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​Chapter 1: The Discovery
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The note was on Maya's bed, written in purple gel pen on the back of a Whataburger receipt.

Rachel stood in the doorway of her sister's room, still wearing yesterday's scrubs, her hair escaping its ponytail in greasy strands. The words blurred as she read them for the third time:

Need space. Don't worry about me.

Her phone said 7:15 AM. She was supposed to be at clinical rotation in forty-five minutes. She'd overslept—something she never did, something her body apparently decided was okay after a double shift at Parkland's ER followed by three hours of studying pharmacology. Her alarm had been screaming for the past twenty minutes before she'd finally dragged herself conscious.

Maya's door had been closed when Rachel stumbled past it toward the bathroom. That wasn't unusual. What was unusual was the silence. No music bleeding through the thin walls. No sound of Maya's alarm—that horrible pop song she'd set as her ringtone, the one that made Rachel want to throw the phone out the window every morning at 6:30.

Rachel had knocked. No answer.

She'd knocked again, harder. "Maya, I'm late. I need to use the bathroom, and yours is closer."

Nothing.

That's when she'd opened the door.

The bed was unmade—also not unusual. Maya treated her room like a nest, with clothes everywhere and posters of sad indie musicians covering every wall. But the window was closed, latched from the inside. The backpack Maya used for school was gone. The hoodie she practically lived in was missing from its usual spot on the floor.

And the note.

Rachel read it again.

Need space. Don't worry about me.

Her first thought was: You've got to be kidding me.

Her second thought was: Not now. Not today.

Her third thought, the one that made her hands start shaking, was: Where are you?

She pulled out her phone and called Maya's number. It rang once, then went to voicemail. Maya's voice, recorded months ago, sounding younger than sixteen: "Hey, it's Maya. Leave a message or whatever."

"Maya," Rachel said, keeping her voice level. "It's me. Call me back. Please."

She texted: Where are you?

The message turned blue. Delivered.

Rachel walked into Maya's room, stepping over a pair of jeans, a calculus textbook that definitely should have been at school, and three empty cans of Coke. She opened the closet. Some clothes were gone—she couldn't tell exactly what, but there were gaps on the hangers. She checked the bathroom. Maya's toothbrush was gone. Her cheap drugstore shampoo—still there.

Rachel's mind was already doing what it always did: triage. Assess. Prioritize.

Okay, she thought. Maya packed a bag. She left a note. This is voluntary. She's angry—we haven't really talked since the fight.

The fight. God, the fight.

Three weeks ago. Maya had asked to go to Austin with that guy, Tyler. Rachel had said no. They'd screamed at each other. Rachel had called Maya irresponsible and said she was acting just like their father—running away when things got hard. Maya had screamed back that Rachel wasn't her mom, that she was suffocating her, and that she couldn't breathe in this apartment.

And then Rachel had—

She didn't want to think about what happened next.

The point was they'd barely spoken since. Short, clipped exchanges. "Did you do your homework?" "Yeah." "When's your shift?" "Four to ten." Rachel had been drowning in clinicals and studying and her own part-time shifts at the hospital. She'd told herself they'd talk this weekend, that they'd figure it out, that Maya just needed time to cool off.

Apparently, Maya had decided she needed more than time.

Rachel texted again: Maya, please. I'm worried. Just tell me you're okay.

Blue. Delivered.

She called Maya's friends. First Kayla, who answered on the fourth ring, her voice thick with sleep.

"What?"

"Kayla, it's Rachel. Is Maya with you?"

A pause. "What? No. Why would she be here?"

"She's not home. She left a note saying she needed space. I thought maybe—"

"I haven't talked to Maya in, like, a week. We had a thing. It's whatever."

"What thing?"

"Just—look, I have to go. I have first period in like thirty minutes."

"Kayla, wait—"

But she'd already hung up.

Rachel tried Jess next. No answer. Then Becca picked up but sounded confused.

"Maya? I thought she was at home. Didn't she have a shift yesterday?"

"She didn't come home last night."

"Oh." A long pause. "Is she with Tyler?"

Rachel's stomach dropped. "Who?"

"Tyler. Her boyfriend. The guy she's been seeing. She talks about him all the time."

"I—" Rachel's throat felt tight. "What guy?"

"I don't know. Some college guy, I think? She met him at work or something. She showed me a picture once, but I don't really remember what he looked like. Older, I guess. Kind of hot in, like, a 2015 sort of way."

"Becca, this is important. What's his last name?"

"I don't know. She just calls him Tyler. Look, Rachel, I really have to get ready for school—"

"Becca, please. If you remember anything—"

"I'll text you, okay? But I really don't know anything. Maya doesn't really tell me stuff anymore. We're not that close."

Rachel hung up and sat down on Maya's bed. The sheets smelled like her sister—that cheap vanilla body spray she bought at Walmart, the faint chemical tang of hair dye.

Tyler. A college guy. Someone older.

Rachel had no idea who this was. Maya had never mentioned anyone named Tyler.

She opened Instagram and searched Maya's account. The last post was from two weeks ago: a photo of a sunset with a Phoebe Bridgers lyric. I don't want to be alive. Typical Maya—dramatic, sad-girl aesthetic. Before that: a picture of her Whataburger nametag. A selfie with Kayla from a month ago. Nothing recent. Nothing helpful.

She checked Maya's messages—public ones, at least. The ones Rachel could see without knowing her password. Just group chats with school friends, mostly memes and complaints about teachers. Nothing about Tyler. Nothing about running away.

Rachel looked at the time. 7:52 AM. She'd already missed clinical. Her phone had three texts from her instructor: Where are you? Then: Rachel, this is your second absence. We need to talk.

She couldn't think about that right now.

She called the Whataburger where Maya worked. A woman answered—Gloria, the manager Maya actually liked.

"Hey, Gloria. It's Rachel, Maya's sister."

"Oh, hey. What's up?"

"Maya didn't come home last night. She left a note, but I don't know where she is. Was she at work yesterday?"

A pause. "No, actually. She was scheduled for a four-to-ten, but she didn't show. I tried calling her, but it went to voicemail. I figured she was sick or something."

Rachel's hands were shaking now. "Did she say anything recently? About going somewhere? About a guy named Tyler?"

"Tyler?" Gloria sounded confused. "I don't know any Tyler. There's a Marcus who comes in a lot—real friendly with the staff. I've seen him talking to Maya a few times. But I don't know if she was dating him or anything."

"Marcus?"

"Yeah. Skinny white guy, maybe late twenties? Early thirties? Always orders the same thing—number one with a Coke. Tips well. Seems nice enough."

Rachel felt cold. "What does he look like?"

"I don't know—brown hair, I think? Average height. Honestly, I don't pay that much attention. He's just a regular."

"Gloria, this is really important. If you see him again—"

"Look, honey, I'm sure Maya's fine. You know how teenagers are. She probably just needs a couple days to blow off steam. She'll come home when she's ready."

"Yeah," Rachel said. "Okay. Thanks."

She hung up and stared at her phone.

Maya was sixteen. She'd packed a bag. She'd left a note. She hadn't come to work. She was maybe with some guy named Tyler—or Marcus—who was in his late twenties or early thirties.

This was fine. This was Maya being dramatic. She'd done this before—slept over at a friend's house without asking, stayed out past curfew, and ignored Rachel's calls for a few hours just to make a point.

This was fine.

Rachel told herself that for the next eight hours.

She cancelled her clinical with a lie about food poisoning. She called Maya's phone seventeen times. She sent twelve texts, each one a little more desperate than the last:

Please just let me know you're okay

I'm sorry about the fight

Maya I'm serious; where are you

This isn't funny

Please

She drove to Maya's school and talked to the attendance office. Maya hadn't been there yesterday. Or the day before. The secretary, a tired woman with reading glasses on a chain, pulled up Maya's record.

"It looks like she's missed four days in the past two weeks. Did you know about that?"

Rachel hadn't known about that.

She drove to the Whataburger and talked to Gloria again, this time in person. Gloria showed her the schedule. Maya had been scheduled for Tuesday, but she'd called out. Before that, she'd worked her usual shifts—Thursday, Saturday, and Sunday.

"Did she seem upset?" Rachel asked. "The last time you saw her?"

Gloria thought about it. "She was quiet. But Maya's always kind of quiet. She's a good kid, though. Doesn't complain. Shows up on time—well, usually."

“If you see her, or if that Marcus guy comes in, will you call me?"

"Of course, sweetie. But really, I'm sure she's fine."

Everyone kept saying that. Rachel was starting to hate that word. Fine.

By six PM, Rachel was back at the apartment. She'd searched Maya's room more thoroughly. No diary—Maya kept one, Rachel knew, but it wasn't anywhere obvious. No computer—Maya just used her phone for everything. No notes, no clues, nothing except that stupid purple gel pen message on a Whataburger receipt.

Need space. Don't worry about me.

Rachel ate half a sandwich standing over the sink, then threw the rest away. Her mother's voice in her head: You need to eat, mija. You can't take care of anyone if you don't take care of yourself.

Her mother had been dead for eight years. Rachel barely remembered what her voice sounded like anymore, but the advice remained, fossilized in her brain.

At 8 PM, she called the Dallas Police Department non-emergency line.

The dispatcher sounded bored. "Dallas Police, what's your emergency?"

"It's not an emergency. I need to report a missing person."

"How long has the person been missing?"

"Since yesterday. Maybe longer. I don't know exactly."

"Age of the missing person?"

"Sixteen."

A pause. "And what's your relationship to the missing person?"

"She's my sister. I'm her guardian."

"Has she run away before?"

Rachel hesitated. "She's stayed out without permission a few times. But never overnight. And never like this."

"Did she leave a note?"

"Yes. It said she needed space."

Another pause, longer this time. Rachel could hear typing. "Ma'am, I'm going to transfer you to someone who can help you file a report. But I want you to know that most runaways return home within seventy-two hours. Try not to worry too much."

Rachel wanted to scream. Instead, she said, "Okay. Thank you."

The transfer took three minutes. Then she was talking to another dispatcher, this one asking the same questions. Then she was being given a website address and told to file the report online.

"An officer will contact you within forty-eight hours," the woman said. "In the meantime, keep trying to reach her. Check with her friends. She's probably just with someone you don't know about."

"But—"

"Ma'am, we get dozens of runaway reports every week. Ninety-nine percent of them come home on their own. If she's not back in seventy-two hours, call us again and we'll escalate."

Rachel hung up and stared at her phone.

Forty-eight hours. Seventy-two hours.

Maya had been gone for at least twenty-four hours already—maybe longer, if she hadn't come home after work on Tuesday.

She opened her laptop and filled out the online missing person report. Name. Age. Height. Weight. Last seen wearing. Distinguishing features. She uploaded a photo—Maya at Christmas, smiling, wearing a sweater Rachel had bought her. Her blonde hair looked almost white in the flash.

At the end of the form, there was a box: Do you believe this person is in danger?

Rachel stared at it.

Did she?

Maya had left a note. She'd packed a bag. She'd done this voluntarily.

But she was sixteen. And there was some guy—Tyler or Marcus—who was at least ten years older. And Maya hadn't answered her phone in over twenty-four hours. And—

Rachel checked the box. Yes.

She submitted the form.

The confirmation page appeared: Your report has been received. Case number 2024-09-448721. An officer will contact you within 48 hours.

Rachel closed the laptop.

For a while, she just sat there in the dim apartment. Their apartment—Rachel's and Maya's—was a two-bedroom in Oak Cliff that Rachel could barely afford even with her part-time ER job and student loans. The walls were thin. She could hear the couple next door arguing. Someone upstairs was playing music, bass thumping through the ceiling.

She looked at her phone. 10:47 PM. Still nothing from Maya.

She went into Maya's room and lay down on the unmade bed. The sheets smelled like vanilla and chemicals and something else—something indefinably Maya. Teenage-girl smell. The scent of cheap hair products and body spray and youth.

Rachel pressed her face into the pillow and tried not to cry.

She failed.

I'm sorry, she thought. I'm so sorry. Please come home. Please be okay.

Her phone buzzed. She grabbed it so fast she nearly dropped it.

But it wasn't Maya. It was her clinical instructor: We need to discuss your absences. Please schedule a meeting with me ASAP.

Rachel turned off her phone and closed her eyes.

Somewhere in Dallas—or maybe not in Dallas, maybe somewhere else entirely—Maya was sleeping in a strange bed. Or maybe she wasn't sleeping. Maybe she was awake, regretting running away, and about to call Rachel and ask to come home.

Or maybe something worse was happening.

Rachel didn't let herself think about the worst.

She lay there in her sister's bed, holding Maya's pillow, and told herself that everything would be fine. Maya would come home in a day or two. They'd talk. They'd fix this. Rachel would be better—less critical, less tired, less angry. Maya would be better—less dramatic, less sullen, and less reckless.

Everything would go back to normal.

It had to.

Because the alternative—the thought that something terrible had happened, that Maya was in real danger, that Rachel had failed her in some fundamental way—was too horrible to consider.

So Rachel didn't consider it.

Not yet.

At 3 AM, she finally got up and went back to her own room. Her phone battery was at twelve percent. No calls. No texts. No, Maya.

She plugged it in and stared at the ceiling until morning came and everything got worse.
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​Chapter 2: The First Night
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Maya told herself she wasn't scared, which was a lie she almost believed for the first hour.

It was 2:15 on a Tuesday afternoon—a day she'd decided to skip school, which honestly wasn't even that big of a deal since she'd already missed like four days this month and Rachel hadn't even noticed. Rachel never noticed anything anymore unless it was Maya being a problem.

Maya stood in her room, backpack open on her bed, trying to figure out what to pack. Some clothes—her favorite Mitski shirt, the ripped jeans that Rachel hated, clean underwear, and her phone charger. Her diary, because she wasn't going anywhere without that. The cheap drugstore makeup she'd bought with her Whataburger money.

She wasn't running away. Not really. This was just space. Tyler had said she could stay with him in Austin for a few days, clear her head, and figure things out. He got it. He understood that Rachel was suffocating her, that living in that apartment felt like drowning in someone else's life.

You deserve to breathe, Tyler had said last week, his hand warm on hers across the Whataburger table. You deserve to be seen.

And God, Maya wanted that so badly it hurt.

She zipped up the backpack and looked around her room. Posters on every wall—Phoebe Bridgers, Mitski, and that one photo of Fiona Apple looking sad and beautiful. Her unmade bed with the sheets Rachel had bought at Target. The window that looked out over the parking lot, the same view she'd been staring at for three years.

Nothing in this room felt like hers. Nothing in this life felt like hers.

She found a Whataburger receipt in her trash can—there were like a million of them—and grabbed the purple gel pen from her desk. Rachel's voice in her head: If you're going to do something stupid, at least have the decency to tell me.

Fine.

Need space. Don't worry about me.

She stared at the words. They seemed too small for what she was doing, but anything else would just make Rachel freak out more than she already would. And anyway, Maya would call her in a day or two. Once Rachel calmed down. Once Maya had time to think.

She left the note on her bed where Rachel would see it, then hesitated. Should she say more? Say she was sorry?

She wasn't sorry. She was tired and lonely and so sick of feeling invisible in her own life.

Maya grabbed her backpack and left.






The parking lot behind the Whataburger smelled like grease and exhaust. Tyler's car—a silver Honda Civic with a cracked windshield—was parked in the back corner, exactly where he said it would be. Maya's stomach did this weird flutter thing, half excitement and half something else she didn't want to name.

Tyler got out when he saw her. He was wearing a faded band t-shirt and jeans, his hair kind of messy in that way that looked like he didn't try but probably did. He smiled—that smile that had first made Maya feel like maybe, for once, someone actually saw her.

"Hey," he said.

"Hey." Maya shifted her backpack. "So. I'm here."

"You're here." He took a step closer, his expression going soft. "Are you sure about this? You don't have to come if you're not ready."

That was the thing about Tyler. He never pushed. He always made it feel like her choice.

"I'm sure," Maya said. "I just—I need to get away for a bit. Rachel and I... it's bad right now."

"I know." Tyler reached out and took her hand. His was warm and calloused. "I've got you, okay? Just a few days. We'll hang out and see some shows, and you can figure out what you want. No pressure."

Maya nodded. Her throat felt tight. "Okay."

"Okay." He squeezed her hand. "Come on. Let's get out of here."

She got in the car. The passenger seat had a rip in the upholstery, exposing yellow foam underneath. There was an air freshener hanging from the rearview mirror—pine trees, the cheap kind from gas stations. The floor was cluttered with fast food wrappers and an empty energy drink can.

Tyler got in the driver's side and started the engine. "Austin, here we come."

Maya put on her seatbelt and looked back at the Whataburger. Gloria was probably inside right now, wondering where Maya was. She'd been scheduled for a shift yesterday but called out. She should feel guilty about that. Mostly she just felt relieved to be leaving.

Tyler turned on the radio—some indie station—and pulled out of the parking lot.

For the first forty-five minutes, Maya felt almost okay. Like this was an adventure. Like she was a girl in a movie, running away to find herself, and everything would work out because that's what happened in movies.

Tyler talked about Austin, about this venue where his friend's band was playing, and about how the music scene there was so much better than Dallas. Maya half-listened, watching the landscape change from urban to suburban to the flat emptiness of Texas highways.

Then her phone died.

"Shit," Maya said, staring at the black screen. She'd forgotten to charge it last night—she'd been too busy packing and psyching herself up. "Can I use yours? I should probably text Kayla so she knows I'm okay."

"Mine's dead too," Tyler said. He didn't look at her when he said it. "We'll charge them when we get to my friend's place."

"Oh. Okay." Maya put her phone in her pocket. It was fine. She didn't really need to text Kayla right now anyway. Kayla had been weird lately—they'd had a fight about something stupid; Maya couldn't even remember what.

Forty-five minutes turned into an hour. Then two.

"How far is it?" Maya asked. The landscape was getting emptier. They'd turned off the main highway a while ago, onto smaller roads. "I thought Austin was like—"

"We're not going straight to Austin," Tyler said. His voice had changed—less warm, more flat. "My friend's place is outside the city. Mesquite. We'll crash there tonight and head into Austin tomorrow."

"Oh." Maya tried to remember if he'd mentioned that before. Maybe he had. Her memory was kind of fuzzy. "Okay."

Tyler didn't say anything else. He turned up the radio.

Maya bit the inside of her cheek—her nervous habit—and watched the trees blur past the window.






They stopped for gas around 4:30. Tyler pulled into a run-down station that looked like it was one strong wind away from collapsing. "Stay in the car," he said. "I'll just be a minute."

"I kind of need to pee."

"The bathroom here's gross. Just wait till we get to the house."

Something about the way he said it—not asking, just stating—made Maya's stomach twist. But she nodded. "Okay."

She watched him pump gas, his movements quick and tense. He kept looking around, like he was checking for something. Or someone.

When he got back in the car, he didn't smile.

"Tyler? Is everything okay?"

"Fine. Just tired." He started the engine. "We'll be there soon."

Maya wanted to ask more questions, but something in his tone made her stay quiet. She pulled out her dead phone and stared at the black screen, wishing she could text Rachel. Not to apologize or anything, just to say—

What? That she was having second thoughts? That Tyler was acting weird? That some instinct deep in her gut was starting to whisper that maybe this was a mistake?

No. She was being paranoid. Tyler loved her. He'd told her so multiple times. This was just her anxiety, the same anxiety that made her overthink everything, that made Rachel say she was being dramatic.

Maya put her phone away and stared out the window.






The house in Mesquite looked normal. That was the worst part; later, when Maya tried to remember, it looked so completely, devastatingly normal. A two-story suburban house with beige siding and a chain-link fence. A lawn that needed mowing. A basketball hoop with no net.

Tyler parked in the driveway. "Okay. We're here."

Maya got out, slinging her backpack over one shoulder. The air smelled like cut grass and distant barbecue. Somewhere a dog was barking.

"Whose house is this again?" Maya asked.

"My friend's." Tyler was already walking toward the front door. "Come on."

Maya followed. The front door was unlocked. Tyler pushed it open and gestured for her to go in.

The inside was dim—curtains drawn, lights off. It smelled like cigarettes and something else, something chemical Maya couldn't identify. The living room had a couch with the stuffing coming out, a TV playing a soccer game with the sound off, and two men sitting at a card table.

They looked up when Maya walked in.

One was older—maybe forty—with tattoos crawling up his neck. The other was younger, muscular, and wearing a wife-beater. They both stared at her in a way that made Maya's skin crawl.

"Is this her?" the older one said. He wasn't talking to Maya. He was talking to Tyler.

"Yeah." Tyler's voice was different now. Cold. Transactional. "She's good. No family looking for her. Yet."

Maya's blood went ice-cold.

"Tyler?" Her voice came out small. "What—"

"Go inside," Tyler said, not looking at her. To the men: "Where do you want her?"

The younger guy stood up. He was huge, at least six-two. "Upstairs. Second door."

"Wait." Maya backed toward the door. "I don't—I want to go home. Tyler, I want to go home."

Tyler finally looked at her. His face was blank. Like she was nothing. Like she'd never been anything.

"You are home," he said.

Maya tried to run.

The younger guy caught her before she made it three steps. His hand clamped around her arm, hard enough to bruise. Maya screamed—or tried to, but the sound came out strangled and weak.

"Don't," the guy said. His breath smelled like beer. "Don't fight."

He dragged her toward the stairs. Maya kicked, clawed, and tried to twist away, but he was so much stronger than her. Tyler just watched, his expression bored.

"Please," Maya gasped. "Please, Tyler, I thought—"

"You thought what?" Tyler shook his head. "Jesus. They always think something."

The guy pulled her up the stairs. Maya's backpack fell off her shoulder, tumbling back down. She heard it hit the floor with a soft thud—her diary inside, her clothes, her dead phone.

"Tyler!" she screamed. "Tyler, please!"

But Tyler was already walking away.

The guy shoved her into a bedroom. It was empty except for a mattress on the floor and bars on the window. He pushed her down, and Maya hit the mattress hard, gasping.

"Stay here. Someone will bring you food later. You need to piss; use the bucket."

"Wait—"

The door slammed. Maya heard a lock click.

She lay there on the dirty mattress, her whole body shaking, and tried to understand what had just happened.

Tyler wasn't Tyler. Tyler had never been Tyler.

And Maya had been so, so stupid.






The first night was the worst because Maya still believed it was temporary.

She spent hours trying the door—pulling, kicking, and ramming her shoulder against it until her whole arm ached. She checked the window. Bars on the outside, bolted into the frame. She screamed for help until her throat was raw.

No one came except to bring her food—a paper plate with a cold burger and fries—and take away the bucket she'd finally, humiliatingly, had to use.

The person who brought the food was a woman, maybe thirty, with tired eyes and a fading bruise on her jaw. She didn't speak. She just set down the plate and left.

Maya tried to ask her questions. "Where am I? What's happening? Please, can you call—"

The door closed. The lock clicked.

Maya ate the burger because she didn't know what else to do. Then she curled up on the mattress and cried until she couldn't cry anymore.

She must have fallen asleep eventually, because when she woke up, weak sunlight was filtering through the barred window. Her phone was still dead. She had no idea what time it was.

The door opened. It was the younger guy from yesterday.

"Get up. We're moving you."

"Moving me where?"

"Doesn't matter. Get up."

Maya stood. Her legs felt shaky. "I want to go home."

"Yeah." The guy almost smiled. "They all do."






They drove for hours. Maya was in the back of a van, sitting on a metal floor with her hands zip-tied in front of her. There were two other girls with her—one maybe fourteen, crying quietly, and an older one, maybe nineteen, who just stared at nothing.

Maya tried to talk to them. "Where are we going? Do you know what's happening?"

The fourteen-year-old just cried harder. The older girl finally looked at Maya. Her eyes were dead.

"You're new," she said.

"I—yeah. Yesterday. My—someone I thought was my boyfriend—"

"They all say that." The girl leaned her head back against the van wall. "Romeo, pimp. Classic."

"What?"

"Boyfriend method. They make you think they love you, then they sell you." The girl closed her eyes. "My name's Jasmine. You're going to want to remember that, because I'm the closest thing to a friend you're going to get."

Maya's stomach lurched. "Sell me? What are you—"

"You know what I'm talking about." Jasmine opened one eye. "You're not stupid. You know."

Maya did know. Some horrible part of her brain had known since yesterday, since Tyler's face went blank, since the guy grabbed her. But knowing and accepting were different things.

"How long—" Maya's voice cracked. "How long have you been—"

"Two years. Give or take." Jasmine closed her eye again. "You lose track."

Two years.

Maya pressed her bound hands against her mouth and tried not to throw up.






The farmhouse was in the middle of nowhere—flat land, a barn that was falling apart, and a two-story house that looked like it had been nice once and now was just... hollow.

They pulled Maya and the other girls out of the van. The fourteen-year-old was sobbing. Jasmine walked like a ghost.

Maya's legs almost gave out when she stood. The sun was too bright. The air smelled like manure and dust.

A man was waiting by the house—older, maybe fifty, with a shaved head and dead eyes. He looked at the girls like they were furniture.

"Three more," the driver said. "All clean."

Clean. Like that was something to brag about.

The man nodded. "Put them downstairs with the others."

Others.

Maya was walked—dragged, really—into the house. It was dark inside, with all the curtains drawn. The smell was worse: sweat and fear and something rotten.

They took her down a narrow staircase into a basement. It was cement walls, a low ceiling, and a single lightbulb. There were mattresses on the floor, some with girls on them. Maya counted fast: four, five, six girls total, not counting her and the two from the van.

Nine girls in a basement in the middle of nowhere.

Maya's vision swam. She thought she might pass out.

"New girls," one of the men said. "Behave."

The door at the top of the stairs closed. Maya heard a lock.

For a long moment, no one spoke. Then Jasmine sat down on one of the empty mattresses and sighed.

"Home sweet home," she said.

The fourteen-year-old was still crying. Maya wanted to comfort her, but she didn't know how. She didn't even know how to comfort herself.

One of the other girls—younger than Jasmine but older than Maya—looked up. She had dark circles under her eyes and a healing cut on her lip.

"What's your name?" she asked Maya.

"Maya." Her voice sounded hollow. "My name's Maya."

"Sophia," the girl said. Then, quieter: "I'm sixteen. How old are you?"

"Sixteen." Maya sat down on the mattress next to Jasmine. Her hands were still zip-tied. "Can—can someone—"

Jasmine pulled a piece of broken plastic from under her mattress and cut through the zip tie. "Don't lose this," she said. "It's the only thing we've got."

Maya rubbed her wrists. They were red and raw.

"What happens now?" she whispered.

Jasmine and Sophia looked at each other. Then Sophia looked away.

"You survive," Jasmine said. "That's what happens. You survive every day until you don't."

"Is—" Maya's throat was so tight she could barely speak. "Is anyone looking for us?"

Jasmine laughed. It was the saddest sound Maya had ever heard.

"Yeah," she said. "Your sister's probably looking. Mine looked for about a week before she gave up. Cops don't care. No one cares."

"My sister won't give up." Maya's voice broke. "Rachel—she'll—she won't stop."

"Okay." Jasmine's expression softened, just slightly. "Hold onto that, then. Whatever gets you through."

Maya lay down on the dirty mattress. The basement ceiling was stained with water damage. Somewhere upstairs, men were laughing.

She closed her eyes and tried to remember what home felt like. Rachel yelling at her to do the dishes. The smell of their apartment—cheap candles and Rachel's shampoo. The sound of traffic on the street below. Everything she'd wanted to escape.

God, what had she done?

Rachel, Maya thought. I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. Please find me. Please.

But no one answered. And the basement stayed dark. And the hours stretched out like years.

And Maya learned what it meant to be invisible in a way she'd never wanted.
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​Chapter 3: The System
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Officer Rodriguez had the kind of voice that made everything sound like it wasn't his problem.

"Ms. Callahan? This is Officer Rodriguez with Dallas PD, calling about case number 2024-09-448721."

Rachel had been staring at her phone for the past two hours, willing it to ring. Now that it finally was—10:07 AM on Friday morning, exactly forty-eight hours after she'd filed the report—her hands were shaking so badly she almost dropped it.

"Yes. Thank you for calling. It's about my sister, Maya. She's been missing for—"

"I have the report here." The sound of papers shuffling. "Maya Lynn Callahan, age sixteen. Left a note saying she needed space. That's correct?"

"Yes, but—"

"And how long has she been gone?"

Rachel took a breath. Be calm. Be articulate. Give him what he needs. "I last saw her Wednesday morning. She didn't come home Tuesday night. So at least two full days, possibly longer."

"Has she done this before? Run away?"

"She's stayed at a friend's house without permission a couple times, but never overnight like this. And she's not answering her phone. It goes straight to voicemail."

"What about social media? Kids usually stay active online even when they don't want to talk to their parents."

"I'm not her parent; I'm her sister. Her guardian. And no, nothing. No posts, no messages, no activity at all since Tuesday afternoon."

More shuffling. "The report says she left a note."

"Yes. On her bed. But Officer Rodriguez, I really think something happened to her. She has a boyfriend—or I just found out about a boyfriend—someone older. I talked to her coworkers and—"

"Ma'am, I'm going to stop you there." Rodriguez's voice had that practiced patience that came from saying the same thing a hundred times. "Most runaways come home within a week. Especially teenage girls. They get in a fight with family, they take off for a few days, they cool down, and they come back."

"She didn't run away. Something happened to her."

"You said she left a note."

"Yes, but—"

"And she packed a bag."

"Yes."

"So she left voluntarily."

Rachel pressed her free hand against her forehead. "She's sixteen. She doesn't understand—"

"Sixteen is old enough to make her own decisions, even bad ones. Look, I understand you're worried. That's natural. But from what I'm seeing here, this looks like a teenager who needed space after an argument. The note says, 'Don't worry about me.' That's pretty clear."

"She has a boyfriend who's at least in his late twenties. Maybe older. That's not—there's something wrong about that."

A pause. "Do you have a name for this boyfriend?"

"Tyler. Or maybe Marcus. I'm not sure which is his real name."

"You're not sure."

Rachel heard the skepticism in his voice and hated it. "Her friend mentioned Tyler. Her manager at work mentioned someone named Marcus. It could be the same person."

"Could be."

"Yes. Could be. I don't know because Maya never told me about him, which is another reason I'm worried. She was hiding this relationship."

"Or maybe she just knew you wouldn't approve of her having a boyfriend." Rodriguez sighed. "Look, Ms. Callahan. I'm going to be straight with you. We get dozens of runaway reports every week. Teenagers, especially girls, especially around this age—they run off with boyfriends all the time. Nine times out of ten, they come back on their own when reality sets in."

"And what about the tenth time?"

"Then we escalate. But we're not there yet."

Rachel felt something crack inside her chest. "So what are you doing to find her?"

"We've entered her information into the National Crime Information Center database. If she's picked up anywhere—stopped by police, checked into a hospital, anything—we'll know. We've also flagged her phone number. If it pings any towers, we'll get an alert."

"That's it?"

"That's standard procedure for a voluntary departure."

"She's a child."

"She's sixteen. That's considered a juvenile, yes, but not a child. If she were twelve, this would be different. But at sixteen, with a note indicating voluntary departure and no evidence of foul play—"

"No evidence? She has an older boyfriend she was hiding from me. She didn't show up to work. Her phone is dead or turned off. Those are all—"

"Those are all consistent with a runaway," Rodriguez said. His voice had gone flat, final. "I'm sorry, but that's the reality. We don't have the resources to treat every teenage runaway like an abduction."

Rachel closed her eyes. "What would it take? For you to treat this like an abduction?"

"Evidence of force. Signs of a struggle. A credible witness. Something that indicates she didn't leave voluntarily."

"She's been gone for two days."

"Like I said, most come back within a week."

"And if she doesn't?"

"Then call us back and we'll reassign it to a detective. But honestly, Ms. Callahan, I think you're going to see her walk through your door in the next few days looking sheepish and asking what's for dinner."

Rachel wanted to scream. Instead, she said, very quietly, "Is there anything else I can do?"

"Keep trying to contact her. Check in with her friends. If you get any new information—a location, a name of someone she might be with—call us. Other than that, try not to worry too much."

Try not to worry.

Her sister was missing, and this man was telling her not to worry.

"Thank you for your time," Rachel said, and hung up before he could respond.

She sat on the couch in her apartment—their apartment, hers and Maya's—and stared at her phone.

Forty-eight hours. That's what they'd told her—to wait. She'd waited. And now the response was: wait longer.

Rachel pulled up her notes app, where she'd been keeping a timeline. Everything was documented, everything was organized, the way she'd been trained to chart patient information at the hospital.

WEDNESDAY, SEPT 4 - DAY 1

●  7:15 AM: Discovered Maya missing

●  Note found on bed: "Need space. Don't worry about me."

●  Clothes missing, backpack gone, phone going straight to voicemail

●  Called Maya's friends: Kayla (hasn't seen her), Jess (no answer), Becca (thought she was home)

●  Whataburger manager: Maya didn't show for Tuesday's shift.

●  Filed missing person report online: 8 PM

THURSDAY, SEPT 5 - DAY 2

●  Called Maya's phone 17 times

●  Went to Maya's school: she'd missed 4 days in past 2 weeks (I didn't know)
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