
  
  
      
        
          Escaping The Shadows

          Women Of Strength Series (Book 4)

		      
          Lucy Appadoo

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  


Copyright© 2026  Lucy Appadoo     

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording without either the prior permission in writing from the publisher as expressly permitted by law, or under the terms agreed.

The author’s moral rights have been asserted  









  
  
Connect With Me




FANCY A FREE EXCLUSIVE NOVELLA? 

https://www.lucyappadooauthor.com.au



[image: ]



Join me on:



Tiktok

Instagram

Goodreads 

Bookbub

Facebook

LinkedIn

Twitter 
















  
  
Dedication




I dedicate this book to those struggling with injustice and violence. You are not alone. 










  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        PROLOGUE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 34
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 35
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 36
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 37
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 38
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 39
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 40
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 41
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 42
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 43
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 44
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 45
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 46
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 47
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 48
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 49
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 50
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 51
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 52
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 53
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 54
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 55
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 56
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 57
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 58
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 59
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 60
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CHAPTER 61
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        EPILOGUE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        ABOUT THE AUTHOR
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        ALSO BY LUCY APPADOO
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
PROLOGUE




“Hurry up, Samuel.” She huffed. “We have to get away from here. Quickly.” The woman wiped sweat from her forehead as she sprinted over loose stones, dry brush and rough terrain, clutching a large handbag. The small trees and dull brown and green vegetation caught in her unwashed hair as she gripped her son’s hand and ignored the bright sun burning her skin. They needed to get away. God only knew what they would do to her if they found them escaping. But it was impossible to know which way she was going. This place was deserted, and she had no idea where civilisation started. 

The snapping of twigs alerted her to something behind, but she refused to turn around. The seconds she’d waste looking around would make her lose precious time, and she had to keep going, despite Samuel’s breathlessness and sweaty brow. What she had seen couldn’t be unseen. She had been deceived and had then made a hasty decision without enough information. Now she had to protect her family and get out of this ghost town.

Her legs ached as she pulled Samuel over dips and around boulders until they came to a sign. One arrow pointed behind her to Corral del Sastre, and another to the left to Font Antiga. Where in the hell would that direction take her? She had no choice, as she couldn’t turn back. If only she knew this part of the Spanish countryside, but her decrepit husband had never taken her outside of Madrid. He was a cheapskate and preferred to cheat on her with other women, ignoring the needs of his wife and son. For all she knew, he might have orchestrated all this just to avoid paying child support. 

Samuel fell over a rock, grazed his knee and stopped. Quickly turning around, she saw a spot hidden from the path by overhanging trees. She helped Samuel hide in it and then peered back the way they had come. She let out a long-held in breath of relief. No one was following. They were safe for now. 

Quickly, she bent over and assessed Samuel’s knee. She rummaged in her back pocket for a tissue and wiped away the blood. “There. Just scrapes. Not too bad. Can you walk?” Samuel nodded. “Great. We must keep going. They can’t find us.”

Renewing their trek but at a slower pace, she held tight onto his hand and headed towards Font Antiga and wherever that would lead—hopefully back into the city, where she would alert the police. Would they do anything about it? Remembering the way they’d ignored her husband’s violent episodes more than once, finding domestic violence acceptable made her physically sick. Because they hadn’t believed her there was no record of the abuse. So she’d kept it to herself, ashamed of her own weakness. She wondered again whether he had tricked her into coming to this deserted hellhole.

The woman had managed to swipe two bottles of water, and once she was sure that no one was following her, she’d stop for a much-needed drink. Ignoring her parched throat and burning bare skin, she urged Samuel to move faster. Up ahead, figures came into view, but could she trust them? Were they who she didn’t want them to be?

“Let’s hide behind this tree. I don’t know who’s up ahead.” She prodded her son to a safe position out of view and waited. Two men and a woman headed in her direction, but she couldn’t see them clearly enough to recognise them. Who were they, and what were they doing in the middle of nowhere?

Chills ran down her spine as they came closer to the tree. Surely, they hadn’t seen her. Eyes darting, she lost all breath and started to shake. Her surroundings blurred as she realised there was nowhere else to go without being seen. All she could do was wait it out until they left.

She breathed freely again as they turned away. With calming breaths, she placed a hand on her heart and patted Samuel’s head. “I think it’s okay to go now, darling. They’ve gone.” He smiled.

Taking a step forward, she rubbed her son’s hand with the tissue to remove the sweat, feeling the uneven indentations of the pebbles and twigs he had fallen on. The blood on his knee had dried up, too.

The sun was setting and storm clouds gathered. She prayed it wouldn’t rain. It would make it that much harder to escape.

She froze in mid-stride upon hearing an ominous sound. It couldn’t be, could it? She hoped it was her imagination, but Samuel heard it, too. No one seemed to be around. The bushland was deserted again.

When her son let go of her hand and covered his ears with his hands, she knew this was it. “Samuel, run. Run and don’t stop. Please. Get away from here.” He shook his head, terror in his eyes. “I love you, but you have to go. Now.” She gave him her bag.

The second click of the rifle made her turn around. She put up her hands. “I am coming back. Don’t worry.” She glanced at her son, who had dashed behind them while she side-tracked the newcomers. He had to save himself.

Staring down the barrel of the rifle, she felt the bullets tear into her chest, grateful she could save her son. Only blackness and peace enveloped her after realising she’d made the worst mistake of her life.














  
  
CHAPTER 1




Eva leaned over her student while guiding her finger across the page of a book. “Great work, Mateo. But sound it out.” Her eyes briefly flickered over to the teacher and her friend, Francisca, who sat opposite another student flailing his arms as he shook his head. Laying a hand on his shoulder, Francisca whispered words of encouragement that led to her student jotting notes into his book. She had calmed him down. 

Groups of students huddled over their books as Francisca walked along the matte floorboards between the shelves of readers, down to the rows of computers sitting on a bench. Tables and padded chairs were placed haphazardly around the room.

Eva leaned back, watching Mateo close the book he had been working on and picking up a spelling workbook. For an eleven-year-old in primary school he had a broad frame and stubby fingers. “Now write these English words into your book so I can test you on them tomorrow. Practise them.” 

He nodded. “I can get them all right, Miss. I can.”

She threaded a hand through the long, glossy brown waves that fell down to her lower back while turning to ensure that he was holding his pencil right. “Of course you can. You’ll get plenty of practice.”

She thrived on her work as a special education teacher, working with students who presented with autism like Mateo, or who had intellectual disabilities, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, or Down’s Syndrome, to name a few. The school was private but supported those with special needs, so not every student in the room needed special intervention. 

Eva’s affinity for her special needs students made her feel safe. She could relate to them because she also had a disability: a glass left eye. Over the years she had adapted to her vision, and could still drive a car despite limits to her peripheral vision. Plus, she had developed an acute sense of hearing.

The quiet chatter ceased at the end of the day when class ended, and she waved to Francisca. “I’ll see you later.”

“Hmm. See you in a bit,” she said, her emerald-green eyes brightening.

Eva waved goodbye to Mateo and waited for the remainder of the children to rush out of class like a swarm of bees. She headed down the corridor to her desk and placed documents into her in-tray. A few other teachers sat at desks across from her, heads bowed to concentrate on planning for the next day. She sat and scribbled down case notes to plan for her next lot of students tomorrow. Rubbing her shoulders, she put down her pen, stacked papers, then checked her phone to see that an hour had passed. Time to leave.

While picking up her satchel and handbag, she felt Francisca’s hand on her shoulder and faced her. “I’m leaving. Are you ready?” Francisca’s short, petite stature contrasted with her strong character. Her faded chestnut-colour hair style suited her warm and relaxed nature, as if she didn’t have a care in the world. If only Eva felt that way. 

“Sure. I’m ready.” On their way to the exit, they waved goodbye to passing students and teaching staff. “Have you heard anything about Samuel and Lola?”

Francisca shook her head. “Nothing from the teachers or principal, and I’m worried. They’ve been missing for at least three weeks.”

Eva’s throat suddenly felt parched as she felt her shoulders stiffen. “What do you think happened?”

“I wish I knew, but the police obviously have no leads, or we’d hear about it. I know poor Lola was stressed out by Samuel. Who wouldn’t be, with a boy who’s mute? It’s having to communicate in different ways. I know she was stressed to the max, girl, and that damn husband of hers left them in the lurch. Bastard.” 

Eva recalled a parent-teacher interview when Lola’s husband dominated the interview and cut her off in conversation. The woman couldn’t get a word in. Something about the man had rubbed Eva the wrong way, and she could imagine him being aggressive. But would he resort to kidnapping, if that’s what this was? What if something more sinister had happened? 

Scorching heat blasted their cheeks as they stepped out the door. “We only just started the term, and suddenly they disappear after coming to school for only a few weeks. I wonder if it’s the husband,” Eva said.

Francisca shrugged. She had been a primary school teacher for six years, while Eva had started working at the school only four years earlier. Eva had worked at another private school at the start of her career and wouldn’t dream of doing anything else. “Who knows? She might’ve gone on a trip without telling anyone. Might not want to be bothered. Probably sick of stressing over school stuff, homework, and other mothers talking about her mute child. That poor woman had to put up with a lot of damn shit from those who don’t know what it’s like to deal with trauma. That’s why Samuel doesn’t talk.” She took a breath. “Samuel’s aunt is on our system, too. Andreina. We’ve kept in touch, but she still has no idea where they might be. I’d feel sorry for her if she was a nicer person, but she’s colder than an iceberg.”

“Hmm,” said Eva. “I guess if something happens, she’ll be the first to hear about it, so you need to stay on Andreina’s good side.” Francisca nodded. “A lot of the kids are challenging but beautiful,” Eva continued. “I can’t imagine how hard it must be for those mothers who don’t have that support. I know Samuel had behavioural issues, but I thought he was getting better.”

Francisca nodded. “Damn straight, girl. Some of them are doing it on their own.” She retrieved her keys from her handbag and watched as one of the mothers, Isabela, rush towards her car, huffing. 

Eva headed towards her. “Isabela. Are you all right?”

Her wavy blonde hair flew in the gusty wind as she threaded bright red manicured nails through it. “What?” The bright designer blouse and skirt, as well as her stiletto heels, contrasted with her dark mood. Her husband was a wealthy business owner, and Isabela liked to buy nice things to suit her status as the rich wife.

Francisca joined her friend. “You’re here late. Where’s your son, Joaquin?”

Isabela’s green eyes darkened, but despite her sadness she still appeared beautiful and younger than her thirty-five years. “Oh, my husband picked him up today. They attended a sports meeting, so I decided to catch up on paperwork to prepare for the reading groups next week.” Her hands fidgeted and her feet shuffled on the ground. “But I have to go now and get dinner ready for when they return. Bye.”

The women waved to her as they headed to their own car. Eva thought that Isabela must have been missing Lola, her closest friend. But she didn’t want to broach the subject of Lola with her, given that she’d been depressed for the past two weeks. Why burden her when there was still no news?

Eva stepped into Francisca’s convertible and waited for her friend to start the motor to drive to the apartment they shared. “Poor Isabela. She must be missing Lola like crazy. But she always looks busy and distracted.”

Francisca turned to her as she sped towards Plaza de Espana where they lived. “It’s the nature of voluntary work and so many kids, girl. But you’re right. It must be hitting her hard. I’m sure the police will find them soon.” She curled a brow. “But at least she’s got her gorgeous, sexy husband to console her. What I would give to have a man in my life.” She turned into their underground car park. “It wouldn’t hurt for you to meet someone. It’s time, don’t you think, girl?”

Eva’s throat tightened as she flashed back three years to her ex-boyfriend, Leo. He’d been abusive. “I don’t think relationships are in the cards for me, Francisca. I’d much rather focus on the kids and my friends, and that includes you. I won’t be meeting another abusive man who treated me like my father did. No man worthy of my time will ever exist, and I’ve made my peace with it.”

Francisca nudged her on the shoulder. “I understand it was hard, Eva, but you deserve a man who will shower you with love and gifts. I’m sure he’s out there somewhere.”

“I doubt that will ever happen.”

Eva stared through the window and thought about how she wouldn’t go there with anyone. She’d lost too much confidence to try again with someone else, and life was full of worries and negativity. She preferred to stay in her own little bubble. 








  
  
CHAPTER 2




Tomas gripped a bottle of beer as he stood on his apartment balcony scanning the streets of La Latina. Cyclists rode by behind cars down the narrow roads, slowed down by trucks distributing goods to the many and varied shops and cafes. Tourists and locals sipped coffee and nibbled on snacks surrounding the groups of apartments alongside his, with the plaza opposite. Smells of engine fumes and dust filled his nostrils. Muffled voices and car horns resounded. 

His friend, Gonzalo, ran a hand through his blond, curly hair as he stood beside him overlooking the mayhem below. If trouble ensued in the street, as it did occasionally, his bodyguard physique and legs like tree trunks would scare those who didn’t know him. 

A vibration from his back pocket brought Tomas out of his reverie as he set his drink on the nearby table and pulled it out. Clicking on the text, he smiled. “Good news,” he said. “That boy, Juan, we transported to the hospital is going to be fine.” 

Gonzalo nodded. “It was lucky we brought the dude to the hospital when we did. Got it in early or he could’ve died.”

He reached back for his beer bottle. “Exactly. The drugs they gave him helped to reduce the level of mercury in his system. Hopefully there’ll be no lasting effects.” He had seen a few cases of mercury poisoning over the last couple of years, but the victims didn’t know the cause. “I know we get mercury from seafood or fish, but why have a few that we’ve seen had so much of it in their system? It’s happened a few times lately.”

“It has, Tomas. Luckily, they survived. But our job is to be emergency medical technicians, and as far as I’m concerned, we’re giving them medical attention. Nothing more we can do, man, so don’t stress. I’m sure it’ll pass.”

“I am not stressed. Just curious,” said Tomas. 

“Could’ve fooled me.” He chuckled. “I know your dad did a number on you when he ignored your medical needs, but you pulled through. That’s the important thing. We save them, but we can’t save them all.”

Tomas shivered. “Right. If it wasn’t for my mother nursing me to health, I would’ve been dead.” The memory returned: the sweaty texture of his father’s hand over his mouth, his smelly breath as he hovered over him, the stuffiness of a smelly van, and the empty hole in his stomach. He shuddered at the idea that his father had been willing to sacrifice his son for the sake of survival. One less kid to manage. That had been only one of a series of traumas in his childhood life. 

He had been rescued from that fate when his father died unexpectedly. An ache in his chest reminded Tomas how he wished he could have given his father a piece of his mind, to make him understand the pain he’d caused his son. He had been a monster.

“I know, man,” Gonzalo said. “You’ve had a lot of shit to deal with, and I for one don’t know how you can deal with the victims sometimes. I’m surprised you haven’t burnt out.”

Tomas sipped his beer. “What can I say?” He beamed. “I love helping people. It keeps me sane and gives me this rush, you know. I couldn’t imagine doing anything else.”

“Yeah, you sure helped Lucia when she thought she was having a heart attack.”

He scoffed. “Don’t even talk about her, Gonzalo. She was a piece of work.” Thinking about his ex-girlfriend brought short breaths and a burn into his chest. She had left him without notice, just sending him a text about leaving. Who did that? No warning, no indication that she was running off. It had hurt like hell. He had been desperately in love with her and refused to go through the pain of new love again.

The flashing lights of an ambulance made him flinch, and passersby stopped walking to watch. Cars pulled over to the side to let the ambulance pass. Tomas wondered who the victim was and whether they’d survive the trip to the hospital. It irked him when drivers wouldn’t pull over to the side to let the ambulance pass, as a second’s delay could be the difference between life and death.

Sometimes the deaths he’d witnessed made him feel helpless, as if he had to help the whole world. But Gonzalo was right—he couldn’t save everyone. He couldn’t make them magically breathe again when he’d tried everything. 

When he couldn’t save someone, Tomas always replayed the scene in his mind as if he could’ve done something differently. What if he had been quicker with the injection or had checked the airway more thoroughly? What if he hadn’t taken an extra breath rather than act in rapid succession?

He wasn’t God, but hell, sometimes he wished he was. There were times the deaths and domestic violence cases killed him inside. He couldn’t stand it to see women being abused in all manner of ways, nor men, for that matter.

Gonzalo broke into his thoughts again. “Have you heard from her lately? Know what she’s up to?”

“I heard through mutual friends that she’s married now. Didn’t take her long after our breakup a year ago. Most likely, she left me for her new husband. I think she might’ve been cheating on me, too. But hell. I loved her, Tomas. I thought I’d die when she left me. It was like no pain I’d ever experienced.”

“Onwards and upwards, man. Let’s just party a bit more and have fun. No point getting serious when you can forget about her with other women. It’s the cure for heartache. No strings attached.”

Tomas laughed. “I’m not you. I can’t sleep with any woman and be fine with it. I have to get to know someone before I’m comfortable. I used to like to wine and dine them, but I’m done with that. There is no way in hell I am getting serious with a woman again. I want to trust, but it’s hard when I still feel I’m a magnet for women who leave. Hell, I’m a magnet for anyone to leave, so I might as well be alone.”

Gonzalo tapped him on the shoulder. “You are not alone, man. You’ve got me and your other friends who are there for you in a heartbeat. I love you, Tomas.”

He gave Gonzalo a reassuring smile. “I love you, too. You’re a great friend, but no one can help get me rid of this baggage. It weighs me down, and I don’t know how to fix it.”

“It’s not about fixing it but managing it and moving on. You need to find the right woman. A woman who understands you and can love you like you deserve. She’s out there somewhere, bro.”

He shook his head. “No such woman exists, and I can’t be bothered anymore. I’m done with relationships, and I’m done with this conversation. I’m going inside.” He turned around and swung open the door, huffing his way back indoors.








  
  
CHAPTER 3




Tomas swung open the passenger door of the ambulance, stepped to the rear of the vehicle, and together with Gonzalo pulled out the stretcher. Heading towards the familiar Urgencias sign, he wheeled the young boy into the hospital entrance while doctors and nurses surrounded them. 

Tomas faced the physicians. “A young boy of unknown identification has cuts, grazes and bruises all over his body, signs of dehydration, treated with oral rehydration sachets and liquids. Appears to be mute, as the boy doesn’t speak. Semi-conscious state. Stress fractures and a pulled hamstring. Could be a runaway.”

“Any internal damage? Drug use?” asked a tall doctor with a dimple on his chin, as he leaned over the patient. The boy trembled as the ophthalmoscope trained on him, his eyes opening and closing.

Gonzalo shook his head as they continued to wheel the boy towards a ward, passing hurried medical staff. “No signs of internal damage or drug use, but you guys might tell a different story. He obviously needs tests and a contact person to identify him.”

The doctor nodded. “Thank you, guys. We will take it from here.”

Tomas’s heart clenched tight at the thought that such a young boy had possibly run away, malnourished. Something about the boy suggested he’d been traumatised, but how? Where did he even come from? The sores and wounds on his feet suggested he’d run a long distance.

Gonzalo leaned in towards him. “Let’s get these case notes done, man.” He scanned the patient record form over his friend’s shoulder while Tomas scribbled his notes. A few minutes later, he asked, “Anything else you want to add?”

“Possible trauma due to symptoms of anxiety, too,” Tomas said. “I could see it in his eyes. Something spooked the poor guy. Let me finish the form while you grab us coffee at the vending machine.”

“Fine, but hurry up because we can’t hold off on dispatch for too long. There aren’t enough of us EMTs, man.”

Tomas nodded. “No worries. I’ll get it done.” He promised himself he’d come and see the boy tomorrow, on his day off. The young guy pulled at his heartstrings, as if he could relate to him on some level. The fact that he was mute could have indicated he stopped talking due to an incident. Domestic violence? Witness to a murder? 

Why did he always get ahead of himself when he didn’t know the facts? Always needing to find a connection between everything and everyone.

Five minutes later, Gonzalo returned with a coffee cup and handed it to him. “Here you go. Are you done?” 

“Sure am. Thanks.” Tomas hesitated. “Why don’t we go check on the guy?”

Gonzalo shook his head. “No, man. Come after hours. Our day’s not quite finished yet.” He started to walk with his friend, passing wards, the reception area and more sick people on stretchers. “Why do young children always affect you, Tomas? You can’t get attached, dude. It’s not healthy.”

He shrugged. “Don’t know. It just hits me, that’s all.” Gonzalo didn’t know what his father had done, as he preferred to keep it quiet. What was the point of bothering others about it when people didn’t live up to his expectations?

Tomas would make sure he’d visit the poor boy later today, after his last case. He couldn’t wait until tomorrow. He had to make sure he had family who could take him in. Otherwise, he’d be stuck in a foster home or worse, if the medical staff couldn’t locate his parents.





      [image: ]Passing several ambulances, Eva stepped inside the hospital with Francisca, dodging the hustle and bustle of medical staff and civilians as they made their way towards the reception area. Sounds of monitors going off, flashing warning lights, and rapid footsteps made her wish she was anywhere but at the hospital. She could have slipped on the glossy flooring through the narrow corridor if she focussed on how much she hated hospitals. But when the police had given them news at school about Samuel, she had breathed a sigh of relief.

“Are you okay?” asked Francisca, increasing her pace.

“Of course. I’m excited about Samuel. Thank God he’s okay.” Francisca gave her a reassuring smile as she prodded her friend into the ward.

What she didn’t expect to find was a man wearing a high-visibility jacket and pants and a lanyard around his neck, leaning towards Samuel. Was he an EMT? 

He looked up as the two women arrived to see Samuel with an IV lead in his arm and bandages on his foot. His body was covered with multiple cuts and bruises. But he smiled as soon as he saw Eva and Francisca, shifting in his raised hospital bed. 

The man walked over to the window to give them space. Eva bent over Samuel and hugged him tightly. “Oh, Samuel. It is so good to see you.” The poor guy tried to wipe away tears as he shed them. “It’s okay. You’re safe now. Where’s your aunt?” He pointed to the door, indicating that she’d just stepped out. “That’s okay. We’ll speak to her later.” 

Francisca squeezed his shoulder. “You’re a sight for sore eyes, little man.”

Eva turned at the sound of a voice.

“I’m Tomas, the EMT who brought Samuel in this morning. I thought I’d check in on him at the end of my shift.”

Eva took in his short blond hair with gorgeous waves. He was tall, and his clear blue eyes penetrated her own as if he was trying to figure her out. A large, muscular hand threaded through his small beard, giving him a rough and rugged look. Dimples on his cheeks gave him an innocent expression. She tried to ignore the tingles in her chest and the flush in her cheeks. “Hello. I’m Eva and this is my friend, Francisca. We work with Samuel at his school.”

“Do you know what happened?” asked Francisca.

Tomas moved in closer, his eyes focussed on Eva. “We got a call from dispatch, saying a young boy of unknown origin had enlisted the help of an elderly gentleman who called 112 on his behalf. The man assumed he was a runaway. He was in Cortes. That’s all we know. The boy had his mother’s handbag with him, which was how the police tracked down his aunt.”

“Have the police questioned you?” asked Eva.

He nodded. “My partner and I spoke to them briefly, but no sign of his missing mother yet. They said they’ll continue the search for her whereabouts.”

Francisca scoffed. “I won’t hold my breath. She won’t be on their list of priorities.”

“I won’t disagree with you there,” said Tomas. 

Eva’s heart raced when Samuel’s eyes became as wide as saucers, his body quaking and his mouth opening and closing. He hugged the blankets closer to his body and hid underneath them, shielding his face. She gazed at him and wondered if their conversation about his mother had triggered him. “Samuel. What’s wrong?” She grabbed his hand and swallowed. “Look at me. Please.” Slowly, he relaxed his breathing and turned the other way.

“Can I speak to you outside?” Tomas asked Eva.

Francisca nodded. “You go. I’ll stay here with Samuel.”

Eva made her way to the corridor outside the ward and waited for the man to follow. What was so important that this strange man had to pull her out at such a time? 








  
  
CHAPTER 4




Eva took a closer look at the EMT’s face, ignoring her parched throat and tingles up her spine. This wasn’t the time to feel anything for a man she didn’t know when poor Samuel was distressed. “What is it?” The woody and lime scent of his cologne sharpened her senses. 

He swallowed. “This isn’t the first time he’s acted this way.” She angled her head, curious. “About ten minutes before you arrived, he behaved the same way. Scared like anything. As if he’d seen his worst nightmare. Something’s traumatised him, but he refuses to write anything down or give us any clue.”

“Have you let the police know?”

“It won’t make a difference. They only look at hard evidence, and so far, I don’t know what’s triggered him. I wonder if he knows where his mother is, but is too scared to say anything. Do you know why he doesn’t speak?”

Eva shifted. “Domestic violence. His father was abusive towards Lola. His mother.” His eyes looked past her a moment. “But I wish I knew what happened to the poor woman. She and Samuel have been missing for three weeks, and I’m starting to think we might never hear from her again.”

He sighed. “That explains it. I’ve seen a lot of cases of domestic abuse, but some of them don’t live to tell the tale. I hope they find his mother and that she’s okay.”

“Yes. He’s only twelve years old, and no one at that age should lose their mother.” She curled a brow. “It must be hard for you to see these cases, day in and day out. How do you do it? I’d go crazy with worry and would never sleep if I had to witness so much abuse.”

“It has its good and bad days, but I can unwind in my spare time. We have psychologists we debrief with, and I have a great team around me.”

She nodded. “That’s good.” Their eyes locked when they reached an awkward silence. Eva cleared her throat. “I’d better get back in there and see how he’s doing.” Tomas followed her back to the ward, their shoulders brushing as they walked alongside each other. “Where’s his aunt?”

“She went to grab a coffee and said she’d be back in half an hour.” He whispered before they entered the ward. “I can’t tell if she’s in shock, but she’s not a very warm person.”

“I’ve never met her, but Francisca has at the school he attends, and she mentioned the same thing.”

Tomas bit his bottom lip, which sent a shiver up her spine. “Andreina mentioned his father is coming back from an overseas work trip. No doubt those two might be fighting for custody. But if he was abusive, he shouldn’t get custody.”

Eva stepped back inside the ward. “So true.” She beamed at Francisca, who was reading Samuel a children’s book. She pulled up a chair next to her friend and Tomas stood behind her, listening to the story until the end.

When Francisca closed the book, Tomas said, “I’d better go and get some rest before my next shift first thing in the morning.” He touched Samuel on the arm, but he flinched and pulled away his arm as if he didn’t want to be touched. “Sorry, man. Didn’t mean to upset you. I’ll come visit you tomorrow night again, Samuel.” He turned to Francisca. “Great to meet you.” His eyes lingered on Eva. “Nice to meet you as well. I might see you tomorrow.”

“Bye, Tomas. Thank you for being here,” said Eva. She wondered why they were able to touch him, but Tomas couldn’t. Was it something about men he didn’t like, or was it because he was a stranger? 

“With pleasure.” 

When he left, Francisca whispered in Eva’s ear, “That guy has it bad for you.”

She flinched. “What? Don’t be silly.”

“Oh, no. I know these things, and you feel the same way.”

Her face warmed and her breath caught. “Ridiculous. Don’t you think we have more important things to focus on?”

She nodded. “Of course. You’re right, but I know what I saw.”

Eva shook her head and made small talk with Samuel as she flashed back to the way Tomas’ eyes had lingered, and how his presence made her feel something. But she had no plans to think about any man when she had Samuel to help.




      [image: ]Efren felt sick as Marco gripped him by the arm while watching the entrance to the hospital, the warm wind brushing against his face. The man crept like a shadow, with a blade in his jacket pocket. Efren didn’t know who that boy in the hospital was, but Marco had a special interest in him. He wouldn’t explain why. 

“Get inside the car,” Marco said as he entered the driver’s side. Efren stepped inside, but Marco kept watch over at the ambulances, noticing a young man who had entered the van.

“What’s going on?” Efren asked when Marco sped off towards their home. “Why are you watching those men in the van?”

“That kid inside the hospital is Samuel.” 

He remembered meeting him briefly. “I didn’t know him that well.”

“He’s special, like you. He wouldn’t be in the hospital if his mother hadn’t brainwashed him and turned the boy against us. She never understood our real mission, Efren. It’s important we stick together.”

“Where’s the mother now?”

He shrugged. “Not sure, but it looks like she might’ve abandoned her son. I wouldn’t put it past her to have hurt him, which is why he needs medical attention.”

Efren had met Marco at the market while browsing through herbs for his mother. The man offered him grand things and taught him important life lessons. It wasn’t as if his mother was ever home, working three different jobs. His father also wasn’t around after killing himself. Gutless prick. 

Marco was like the father he’d never had, and after attending a few meetings

he’d made his decision. If he wanted a better life, freedom, and a sense of security, he was better off with Marco and his chosen spiritual community. 








  
  
CHAPTER 5




Ahuddle of sheltered outdoor restaurants on uneven ground and lilting voices surrounded Eva and her companions on Saturday afternoon. Overhanging trees and the apartment buildings that encircled the city of Plaza de Santa Ana towered above them as they had dodged tourists and locals, who held up their phones or iPads. Hurrying waiters carried dishes and drink orders to tables set in the middle of the square. 

Eva sat with her friends, Blanca, Kim, and Sofia, around a rickety round table while her sister, Daniela, gave her a strange look from the opposite side. What was on her sister’s mind? Did she know about Samuel, even though she hadn’t told anyone yet? 

If only they could find his mother and find out what had happened to him, but the police couldn’t get any information out of him.

A young male waiter handed them menus. “Would you like drinks to start with?”

“I will have a sangria, thank you,” said Eva. 

Blanca leaned forward, her vibrant green eyes and well-defined features matching her nurturing and caring nature. She had been through an ordeal as a child, and it had shaped her into someone who truly related to people as a journalist. She worked with Daniela’s boyfriend, Rafael, at the same newspaper. “I’ll have your house wine. Thanks.”

Kim scanned the drinks menu then smiled at the waiter, brushing a hand through her shoulder-length jet-black hair. She had a sweet beauty and quiet nature. She had arrived in Madrid from China as a child, and had recently started employment as a youth worker, in addition to intermittent work as a yoga teacher. “I will have the Vina Cuerva, thank you so much.”

Sofia worked with Daniela as a dance teacher. She was a take-charge kind of woman who was protective of her six-year-old daughter as a sole parent. She gripped the menu with long, dainty fingers, showcasing her bright pink nail polish. Her dark brown eyes fixed on the waiter. “I’ll have a sangria, too. Much appreciated.”

Eva’s sister, Daniela, curled a brow as she pondered her choice. “What to have, what to have. You know what, I’ll have your house wine. Thanks.” Eva envied Daniela’s trim and taut figure as a professional ballet dancer and teacher. Her preference was to tie up her dark long, brown hair into a high bun. Eva and Daniela had been through trauma growing up, and they were close as a result. 

She felt like the mother hen when all of them except for her and Sofia were in their late twenties. Eva was thirty while Sofia was thirty-two.

As they scanned the menus, Daniela rubbed her hands. “Cannot believe, woman, that you’re getting married in two months. Hell, how are you feeling about it? Any doubts?”

Blanca laughed. “Of course not. I love Carlos so much, it hurts. I’ve got to do the last fitting a month before. I hope I don’t put on weight after that. I am so anxious about the dress and how it’s going to look. Oh, and there’s the seating to organise, and … I don’t know, so much to still do.”

Kim tapped Blanca on the shoulder. “Take a breath, Blanca. You will get through it. If you need extra help, I am readily available.”

“Thanks, Kim. I love you, but I’ll be fine.”

Eva’s heart warmed at the way Blanca’s need for organisation and structure made her anxious most times. “I thought I was the anxious one, but you’re worse than me.”

Sofia laughed. “What about your pessimistic nature, Eva?” 

“I know. I’m a work in progress, Sofia.” She hated that sense of insecurity and dread she usually felt. Would it ever go away?

Sofia threaded a finger through her hair. “Aside from that, I can see something’s on your mind, so spill.”

Daniela’s eyes seared into her sister’s. “Yeah, Eva. I second that. What’s going on? You look distracted.”

The waiter returned with their drinks and set them on the table before pulling out a notepad and pen. “Are you ladies ready to order?” 

Daniela spoke up. “We’ll go with the canapés: the ham, fish, and cheese to share. Also, the Spanish omelette, and prawn with potatoes.” Her eyes darted. “Anything else, girls?” They shook their heads. “That’s it. If we want more, we’ll order later.”

The waiter nodded. “Of course.” After he walked off, Blanca returned to the topic of conversation. “Have you heard something about the missing boy and his mother?”

Eva’s body shivered despite the warm air. “Samuel’s in the hospital, but the mother’s still missing. We don’t know what happened or where he’s been. It’s a mystery. He still won’t talk.” She explained more, including her encounter with the EMT, Tomas.

“Why do you think this EMT’s taken an interest in Samuel?” asked Blanca.

She shrugged. “I don’t know, but I imagine in his line of work he’d grow attached to some of the victims. It’s normal to get attached, especially when it’s a child. I can’t imagine how he deals with the trauma he must see. The suffering, misery, and hell on Earth.”

Daniela’s eyes widened. “Oh, you like the guy, Eva. I can see it in your eyes.”

Eva’s heart ran rampant. “Don’t be silly. I don’t even know the man. He did mention wanting to visit Samuel tonight, and I might, too. But we’ll most likely miss each other.”

Sofia had a lightness in her eyes and touched Eva’s hand. “He sounds nice.”

Eva scoffed. “Yes, he is nice, but that’s it. I’m not looking at getting into anything. Relationships never work for me. I’d rather stay in my bubble and focus on my kids and all of you. It’s enough for me.”

“Hey, I thought you wanted to get your thriller book published. How’s that going?” asked Blanca.

Eva shrugged. “Hmm. It’s hard to focus on writing when I worry about my mum on her own and, the parents who are struggling at school. I worry about what’s going to happen to Samuel and if his aunt can help with his needs. Not to mention worrying about you guys. Daniela with your challenges at the school. Sofia with finances for your daughter. Blanca with your wedding, and Kim with the crises you manage at the youth centre. Some of them, even violent.”

Kim threw her hands up in the air. “You cannot be serious, Eva? I know you worry a lot, but this is too much. Life is about navigating through problems. It’s what makes us who we are, and you do not need to worry about us. We can manage unless we ask for help. Is that clear, young lady?” She reached forward and held her hand. “You need to look after yourself and make sure you’re happy. I love my job, so don’t worry. Please work on helping yourself and focus on what you can control.”

Daniela clapped. “I couldn’t have said it better myself, dear sister.”

“Me too,” said Blanca.

Eva took a breath, knowing she had to ruminate less and do more. But she couldn’t help being realistic. If they thought she was being negative, then each to their own. “Okay, Kim. It’s noted. Now enough about me. Let’s talk about something else.”

Sofia gave her a reassuring smile. “Yes. Did I tell you that my daughter won an award at school? I am so proud of her.”

Eva’s heart lightened as she leaned in and clasped her hands, thankful to have the spotlight off her. She loved hearing about Sofia’s daughter, which distracted her from her own worries. But what if they were right? What if she had felt a slight tingle when meeting Tomas? But not only was he out of her league, she didn’t trust in relationships. Her ex-boyfriend had been nice too, until he wasn’t. Who knew what a person’s true colours were?
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