck. Carter let go of Matt and ran to Daniels, along with the rest of the police force. They were yelling at the guy to stay down, not to move a muscle. As they slowly dared to come close enough, the man lifted his head and looked up at them. He spoke, his voice shivering.
“Don’t shoot. Please, don’t shoot me.”
“It’s not him,” Carter yelled. “This is not Christopher Daniels.”
Just as he realized this, Carter turned around. He then ran to the back of the building, yelling: “It’s a diversion. It’s a diversion!”
But he got there too late. As he reached the side of the building, the gate leading to the underground garage opened, and a Jaguar roared out, so close to Carter that he had to throw himself to the side not to get hit.
“STOP!” Carter yelled, then lifted his gun. Matt watched, holding his breath.
Step on it, Eva Rae. Floor that thing and get out of here!
Carter fired a shot at the car, but it was already too far away, and he missed. Soon, the black Jaguar was on the street, disappearing between the palm trees.
“That son of a gun!”
Carter cursed loudly, then stomped his foot like a child. He rushed to Matt and placed the gun to his head.
“Where are they going?”
Matt shrugged.
Carter gave Matt an angry look, then turned to address his officers.
“I’m not letting her get away. Not today, people. Track that Jaguar down. Get a chopper in the air if need be. She’s not getting away this time. Not today, people. Do you hear me? Not today!”
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The fork swirled through the air, spiraling down toward the bag underneath Olivia’s shirt. But just as it was supposed to poke the bag like you’d pierce a microwavable bag of beans, Olivia turned her hand, and it missed.
Olivia couldn’t breathe. She stared down at the fork in her hand. The children in front of her were still chatting, holding the hands of their parents, the restaurant still buzzing with happy voices.
I can’t do it. I simply can’t do it.
Olivia lifted her gaze, and she stared at the tall man with the sunglasses leaning against the door. He mouthed something that looked like a threat, his nostrils flaring aggressively. His hand on the gun in his pants moved, and she knew it was her last chance.
“Do it now,” his lips said. “Or your family will die too. Not just you.”
Olivia felt a ripple of fear rush through her body, and she could barely hold the fork between her fingers anymore. Her torso was shaking, her lips quivering, and soon she could no longer hold her tears back. They rolled down her cheeks as she — hands trembling — lifted the fork once again.
Just do it, Olivia. You’ll die, no matter what. Poke a hole in the bag, take in a deep breath, and it’ll be all over. The gas will make you pass out, and you won’t feel death coming. Soon, you won’t feel anything anymore.
Olivia took in a deep breath to steady her hand between sobs. The man behind her noticed her struggle.
“Say, are you okay?” he asked and put a hand on her shoulder.
That made her lose it completely. Olivia bent forward, crying.
“Hey… hey, are you okay?” the man continued nervously.
Olivia was sobbing now and didn’t even see the tall man as he pulled out the gun and sprang forward.
“I… I can’t do it,” Olivia said and dropped the fork on the floor.
It’s all over now.
The tall man approached her, and now she saw the gun. She readied herself for what was about to become her fate and decided to embrace it. It was out of her hands now. At least she wouldn’t take anyone else with her when she went down. At least the kids in the line in front of her were safe.
Olivia stepped out of the line and staggered toward the tall man, who now held the gun up toward her. Seeing this made panic erupt in the restaurant, and it swept rapidly through the crowd. Someone screamed.
“GUN! He’s got a gun!”
The tall man stood in front of her, blocking her way, gun pointed at her. Olivia stopped moving. She stared at the gun pointed at her, then closed her eyes, blocking out the world. Meanwhile, people ran for the exits, screaming. Olivia barely noticed them anymore. She was ready for this.
She was no longer afraid.
When the gun went off, she thought about her family and how she hoped they all knew how much she loved them.
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Iwasn’t breathing. Everything inside of me had stopped. I stood in the middle of the restaurant at the Bayside Hotel, my gun clenched between my hands.
In front of me, a tall man in a Hawaiian shirt and sunglasses had his back turned to me. He was facing my daughter, gun lifted in his hand and pointed at her. On his back, the flamingoes on his shirt were being colored red as the blood gushed from his wound, where I had shot him.
He spurted, then tried to turn and see what had hit him, but he never made it that far. Instead — halfway turned — he dropped the gun from his hand and fell to the floor with a thud.
The restaurant had been emptied, and people had run outside. It was just us left.
Me and my daughter.
She still had her eyes closed, but soon opened them and blinked.
“M-mom?” Her voice grew shrill and loud as she repeated it, realizing I was truly there.
“Mom? Mo-om?”
I could hardly breathe, let alone speak, so instead of replying, I simply ran to her and grabbed her in my arms. I sobbed loudly as I felt her body close to mine. Our bodies shook violently as we held each other, crying. I kissed her face, stroked her hair, looked into her eyes, and still couldn’t believe she was really there, that I had finally found her.
“H-how?” she finally said. “How did you know where I was?”
I sniffled and wiped my cheek with my arm. “I didn’t. I came for someone else. I saw you and then the guy who was running for you, pointing his gun at you. I can’t believe it’s really you. I’m never letting you out of my sight again; you hear me?”
She chuckled, relieved. “Please, don’t.”
I felt something on her stomach and lifted her shirt to have a look. Olivia grew serious as I saw the bag attached to her. It was strapped around her waist. My heart stopped as I saw the green liquid inside of it.
“Careful,” she whispered.
I turned and looked around us. Other bags just like it were placed on the floors. The green liquid was already leaking out.
“We need to get out of here,” I said.
Christopher Daniels was standing behind me and helped me get the bag off of Olivia and leave it on the ground. We walked fast toward the exit of the restaurant, staying clear of the other bags. Luckily, the restaurant was in a big room, and we hadn’t been close to any of the leaking bags. With some luck, we hadn’t been exposed.
As we left the restaurant and closed the doors, I grabbed a couple of bottled waters, and we flushed our eyes with it, just in case. Outside, behind the sliding doors, we could hear sirens. The area was probably blocked off by now while the police tried to talk to the many people that had run outside. It would take a while for them to get the SWAT team ready, especially if they knew that gas had been released. They’d need to get hazmat suits. That bought us a little time.
“So, what do we do now?” Christopher Daniels asked.
I looked around me, then walked to the front desk in the lobby. I tapped on the computer and found the number I was looking for.
“The penthouse, of course. I should have guessed that. Now, how do we gain access to that?”
The doors opened, and a young bellboy came rushing out. He looked confused and probably had no idea what was going on. I smiled and lifted my gun.
“Hello there, young friend. You sure are a sight for sore eyes. How about we take a little ride in the elevator?”
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The bellboy used his keycard to get the elevator to the penthouse floor. As soon as it dinged and opened, we stepped out and let the boy go down again. The elevator opened straight into the penthouse apartment and, seconds later, we were standing in the living room of the owner of the hotel.
Jack Wellington was a big man, despite his seventy years of age. In his raging eyes, you could tell he wasn’t someone who was used to being defied. And that was exactly what I was doing right now — defying him. I was standing in his living room, interrupting what seemed like a family brunch.
The man rose to his feet when he saw us. I had asked Christopher to stay behind me with Olivia.
“What in the…?”
His voice was hoarse and furious. I felt intimidated as he approached me with wrathful steps.
“Who are you people, and what are you doing in my home?” He paused when seeing me properly. “Wait. You’re that woman. The one they’re all searching for.”
All eyes in the room were on me now. Jack Wellington’s fell on Christopher behind me.
“And you… you… what are you doing here?” he spat. “You have some nerve to come here after all you’ve done to my family.”
“I’m calling security,” a small nervous-looking woman, who I could only assume was his wife, said. I remembered having seen pictures of both of them in magazines before, dressed for premieres or gallery openings.
“I wouldn’t do that,” I said and lifted the gun to stop her.
Mrs. Wellington put the phone down.
“What do you want?” Jack Wellington asked, addressed to Christopher. “More of my money? Huh? You haven’t taken enough?”
Christopher shook his head. “I have never asked your daughter for any money. She came to me because she wanted my help; she was unhappy with her life, and I tried to help her, but… it went wrong.”
“You’re darn right it went wrong,” Jack Wellington said.
“I might have done a lot of things wrong, but I never asked for a penny from your daughter.”
“You’re lying,” Jack Wellington said. “I know your type. You’re an embezzler; that’s all you are. A maniac who thinks he can use our money to pay for his terrorist acts. But it’s over, buddy. You’re not getting one cent more from us.”
“Christopher Daniels wasn’t the man behind the attacks,” I said. I turned my head and looked at Helen Wellington, sitting on a couch, her purse clutched between her hands. I turned the gun toward her.
“She was.”
Mrs. Wellington huffed. Mr. Wellington grumbled. “Oh, you people are insane.”
Christopher stepped forward. “Tell them, Helen. Clear your conscience and free your soul.”
“Will you listen to him?” Jack Wellington snorted. “Trying to blame my daughter… for what? A terrorist attack? Will you look at her? She can barely even tie her own shoes.”
Helen stood to her feet, her purse still in her hand, her eyes blazing.
“That’s right, Daddy Dearest. I never could do anything, could I? But guess what? They’re right. I did do something. Something no one would ever think I was capable of, least of all you. I killed all those people. In the Metrorail, in the church, at the school, and now here at your beloved hotel. I. Killed. Them. All.”
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“I’d do it all over again any day if I got the chance, Daddy Dear.”
Helen stared at her father, who, for once in his life, had become speechless. “There. I finally have your attention, don’t I?”
Helen turned to look at me. “How on Earth did you know?”
“It struck me when I read an interview about you in the New York Times,” I said. “After your arrest, you told your story to every media outlet who would listen, didn’t you? You spoke about NYX and said they had forced you to carry the gas into the school. You told the reporter in detail how they chose you among the members and that you had to go in with a bunch of trafficked girls that Christopher had bought online and that were dispensable. You spoke about NYX like you came straight from the house, but I never saw you there. And then there was something else that made me suspect you. I couldn’t figure out why you were so open with the police and the press about the cult and what had been going on when every other member who was arrested stayed silent. But now I know why. You wanted them to go down. You wanted NYX to take the blame for the attacks. I wondered about these things while still thinking that Christopher was behind the attacks. It wasn’t until I spoke to Christopher and asked about this that I fully understood what was going on. He told me what you had been through — about your past. And once he did, it all suddenly made sense.”
“He was on the train, wasn’t he?” Christopher said and stepped forward toward Helen. “Brian? Your ex-husband? He took the Metrorail every day to one of the courthouses where he worked, always getting out at Government Center.”
“You wanted him hurt for what he did to you because he left you,” I said. “He abandoned you when he realized you couldn’t have children. And then he married someone else and had a family, leaving you all alone.”
“You’re right. I won’t deny it,” Helen said. “Daddy always thought I couldn’t do anything, but I did this. Under the username the Iron Fist, I bought the girls in a chatroom on the Dark Web,” she said. “I hired a guy to do it for me, someone who knew the Dark Web very well. It was so easy; you wouldn’t believe it. A few others that had decided to leave NYX and I planned this together. We gathered a group of girls and kept them at my family’s farm outside of town that my dad had put me in charge of, thinking I couldn’t mess things up too badly all the way out there. He blamed me for the divorce, thinking I had ruined my marriage just like everything else. I used the girls at the chicken factory at night, breaking them until they obeyed my every word, making them my soldiers. No one would miss these girls who had already been trafficked across the country, some of them across half of the world, and they most certainly could never be traced back to me once their bodies showed up at the scene of the attacks. They were the perfect little soldiers.”
My heart sank when hearing the brutal coldness to her voice when talking about these young girls, some of them just children. It was beyond cruel.
“It was because of the abuse; wasn’t it?” I asked, my voice cracking slightly when thinking about Olivia in this woman’s hands. “That you couldn’t have children? You were abused when you were just a young child by a priest at the Catholic church your family attended and where you sang in the choir, at St. Mary’s Cathedral, the second place you attacked. You were abused again and again, and no one would listen when you tried to tell them. Not even the nuns at the Catholic school you went to. And once it started showing, once it became evident that you were pregnant at the age of only fourteen, you were the one who was punished. It was reported to your father, and instead of punishing the priest, you were sent away to a place where they could perform an abortion, even though you were so far along that it was illegal.”
“They killed my baby,” she said, spitting. “They poked something up inside of me and murdered my child. Then they pulled out my baby. I saw him when they did it. I could have taken care of him. I wanted to, but my father wouldn’t let me.”
“And because of the procedure, you were unable to become pregnant again,” I said. “They robbed you of that.”
“There was scarring,” the doctors told me later when Brian and I went to the fertility clinic, and they examined me. Brian became furious at me for having never told him about the abortion or the fact that I couldn’t have children, and so he left. Our marriage was based on a lie, he said. I thought I was going to be alone for the rest of my life when Brian left me. I thought I’d never survive it.”
“But then you met Christopher, and you fell in love all over again,” I said, glancing at him standing by the window.
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THEN
Helen stared at the barren wall in front of her. She was sitting on her bed in the bedroom at the NYX house, a room that she shared with another girl. She had been there a year and a half now and had never felt so alive. Especially not back when she had been married to Brian.
“My God, I think I’m in love,” she mumbled with a giggle into the empty room.
Just the very thought of Christopher Daniels and being with him filled her with butterflies of expectation.
The sex between them was intense. It wasn’t often, only like once a month or so, but that was enough. She actually kind of liked having to wait for him to call on her to come to his room. She never knew when it would happen, and that made it all the more exciting. Everything about this man was so exhilarating; it made her blush just to think about it. She had no idea love could be this way. She had no idea life could be this way.
Helen smiled secretively. It amazed her how much better her life was now that she was at the NYX house and didn’t have to deal with her family and their disappointment in her. Her father had given her the farm to take care of after the divorce, but she didn’t have to actually be there to run it. It was just a way of keeping her busy; she knew that much. There were caretakers to handle the day-to-day stuff.
Helen stared at the stick in her hand. No one knew that she was taking the test; she had kept everything a secret. She had been disappointed so many times before in her life. But now, as she stared at the two lines, she could hardly contain herself.
Pregnant? It’s really true? I am pregnant? But… but they said it was impossible? That it could never happen?
Stick still in her hand, Helen rose to her feet, almost bubbling over with excitement.
“Christopher is going to be so thrilled when he hears this. He’s gonna be so happy. And then we can be together forever and ever. Oh, I can’t wait to tell him.”
Helen rushed out of her room, then hurried toward the stairs leading to Christopher’s chambers on the top floor of the house. Normally, she wasn’t allowed to go up there until she was called, but today was a special day. He would want to know right away.
Of course, he would.
Helen grabbed the railing and walked up the wooden stairs, butterflies fluttering in her stomach.
What shall we name the child? I know. Annie if it is a girl and Robert if it is a boy. I’ve always loved those names. Brian never liked those names, especially not Robert because it reminded him of a kid from his school who picked his nose in class and smelled bad. But screw him. I am calling my child — our child — Robert if it is a boy.
“Christopher?”
Helen reached the top of the stairs, then walked to the door. Behind it lay Christopher’s private rooms. Not many were allowed up here. She felt another tickle in her stomach as she lifted her hand to knock. But no one answered. She tried again. Still, no answer. She then grabbed the handle and opened the door carefully.
“Christopher?”
She entered his reading quarters and office. This was where he wrote his books, where he came when he needed quiet.
He wasn’t in there.
Could he be somewhere else in the house?
She was about to walk back out when she heard a noise coming from behind the next door, the one leading to the bedroom.
Ah, he’s in there.
“Christopher?” she said, then walked to the door and pushed it open.
Helen stopped. In there, on the bed, she found Christopher, surrounded by several women. All naked.
“C-Christopher?” she said, perplexed. He lifted his head from between the breasts of a woman, and their eyes met across the room.
“Helen?”
She shook her head in disbelief. “But… I thought… I thought… you made me believe that I was someone special.”
He approached her, reaching out his arms. His naked body suddenly repulsed her where it used to be so exhilarating.
“You are special, Helen. I have told you this over and over again. You are truly special. We all are.”
He stood there, smiling like it was the most natural thing in the world that he was having sex with an entire group of women like it couldn’t possibly hurt her in any way.
Helen took a step backward. As she did, Christopher spotted the stick in her hand, and his expression changed.
“No. No. No.”
She nodded. “Yes, Christopher. We’re having a child. Together.”
He lifted his finger and walked closer. “No, we’re not. I don’t have children. I never wanted children, Helen. You must have it removed. Do you hear me? I can’t have children. I simply won’t.”
Helen stared at the man she had loved so dearly until a few seconds ago. Suddenly, all she could see was her father’s face as he told her she was going to have the baby removed, and she begged him to not do this to her. All she could see and hear were her own screams as she saw the dead baby be pulled out of her body. It overwhelmed her so violently that she started to shake.
Seeing this, Christopher stepped forward again. “Helen, it’ll be okay. We’ll find a solution for this, okay? It doesn’t have to be like what happened last time. We can do it properly. There are ways. You’re still not very far along. The baby is barely a baby yet. We can see a doctor and he’ll…”
But Helen wasn’t listening anymore. Tears streamed across her cheeks, and she stepped backward, shaking her head and crying heavily.
“Helen, let’s talk about this…” he tried, but she was gone.
Helen turned around and ran out of the room, heart pounding in her chest, hearing nothing but the screams of her dead, unborn baby.
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“You were pregnant and wanted to keep the baby, but Christopher didn’t,” I said. “That’s when it all came back, everything you had fought to keep down, tried to forget. It stared you directly in the face once again. The abuse, the people who didn’t protect you when they should have, the forced abortion, and following infertility. Everything that had destroyed your life, you were reliving once again, and so you ran.”
Helen was crying now. She was biting her lip, staring at Christopher, who shook his head.
“It wasn’t my fault, Helen,” he said. “You need to understand this. It was an accident. You fell down those stairs. You lost the baby, yes, you lost our baby, but it was an accident.”
Helen swallowed hard. Her lip was quivering. “You killed our baby, Christopher. You killed him.”
Christopher clasped his mouth, and I could tell he was fighting his tears. It was the first time I had seen genuine emotion in the man.
“I am sorry,” he said. “I never got to tell you how sorry I am. I should have known this would break you. I knew your past. You had told me everything in our therapy sessions. I should have seen this coming. But you wouldn’t talk to me. You left our group in anger, and I thought you needed your space — that it was for the best. I should have known it was you when the attacks occurred, especially when you hit the church and your old school. But I just never thought… it’s no excuse, I know. I should have seen it. You did all these things to get back at those that had hurt you over the years. Your ex, the church and the priest, the school, and now… your family.”
“By buying Sarin gas, which is also easily found on the Dark Web, on sites by chemists who earn a lot of money producing it and selling it, you made it look like the attacks in Japan back in 1995,” I said. “Their leaders had just been executed recently, and their ways could be compared to those of NYX. It would easily be perceived that their leader, Christopher, was obsessed with the Japanese leader and wanted to be like him. To make sure the public understood, you told that about Christopher over and over again in the many interviews you did afterward. You described in detail how he talked about the Japanese leader Shoko Asahara constantly and how he even dressed like him and spoke of creating a utopian society. You ganged up with other former members of NYX, who were also angry or disappointed with Christopher, and wanted to hurt him. As it turned out, he had made a lot of enemies over the years. One of those you contacted was Lori Moore, who was very angry with NYX, but she didn’t want to be a part of your plan, and she threatened to reveal it all, didn’t she? So, you got rid of her and continued your plans with the others. Because they bore the brand when helping you perform the attacks, you made sure all suspicion turned in NYX’s direction. Witnesses would see the burn marks, the brands, like Ryan Scott did in the Metrorail. You made it look like NYX was behind it, so you’d take Christopher down in the process. And then you planned an attack on your father’s hotel, in the same place he lived, so that when you killed your family, it would look like it was just a part of the terrorist attack on the hotel. No one would ever suspect you, the daughter who had been a victim of NYX. They would think it was a way to get back at you because you had spoken up against NYX. With Christopher released from prison on bail, this morning was the perfect moment to strike. While the guests were eating their breakfast in peace and quiet, not suspecting to be exposed to a deathly gas.”
Helen’s parents turned their heads to look at her, mouths gaping. Her sister, Aubrey, came closer too.
“Is this true?” her father asked. “Tell me, Helen. Is this true?”
I walked up to Helen and grabbed her purse from her hand. She held onto it, but I pulled it out of her grip. I opened it and then showed its contents to her family. Inside was a clear bag with green liquid in it.
“Sarin gas,” I said. “My guess is she was planning on appearing upset, then leaving this brunch prematurely and accidentally forgetting her purse, with the bag that had been punctured still inside of it. She’d then take the elevator down and use a back exit to get out of here. The police would arrive when it was too late and assume you had all died as a part of a terrorist attack, planned by NYX. Very clever.”
Mrs. Wellington cupped her mouth. Her eyes lingered on her daughter. “I can’t believe this. Helen? Please, tell me this isn’t true?”



Chapter 101
Jack Wellington sat down in a chair, then hid his face between his hands. His wife stared at their daughter. She stood like she was frozen, like she was still waiting for her to say that it wasn’t true.
“Don’t you even have anything to say?” her mother asked, her voice cracking.
Helen Wellington’s eyes lingered on me and the gun in my hand.
“It’s over, Helen,” I said.
I stared at the woman in front of me and didn’t even notice her sister went for her purse. Not until it was too late, and she too had pulled out a gun. As I turned to look, it was pointed at my daughter, at Olivia’s head. Aubrey’s hand was shaking.
“I am sorry,” she said. “For having to do this. But I can’t let you destroy my family. Now, please lower your gun, or I will shoot.”
“She’s bluffing, Mom,” Olivia said. “Don’t do it.”
I stared at my daughter, unable to believe her. There was no way I’d risk her life like that. Are you kidding me? I had just gotten her back.
I raised my hand with the gun in the air, then placed it on the ground and kicked it to Aubrey, who picked it up.
“Now what?” I asked. “You’re gonna let your sister get away with this?”
“Actually,” Helen said as she approached her sister and grabbed one of the guns. “My sister has been helping me all the way.”
“Aubrey!” Mrs. Wellington exclaimed. “Why? I have never… I didn’t raise you to…”
Aubrey took two steps forward. She lifted the arm that held the gun and shot her mother point-blank in the face.
Olivia screamed and turned her face away. I watched Mrs. Wellington jolt before she crumpled to the floor, her red blood gushing onto the white carpet below.
My heart pounded in my chest as Helen walked to her father and placed the gun on his forehead and pressed it against the skin until he was forced to look up at her.
“How does that feel, Daddy, huh? How does it feel that your fate is in someone else’s hands? Huh? How does it feel to have someone completely ruin your entire life, everything you’ve dreamt about and worked for? Huh? How does it feel to be betrayed by your own flesh and blood? By the very ones that are supposed to care for you?”
He just stared at her, his steel-grey eyes overflowing with menace.
“Answer me!” Helen snorted. “How does it feel to be betrayed by your own daughter?”
Jack Wellington’s eyes grew stale. He spoke with calmness.
“You weren’t even worthy of my name. Not since the day you let that priest defile you. Since then, you were nothing but a dirty whore to me. A useless dirty who…”
With a loud scream, Helen fired the gun. Jack Wellington fell backward in the chair, while Helen fired another shot at his chest, then another, still while screaming.
“I HATE YOU. I HATE YOU. I HATE YOU!”
Aubrey came up behind her sister and pulled her into a hug.
“He isn’t worth it, sis. He isn’t worth it.”
Helen sobbed and held her sister tight while my eyes met Christopher’s. Knowing these sisters’ level of anger and capability, especially toward men, I believed he would be next. Christopher knew it too. He turned around, then bolted for the elevator while the sisters were still hugging.



Chapter 102
He almost made it. Almost. Christopher was by the door, and it was open when the sisters let go of one another, then cocked both of their guns and pointed them at him.
“Stop,” Aubrey said.
Christopher paused for a second, but then realizing that they were at the other end of the living room, out of range, he continued into the elevator. He turned around and pushed the buttons, hard, frantically, while the sisters rushed toward him, soon getting close enough to shoot. I didn’t know how well they shot, but I had a feeling it was something they had trained at since childhood, by the way they held the guns with confidence. It was customary for especially rich families in Florida to train their children in shooting guns. I myself had been trained by the man who I had believed was my father back then. At least once a month, he would take me to a shooting range, and we would spend the day there together.
Close the doors. Close the darn doors.
The doors began to move, and my heart raced while watching it. Olivia held onto me tightly while the sisters came closer and now both fired at Christopher. Three shots were fired before the elevator doors closed.
I held my breath.
Did he make it?
Seconds went by, while Aubrey pushed the button to get the elevator to come back up. I scanned the apartment, searching for an emergency exit when the elevator dinged again, and the doors opened.
I probably shouldn’t have, but I couldn’t help myself. I stretched my neck to see, and then I saw it. I saw him. I saw Christopher lying inside the elevator, on the floor, in a pool of his own blood.
Oh, dear God.
Seeing this, Olivia turned her face away and hid in my arms. I held her tightly, trying to calm myself down.
In that second, the sisters turned to look at the two of us.
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They tied us up. Backs leaned against one another, Olivia and I were tied up with duct tape and placed on the floor. Then, Helen grabbed her purse and pulled out the plastic bag with the Sarin gas in it. My heart dropped as she placed it next to us.
“I am so sad not to be here to watch you die slowly because it would give me such deep joy,” she said with a tilted head. “But we need to go down and talk to the police. We’ll tell them how you came up here with the gas and then shot and killed my entire family. Then we’ll tell them how Christopher backstabbed you and tried to kill you as well, then tied you up and released the gas, trying to kill us all. But, of course, my sister and I managed to escape and shot Christopher, then ran for the emergency exit, just in time for us not to be exposed to the gas. Unfortunately, we were the only ones to survive. Now, it might take us a while to tell the story properly since we are in such a deep state of shock, so you’ll have to excuse us if it takes a little while before anyone comes up here. But you won’t mind because, after about a few minutes of breathing this gas, you’ll be so sick you’ll hardly be able to speak anyway. Some people experience symptoms within as little as thirty seconds of having been exposed to it. Others take a few minutes. You’ll probably die from respiratory paralysis pretty fast I’d assume when being this close to the contamination device. You know how they train for these types of events, how they prepare to approach a gas attack? They actually tell the first responders to resist the urge to rush to help. You wanna know why? Because if the patient is so incapacitated by the nerve agent, to the point where they are incapable of self-evacuation, it is highly likely they’ll die despite any intervention the first responders might be able to provide. Isn’t it nice? They’ll simply leave you to die. Because there is nothing they can really do to prevent it. No one will come for you, Eva Rae Thomas. No one.”
“You’re sick,” I said. “Do you know that? I’ll come after you. I’ll hunt you down and kill you. You hear me?”
I yelled at the top of my lungs, but it was too late. Helen stared at me, then took in a deep breath and held it, while lifting a small knife in the air and poking it through the plastic bag. I whimpered as I watched the hole grow, and the liquid inside of it start to move. For days, I had read about this type of gas and just what it did to the body. I knew this was definitely going to kill us both if I didn’t act fast.
“Bastards!” I screamed as the two women rushed to the emergency exit at the other end of the room and left.
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“What are we going to do, Mom? What do we do?”
The panic in my daughter’s voice didn’t help make me calmer. I was struggling with the duct tape while trying to not breathe in too deeply. Meanwhile, the liquid had reached the carpet now, and it was beginning to sting my eyes. So far, only a small amount of the gas had made it out of the hole. I didn’t know how much of the liquid it took to kill us, and I wasn’t planning on sticking around to find out.
I moved my hands back and forth, getting the tape loose, and soon pulled my hands out. I removed the tape from my feet then rushed to Olivia and started pulling at hers.
“How did you do that?” she asked. “How did you get your hands out?”
“When they tied me up, I made sure there was a good gap between my wrists, so they didn’t fully touch,” I said. “They didn’t notice, luckily, since they were so busy talking. Once they left, it was easy to pull off since it was so loose. Here. Now, you’re free too.”
We sprang to our feet, and I pulled my daughter away from the gas. It was stinging my eyes severely now, and I felt like my throat was closing up. It had to be the worst feeling in the world, not to be able to breathe properly. Panic erupted in me as we rushed across the room.
“Mom,” Olivia said. “I don’t feel so good.”
“I know, sweetie. We just need to get to the emergency exit. Hurry.”
We tried to run, but it was hard when we couldn’t breathe properly. I gasped for air and felt like my lungs were collapsing.
We reached the door to the emergency exit, then tried to open it, but it wouldn’t budge.
“Mom? What’s happening?” Olivia said. “Why won’t it open?”
“They must have… blocked it somehow,” I said and tried again, pushing it hard.
It didn’t move.
“What do we do?” Olivia said.
“We’ll try the elevator,” I said and pulled her by the hand. We reached the elevator, where Christopher’s dead body lay on the floor. I stepped in some of his blood and felt like I had to throw up. Olivia came inside with me, whimpering as she tried not to look at him. I pressed the button, but nothing happened.
“Mom?” Olivia said. “Why doesn’t it do anything?”
I pressed again, then again and again. Nothing.
I stared into the apartment and realized there was no light on in any of the lamps. I couldn’t hear the AC running either. I walked out and flipped a switch, but nothing happened.
“What’s going on, Mom? Mom?” my daughter shrieked.
“They turned the power off. So, we couldn’t get down in case we escaped somehow. They’re smarter than I thought.”
“But… but if the emergency exit is blocked and the elevator doesn’t work, then what do we do?” Olivia said. “How do we get out of here before the gas kills us?”
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“We’ve been told she’s holding the entire Wellington family captive in the penthouse apartment,” Carter said.
He looked at Matt, who was standing next to him. Matt held his cuffed hands in front of him. He folded his hands and mumbled a prayer under his breath. He was worried about Eva Rae more than anything.
“You still believe in her innocence? She’s up there with him, with Christopher Daniels. The bellboy over there told us he helped them get up there, that Eva Rae Thomas put a gun to his head and forced him to take them up there. And you still want to defend her? I’m beginning to think that either you’re very stupid or maybe very blinded by your love for her, or maybe you really are in it with her. But there is no way she’s coming out of that building without us getting her. I have guards at every exit, and the entire area is surrounded. This time, we’ll get her. I just know we will. Her reign of terror is over.”
Matt swallowed hard and looked up toward the penthouse. He felt a pinch in his heart. How was this ever going to end well for her? Carter had told him that they believed Olivia was there too. The bellboy had said that a young girl was in the elevator with them, and when they showed him a picture of Olivia, he had said it looked like her, only she had shorter hair.
Matt breathed to calm himself down. At least Eva Rae had finally found her daughter. That provided Matt with some level of comfort. But would they make it out alive?
“Someone’s coming out,” a voice yelled.
Please, let it be Eva Rae; please, let it be Eva Rae.
Carter approached the entrance, escorting Matt with him. There was movement behind the sliding doors, and soon they opened. Two women came out, but it wasn’t Eva Rae or Olivia.
Dang it.
“It’s the Wellington sisters!” A reporter yelled, and they all threw themselves forward but were stopped by the police barrier they had put up. Officers rushed to the women. Both looked to be in great distress. Tears were rolling from their eyes.
“We need paramedics over here!” an officer yelled. “Fast!”
“It’s was horrible,” one of the sisters said. “She tried to kill us.”
“Eva Rae Thomas did?” Carter asked when approaching them.
One of the sisters, who Matt recognized as Helen Wellington, lifted her head and nodded. “Her and Christopher Daniels. Christopher killed our parents, and then he killed her too.”
“Eva Rae Thomas?” Matt asked, his pulse quickening.
Helen nodded. She struggled to get the words past her lips.
“Yes. And her daughter. Using nerve gas.”
Matt didn’t hear anything after that. He gasped for air and stepped backward, hearing only his own heartbeat.
Eva Rae is dead? She’s dead?
He could barely breathe and felt dizzy. Carter was busy taking the sisters’ statements, so he didn’t notice him as he stepped out of the crowd to gather himself. He bent forward, squatting down, his cuffed hands held up in front of him and started to cry.
Carter came up behind him and placed a hand on his shoulder.
“It’s time to go, buddy. I’m taking you back to the station. You’re of no use to me anymore since Eva Rae is dead.”
Matt nodded, still sobbing heavily, then rose to his feet. As he did, he threw a glance toward the top floor of the building in front of him. Up there, on the seventy-fifth floor, he could see something moving.
Was it someone waving?
No, it couldn’t be.
Matt squinted his eyes. He always had hawk-like vision, but this was far away. Still, he couldn’t help thinking that someone had opened the window and was waving.
Could he hear them screaming too?
“Wait a second,” he said. He stepped forward, while Carter grabbed his shoulder.
“We need to go.”
Matt stood still for a few seconds more, staring into the air, then turned to face Carter.
“I’m sorry,” he said, “But I can’t go right now.”
Matt then lifted his knee and slammed it into Carter’s crotch, causing him to bend over in deep pain.
Then, Matt turned around and made a run for it. It took a few seconds before Carter was able to speak and yell to his colleagues, and by the time he did, Matt was already approaching the sliding doors. They took off after him, but he was faster than them, and soon he stormed inside.
He knew they wouldn’t follow him in, not when they knew there was gas inside of the building and, just as he thought, they stopped their pursuit at the doors.
Matt ran to the elevator, but nothing happened when he pressed the button. He found the exit sign, then ran down a hallway and soon reached the stairs.
Then, he started climbing.
The first steps went smooth and easy, and he took them two, sometimes three at a time, eager to get up to the penthouse before it was too late. He was certain it was Eva Rae he had seen in the window, waving at him. He might be mad, and it might end up killing him, going up there to the nerve gas without proper protection, but he had to do it. He simply had to.
As he reached the fortieth floor, he began slowing down, feeling his heart pumping in his chest, and as he reached the fiftieth floor, he had to stop and catch his breath before continuing.
It took forever to climb this many stairs, especially with no AC, and by the time he finally reached the seventy-fifth floor, he was completely drenched in sweat and out of breath. But it didn’t matter. All that mattered was getting to her. Matt refused to believe she was dead. It simply couldn’t be true.
He had to at least see it with his own eyes. Even if it meant he died while trying.
Matt reached the plateau and saw the door. He took in a couple of breaths, then approached it.
When he stood close to it, his blood froze to ice. The door had been blocked by several big, heavy boxes. The rest of them rested on a pallet against the wall next to it. It was obvious someone had just grabbed them to block it purposely.
Creating a deathtrap.
The thought made Matt’s heart race even faster. This meant the two women had blocked the exit so no one else could follow them. No one else could make it out.
Matt raised his fists and hammered on the door with his cuffed hands.
“Eva Rae? Eva Rae? Are you in there?”
When no answer came, Matt started pulling the boxes to the side, frantically carrying them one at a time. It wasn’t easy with his hands cuffed, and them being very heavy, but soon he had pushed them away. He grabbed for the handle, only to realize that there was none.
“Oh, dear God,” he cried out in desperation. “The door only opens one way!”
Matt used both his fists to hammer on the door once more.
“Eva Rae! You need to open it from the inside. Come on, Eva Rae; come on!”
Matt slammed his fists against the door until his knuckles started to bleed. He cried and leaned against the door.
“Come on, Eva Rae. Push the door open.”
He had almost given up hope when a small voice came from somewhere behind the door.
“M-Matt? Is that you?”
“Olivia?” he said, his voice shrill. “Olivia? Where’s your mom?”
“She’s passed out. She couldn’t breathe and fell to the floor by the window. I’m not sure… I don’t… my lungs are burning, Matt. It hurts. My eyes too.”
“Olivia, I need you to push the door open. I’ve removed the boxes that blocked it, but you need to push it open from the inside. Can you do that for me?”
A heartbeat went by, and nothing happened. There was a fumbling behind the door, and then it clicked and slowly opened, but only a little. Matt put his fingers in the crack and pulled it all the way open. Olivia fell out in the hallway, her body shaking like she was having a seizure. Eva Rae lay utterly still on the floor by the window.
“My God,” Matt exclaimed, then looked from one to the other. He stared at the stairs behind him, leading down. There were seventy-five floors. How was he supposed to carry two bodies down all those stairs? How was he supposed to make it in time? With both hands cuffed?
Matt turned to look at Eva Rae.
There was only one solution. He’d have to choose between them. He could only carry one at a time. The question was, should he take the woman he loved or her daughter?
Chances were only one of them would survive.
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Matt made it halfway before he tripped and dropped Olivia’s lifeless body. He hit face-first into the ground and screamed with anger and frustration. Olivia’s body slid across the floor.
He had chosen the daughter. Not that it was an easy choice, but he knew that Eva Rae would kill him if he took her over Olivia. She would want it this way, and he’d have to respect that.
Matt got up, grabbed Olivia by the arms, and tried to sling her back onto his shoulder. He made a grimace when his back hurt, then was about to take another step, when suddenly the lights in the hallway were turned back on. Matt gasped and looked up at the lamp above him.
The power is back on! That means the elevator is running again.
Matt found the door leading to the floor he was on, then carried Olivia inside and down the hallway. He found the elevator, then pushed the button, and soon it arrived. He gasped when seeing the dead body inside of it, but carried Olivia inside, then pushed the button to go down before running out of it and letting it leave without him. He knew that if he came downstairs with her, he’d get taken away and they would never look for Eva Rae. He had to get back up and take her down as well.
Before it was too late.
So, he did. He ran back up the many stairs, praying that the first responders would find Olivia and get her the help she needed. Turning the electricity on again meant they were inside the building. Matt guessed there were still many people trapped in their hotel rooms all over the building that they came to get out.
He had left Eva Rae on the plateau, so she wouldn’t be exposed to any more of the gas, and she was still there as he came back. She was lying on her side, motionless, but she had a pulse when he felt for it.
He grabbed her by the waist and swung her above his shoulders, then — energized by fear of losing her, he started the climb back down again.
He made it two-thirds of the way down when he couldn’t walk anymore. He fought to take another step, then another, before he felt like he couldn’t walk anymore. His legs were getting wobbly beneath him, and he was getting dizzy.
You’ve got to make it, Matt. Just a few more steps.
At first, he thought he was just imagining things when he heard voices coming from below him, but he peeked down to see the first responders arriving wearing their hazmat suits, breathing heavily inside of them.
“Sir? Are you all right, sir? Have you been exposed to the gas?” the one who came up to him first asked.
Matt shook his head, breathing hard and tearing up. He was almost out of strength and hope. They had come at the right time. One more minute and he would have caved in.
“No, but she has. Please, help. This woman needs medical care right away.”
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“When it all comes down to it, you’re in deep trouble.”
I coughed behind the oxygen mask and fought to breathe. It was happening over and over again. My respiratory system had been damaged, and they didn’t know how badly yet. But I was alive, and so was my daughter. I had been in the hospital for days, and they had given me a reversal agent to save my life. Now, Carter had come to visit and stood by my bed, telling me how much trouble I was in.
My arms were cuffed to the bed, so I had no way of actually doing it, but I wanted to punch the man in the face.
“But…” I said between heavy breaths. “But I told you that Helen and Aubrey Wellington…” I lost my breath and wheezed, then took in a couple of deep breaths through my oxygen mask.
“I know, I know. You stick to that story, but no one believes it. Detective Miller keeps saying the same thing, but frankly, it’s a little too far out to be true, don’t you think?”
I coughed again, then shook my head. “Not more far out than me being the great mastermind.”
Carter shrugged. “Well, that’s just too bad, isn’t it? Because that’s what I think. And I have the evidence to prove it.”
I wheezed again before being able to speak. “You planted that evidence. Don’t you think I know you did?”
Carter came closer, then leaned over me and spoke with a low voice. “Between you and me, yes, I did. I took the necklace from your hotel room when we searched it and placed it in Lori Moore’s kitchen. I also used a cloth with the nerve gas that I took from the evidence room, sealed in a bag, and placed it in the trunk of your car. Just to help the case go a little smoother. But you’ll never be able to prove it. It’ll be your word against mine, and who do you think they’ll believe? I’m guessing not the woman who is known as a fraud and who we have on surveillance video assaulting spa owners.”
“Maybe you should try and guess again,” a voice said coming from behind Carter.
A large woman stepped inside my room, gliding comfortably in her high heels and tight skirt.
“Oh, Detective Carter,” I said. “Meet my former boss, FBI-director, Isabella Horne. She was in here earlier, and I had the chance to tell her the entire story. I told her I was certain I could get you to admit your guilt on tape, but she wasn’t sure I could. You owe me five bucks, Isabella.”
“I sure do,” she said, then reached over and removed my phone from the table next to me.
“It’s so simple these days,” I said. “Can you believe how easy it is? Back in the day, we’d have to wear a wire and everything. It was a lot of trouble. But today, it’s different. You can simply use your phone to record sensitive material without anyone knowing it.”
“But… but…”
Matt came in behind Isabella, flanked by Chief Annie and a local officer from Miami. The officer removed my cuffs and placed them on Carter instead.
“See, the thing is,” Chief Annie said, “it was actually the FBI who sent out Eva Rae on a mission, in cooperation with our department, to find the Iron Fist. He had long been under suspicion for the trafficking of girls in south Florida, and we saw no one better to do the job of finding him than Eva Rae.”
“So, she was actually working for us all this time,” Isabella said. “Undercover and top-secret, naturally, so we couldn’t tell anyone — not even when you started to chase her. All we could do was to send Matt in to keep an eye on your investigation and make sure she wasn’t harmed. But then we caught ourselves a corrupt cop along the way too, which isn’t half bad. Helen Wellington and her sister have been taken into our custody now, and will not see daylight for a very, very long time. Lots of trials will follow in the coming years when the sisters and their helpers will have to answer for their actions. Finding the girls at the farm helped us a lot in putting the pieces together, and they will serve as excellent witnesses after they have been reunited with their families. We have even set up a group of investigators to look into NYX to see if there are others who will need to be prosecuted for what happened there before the leader was killed. So, all in all, a very successful mission. Meanwhile, you should probably prepare yourself to spend some time in the darkness as well. Nothing worse than a criminal cop, in my opinion, taking the law into his own hands.”
Isabella nodded at the officer, who grabbed Carter and took him away. Chief Annie and Director Isabella Horne left as well, and Matt and I were alone. I asked Matt to come closer to me and wrapped my arms around him, then held him very tight.
“How are you feeling today?” he asked.
I smiled, relieved. “Better. Slowly getting there day by day. Now that we got Carter in custody, I have to say I feel a little like dancing. But not yet, though. My lungs aren’t ready for that kind of activity. At least not yet.”
“But are you maybe ready for a visit?” Matt asked.
Olivia stepped inside, and I couldn’t help smiling through my tears. “Oh, my baby girl. Come here.”
She walked up to me and threw her arms around my neck. I kissed her frantically and eventually she told me to stop.
“Never,” I said. “I am never letting you out of my sight again; do you hear me?”
She leaned over and kissed my forehead. The doctors had told me she had been very lucky and that her lungs seemed fine. Her eyes were still bothered by the gas they had been exposed to, but it would get better in time.
As I looked at my beautiful daughter, I suddenly heard a set of voices coming up behind her. The sound made my heart run amok.
“Christine? Alex?”
“Mo-o-om! Alex won’t stop talking about bunnies. It’s all he ever talks about, and it is driving me nuts!” Christine exclaimed. “He’s been reading everything on the Internet about them.”
“Dad promised me we could get bunnies,” Alex said with that glint in his eyes.
My mom and Chad came in with them. Chad held Alex by the shoulders. He shrugged while I hugged my mom.
“You look awful, dear,” she said and corrected my hair like that would help. I chose to ignore her.
“You did what?” I asked Chad, suddenly thrown back to reality. “You promised them bunnies? And just who is supposed to take care of them?”
“I will,” Alex said. “I love bunnies; they’re so CUTE!”
“What can I say?” Chad said. “I felt bad for the kids. We didn’t know when you’d be home, and I gave in. I was weak; forgive me.”
I took in a deep breath of oxygen through the mask.
“I guess we’re getting bunnies then.”
“YEAH!” Alex exclaimed, then gave me a warm hug. I coughed again and had to take another couple of deep breaths with the oxygen when I realized someone else had arrived in the room too.
She was standing a little behind the others, looking shy. She was wearing a hat and sunglasses, even though we were indoors. Not to be recognized, I guessed, but someone had to tell her that wearing a hat and sunglasses only made people look at her even more.
“Sydney,” I said with a sigh. I reached out my hands and grabbed hers in mine. “Thank you. For all your help. I couldn’t have done this without you.”
She shrugged. “What are sisters for, right? You could have told me you were on an FBI mission, though. Would have made me feel a whole lot better.”
“It had to seem real,” I said. “From now on, I’ll tell you everything. I promise.”
Sydney hugged me and held me tight, then whispered. “There was no mission, was there? It’s something you have all come up with afterward, isn’t it?”
I chuckled, then smiled. “On second thought, you don’t need to know everything. There should be room for a little mystery between sisters.”
I shared a glance with Matt, and he smiled. I then saw him look nervously at Chad. He was surrounded by our children, who seemed to be exhilarated to have their father back in their lives. I couldn’t blame them, but I couldn’t blame Matt either for feeling a little threatened by the presence of my ex.
I reached out my hand and grabbed Matt’s in mine, then took a deep breath from the oxygen mask before I removed it and looked deeply into his eyes.
“Matt?”
“Yeah?”
“I love you,” I said and touched his lips gently. “Gosh, how I love you.”
THE END
Want do know what happens next?
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Dear Reader,
Thank you for purchasing Never Ever (Eva Rae Thomas #3). It was a thrill to write this book, and I hope you had just as much fun reading it as I had writing it. Now, you might be thinking ‘what a crazy ride; I’m glad these things didn’t happen in real life.’ But a lot of it actually has happened, I am afraid. When writing this book, I have picked things from real life, amazing as it sounds. Three of the stories came from real actual events.
A little while ago, a story broke down here in Florida about a health inspector. The inspector had been to several massage parlors and spas during routine checks and discovered that they were harboring trafficked girls. The story became very big and ended up involving celebrities who had been to these places.
The shocking part — to me at least — was that we see these places in strip malls everywhere. To think that they are keeping young girls as sex slaves in places like that, in areas I pass by every day, right under our noses, is so scary to me. 
If you haven’t heard about it, then you can read more here:
https://www.tcpalm.com/story/news/crime/2019/03/15/trafficking-spa-inspection-records-show-red-flags/3079435002/
https://www.bostonherald.com/2019/04/30/health-inspector-testified-she-felt-uneasy-in-florida-spa/
In the book, we meet a young woman who joins a cult called NYX, encouraged by a friend who thinks it will be good for her. What happens to her was highly inspired by the current real-life drama of the cult NXIVM. This story has so much fascination; I knew I had to write about it. How the celebrities and billionaires fell into this leader’s claws - and how he preyed on their vulnerabilities. The things he got away with doing to them, like branding them and having sex with them. It is truly gripping. 
If interested, you can read more here:
https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-news/nxivm-what-we-know-about-alleged-sex-trafficking-forced-labor-204958/
The book begins with a nerve gas attack on the Metrorail in Miami. This was inspired by the gas attacks in Japan in 1995, where a cult brought in bags of nerve gas and released it. None of the passengers suspected that anything was going on, till it was too late and they had trouble breathing. Here’s a link if you want to know more:
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-35975069
Thanks again for all your support. Don’t forget to grab the next book in the series, called Say You Love Me, and don’t forget to leave a review if you can. It means so much to me.
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Prologue
MAY 2012
She has no idea who she is or where she is and cares to know neither. For some time, for what seems like forever, she has been in this daze. This haze, in complete darkness with nothing but the sounds. Sounds coming from outside her body, from outside her head. Sometimes, the sounds fade and there is only the darkness.
As time passes, she becomes aware that there are two realities. The one in her mind, filled with darkness and pain and then the one outside of her, where something or someone else is living, acting, smelling and…singing.
Yes, that’s it. Someone is singing. Does she know the song?
…What you say?
The darkness is soon replaced by light. Still, her eyes are too heavy to open. Her consciousness returns slowly. Enough to start asking questions. Where is she? How did she end up here? A series of pictures of her at home come to her mind. She is waiting. What is she waiting for?
…I guess if you said so.
Him. She is waiting for him. She is checking her hair in the mirror every five minutes or so. Then correcting the make-up, looking at the clock again. Where is he? She looks out through the window and at the street and the many staring neighboring windows. A feeling of guilt hits her. Somehow, it seems wrong for this kind of thing to take place in broad daylight.
…That’s right!
A car drives up. The anticipation. The butterflies in her stomach. The sound of the doorbell. She is straightening her dress and taking a last glance in the mirror. The next second, she is in his embrace. He is holding her so tight she closes her eyes and breathes him in until his lips cover hers and she swims away.
…Whoa, Woman, oh woman, don't treat me so mean.
His breath is pumping against her skin. She feels his hands on her breasts, under her skirt, coming closer, while he presses her up against the wall. She feels him in his hand. He is hard now, moaning in her ear.
“Where’s your husband?” he whispers.
“Work,” she moans back, feeling self-conscious. Why did he have to bring up her husband? The guilt is killing her. “The kids are in school.”
“Good,” he moans. “No one can ever know. Remember that. No one.”
…You're the meanest old woman that I've ever seen.
He pushes himself inside of her and pumps. She lets herself get into the moment, but as soon as it is over, she finds herself regretting it…while he zips up the pants of his suit and kisses her gently on the lips, whispering, same time next week? She regrets having started it all. They are both married with children, and this is only an affair. Could never be anything else, even if she dreamt about it. The sex is great, but she wants more than just seeing him on her lunch break. But she can never tell him. She can never explain to him how much she hates this awkward moment that follows the sex.
“They’re expecting me at the office…I have a meeting,” he says, and puts his tie back on. “I’d better…”
…Hit the road, Jack!
She finally opens her eyes with a loud gasp. The bright light hurts her. Water is being splashed in her face. She can’t breathe. The bathtub is slippery when she tries to get up. Her eyes lock with another set of eyes. The eyes of a man. He is staring at her with a twisted smile. She gasps again, suddenly remembering those dark chili eyes.
“I guess if you said so…I'd have to pack my things and go,” he sings.
“You,” she gasps. Breathing is hard for her. She feels like she is still choking. She is hyperventilating. Panicking.
The man smiles. On his neck crawls a snake. How does that old saying go again? Red, black, yellow kills a fellow? This one is all of that, all those colors. It stares at her while moving its tongue back and forth. The man is holding a washcloth in his hand. She looks down at her naked body. The smell of chlorine is strong and makes her eyes water.
“You tried to kill me,” she says, while panting with anxiety.
I have to get home. Help me. I have to get home to my children! Oh, God. I can hear their voices! Am I going mad? I think I can hear them!
“I guess I didn’t do a very good job, then,” he answers. His chillingly calm voice is piercing through every bone in her body.
“I’ll try again. That’s right!”



Prologue
MAY 2012
She had never been more beautiful than in this exact moment. No woman ever had. So fragile, her skin so pale it almost looked bluish. The man who called himself the Snakecharmer stared at her body. It was still in the bathtub. He was still panting from the exertion, his hands shaking and hurting from strangling the girl. He felt so aroused in this moment, staring at the dead body. It was the most fascinating thing in the world. How the body simply ceased to function. And almost as fascinating was what followed next. The human decaying process. It wasn’t something new. Fascination with death had occurred all throughout human history, characterized by obsessions with death and all things related to death. The Egyptians mummified their dead. He had always wished he could do the same. Keep his dead forever and ever. He remembered as a child how he would sometimes lie down in front of the mirror and try to lie completely still and look at himself, imagining he was looking at a dead body. He would capture cats and kill them and keep them in his room, just to watch what would happen to them. He wanted so badly to stop the decaying process, he wanted them to remain the same always and never leave.
The Snakecharmer stared at the girl with fascination in his eyes. He caught his breath and calmed down again. He still felt the adrenalin rushing through his veins while he finished washing the girl. He washed away all the dirt, all the smells on her body. He reached down and cleaned her thoroughly between her legs. Scrubbed her to make sure he got all the dirt away, all the filth and impurities.
Then, he dried her with a towel before he pulled her onto the bathroom floor. His companions, his two pet Coral snakes, were sliding across her dead body. He grabbed one and let it slide across his arm while petting it. Then he knelt next to the girl and stroked her gently across her hair, making sure it wasn’t in her face. Her blue eyes stared into the ceiling.
“Now, you’ll never leave,” he whispered.
With his cellphone, he took a picture of her naked body. That was his mummification. His way to always cherish the moment. To always remember. He never wanted to forget how beautiful she was.
He dried her with a towel. He brushed her brown hair with gentle strokes. He took yet another picture before he lifted her up and carried her into the bedroom, where he placed her in a chair, then sat in front of her and placed his head in her lap.
They would stay like this until she started to smell.



Part I
I GUESS IF YOU SAY SO



Chapter 1
JANUARY 2015
He took the dog out in the yard and shut the door carefully behind him, making sure he didn’t make a sound to wake up his sleeping parents. It was Monday, but they had been very loud last night. The kitchen counter was still covered with empty bottles.
At first, Ben had waited patiently in the living room, watching a couple of shows on TV, waiting for his parents to wake up. When the clock passed nine, he knew he wouldn’t make it to school that day either, and that was too bad because they had a fieldtrip to the zoo today and Ben had been looking forward to it. When they still hadn’t shown up at ten o’clock, he decided the dog had to go out. The old Labrador kept sitting by the door and scraping on it. It had to go.
So, Ben took Bobby out in the backyard. He had to go with him. The yard ended at the canal, and Bobby had more than once jumped into the water. Ben had to keep an eye on him to make sure he didn’t do it again. It had been such a mess last time, since the dog couldn’t climb back up over the seawall on his own, so Ben’s dad had to jump into the blurry water and carry the dog out.
The dog quickly gave in to nature and did his business. Ben had a plastic bag that he picked it up with and threw it in the trash can behind the house.
It was a beautiful day out. One of those clear days with a blue sky and not a cloud anywhere on the horizon. The wind was blowing out of the north and had been for two days, making the air drier. For once, Ben’s shirt didn’t stick to his body.
He threw the ball a few times for the dog to get some exercise. Ben could smell the ocean, even though he lived on the back side of the barrier island. When it was quiet, he could even hear it too. The waves had to be good. If he wasn’t too sick from drinking last night, his dad might take him surfing.
Ben really hoped he would.
It had been months since his dad last took him to the beach. He never seemed to have time anymore. Sometimes, Ben would take his bike and ride down there by himself, but it was never as much fun as when the entire family went. They never seemed to do much together anymore. Ben wondered if it had anything to do with what happened to his baby sister a year ago. He never understood exactly what had happened. He just knew she didn’t wake up one morning when their mother went to pick her up from her crib. Then his parents cried and cried for days and they had held a big funeral. But the crying hadn’t stopped for a long time. Not until it was replaced with a lot of sleeping and his parents staying up all night, and all the empty bottles that Ben often cleaned up from the kitchen and put in the recycling bin.
Bobby brought back the ball and placed it at Ben’s feet. He picked it up and threw it again. It landed close to the seawall. Luckily, it didn’t fall in. Bobby ran to get it, then placed it at Ben’s feet again, looking at him expectantly.
“Really? One more time, then we’re done,” he said, thinking he’d better get back inside and start cleaning up. He picked up the ball and threw it. The dog stormed after it again and disappeared for a second down the hill leading to the canal. Ben couldn’t see him.
“Bobby?” he yelled. “Come on, boy. We need to get back inside.”
He stared in the direction of the canal. He couldn’t see the bottom of the yard. He had no idea if Bobby had jumped in the water again. His heart started to pound. He would have to wake up his dad if he did. He was the only one who could get Bobby out of the water.
Ben stood frozen for a few seconds until he heard the sound of Bobby’s collar, and a second later spotted his black dog running towards him with his tongue hanging out of his mouth.
“Bobby!” Ben said. He bent down and petted his dog and best friend. “You scared me, buddy. You forgot the ball. Well, we’ll have to get that later. Now, let’s go back inside and see if Mom and Dad are awake.”
Ben grabbed the handle and opened the door. He let Bobby go in first.
“Mom?” he called.
But there was no answer. They were probably still asleep. Ben found some dog food in the cabinet and pulled the bag out. He spilled on the floor when he filled Bobby’s tray. He had no idea how much the dog needed, so he made sure to give him enough, and poured till the bowl overflowed. Ben found a garbage bag under the sink and had removed some of the bottles, when Bobby suddenly started growling. The dog ran to the bottom of the stairs and barked. Ben found this to be strange. It was very unlike Bobby to act this way.
“What’s the matter, boy? Are Mom and Dad awake?”
The dog kept barking and growling.
“Stop it!” Ben yelled, knowing how much his dad hated it when Bobby barked. “Bad dog.”
But Bobby didn’t stop. He moved closer and closer to the stairs and kept barking until the dog finally ran up the stairs.
“No! Bobby!” Ben yelled. “Come back down here!”
Ben stared up the stairs after the dog, wondering if he dared to go up there. His dad always got so mad if he went upstairs when they were sleeping. He wasn’t allowed up there until they got out of bed. But, if he found Bobby up there, his dad would get really mad. Probably talk about getting rid of him again.
He’s my best friend. Don’t take my friend away.
“Bobby,” he whispered. “Come back down here.”
Ben’s heart was racing in his chest. There wasn’t a sound coming from upstairs. Ben held his breath, not knowing what to do. The last thing he wanted on a day like today was to make his dad angry. He expected his dad to start yelling any second now.
Oh no, what if he jumps into their bed? Dad is going to get so mad. He’s gonna get real mad at Bobby.
“Bobby?” Ben whispered a little louder.
There was movement on the stairs, the black lab peeked his head out, then ran down the stairs.
“There you are,” Ben said with relief. Bobby ran past him and sprang up on the couch.
“What do you have in your mouth? Not one of mom’s shoes again.”
It didn’t look like it was big enough to be a shoe. Ben walked closer, thinking if it was a pair of Mommy’s panties again, then the dog was dead. He reached down and grabbed the dog’s mouth, then opened it and pulled out whatever it was. He looked down with a small shriek at what had come out of the dog’s mouth. He felt nauseated, like the time when he had the stomach-bug and spent the entire night in the bathroom. Only this was worse.
It’s a finger. A finger wearing Mommy’s ring!



Chapter 2
JANUARY 2015
“Hit the road, Jack, and don’t you come back no more no more no more.”
The children’s voices were screaming more than singing on the bus. I preferred Wheels on the Bus, but the kids thought it was oh so fun, since my name was Jack and I was actually driving the bus. I had volunteered to drive them to the Brevard Zoo for their field trip today. Two of the children, the pretty blonde twins in the back named Abigail and Austin, were mine. A boy and a girl. Just started Kindergarten six months ago. I could hardly believe how fast time passed. Everybody told me it would, but still. It was hard to believe.
I was thirty-five and a single dad of three children. My wife, Arianna, ran out on us four years ago…when the twins were almost two years old. It was too much, she told me. She couldn’t cope with the children or me. She especially had a hard time taking care of Emily. Emily was my ex-partner’s daughter. My ex-partner, Lisa, was shot on duty ten years ago during a chase in downtown Miami. The shooter was never captured, and it haunted me daily. I took Emily in after her mother died. What else could I have done? I felt guilty for what had happened to her mother. I was supposed to have protected my partner. Plus, the girl didn’t know her father. Lisa never told anyone who he was; she didn’t have any of her parents or siblings left, except for a homeless brother who was in no condition to take care of a child. So, I got custody and decided to give Emily the best life I could. She was six when I took her in, sixteen now, and at an age where it was hard for anyone to love you, besides your mom and dad. I tried hard to be both for her. Not always with much success. The fact was, I had no idea what it was like to be a black teenage girl.
Personally, I believed Arianna had depression after the birth of the twins, but she never let me close enough to talk about it. She cried for months after the twins were born, then one day out of the blue, she told me she had to go. That she couldn’t stay or it would end up killing her. I cried and begged her to stay, but there was nothing I could do. She had made up her mind. She was going back upstate, and that was all I needed to know. I shouldn’t look for her, she said.
“Are you coming back?” I asked, my voice breaking. I couldn’t believe anyone would leave her own children.
“I don’t know, Jack.”
“But…The children? They need you? They need their mother?”
“I can’t be the mother you want me to be, Jack. I’m just not cut out for it. I’m sorry.”
Then she left. Just like that. I had no idea how to explain it to the kids, but somehow I did. As soon as they started asking questions, I told them their mother had left and that I believed she was coming back one day. Some, maybe a lot of people, including my mother, might have told me it was insane to tell them that she might be coming back, but that’s what I did. I couldn’t bear the thought of them growing up with the knowledge that their own mother didn’t want them. I couldn’t bear for Emily to know that she was part of the reason why Arianna had left us, left the twins motherless. I just couldn’t. I had to leave them with some sort of hope. And maybe I needed to believe it too. I needed to believe that she hadn’t just abandoned us…that she had some stuff she needed to work out and soon she would be back. At least for the twins. They needed their mother and asked for her often. It was getting harder and harder for me to believe she was coming back for them. But I still said she would.
And there they were.
On the back seat of the bus, singing along with their classmates, happier than most of them. Mother or no mother, I had provided a good life for them in our little town of Cocoa Beach. As a detective working for the Brevard County Sheriff’s Office, working their homicide unit, I had lots of spare time and they had their grandparents close by. They received all the love in the world from me and their grandparents, who loved them to death (and let them get away with just about anything).
Some might think they were spoiled brats, but to me they were the love of my life, the light, the…the…
What the heck were they doing in the back?
I hit the brakes a little too hard at the red light. All the kids on the bus fell forwards. The teacher, Mrs. Allen, whined and held on to her purse.
“Abigail and Austin!” I thundered through the bus. “Stop that right now!”
The twins grinned and looked at one another, then continued to smear chocolate on each other’s faces. Chocolate from those small boxes with Nutella and sticks you dipped in it. Boxes their grandmother had given them for snack, even though I told her it had to be healthy.
“Now!” I yelled.
“Sorry, Dad,” they yelled in unison.
“Well…wipe that off or…”
I never made it any further before the phone in my pocket vibrated. I pulled it out and started driving again as the light turned green.
“Ryder. We need you. I spoke with Ron and he told me you would be assisting us. We desperately need your help.”
It was the head of the Cocoa Beach Police Department. Weasel, we called her. I didn’t know why. Maybe it had to do with the fact that her name was Weslie Seal. Maybe it was just because she kind of looked like a weasel because her body was long and slender, but her legs very short. Ron Harper was the county sheriff and my boss.
“Yes? When?”
“Now.”
“But…I’m…”
“This is big. We need you now.”
“If you say so. I’ll get there as fast as I can,” I said, and turned off towards the entrance to the zoo. The kids all screamed with joy when they saw the sign. Mrs. Allen shushed them.
“What, are you running a day-care now? Not that I have the time to care. Everything is upside down around here. We have a dead body. I’ll text you the address. Meet you there.”
END OF EXCERPT.
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